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To the family we're born with and the family we choose.
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prologue



IRENE






D

 
eep in the forest, a wolf is howling. Irene stands tall at the edge of the clearing, fresh snow clinging to the tips of her eyelashes.



She’s killed all but one of them. Around her, the wolves bodies lay sliced and bloody, their organs slipping out through the vast gashes at their stomachs, piling onto the frozen, snow covered forest floor. Their cries had been harder to ignore than she anticipated, the pitch of their howls like a string tugging at her conscience, imploring her to stop. She’d half-expected the last one to flee once it saw the fate of the others, but it didn’t. It stands in front of her, all three-hundred pounds of genetically modified fur and bones. Irene stares at it—dripping with the knowledge of what she’s done. The wolf doesn’t look afraid, doesn’t seem to have any desire to charge at her, to make her pay for what she’s done. Almost as if it knows this is what they were bred for, that this is how their lives were always going to end. The wolf gapes at her, looking between the fresh carnage of its pack and the small, fourteen-year-old girl with a sword. What was once a beautiful display of iron work is now covered in so much blood the metal looks as if it’s been painted red.

The open bite wound on her left arm stings as she raises the sword, taking a measured step forward. The wolf turns its head to her, watching her movement, and sneers. It bares its razor-sharp teeth for her to see, and there among the massacre, Irene shows her teeth in another way.


She smiles.



The wolf claws the ground, snow springing up under its paw, and howls. The sound is deep and raw, every bit the song of the predator. Irene chuckles to herself and takes it in, letting it reverberate through every bone in her body, bringing her to life. She tightens the grip on her sword—her hands pulsating with ache from the strain, her breaths quick with anticipation.

The sixth wolf—the one standing before her now had been a surprise. It had shown up, lurking around in the shadows just as she’d finished off the fifth. She’d been so involved relishing in her own victory that she nearly missed it creeping up behind her. To her luck, at that very same moment, a bird began chirping behind her, alerting her to the presence of her unwelcome visitor.This wolf is the largest of them all, its fur the purest shade of white she’s ever seen. What a sight it will be, that beautiful coat contrasted with the deep crimson red of its own blood once she’s finished. The wolf lunges at her, but Irene spins out of the way before it reaches her, tucking herself behind a tree. The wolf is momentarily confused, looking to the spot Irene was standing before, so she does what she was taught and takes advantage of the circumstance. Irene, without making a sound, circles behind the tree and comes up behind the wolf. It feels her at the last second and turns, advancing on her as quickly as it can. It’s fast, but Irene is faster. She kneels to the ground, lifting her sword vertically above her head right as the wolf leaps. As the wolf passes over her head, Irene’s raised sword cuts through its skin, slicing it open from its neck to its tail. Irene closes her eyes and shuts her mouth, bracing herself as a shower of blood sprays over her body. The ground shakes beneath her as the wolf falls to the ground. The wolf cries out. This time its plea is sharp and filled with despair. Irene sets her sword to the side and rubs her hands over her eyes, wiping as much of the blood away as she can. Once her vision is clear, she rises from the snow—her body sticky and wet. Wearing the wolf’s blood like a cape, Irene cautions a step toward the battered animal. It’s sprawled out on the ground. Irene stands still and watches as the life drains from its eyes, as a pool of its own blood spreads out around it. Once she’s sure the wolf has died, she takes in her surroundings. This deep in the forest it’s eerily quiet, the only sounds she can hear are her own breaths and the quiet whistling of the wind rustling through the trees. It’s so peaceful, so far away from the brutality and anguish back at camp. Irene wants to bottle this moment, commit it to memory, etch it into her brain for all of eternity, but she has a job to do.

Irene grabs her sword from the ground. Once she’s in place beside the wolf’s carcass, she lifts her sword high above her head, and with all the power of a lightning strike against a tree, she brings it down.

Immediately, Irene is overcome with nausea. She drops her sword and falls to her knees, keeling over as she wills her own body not to vomit. For a moment, she thinks she’s won the war and moves to stand, but the second she does, a spray of sick escapes from her throat. Irene grabs fistfuls of snow and buries her vomit underneath it, ensuring her mentors won’t be able to see the proof of her weakness if they come around later to check her work. Irene curses herself. She should be stronger. She shouldn’t care about the death of an animal, let alone a death she caused.


Still, she does.



Irene allows herself only moments to regain her composure, to shift back into the version of herself that’s been deemed a killer—a prodigy.

She stands. Grabbing the hair at the top of the wolf’s head, she lifts it off the ground, keeping its cold, vacant eyes turned away from her as she begins to walk.



When she entered this forest hours earlier, she was a child, an apprentice. Now, she emerges from the forest a bona fide warrior. Gone is the girl who couldn’t fight for herself, alone without anyone to care for her. When Irene put that final wolf to death, she shed the skin of her past life. The wolves were her final test as a trainee. She’s a

 

namero


 
now.



Her sword, now crusted over, hangs limply from her left hand. Her right clutches her trophy, her proof. She scans the faces of her mentors as she approaches them. They’ve been waiting here for her since she began her mission, timing how long it took her to complete their test. All five of them have a satisfied smile on their faces, not because of what she’s accomplished, but because they’re the ones who taught her how.


They’ve proven their effectiveness once again.



There is one person, standing in the center of the group who isn’t smiling. Irene’s never met him, but if he’s pleased with the results of her test, she’ll go with him to his country, to Radon. He’s younger than she expected him to be, and taller too. When Irene imagined kings, she always pictured small, pitiful, helpless men—the kind who need people like her to keep them safe because they couldn’t do it themselves. But this man doesn’t look like he’s lacking defenses, he looks cruel and steady, the kind of man whose words are enough to terrify his enemies. His dark hair is shaved close to his head, mirroring the length of the stubble that covers his jaw and chin. His eyes are a striking blue-green, but they’re spiritless, lacking something she can’t quite name.

The king watches her blankly as she steps up to him. His eyes drift between her face, stained red from the blood, and the wolf’s head swaying at her side. Irene lets go, keeping her eyes on the king’s face as the wolf’s head lands at his feet. A dark, strangled laugh escapes his throat as Irene kneels to the ground, the snow crunching beneath her as it takes on her weight. She lowers her head as a sign of respect, the tip of her sword piercing the ground beside her. Irene can’t see the king’s expression as he speaks.

His voice is deep and proud. “Yes. She’ll do quite nicely.”

And so, for the second time in her young life, Irene was sold.












































THREE YEARS LATER...



1


IRENE





I

 
rene’s heart beats faster than she can run. Her calves are tight, her side aches, and her body protests her quick pace with every step, but she can’t stop—not when she’s so close. Not when her target is just

 within her grasp. The train’s horn, once quiet in the distance, grows louder as she gets closer to the tracks. The deafening blare echoes through the inky night, repeating itself over and over again, the beat as steady and daunting as a war drum. The train’s approaching at a dangerous speed, only seconds away now. Irene questions the likelihood of survival in her head. She knows that if she slows her pace, even by a microscopic amount, she won’t make it over the tracks in time. Her skin is slick with sweat, coating her body like morning dew. The suffocating warmth grows more intense as every chug pulls the train closer. Closer to her—closer to what will be the intersection between life and death. It’s like a sick, one-sided game of chicken. Even if the conductor sees her as she nears the tracks, the weight of the train makes it an impossible force to halt so suddenly. Any rational person would stop short of the tracks, throw their hands up in defeat, and curse their cowardice. Irene has been called many things in her short life. Stubborn, protector, prodigy…but never rational.

Irene closes her eyes and pushes herself off the ground, her thighs burning as she leaps across the track. She digs her heels into the ground when she lands, causing her to skid forward in the slush. She nearly loses her balance as the train speeds by behind her head. The pace of the train barreling by creates a vigorous wind that whips the ends of her dark tresses around her face, the ends stabbing into the edges of her eyes. Irene takes a steadying breath—allowing herself one moment of gratitude that she made it through alive before she wipes the hair away and refocuses on her task—her target.



Irene scans the maze of shipping containers in front of her looking for any sign of movement. A shadow or the soft crunching of a footstep would do it—would give him away in an instant, but to Irene’s dismay, there’s nothing. At this point, an amateur would advance through the puzzle of vessels, positive it’s the most effective way to catch a moving target, but Irene knows better. She chose to chase him toward this shipping yard

 

because


 
it has no exit. Irene can picture it; the poor guy hunched in a dim corner, goosebumps trailing up his arms, his heart beating so fast he thinks it might give out, all the while believing he’s been the architect of tonight’s game of cat and mouse…if only he knew. He’ll probably make the rounds—doing his best to navigate the minefield of crates and get back to the entrance, but it’s an impossible pattern to memorize in the dark, so he’ll make a mistake. Even the best camouflage artists make miscalculations with extreme amounts of adrenaline pumping through their veins, and based on what Irene has seen, this guy is no expert.




So, she’ll hold her ground. She’ll stand motionless. She’ll wait. And when it’s time…she’ll move.





THE WIND BLOWS lightly against Irene’s skin, the scent of her perfume hitchhiking on the breeze. In training, they taught her to avoid using anything scented—told the trainees that it’s a surefire way to announce your location to the enemy. Normally, she’d heed their advice, but she likes the idea of her prey catching her scent, of them anticipating her arrival, knowing she could be anywhere that the wind touches.

She stands in her spot at the edge of the shipping yard, her hands clasped behind her back, her foot popped out to the side—looking every bit the picture of a bored teenager. Irene doesn’t typically mind waiting for her game to slip up, in fact she prefers it—enjoys letting her mind run through all the possible outcomes as her anticipation grows—but it’s getting close to daybreak, and her movements will be much easier to anticipate in the light. The wind shifts, an eerie silence settling over the open space in front of her. The hairs on the back of her neck stand on edge, alerting her to danger. She looks to her left and catches the glimmer of something in the distance just as it appears. Off in the corner, there’s a rounded edge to a shadow where it should be sharp.

This is all the evidence she needs.

She puts her lips together, and with a step toward the anomaly, Irene begins to whistle. It’s a cheery tune, almost hopeful, something a mother might have hummed to her child when they were young. Once she gets closer to the shadow—to the man, she goes silent. She quiets her breaths, and her steps become undetectable as she morphs into her truest form— the killer.

Her eyes are glued to the ground, watching for movement as she steps up to where he is. Her hand grips tightly around the hilt of the knife holstered at her hip. She’s looking for some type of variation, anything that might suggest he knows she’s got him cornered and she’s closing in. There’s nothing, until she rounds the corner, and the shadow dissipates completely. Her mouth falls open. She was certain he was here. Was she wrong about where he was or did he just vanish into thin air? Suddenly, Irene feels a hot breath on the top of her head. She whips around, but she’s too slow. Before she can process what’s happening, she’s being slammed into the wall of a shipping container. Her head makes a sickening clang as it connects with ice cold metal. There’s no time to think about her next move because his hands are around her throat, and he’s lifting her off the ground. She scrambles for the knife at her side, but just as she frees it, he pulls her forward and slams her into the container again, so hard everything goes black for a second. Her knife, along with her confidence, slips through her fingers. There’s a low thud as her knife lands on the ground beneath her, and for a moment she wonders if it will be the last sound she ever hears.

Her shaky hands grab onto the man’s clammy wrists. He’s gritting his teeth, the veins in his forehead protruding grotesquely from his flushed skin. Irene reaches out and digs her fingernails into his forehead. She rips her hands down his face, the man’s thin flesh collecting underneath her fingernails as she does. He cries out in agony, but he doesn’t back down—doesn’t loosen his grip around Irene’s throat. She’s so close to death, yet all she can think about is how spectacularly she’s failing. Her moves are unpolished—weakened by her distress and fear. If Irene’s instructors were here to witness this, they’d scream at her and shake their heads, humiliated by her inability to detach from her emotions and view this moment tactically.

A stray tear falls from her eye, due to her self-pity or the lack of oxygen to her brain, she isn’t sure.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Irene asks. The words come out in broken pieces, some syllables quieter than the others.



The man’s grip around her throat tightens. His wispy beard scratches against her cheek as he leans into her and whispers, “I heard you were unbeatable,

 

Segournica.”




Her heartbeat begins to slow—its rhythm a gentle beat coaxing her to sleep. In front of her, the world begins to blur, and she knows this is her last chance to make a move. If she doesn’t fight back right now, they’ll find her in the morning, her eyes wide open and bone dry, her solemn expression everlasting proof of her defeat.

The man’s voice takes on an echoey quality, as if different versions of him are circling Irene, taunting her in surround sound. “Turns out you’re exactly what I expected—nothing but a scared little girl.”

Her mind does its best to run through her years of combat training—a slideshow of all the specialized moves she’s learned playing on repeat until it stops on something that just might work. Her mind finds renewed purpose—her body catches a second wind, suddenly she’s grateful her fight-or-flight instinct has always been loyal to the former.

Irene inhales as deeply as she can manage—ignoring what feels like a white-hot poker lodged in her throat. Her feet are hanging limply below her body, so she uses them to her advantage and places them flat against the shipping container beneath her. She grabs hold of the man’s wrists. Then, using his grip around her neck as an anchor, she pushes herself off and uses the momentum to hike her legs up in front of her stomach and kick the man in his chest.

He stumbles backward to catch his breath, his hands finally releasing her throat. The arc of her maneuver causes her to fall flat on her back.


She can’t breathe, can’t move.



Her chest heaves so intensely searching for oxygen she feels as if her lungs are trying to claw their way outside her body—hooking themselves into her flesh, using her ribs as steps, willing to do anything for just one full breath.

Every part of her body feels weak—each muscle fiber tingling and warm—her bones aching and begging for reprieve. Some part of her wants to give in, wants to allow her body a moment of grace after seventeen years of torment, but she looks up, and the man is staring at her, waiting for her to stand up and fight.

Her defense tactic wasn’t intended to wound him in any major way, and it hasn’t. She’s only given herself enough time to think of her next move, except she’s been so distracted by her lack of airflow that she’s forgotten to plot her way out of this. She begins to rack her brain again when she remembers her knife. Hadn’t it fallen right below her earlier? It did, which means…she feels around underneath her back, smirking as her finger grazes against a sharp edge.


Yes, there it is.



She springs to her feet, twirling her knife around her fingers. She raises her eyebrows mischievously as the man runs at her.


This wouldn’t be the first time her knife saved her life.




2


IRENE





T

 
he iron door of the castle’s dungeon clicks shut, Irene’s face set in a self-satisfied smirk. Most of the work with the man is yet to be done, but she’s proud of herself for what she’s accomplished

 so far. Getting him here wasn’t easy, nor was winning their fight back at the shipyard. Once Irene rendered the man unconscious, she had to rack her brain for a way to get the man—who’s easily double her size—back to the palace on her own, but she did it—once again proving her worthiness.



Since being brought to Radon, Irene has been residing as junior protector to King Baar, or S

 

egournica


 
, second in line to only one person… Havardur. For the last three years, she’s been living in his shadow, cursing every demand and witless plan he directs her way. Irene’s stronger than him, smarter than him, faster than him, and she belongs in his position, she’s

 

earned


 
it. She’s been biding her time, waiting for King Baar to come to his senses and promote her to Highest Protector. She’s tracked the most unpredictable of criminals, tortured men in unspeakable ways, and has eradicated every piece of herself that refused to bend to the king’s will, all in an endeavor to earn King Baar’s respect—to be worthy of the position once she’s selected.



Thus far her remarkable ability to defend the kingdom has been a fruitless effort, and after three years of waiting, her tolerance has run out. That’s why, when Havardur came to King Baar and said he hadn’t been able to track down a simple arsonist, Irene mapped out two separate plans. The first, a trap to lure, contain, and capture the arsonist who now resides here, in the dungeon of the castle. The second, a far more complex plot with one specific endgame; have Havardur killed in a way that can’t be traced back to Irene. Once he’s gone, there will be no one standing between her and everything she deserves.

“Ahem.” Irene jumps at the unexpected noise. Before she even looks, she knows who’s standing beside her. For years, his voice has tainted her happiest dreams and plagued her nightmares. Irene fixes her face into a pleasant, yet unaffected expression before turning to face him.

Her voice has an involuntary bite to it. “Sir, I didn’t hear you come down.”

His face hardens. “I thought your kind didn’t startle.” He often refers to Irene like this, as if she’s some aberration, something foreign and inhumane. He distances himself from her in a way that makes her wonder if she was chosen for her skills, or if he wanted her simply so no one else could have her.



Irene’s situation had been an unusual occurrence, a namero

 
graduating at only fourteen, but Irene was a prodigy. Her mentors had nothing left to teach her. Because of this, The Unnamed made an exception. They sold Irene to the highest bidder two-years earlier than is standard practice. She left her friends, her entire life behind that day, burying any second thoughts she had under the promise of an esteemed position at court.






All of that, only to become

 

this


 
.






Normal, second place, overlooked, Irene.



She straightens her spine, lifting her chin to meet his eyes. Somehow, even though so much time has passed, King Baar looks identical to the day she first met him. His eyes are as obscure as ever, leaving her to twiddle her fingers behind her back, anxious about what’s to come. He always seems taller to her in these moments of uneasiness—or maybe it’s that she feels smaller.

“I hear you’ve captured the arsonist?” Why he says this as a question is lost on Irene.



Irene shifts her weight to the left. “Yes, sir. I spotted him while I was in the city and decided to trail him, but he made me and took off running, so I followed him. We had an

 

altercation,


 
but I outsmarted him in the end.”



“This was a coincidence?” His tone is even, his eyes distant—seemingly uninterested.

Irene could keep lying, could continue feigning innocence, but the fact is, King Baar wouldn’t be asking her if he didn’t already know the answer. His eyes flick to hers impatiently, awaiting her response. She lowers her head, unable to meet his eyes. “No, sir. It wasn’t a coincidence.”

“So, you did what exactly? Tracked him down? Laid a trap for him?”

She nods, attempting to disguise her frustration with him as meekness.

He takes a slow step toward her, and she braces herself for whatever he might do. He leans down, his face only inches from hers. His breath is hot. It burns her skin as he speaks. “Havardur isn’t going to like that.”

Relief floods through her as King Baar pulls away, distancing himself from Irene again. He’s never had any sense of boundaries with her when it comes to personal space. It isn’t comfortable, but it could be worse. She’s heard stories of powerful people buying attractive trainees from 
The Unnamed, promising them a full life, then using them to satisfy their carnal desires before throwing them on the streets. Luckily, King Baar has never propositioned her in that way. She wouldn’t have a choice in the matter if he did. When Irene took her oath, she swore to serve him in any way he sees fit until the day she dies. So, if that’s what he asked of her, she would have to indulge him. She wouldn’t enjoy it, wouldn’t

 

want


 
to do it, but she would feel obligated, nonetheless. There are some fates even the fastest warriors can’t outrun.



King Baar drags his gaze across her body, and she feels as though she’s a glass case, as if he can see her organs and bones, all of her weakest spots on display and fully accessible for him to destroy. He’s staring at her now—seemingly waiting for something. The iron door at the top of the stairs creaks on its hinges as it swings open. Over King Baar’s shoulder, Irene can see two figures descending the staircase, each of them familiar to her in different ways.

Havardur wears a smug smirk as he struts up to them. Unlike King 
Baar, Havardur’s age shows. Where King Baar is youthful and thin, Havardur is wide and built out by muscle. King Baar’s hair is dark and buzzed while Havardur’s is blond and smoothed back. Havardur

 

looks


 
the part of a warrior, but that’s all it is—looks. If Irene were given the chance to fight him, she’d take him out in seconds.



“So, you’ve decided to undermine your superiors again, is that right?” Havardur asks, stopping beside King Baar.


Irene doesn’t answer.



“Ah, she’s gone mute now. Oh no, Frederik, I think I’ve broken her,” Havardur mocks.

Irene blinks at the inappropriate use of King Baar’s first name, but the king pays this insult no attention, laughing instead at Havardur’s ‘joke’. Irene digs her fingernails into the palms of her hands…the only thing keeping her from punching Havardur square in the face. There would be no greater satisfaction to her in this moment than to hear his nose snap under her fist, but King Baar wouldn’t take kindly to Irene mutilating his best friend.

“Don’t we have work to do?” Despite the fact that Irene saw Neven walk in, trailing behind Havardur like a shadow, the sudden sound of his voice startles her.

She glances up at him, and when she does, she sees his eyes are already on her. Objectively speaking, Neven is beautiful. He’s tall and broad with muscles in all the right places, his dirty blond hair always falling perfectly despite how often he messes with it throughout the day.

“Yes, we do,” Havardur says. “But first, Neven, would you like to deliver the news?”

Irene catches Neven’s eye again, but this time he looks away. He clears his throat before speaking. “Effective immediately, you’re released from all of your duties as Segournica.”

Irene’s stomach falls, but she doesn’t flinch. She refuses to give Havardur the satisfaction of seeing her panic.

“And the rest?” King Baar prompts, waving his hand around in the air.

Neven gestures vaguely to King Baar and Havardur, passing the torch over to one of them to finish whatever thought he’s left incomplete. Irene’s blood boils at the thought of the three of them huddled together in King Baar’s office, scripting and rehearsing what Neven should say to her.

“Alright, I’ll do it if I must,” Havardur says, feigning hesitation. “You’re being placed on temporary leave for the next six months. Now, if you’re very kind, and prove yourself useful enough to keep around by the end of the six months, then you just might be reinstated.”

Irene’s jaw clenches. There’s no way she’ll be reinstated. Havardur has the opportunity to get rid of her, so the only reason she can imagine he’s letting her stick around is so he can spend the next six months making a fool out of her before kicking her out for good. Irene takes a step toward King Baar, but Havardur blocks her. “Sir, please.”

“Enough,” King Baar says, holding up his hand to silence her. “I’ve been lenient with you, Irene. Countless times, I’ve forgiven your insubordination, but not anymore. You’ve gone too far. My mind has been made up.”

“Now,” Havardur says, stepping around Irene, “we have a criminal to interrogate.”

Irene stands motionless in the hallway as Havardur and King Baar step through the dungeon door. “Neven,” Havardur calls from the doorway, “come along.”

Irene hadn’t noticed that Neven was still in front of her. He’s looking down at her with a consoling half smile. He opens his mouth to say something, but Irene doesn’t give him a chance. There’s nothing he can say that would make this any better. She storms past him, letting her shoulder slam into his arm as she goes.



MARGOT'S TAVERN IS a local hangout—one of the few taverns in the area that isn’t frequented by loud-mouthed tourists passing through Radon. Margot, the owner, does her best to bring new patrons in, sometimes standing on the main road with samples of her specialty ales to lure people inside, but it rarely works. Irene prefers it this way. She likes that she can waltz in at any time of the day and never be bothered by drunk pirates or people asking her what it’s like to be a namero. This is why Irene is surprised when she rounds the corner to the tavern’s entrance and finds a young child sitting on the ground, her tiny head resting against the exterior tavern wall. The girl looks to be about twelve, old enough to take care of herself, but young enough that she shouldn’t have to. Regardless of her age, the dirt road outside of a dingy, deteriorating tavern is no place for a child. The girl is pale—a sickly gray shade that leaves her skin looking like it’s been stripped of all its life. She’s caked in dirt, her clothes ragged, her skin so dry from Radon’s ice-cold air that her face is cracked and peeling in multiple places. Irene can only assume the girl took shelter here, away from the main road on purpose, likely for the same reason kids all over Radon will go to extreme lengths to remain unseen; they’re hiding from The Unnamed.

A tall, stout man stumbles out of the tavern door, his clothes wet and rumpled—visibly wasted. In his drunken haze, he trips, and the coins he’s been clutching in his hand fall freely to the ground. He must be too drunk to notice he’s dropped them, because he continues on, staggering past Irene and muttering to himself under his breath. 

Irene makes eye contact with the girl, and she knows they’re thinking the same thing. Irene and the girl lunge for the coins at the same time, but Irene’s training has made her too fast to have much competition. Irene has the coins securely in her pocket before the girl’s hand even touches the ground.

“Better luck, next time,” Irene says to the girl, a cunning smirk on her face.



Yes, Irene could have let the girl have the money, probably

 

should


 
have. After all, it’s not like Irene needs it. But she saw the money sitting there, and she wanted it. It’s as simple as that. Irene learned a long time ago that you have to take what you want, and take it fast, or someone else will get there first.



Besides, the child won’t need the money—not once The Unnamed find her.



THE NEXT COUPLE hours pass in by a blur as Irene chugs pint after pint of ale. It isn’t often that Irene lets herself go. She’s always been too nervous that she would get intoxicated, and just as she did, she’d be needed for some mission, and she wouldn’t be able to perform the way she’s expected to. All that she has in this life is her reputation—her legend. She wasn’t going to screw that up because she felt sorry for herself. Today, however, she’s willing to make an exception. Because today, nobody is going to ask anything of her.

Somewhere around hour four, about five and-a-half pints deep, Margot appears behind the bar. Irene is trashed, her upper body slumped over the damp, wooden bar top.


“Margot,” Irene slurs.



“Are you celebrating something? I’ve never seen you like this,” Margot asks. Maybe if Irene were sober, she’d be able to appreciate the concern in Margot’s voice, would be able to recognize that, in this moment, there’s someone who genuinely cares if she’s okay.

Irene lifts her cup at half-speed. “To freedom. Oh, Margot,” Irene says, reaching out for Margot’s arm.


“Yes?” Margot asks, tapping her foot.




“There’s a kid…she’s outside. The kid’s outside.”




Margot tilts her head. “What does that mean?”




“I think she’s hiding from them.”






Margot sighs. “Okay, but why are you telling

 

me


 
this?”







Irene slaps her forehead with the palm of her hand. “So that you can tell

 

them


 
…and they can come get her. She’s all alone.”



Margot puts a hand on her hip. “You won’t get the reward money if I’m the one who lets them know.”


“I don’t care. Just make sure they take her.”



Margot nods in understanding, then leaves Irene alone to wallow in her pity.



IRENE RAMS HER body against the tavern door, cold air rushing over her skin as soon as she’s outside. It feels nice, the frigid wind against her artificially warmed body. She takes a shaky breath in, and with her exhale, tries to release all of her anger and frustration. It’s dark out now, and with her eyes turned up to the sky, she can see it’s full of glittering stars.


It’s almost peaceful.



Her walk back to the palace is going to be long, and hopefully sobering. She needs to figure out how to get her position back, and she can’t do that in a drunken haze. Havardur will be dead soon, but that won’t do her any good if she’s not allowed on the palace grounds. To make matters worse, she’s got an obvious motive now, so if she’s stripped of her title and exiled when it happens, King Baar will know she had something to do with it, and he’ll waste no time issuing Irene a death sentence of her own.

“Please, no!” The strangled cry startles Irene. She turns around, her eyes landing on the spot where the child is. Two men, easily twice the girl’s size are on either side of her. The taller of the two men lifts her off the ground and throws her over his shoulder, easily dodging the girl’s flailing hands. “Don’t take me!” she cries out.

Irene makes eye contact with the child—and she knows exactly what the girl is thinking; that the girl would give anything to fight her way out of this…to be free, but the world has taken too much from her. So, after a few seconds of feral protest, the girl gives in and collapses against the man’s back—too hollowed out to fight.



IRENE MOVES SLOWLY through the palace halls, her mind still foggy from the alcohol. Irene’s bed is calling to her like a siren, luring her into a night of peace and warmth, curled-up underneath her duvet. The promise of the silky feel of her sheets against her skin is what keeps her moving through drafty corridors and around dark corners. Irene only falters briefly when she makes it to the hallway her room is in and sees Neven standing in her doorway, watching her intently as she makes her over to him.


“What do you want?” she grumbles.



“I came to see if you’re okay, but judging by the state of you, I’d wager you’re doing just fine,” Neven says.

Neven has a lot of annoying traits, but by far his most bothersome one, is his ability to say something that seems so thoughtful and genuine on paper, but have it come out sounding like a challenge, an invitation to argue.

“Better than ever,” Irene replies, her voice dripping with sarcasm. Maybe she’s more sober than she initially thought, because the seething hatred she has for Neven, the one that had been blissfully dulled just a few hours ago, is back now in full force.


“Did you bother to sober up before walking back here?”



The question and Neven’s sharp tone take her by surprise. Is he judging her for drinking? “You have four eyes right now. So, you tell me.” It’s a lie, but Irene knows the truth wouldn’t get under his skin the same way that statement will.

He rolls his eyes at her. “You shouldn’t be wandering around alone when you’re wasted, Irene. You, more than anyone, should know how dangerous Radon is.”

She scoffs. “What I do with my free time is none of your concern. And, in case you hadn’t heard, free time is all that I have now.” Irene snaps her fingers. “Oh, wait. I forgot. Of course, you know, seeing as you’re the one who fired me.”


“You and I both know I don’t have that kind of power.”



Irene folds her arms over her chest. “Right. Obviously, you’re not to blame. You just do whatever Havardur and King Baar want you to do. Tell me, Neven. Is it difficult to stand? You know, since you don’t have a spine.”


His voice breaks. “Please don’t look at me like that.”




“Like what?”



“Like I’m one of them. I’m not, okay? There’s a difference between being worried about your safety and thinking you can’t handle yourself.”

Irene shakes her head. “Maybe you mean it differently, but it feels the same.”


He looks down at the ground. “Okay. I’m sorry.”



There’s a beat of silence between them where she doesn’t know what he’s thinking. She’s stunned by how quickly he apologized. It occurs to her that this is the first time in her life where someone has told her they’re sorry, and she’s believed them.

He fidgets with his hands. “I was worried about you. You disappeared, and…I don’t know, I thought something bad happened. I thought maybe you did something stupid.”

He says it in a way that makes her feel like a priest—as if caring about her wellbeing is a sin he needs to confess. Something stirs in her stomach, a kinship maybe, but despite what Neven may believe, they’re not friends. This is the same guy who just a few hours ago told her she’s being removed from her post, the same guy who, for years, has worked alongside two people that have never believed in her, and Neven never even bothered to defend her. This line of emotions is making her uncomfortable. Time to change the subject.

“How did the interrogation go?”


Neven swallows. “It was fine. Easy.”




Irene quirks an eyebrow. “He confessed?”




“He did.”




“Except?” Irene presses.




He looks up, biting his lip. “I don’t think he did it.”



Irene sighs. This is exactly why people like Neven shouldn’t be in positions of power. “Of course, he did it, Neven.”

Immediately, Neven gets cagey. “Why are you so sure? There’s not any evidence to suggest he actually did it.”



“Okay, but there’s also nothing to suggest that he

 

didn’


 
t. He had motive, means, and opportunity, Neven. That’s a closed case.”




“I disagree. Something about it just feels…off.”



“You can’t postpone a sentencing based on a feeling, Neven. Besides, you said he confessed.”

Neven scoffs, his face shifting into something sad. “I can’t believe I thought you’d take my side on this.”

Irene shifts on her feet. The two of them aren’t peers, they don’t sit around and hash out the details of crimes and security threats, so why is he acting so wounded over this? “Yeah. Why did you?”

He chuckles, but there’s no humor in his voice when he says, “I actually don’t know. Maybe I thought you’d be willing to take a risk right now.”

This grates on Irene’s nerves. Just because she’s been removed from her post doesn’t mean she’s a different person. It isn’t her place to ask questions or doubt King Baar’s judgment. “Did you tell Havardur what you think? Or King Baar?”


“Are you kidding? You know what they’d say.”




“They’d say the same thing as me.”



Neven contemplates something for a moment, his brows furrowed at her.


Irene bites the inside of her cheek. “Now you’re doing it.”




“Doing what?”




“Looking at me like I’m one of them.”



Neven sighs, his gaze roaming over her face. “That’s because I think maybe you are.”

Irene takes a step back, her mouth agape. His words shouldn’t offend her, they shouldn’t matter enough to hurt, but they do. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Nothing more than the obvious.”



“Great.” She steps around him to get to her door, but he grabs her elbow.

“Why did you go after him in the first place? Havardur had a whole plan set out and you just—”


“Just what?”



“You undermined weeks of research and planning, and for what? To prove you can do something he can’t? Look how that worked out.”

Irene rips her arm from his grasp. “I accomplished something in one night that Havardur hasn’t been able to do in weeks. So yeah, I’d say that’s pretty impressive, and it’s certainly not something that should get me fired just because Havardur’s fragile ego can’t handle a girl doing it first.”

“You think it’s because you’re a girl?”

Irene throws her hands in the air. “Because I’m a girl, because I’m young, because I don’t worship the ground he walks on—any one of those options seems like a fair assumption.”


“Irene, I- I don’t know if that’s–”



“No offense, Neven, but it really doesn’t matter what you think. I’m damn good at what I do.”


“I know,” he says softly.



She’s tired, and she’s wasted enough energy on this conversation. Standing around complaining about Radon’s discriminatory politics isn’t going to get her reinstated. She needs a good night’s rest, and when she wakes up, she’ll start brainstorming how to get her job back. Irene grabs hold of her doorknob.

“You could have told me about your plan,” Neven says. “I could have helped. You don’t always have to do things on your own.”

She takes in his words; grateful he can’t see the pain written on her face—his words drudging up wounds she buried long ago.


“Goodnight, Neven.”



Without a glance back, she steps inside her bedroom, and closes the door firmly behind her.


3


ELENA





T

 
he atmosphere in the kitchen this morning is best described as gloomy. The smoke from the fireplace at the back of the room tends to linger, creating an eerie, almost foreboding energy. There



are no windows in the kitchen, the entire space made up of stone and brick.

Elena navigates herself through a sea of cooks, maids, and other staff, moving through them as they work diligently on their tasks. When she started coming down here, she thought maybe the staff was only working so hard because she was around, but it’s been years, and she’s never seen them let up. Elena’s never seen the inside of a beehive—but she assumes it would look a lot like this. Of course, if the kitchen were a beehive, James would be the queen.



James is one of those rare people—the type who, seemingly without any effort at all, is good at everything, and he’s tried

 

everything


 
. Elena has always admired that quality in him—the ability to decide you want to do something, and instead of fantasizing about it or convincing yourself it would be a wasted effort, you put all rational thought behind, and actually go for it.



Elena has spent the last two months anxiously awaiting James’ return to the castle. He’s been home with his wife, taking care of their sick daughter. It was important that James was there with them, and Elena wouldn’t have wanted it to be any other way, but she missed him while he was gone. There’s something about his aged smile and inviting brown eyes that have always provided her comfort—have always made her feel less alone. She has Neven, of course, but he spends the majority of his time in meetings with Elena’s father—meetings she’s never been invited to.

Elena spots James at the back of the room, beside the massive fire-burning oven, a mess of flour and dough laid out on the work table in front of him.




“So, the rumors

 

are


 
true,” Elena says.





“It’s good to see you, too,” James says, returning Elena’s smile.

Elena points to the dough beneath James’ hands. “What’s all this for?”


“Cream puffs.”




Elena puts a hand to her chest. “I love cream puffs.”



James winks at her. “I know. That’s why I’m making them.”



Elena

 

wants


 
to be elated. She wants to close her eyes and bask in this tranquil feeling now that James is back, but there’s something plucking at her heart, weighing her down.



Elena makes mindless circles in the flour. “How is she?”

James looks at her, his eyes filled with sorrow. “Better. The medicine you sent helped.” James wipes his hand on his apron before reaching out to take Elena’s. “Thank you.”

There are a million things Elena wants to say to James at this moment, but she’s too overwhelmed by all of it to say even a single word.

“She’s been asking to see you.” He’s attempting to lighten the mood, but it only reminds Elena of all the things she isn’t allowed to do.

Elena stumbles through her response. “James, I- if I could come visit her, I would. Nothing would make me happier.”


“I know you would. It’s okay.”



There’s a gap in the conversation where both of them are listening to the busy murmurs of the kitchen, letting the sweet smell of pastry dough fill their lungs.

“It’s too quiet around here without her,” Elena says eventually.



Radon is a country built on the backs of its citizens. All kids between the ages of eleven and twenty-two are sent to work camps where they learn and master a trade skill. For this reason, there are only three teenagers that live at the palace. The first is Elena, blood heir to Radon, and King Baar’s only child. The second is Neven. Neven’s been training to take over from her father since he was brought to Radon at the age of twelve. The third, and final teenager at the palace, is her father’s junior protector, Irene. Elena doesn’t necessarily have negative feelings towards Irene. It’s more like, Elena doesn’t have

 

any


 
feelings towards Irene. Elena has tried time after time to be friendly with her, but she’s always too focused on her job to converse. After three years of trying, Elena should be numb to it, but it still stings. Elena still tries to make conversation whenever she gets the chance, but Irene has made it abundantly clear that she isn’t here to form friendships.



So, with Neven being busy all the time, and Irene too involved in herself to notice Elena’s existence, Elena was left to make friends with the young kids who work alongside their parents at the palace. This is how Elena met Amelia, and subsequently, Amelia’s father, James. Elena was drawn to the way James cared for Amelia, the way his love for her is written on his face.

THE FIRST THING visitors complain about when they visit Radon at this time of year is the weather. The long snowstorms and gray skies aren’t exactly a selling point, but Elena has always been fond of them. She particularly enjoys the massive garden behind the castle in winter. She likes to stroll around and observe the way frost clings to the dead branches. The garden has been a small mercy to her in her captivity, a chance to be outside and breathe fresh air. She isn’t being held here against her will, per se. It’s just too risky for the monarch’s only heir to be outside the palace walls in such dangerous times. Elena meanders through the hedges. They’re tall and dense, designed like an elaborate puzzle box. While you’re inside them, the rest of the world completely disappears from view.

One time, when Neven was fifteen, he grabbed a bottle of liquor, pulled Elena out of bed, and dragged her through the maze. In their inebriated state, they took a wrong turn and stumbled upon the most beautiful thing Elena’s ever seen. Deep in the hedges, there’s a tiny clearing. If you push through it, there’s an easy downhill hike which leads to a small lake—the lake she always goes to when she needs a moment of peace. It’s not the most charming sight in the colder months, the water completely frozen over, the small waterfall up on the cliff suspended in motion, but Elena loves it all the same.

She didn’t know Neven would be here when she left the castle, but seeing him is, as always, a pleasant surprise. When he comes into view, he’s slumped against a tree; his hat twisted the wrong way on his head. “What’s wrong?” Elena asks.

Neven turns to her and gives her a solemn smile. “What makes you think something is wrong?”


Elena points at him. “That’s your sad tree.”



He pats the spot beside him, so Elena joins him under the branches. “I have a sad tree?”

Elena nods. “When you’re happy, you sit down by the edge of the lake, when you’re confused about something you pace back and forth on the ice, and when you’re sad, you sit here. So, tell me. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “We caught the arsonist last night. Well, Irene caught the arsonist last night.” Neven had already told Elena about the evasive arsonist during one of their late-night chats, how Havardur had been trying to find him for weeks. It’s been an obvious stressor for Neven, but his expression as he recounts the news isn’t one of relief.

“I don’t understand. Isn’t it a good thing she caught him?”

Neven nods slowly. “It would be. Except, I don’t think he did it, Lena.”

“Oh.” She softens her voice. “What are you going to do about it?”



“I don’t think there’s anything I

 

can


 
do,” he says. “Havardur interrogated him and has already decided he’s guilty.”



“Wait, Havardur?” Elena’s brows pinch together. “I thought you said Irene caught him?”


“She did. Then she immediately got fired.”



Elena shakes her head. “Oh, okay. That seems like a strange thing to do to someone for catching a criminal, but what do I know, right? Is she okay?”

“I don’t know.” He sighs. “I don’t really want to talk about it anymore.”

“Okay.” She watches his face; notices the way his eyes are growing distant. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

He looks at her. His eyes are pooled with water, like dams on the brink of exploding. “Today would have been Finn’s 16th birthday.”

Finn was Neven’s younger brother, next in line to rule over their family’s kingdom, Palato. While he was growing up, Neven never expressed interest in becoming King the way Finn did, so his father took to grooming Finn for the position instead of Neven. This gave Neven the freedom to explore his own interests. In Palato, the new monarch is crowned at the age of sixteen, which means today would have also been Finn’s coronation.

Elena’s never lost a sibling, let alone her entire family, but if the grief she feels knowing she’ll never get to meet her mother is even one percent as painful as what Neven has gone through, then it’s a miracle he’s as kind and loving as he is.

She can see him shutting down, the memories too painful to process. There’s nothing she can do to heal his wounds, nothing she can say to make him feel understood. It’s an especially brutal kind of pain to watch someone you love hurting and know there’s nothing you can do to help them. “I’m here if you need anything,” she offers.


His voice cracks as he says, “I know.”



He leans into her, resting his head on her shoulder. She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. Whatever may come, no one can take this from her. Not this moment, not this place, and not the warmth she feels in her chest having him close. These things she gets to have forever.

THERE'S AN UNCANNY feeling in the world tonight, like when you’re sure there’s a bug crawling on your skin, so you jump, only to find there was nothing all along. The windows in the main hall are propped open, letting in a chill that nips at the edges of her skin. Sometimes, late at night when she can’t sleep, she carries herself from her bedroom, down the stairs, and around the corner just to stand in front of these open windows and breathe. On occasion, when she’s here, taking in the beauty of Radon’s clear night sky, she imagines being carried away by the breeze—letting it take her somewhere—anywhere but here.

There are lit torches in-between each window—the dim light creating a romantic energy so powerful that Elena often finds herself caught in daydreams where she’s dancing under the lights with a lover—the ethereal glow from the fire drawing gentle shadows against their skin. She knows it isn’t realistic, yet still she holds onto the hope of what could be.

It’s enough for her, the hope. She thinks it is.

Her steps toward the dining hall are measured, intentionally delaying her arrival to dinner the same way she does every night. It’s not that she dislikes the people here—they’re probably perfectly fine, but pleasant conversation with strangers can only go so far when your only similarities are your social class and financial bracket. For this reason, being the last to dinner and getting to avoid uncomfortable small talk has always seemed like the best option for her.

She stops in front of the double doors. They’re twenty feet tall, made of wood and decorative iron. They’re open for mealtime, wordlessly calling the residents of the palace to supper. Their dining hall is grandiose, to say the least, but not in a tacky, gaudy way. The room has a massive amount of space, empty save for the long wooden tables for palace residents and the large dais at the front of the room which holds the royal table. The ceiling is domed, made of blue, white, and yellow stained glass, pieced together to look like the night sky. It’s one of her mother’s design choices, so Elena can’t help but smile every time she sees it. Elena often wonders if her love of the cosmic is an organic hobby she developed, or if she feels called to them because it’s something her mother enjoyed.

She nods politely at various people, waving at James when she catches his eye across the room, and heads for her seat on the dais. She’s heard that in other kingdoms, the seats at the royal table are taken up by friends and family—that it’s seen as the highest honor to be invited to sit amongst them. She doesn’t know if that would be allowed here, and she’s never thought to ask. She has no friends or family left to honor.

Moving down the aisle at the center of the room, Elena steps up to her table. Her father is deep in conversation with Havardur when she stops below them. Their faces are animated as they discuss something in hushed tones. She stands with her hands clasped in front of her, waiting for a natural pause so she can say hello. She can’t make out the specifics of the conversation, but she hears something about ‘doing it at nighttime’, followed shortly by ‘arsonist’, and assumes they’re speaking about the man Irene brought in. Her father looks down at her, noticing her presence for the first time.


She curtsies. “Good evening, father.”




“Elena. Are you well?”




“Very well, thank you. And you?”




“I’m pleased.”




“Oh.” She feigns ignorance. “Why is that?”



He waves her off as if he were swatting a fly. “Such matters are not your concern. Sit. It’s time to eat.”

She stands for a moment, weighing her options. The safest choice is to listen, to sit down and not mention another word. If she doesn’t ask any questions, doesn’t push him, then she can’t get hurt. But she looks to her right and sees Neven leaning against the far wall, his head hung low—watching his cup as he swirls around its contents. She remembers the look on his face earlier, his trembling chin and vacant eyes. It broke her so intensely to see him wounded. He needs answers, and maybe she can get them.

Elena musters up all her courage. “Father. What’s happening with that man you caught?”

He looks at her, and there’s a glint of something in his eyes. Maybe it’s anger, or maybe it’s just the light in the room—but for a moment, she swears she can see a flame. “He will receive the punishment appropriate for his crimes.”

His words have a sharpness to them, and they cut her as deeply as a blade. What will happen to her if she continues to push? Will her father strike her in front of all these people? He’s a cruel man, but he’s sensible. If she’s going to aggravate him, it’s better done here than in private. At least here there are witnesses—people who will talk. “Why won’t there be a trial?”

It’s subtle—nearly undetectable, but she notices it right away. His eyes narrow, and his nostrils flare like a bull before it charges. “What is your place?”


“Father, I—”




His jaw clenches. “What is your place?”




“I was just trying to—”



“Elena.” Her body tenses at his tone. His voice is calm, but it thunders through the dining hall, nonetheless.

Everyone in the room stops what they’re doing, turning their attention to the two of them, Elena looking up at her father, so high above her, the same way she did when she was a child. It’s suddenly so quiet you could hear a pin drop.


Or in this case, a coward as they try to speak.



She swallows her pride. She should have known better than to think her father would allow her any modicum of kindness. “I am your servant. It is my duty to obey you and do as you see fit.” She turns her focus to the ground in front of her, hiding the tears in her eyes from the watchful eyes of court.


“Don’t forget it again. Now, sit,” he commands. “It’s time to eat.”



As if on cue, the dinner bell rings, signaling everyone to take their seats. Elena takes her place, her hands still shaking. She gives Havardur an obligatory smile, which he ignores. Neven sits down to her father’s immediate left—the proper place for the king’s chosen heir. She watches as her father pats Neven on the shoulder, laughing with him about something she isn’t privy to. There’s a pang of jealousy that shoots through her chest, fracturing it like the first crack in concrete.

A stream of hot steam flooding her lungs pulls her attention to the bowl of beef stew that’s been placed in front of her. She leans over the food, letting the familiar scent of meat, beans, and spices worm its way up her nose. Elena lifts a spoonful to her mouth, but a loud bang at the back of the dining hall startles her, causing her to drop the spoon back into the bowl, a drop of stew splashing up onto her cheek. She feels movement—a breath on the back of her head, but when she turns her head to look, there’s nothing. She reaches her hand out and the air is warm, as if a person had been standing there, then vanished. All that she can see in the space is a faint black haze, but then she blinks, and it’s gone. 

The rest of supper is uneventful. Elena eats, as does everyone else, and when she finishes, she sits with her hands in her lap, her posture pristine, and waits for her father to finish his food. Once he’s done, he pushes his chair back, stands, and leaves the dining hall. Once he’s out of sight, the room comes alive. The band begins to play an upbeat tune as fresh bread and pastries are brought out. People run to the kegs, filling their tall glasses with ale.

She often wonders what the rest of these nights look like, if it’s easier to make friends, to like yourself, when you’re three pints in and dancing with a stranger. Someday she’ll stay, she’ll be amongst her people—live like they do.


But today is not that day.





ELENA WAKES IN the middle of the night with a start, her stomach writhing in pain. Her skin is hot to the touch, and when she tries to move, the air around her sends teeth-chattering chills up her spine.

She looks up at the ceiling, trying to keep her focus on the chandelier above her, but it’s swinging back-and-forth, and the edges of her vision are blurred. A tightness slithers up her body. It starts at her knees, locking them in place before continuing on. It creeps over her thighs, her hips, her stomach, and her heart, her entire body becoming as rigid as if she had been cast in cement. She feels it filling her lungs. Where there should be air there is now only tension. Her pulse pounds beneath her skin, as if her chest is a door, and her heart is banging on it, begging to be set free. Tears fall from her eyes, wetting her pillow beneath her. She pleads with her body to make it stop—but the feeling only blooms, taking every pain she feels and increasing it tenfold. Her breaths become shallow and raspy, her once violent heartbeat going silent against her will.

In this moment, she’s sure of only one thing. She doesn’t want to die, but she isn’t sure she wants to live, either.


This is the last thing she thinks before the world goes dark.





ELENA JOLTS AWAKE breathless, and confused, then slams her eyes shut again. Through her disoriented trance, someone is pleading with her, though she can’t make out what they’re saying. It feels like she’s underwater, listening to somebody above calling her name.

“Elena?” She recognizes the voice now. It’s Neven. His tone is gentle—the waveform equivalent of a cool, soft pillow.

She opens her eyes, blinking rapidly against the harsh lights. It burns her retinas as her surroundings begin to register. “Where am I?”

Neven smooth a strand of hair away from her face. “You’re in the infirmary.”

She looks around, taking in the sterile environment. She’s reclined on a twin sized medical bed. She’s still in her nightdress. It clings to the sweat on her body like a second skin. Neven is sitting beside her, a concerned expression on his face.

“What happened? I woke up and I couldn’t breathe." With her words, the memory comes flooding back in full sensation. The sudden recollection brings tears to her eyes.

“Shh, it’s okay.” Neven strokes the back of her hand. “You’re safe now.”

“Thanks to me.” The voice is unexpected, but Elena places it immediately. Elena turns her head to the right, and sees Irene partially obscured by a shadow. She’s leaning against the wall, playing with her dagger. It’s a beautiful knife, the black handle contrasted by decorative white pearls. It’s just as breathtaking as it is intimidating, much like Irene. The dagger was a gift Elena’s father had given to Irene when she first arrived in Radon. Seeing it summons that old, familiar, spiteful ache to rise to the surface.

Elena looks at Neven, silently conveying her confusion.


“Irene is the one who found you,” Neven explains.



Elena sits up straighter, immediately feeling self-conscious, but she stops halfway through the motion when a sharp pain cuts through her stomach.

“Try not to move too much. You’re still healing,” Neven says.

“I don’t understand. What happened?” Elena asks.

Irene steps toward her, into the light. “You don’t remember?”

“I mean, I remember waking up in my room in a lot of pain and then I blacked out. But how did that happen? Am I sick or something?” Elena waits expectantly. She’s looking at Neven, inaudibly pleading with him to explain, but he doesn’t. He keeps his gaze locked on his hand intertwined with Elena’s.


Desperate for answers, she looks to Irene instead.



“You were poisoned,” Irene explains. Her voice is cold—devoid of any emotion.



“We

 

think,


 
” Neven clarifies. “Auggie said he needs to do something with your blood to confirm.”



Elena shakes her head. “How is that even possible?”

“Remember when the plates shattered at dinner?” Irene asks.


Elena nods.




“We think it was a distraction,” Neven adds.



“If that were true then surely somebody would have seen it happen. We were all there,” Elena says.



“Yeah

 —
like I said, a

 

distraction,


 
you know the things where you get everybody to pay attention to one thing so you can invisibly do something else?” Irene says, rolling her eyes.



Elena huffs in response. Irene is the same age as Elena, so why she feels entitled to patronize Elena is beyond reason, but Elena refuses to let her own frustration get the best of her. She steadies her breathing. “What does this mean?”

“It means somebody wants you dead,” Irene states plainly. “And I intend to find out who.”
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NEVEN






T

 
oday has been long. A never-ending series of reviewing financial documents and brainstorming strategies for wars that might never happen. Neven watches King Baar as he describes in vivid de

 tail what a massacre on the battlefield might look like—notices the way his eyes light up, the way his body language becomes quick and excited. Neven’s never doubted the king’s passion for violence, but the older Neven gets, the more apparent it becomes.

Neven often has nightmares. He wakes in his bed screaming, panting, and covered in sweat. The first time Neven had a nightmare at the castle, it was after he had to stand-by and watch Havardur torture a sixteen year old boy.


Neven was twelve at the time.



In those dreams, he can see the room used to torment fugitives in such graphic detail. He can feel the cold rough brick shaving his fingertips down as he runs his hand along the wall, can hear the water dripping from the ceiling in an endless loop, can recall the way the screams bounce off the cell, down the hallway, and up the stairs. There’s always a brief moment of silent reprieve while Havardur switches between weapons, but as soon as he finishes, the screams start again. All the while water continues to drip from the ceiling, wholly unfazed, as if none of it is happening at all.

He used to think those nightmares were bad. That is, until one night, as thunder roared over the castle, Neven laid in his bed and drifted off to sleep. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, he was sitting on a throne. It was beautiful—a masterful culmination of the Kingdom’s most adept woodworkers and welders, all painted the deepest shade of black. For a moment, he reveled in it—let the power fill him up as if he were a balloon being fed helium. He felt incredible. Formidable, even. But then he looked to his left, to the wall covered in mirrors and he saw his reflection. Except, it wasn’t his face looking back at him.


It was the king’s.



A knock at the door brings Neven back to the present. King Baar sits behind his desk, Neven in a significantly less comfortable chair across from him. The king is hunched over, studying a map of Wrastas’ terrain.

“Enter,” King Baar says.

There’s a significant pause before the door swings open and Irene steps inside.


Neven clears his throat. “Ah, Irene. I thought I felt a chill.”



Irene shoots him an icy glare. “Ah, Neven, I thought I smelled self-induced anguish.”


King Baar rises from his chair. “What is it, Irene?”



Neven shifts uncomfortably in his chair at King Baar’s visible anger. It’s not directed at him right now, but one wrong move and it’ll be Neven wishing he was dead. Irene, on the other hand either doesn’t notice the king’s anger or isn’t affected by it. She seems entirely unfazed.

“Who’s investigating Elena’s poisoning?”



King Baar laughs. “Is that what this is about? Irene, if you’re trying to impress Havardur, a silly little investigation is not the way to do it. I’m not entirely sure it was poison, anyway. My daughter is weak in all things, her stomach included. It seems more likely the stew had a bit too much…

 

flavor


 
for her.”



Neven risks a glance at Irene, but her eyes are locked on the king. Neven attempted to bring up the poisoning earlier, in as subtle of a way as he could manage, but King Baar had immediately shut him down. He told himself he would try again later, but now that Irene is here, he won’t have to. She’ll be strong when he can’t, even if that isn’t her intention.

Irene’s straightens her spine. “Speaking factually, sir, Elena has never had a reaction like this before. If someone is trying to harm her there’s a reason, most likely to weaken your claim on the throne. And if that’s the case, then it won’t be long until they come after Neven…or you.”



Neven can see what she’s doing—using manipulation to convince King Baar this is important, and while Neven agrees that it

 

is


 
important, he also knows that he and Irene are advocating for Elena for vastly different reasons. All Irene wants is her job back, and if there comes a point where Irene has to pick between Elena’s life or her title, she’ll choose the latter. He won’t let himself forget that. 



“It’s the right move, sir,” Neven says. “Better to feel this out and see where it goes than wish you had later.”

Neven has turned his attention onto King Baar, but he can feel Irene’s eyes burning holes into the side of his face. Finally, a crack in her façade.

King Baar drops back into his desk chair and sighs. “If you take this on, you’ll still have time for everything else?”

Neven fights to contain a smile. “Absolutely.”

The king leans forward and rests his elbows on his desk. “Your actual duties cannot come second to a childish goose chase. And Neven, when you discover there’s no actual threat here, I trust you’ll drop the subject and never bother me with it again. Is that clear?”

Neven nods.

Irene takes a step forward, her breathing heavy. “Actually, sir, I thought I would take the lead on this.”

King Baar clenches his jaw. “Why would I allow you to do that after all the trouble you’ve caused?”

Neven can feel the heat radiating from Irene’s body. He’s never seen her so visibly upset before. Neven speaks before she can. “It would make the whole thing go a lot faster if there were two of us. Irene can…pick up the slack when you need me here.” Neven knows he’ll never hear the end of it from Irene for saying this, but right now ensuring Elena’s safety is more important than protecting his peace of mind.


Irene scoffs but doesn’t object.



King Baar rubs his forehead. “Very well. Make it quick and keep it quiet.”

Neven nods, rising from his seat. “Elena’s doing well, by the way. She’s recovering quickly.”

King Baar waves his hand, distracted again by the map in front of him. “You’re dismissed, Neven.”

“You should stop by and see her. I’m sure she’d love-”

“Close the door on your way out,” King Baar interjects.





IRENE ROUNDS ON Neven the second he closes the office door. “I didn’t need your help in there. I can handle myself.”

He sighs. “So you’ve said.”

“And you told me you believed me. So, what changed?”

“What changed is you were getting angry in there. I didn’t want you to say or do something you might regret.”


“I’m not an idiot, Neven.”



“It might be surprising to hear, but I actually do know that.”


Her eye twitches. “You certainly don’t act like it.”



Neven rolls his eyes. “It was either team up or forget about the investigation altogether.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” she says, backing away from him.

Neven tilts his head to the side. “Don’t think of it as a babysitter… more like a protector, a bodyguard, if you will.”

“You protect me?” She scoffs. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. I don’t believe that you could defend yourself against a fly.”

“Oh, I could.” He lowers his voice. “But only if the fly really deserved it.” He chuckles at his own joke, then takes a step toward her. “Come on, Irene.” Another step. “The roads can be dangerous.” Then another. “With two of us…” He takes a fourth and final step, stopping right in front of her. He looks her up and down. “Better odds?” He holds his hand out to her, a silent question of agreement.

She looks at it, debating a response. “Fine.” She slaps his hand away. “In case I need someone to throw to the wolves.”
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IRENE






T

 
o nobody’s surprise, it’s freezing today. Radon’s December climate makes long trips through the forest uncomfortable at best and life-threatening at worst. Irene set out for Athebos early this

 morning. She was hoping she could sneak out before Neven caught a whiff of her plan, but when she got to the stables he was already waiting there, the horse’s lead ropes in hand. 

It feels to Irene like they’ve been traveling all day, but judging by the position of the sun, they’ve been on the road for no more than three. As the sun climbs higher in the sky, the light bounces off the snow giving everything in the forest a mystical glow. If she were alone, she would slow her horse and bask in the light, let the chill coat her skin. Doing that now, however, would mean increasing the amount of time she has to spend with Neven, and that is by no means something she intends to do. To be fair, Neven hasn’t been entirely insufferable so far. He hasn’t tried to make conversation or entertain her with his pitiful attempts at jokes.

Irene had a friend that used to warn her about jinxes. “You’re tempting fate, and fate has never been one for self-restraint,” she would say. Irene told her she didn’t believe in such things, that simply speaking of a thing couldn’t manifest it into existence. If those were the rules of the universe, Irene would have made her life look a lot different. So, she spent her life not believing in jinxes.


Until now.



Because right as she’s thanking God that Neven has stayed silent, he opens his mouth.


“Where are we going anyway?” he asks.



She sighs. “Auggie did his potion test thing and is pretty sure Elena was poisoned.”

Neven raises an eyebrow. “Pretty sure? You’re banking your career on pretty sure?”

Irene ignores the dig. Clearly, he’s trying to get a reaction out of her. She’s not going to give him the satisfaction. “You know as well as I do that ‘pretty sure’ in Auggie language is virtually a guarantee.”


“Does he know what kind of poison it was?”



She shakes her head. “That’s the weird part. Auggie said it looks like a poison, and it acts like a poison, but that he’s never seen that exact type before.”


“Okay. So, what does that mean?”



“It means whatever they used on Elena isn’t the kind of thing you can just buy on the street outside the palace. It’s a specialty item. It’s rare. It means that whatever happened couldn’t have been an accident.”

Neven chuckles. “So, we’re going to what? A rare poison’s shop?”

“More like…a rare poisons collector,” Irene deadpans.

Neven tips his head up to the sun and closes his eyes. Irene almost tells him to keep his head up—that when it comes to his track record with agility, having anything but perfect posture while on a moving horse will surely end with an accidental fall and a broken bone. She doesn’t actually say it, though. If she warns him, it might seem like she cares whether he falls, and after what he pulled in Baar’s office yesterday, a fractured tibia might be exactly what he deserves.



He turns his head to look at her. An overconfident smirk stamped on his face. It’s an expression that’s familiar to her, one that says,

 

I’m about to insult you, and I’m going to enjoy it


 
. “It’s so beautiful out today. It would be perfect…if you weren’t here.” 



She scoffs at him. Really? That’s the insult he was so proud of? “You know, it’s funny,” Irene says, “I was just thinking the same thing.”

Neven smiles. “One more thing we have in common then.”


“We have nothing in common.”



Neven opens his mouth, ready to argue, but Irene stops him, holding up a finger up to silence him.


“That’s a little rude,” Neven says.





“No, seriously. Shut up.” Irene pulls the reins on her horse, bringing him to a full stop. Neven, thankfully knowing better than to doubt Irene’s instincts, follows her lead and directs his horse to a stop beside hers. “I thought I heard-”






Snap.






Irene moves her right hand to the knife holster on her hip. Branches snapping are the telltale sign of someone or something moving around in the forest, but she’s looking and she can’t actually

 

see


 
anyone.





Snap. Snap. Snap.




The sound is getting louder, and now it’s coming from two directions. Whoever is waiting for them isn’t alone. They should move, get out of dodge before anyone gets a chance to attack them. If she could see how many of them there are and whether they’re armed, then she’d be able to make a plan. She tightens her grip on the horse’s reins, ready to flee, when a small, altogether non-threatening man steps out from behind a tree.

The first thing she notices is that he’s covered in dirt. Whoever he is, he must live outside, possibly on the run. The second thing she notices is his clothes, which are about two sizes too big, so likely not his. The third thing she notices is the knife in his hand, the one he’s pointing at her and Neven. Irene’s hand, still on the hilt of her knife moves to pull it free.

“No, no, no! Keep your hands where I can see them,” the man says. He’s neither tall nor broad, holding the knife’s blade towards himself like an amateur. He’s covered in sweat, rocking side-to-side on his heels as he threatens them…he’s nervous, Irene realizes, so she complies and holds her hands up in the air.



She scans the tree-line again. There are no signs of his friend, or

 

friends


 
, but she knows they’re out there. She can feel their eyes on the back of her neck, tracking her every movement, ready to pounce at the first sign of trouble.



On her own, she’d be able to improvise a plan to get away, but the shaking boy on the horse beside her presents a unique challenge. Even if she does map out an escape plan, she has no way of communicating it to Neven.

Irene is a trained warrior, but she’s not a magician. If the people in the woods outnumber her significantly or if they have advanced weaponry, then she and Neven stand no chance. The man’s knife shakes in his hand as he looks between Irene and the forest to the west. It seems as though he’s waiting for some type of cue. The man stammers something that Irene can’t hear, his voice breathy, another sign of nerves. Good, Irene thinks. The less experienced and confident these ruffians are, the better she and Neven’s chances are of making it out unscathed.

A new, deeper voice speaks. “Keep your hands where we can see them and slowly climb down from your horses.”



This man is the opposite of the first. His pace is slow, but confident. He’s taller than the other man and Neven combined with broad muscular shoulders. The sun bounces off his bare scalp as he makes his way toward them. He’s unarmed, which is good, but his visible strength and height certainly won’t make for an easy fight. When he gets closer, Irene glimpses a scar that runs down the entire left side of his face and neck, disappearing beneath the fabric of his shirt. Neven lifts his index finger from the reins, a movement so subtle you’d have to be right next to him to see it. He’s trying to get her attention, asking her what to do.






Stay alive


 
.



Irene swings her right leg off her horse and steps down. Neven watches her as she does, then promptly follows suit, albeit less gracefully. Once both of her feet are securely on the ground, she lifts her hands in surrender. Neven mimics her action, a count behind.

Scarface (as Irene decides to call him), gestures she and Neven forward using a come-hither motion, and they oblige. Their steps forward are slow and calculated, like hunters trying not to spook their prey. Scarface nudges his partner, then side-eyes him.

“Oh. Right,” the short man mumbles. “Where are you guys coming from?”


“Celey,” Irene replies without hesitation.



“You’ve got nice clothes for Celians,” Scarface grumbles, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

“They were gifts. Hand me-downs from our mother who works in the palace,” Neven replies.

Irene silently curses Neven. She understands that he’s trying to help, but telling two crooks that they have connections to the Celian palace and are likely traveling with expensive items is a terrible strategy. Furthermore, she and Neven bear no resemblance whatsoever. So, if the crooks are smart, they’ll either assume Neven’s lying or bombard him with questions to make sure he’s telling the truth, and Irene isn’t keen on either possibility.

Scarface chuckles under his breath. “What’s your mother’s name?” he asks Irene.


She starts to answer when Scarface cuts her off.




“No, silly girl. You’ll answer together. One…Two…”



Suddenly Neven reaches for the knife at Irene’s hip, but Scarface anticipates Neven’s action and moves toward them. Scarface winds up his arm, so Irene ducks, barely dodging a punch that would have landed straight on her cheek. She raises her leg, and kicks Scarface in the stomach. When Scarface keels over, Irene lifts her elbow and slams it into the back of his neck, knocking him to the ground. She glances over and sees Neven recklessly slashing her knife back and forth in the air in an attempt to keep the short man from advancing on him.

Footsteps approach from behind her. Startled, she turns to look, and sees a third bandit with a face covering rushing towards them. Scarface latches onto Irene’s ankle, tipping her off balance. The third figure is running toward her at an alarming speed, and Irene’s locked in place by Scarface’s hand. She uses the leverage Scarface gives her to lean her upper body forward and donkey kick the new person in the face using her free leg. There’s a satisfying crunch as the heel of Irene’s foot connects with their nose. Irene only has seconds to fend off Scarface, because once number three recovers, they’ll surely come at her again.

Scarface’s grip on her leg tightens, so she twists on the ball of her captive foot and uses her free heel to stomp down on the back of Scarface’s neck with as much force as she can muster. His face slams against the ground and he immediately goes still. Irene doesn’t have time to wonder whether she’s killed him, because in her peripheral vision she sees the third bandit running at her.

In one swift motion, Irene bends down, pulls her backup knife from her ankle holster, rises, and thrusts the knife into number three’s body. There’s a slight resistance as the blade pushes through layers of skin and muscle, and Irene knows anatomy well enough to understand that by stabbing upward and beneath the ribs, she’s likely penetrating number three’s liver. Blood seeps out from the wound, dripping all over Irene’s hand and wrist. Irene moves her left hand to the bandit’s shoulder, and using it as leverage, she pulls the knife back out. Once it’s free, the third bandit stumbles backwards and runs away.

Irene wants to chase after them. Her mind is coercing her, telling her to do it, that she needs to find them and make them pay. It’s a desire that’s very much unlike her. Irene doesn’t generally take pleasure out of violence, but she’s being blinded by rage. She takes a step toward the forest but is brought back to her senses by Neven’s panicked voice calling to her, cutting through the cloud of red haze.

“Irene! I could really use some help over here!” Neven’s on the ground. His arms are pinned down by the short man’s knees, preventing Neven from maneuvering away. The short man has his knife to Neven’s throat, and he’s pressing down, threatening to make the cut. Irene’s knife lays discarded in the snow, too far away from Neven’s reach to be of any use.

Irene runs to them, ready to fight. The short man sees her coming and swings his own knife at her, but Irene catches the blade in her hand, stopping it in its path. The short man freezes, stunned at the stupidity of her defense. Luckily, Neven finally makes a good call and takes advantage of the short man’s distraction. Neven sits up and slams his head into the short man’s. He falls backwards, freeing Neven.

Irene doesn’t know why she does it, but she goes to the man on the ground and straddles him. Without thinking, she wraps her hands around his neck and begins to press down hard, and then harder, using every bit of strength left in her depleted body. She hears Neven calling her name, but she’s so far gone that she can’t tell if it’s real or in her imagination. His voice is a panicked buzz that grows louder by the second, grating on her eardrums like a relentless fly. The are only two things she can feel at this moment. Her heartbeat pounding in her wounded hand and her teeth pressing together so tightly, her whole jaw starts to shake.

Reality doesn’t come back to her until she’s lying on the ground, having been thrown off the man by Neven. Without thinking, Irene springs to her feet and advances on Neven. “What the hell did you do that for?” Her anger is boiling over, manifesting itself as violence and sharp words.

“He’s unconscious, Irene! Any longer and you would have killed him!”



Irene lets out an unsteady breath. She looks at the two bandits, both limp on the ground and tries to talk herself down. Neven’s right, and she knows that. The two men

 

are


 
criminals, who knows what kind of terrible offenses they’ve committed, but she wasn’t punishing them for

 

that


 
. She doesn’t know why her anger got the best of her, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t like the way it felt to let it run free, the release it gave her—but she can’t tell Neven that.



Irene examines Neven’s body. He doesn’t have a single scratch on him and she’s walking away from an armed fight with nothing but a gash on her hand. All things considered; this is as ideal of an outcome as she could have hoped for. But even a perfect outcome doesn’t do much to satiate the rage inside her stomach.

Irene chews on her bottom lip. Something about the way Neven’s looking at her right now makes her uneasy. She could apologize to him, but she’d only be doing it to suppress the tension that’s crept its way into the air between them. So instead, she walks over to her horse, climbs up, and says, “Let’s get out of here. Before they wake up and come looking for revenge.”



THEY TRAVEL UNTIL the darkness becomes smoke in their eyes and they can no longer see in front of them. They find a clearing a few hundred feet away from the main road and make camp, ensuring that no one traveling the central path in the forest can see them from the road. They haven’t spoken a word to each other since leaving the bandits. Once camp is set-up, Irene quietly slips away to track down some food for them. The original plan was to make it to Akaset, the halfway point between the capital of Radon, and Athebos, where Irene’s contact lives by nightfall, and stay at the inn there, but between the late start, their slow travel rate, and their unfortunate run-in with the thieves, they didn’t make it before dusk, which leaves them to hunt for dinner and build a camp in the freezing cold without the proper tools to do either. Irene finds an Arctic Hare running around, snaps its neck, and brings it back for them to eat.

Irene sits on a rock beside the fire, busying herself with the preparation of the meat. She pats around her leg, searching for her knife.


“Here,” Neven says, holding it out to her.



With everything that happened, she forgot Neven had taken it during the fight.

“Keep it. Until we make it back. Just in case,” she says, pulling her small backup knife from her ankle.

Neven managed to find a stream of water that wasn’t entirely frozen. Irene pours some of the water from it onto the blade. The crusted over blood, now a deep maroon color, flecks off as she rubs it against her shirt, ridding it of the afternoon’s brutal evidence. Once that’s done, she gets to work skinning the rabbit, preparing it to roast over the fire.

Neven’s gaze lingers on her and when she looks up, he’s staring at her from the other side of the flames. The heat from his gaze warms her in a way the fire never could. She shifts uncomfortably and when he doesn’t break his stare, she gives in.


“What?”



Neven doesn’t even hesitate. “We need to talk about what happened earlier.”

Irene turns her attention back to the hare in her lap. “You mean how you nearly got us killed by rushing into a half-assed plan that I never agreed to?”

Neven scoffs. “What else was I supposed to do, Irene? I thought we were going to die! Can you honestly tell me you had a better plan?”

“I was working on it! I didn’t know how many of them there were or how lethal their weapons were. That kind of information is sort of important to have before risking your life for some ego trip.”

“Ego trip? I was just trying to keep us alive!” Irene watches his anger dissolve with the exhale of his breath. It’s always unnerved Irene just how good Neven seems to be at controlling himself with absolutely zero training. He shakes his head, his rationality seeping back in. “Besides, that’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it.”

She stares at him for a moment then looks away. He wants to talk about the short man, how she lost it and nearly killed him. How can she even begin to explain that to him? How is she supposed to ease his mind when she doesn’t even know why she did it herself? “Don’t worry. I’m not going to lose it and murder you while you’re asleep. If I were going to do that, I’d want you awake to see it.” She says it to try and shake his resolve. It doesn’t work.

“Why didn’t you want to help the arsonist?” His voice stays level, but there’s something in it that reads like hope.

Neven always does this. He lets things bottle up—keeps count of every moral wrongdoing of Irene’s, then randomly, without warning, he lets it all out and demands answers. Maybe she’d be willing to engage in the conversation if he weren’t looking at her like that—his eyebrows scrunched together, eyes filled with pity. As if she’s some despicable creature of habit who can’t help but be evil.

“What could I have done, Neven? I was already fired when you came to me. Not to mention Havardur who had already decided that man was guilty. You know the deal. When someone is brought in you get a confession by any means necessary and you don’t think twice about it.”

Irene can still recall the first time she heard the words ‘by any means necessary’. Irene had been living at the castle for less than a week when King Baar said it to her. He had been speaking about a thief that had run off with his late queen’s jewels. The next time Irene saw the thief, they had strung him up in the grand hall, his limbs stretched, his stomach and chest cut open, guts spilling out of his body. “An example needed to be made,” King Baar had whispered to her, standing so close she could feel his balmy breath against her temple, sticking to her like the shame that overwhelmed her that day.



The Unnamed prepared her for violence. They prepared her for death. What they hadn’t prepared her for was needless cruelty and the resentment that comes from the inability to fight for anyone she’s not contracted to, or fight

 

against


 
those that she is.



She made a resolution that day with the thief, that whatever happened, it wasn’t her place to ask questions. Her duty is to King Baar, his life, and his inclinations. Until the day she dies.

There’s nothing she can say to Neven that will change his mind about this. No matter how much she justifies or defends herself.

“I need to finish this if we want to eat tonight,” Irene says, effectively shutting down the conversation.

Staring into the campfire, she flashes back to that day she saw the tortured thief strung up for all to bear witness to. She learned a second lesson that day. The only way to never be disappointed by someone else’s actions is to not expect anything from them at all. Had she never expected kindness from King Baar, her heart wouldn’t have broken at the realization that while he’s a lot of things, kind isn’t one of them. So, she decided she would no longer think about other people. She wouldn’t waste time questioning their motives or guessing their next steps. Because that person would only end up letting her down. The only person she has expectations for now is herself. She’s operated this way flawlessly for years, so why is she struggling to forget the way Neven was looking at her before?

Somewhere along the way Neven must have looked at her and decided who she was, decided she could be good. She doesn’t know when it happened, and she doesn’t know why, but disappointment is the only word that comes to mind while looking at his head hanging low in the firelight. He must be deep in thought, because he’s wiping down Irene’s dagger for the fifth time since the rabbit started cooking.



THEY FINISH THEIR dinner, sitting in silence on opposite sides of the blazing fire, perched on their mirroring rocks. Irene rubs the wound on her hand but is only made aware of this action when Neven gets up and moves closer to her. He sits beside her and gestures for her hand. She shoots him a confused glance, unsure of what he wants to do with it.

“You have to clean it, or it’ll get infected.” He gestures for her hand again. This time she responds by holding it out and flipping it over so it’s palm up. He tears a strip of fabric from the bottom of his shirt, then rips it into two smaller pieces. He grabs the water jug and pours a small amount on Irene’s wound. It stings when the water hits it and she has to fight the urge to pull her hand away. Neven takes one piece of the fabric and gently scrubs at it, removing the dirt and debris that’s collected on top of it. She has tiny fragments of dirt and twigs lodged inside, so Neven uses the tips of his fingers and begins to pick them out. His nails digging into the sensitive skin causes her to jump slightly. “Sorry,” he says.

Irene needs a distraction from the pain, even if that means making small talk with Neven.

“You’re good at this,” she says. She’s not used to giving compliments and when the words come out, they sound facetious, even to her.

Neven doesn’t respond. Instead, he leans in closer to the wound, closer to Irene—the top of his head just inches from the bottom of her chin.

He pulls out a piece of a leaf and Irene curses internally. She doesn’t want to think about the pain, so she tries again to strike up conversation. “How did you learn?”

He looks uncomfortable for a moment—then his face contorts into a micro-expression she doesn’t know how to interpret. Maybe he won’t answer. If he doesn’t, she decides she’ll drop the conversation altogether. She’s not good at it, anyway.

“My mother taught me,” he says eventually. “My brothers were always running around, getting hurt.” He chuckles half-heartedly. His eyes glaze over as he gets lost in the memory. “As the oldest I felt like it was my responsibility to look out for them, to know how to fix them when they were broken. So, I asked my mom to show me…and I never forgot.” The last few words come out rushed, as if they mean something different to him than the obvious interpretation. He tilts his head up, glancing quickly at Irene, then clears his throat before leaning forward, once again tending to her wound.

She watches him as he works at the final piece of debris, his eyes narrowed in focus. The fire casts shadows that dance across his face as he moves, his fingers working in intricate motions, completely steady.


“All done,” he says.



When he looks up, she’s staring. She thinks maybe he’ll shift away now that he doesn’t have a reason to be close, but he doesn’t. He holds her gaze, their eyes locked, leaning towards each other beside the warm glow of a blazing fire. For a second, she lets herself get lost in his eyes. They’re a de-saturated blue that tends to look gray in dim lighting. They often remind her of dyed fabric that’s been left in the sun too long—something that could have had brilliant color—if only it had been cared for.


Tonight, they aren’t blue.




They’re burning.



Somewhere in the distance, something breaks a branch and Irene jumps, her eyes searching for the source in the forest, but she sees no further signs that would make her wary. When she looks back at Neven, he’s unmoved. His body is locked in the same position—hypnotized by something neither of them can explain.

“We should get some sleep,” she says, then drowns the fire.
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NEVEN







T

 
he streets in Athebos are vibrant and alive, much busier than the streets of Buirin he’s used to. Vendors selling their goods on the street are packed in like sardines in a can, and Neven wonders





how people with such little space can look so content. Then again, maybe they’re pretending. Most people are. Neven trails a step behind Irene as she guides them through alleys and around corners. At one point, Irene notices a petite woman staring at them across the way. She tells Neven to stay where he is and heads off to talk with the woman. Neven listens, but only because he’s unsure where he and Irene stand after last night. Not to mention, pissing her off when they still have so far to travel seems like a bad idea.



The woman hands Irene a small red bag, and he’ll admit, he’s curious. The way the two of them are hunched into each other, speaking softly so no one around them can hear makes it all very intriguing. Neven waves off a man asking him to buy a flower, not wanting to take his eyes off Irene for a single second. What is she up to? How does she have these connections when she never leaves the palace? Or, at least, he’s never

 

seen


 
her leave the palace.



“Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?” she calls to him as she crosses the street, finished with her shady exchange.

He crosses his arms, trying to appear nonchalant. “What was that about?”


“You ask a lot of questions,” Irene says.




“You evade a lot of questions.”



Neven enjoys their little back and forth, but what he really likes is getting a reaction out of her. When they first met, he tried to talk to Irene the same way he did Elena, the way he was taught. He would be polite and kind. He would ask questions about her life and always address her by her title. He spent an entire year doing that, never understanding why it didn’t work.

It wasn’t until an unfortunate incident involving fire, King Baar’s personal study, and Neven being the only person present at the time of said fire that things between him and Irene changed. She had found him the next morning, patted him on the back and said, “I didn’t know you had it in you.” Whatever the hell that meant.



From then on, she started teasing him, giving him ridiculous nicknames and insulting him every time they had to work together. It took Neven a while to adjust, but eventually he learned too. He figured out what buttons he could push and what her face looked like when she was trying not to smile. Some days, their back-and-forth is the only fun he has. He’s begun relying on it to break-up the monotony of his days. Their banter was never friendly, but it never felt mean or personal. Not until Elena got poisoned. Neven’s been wracking his brain trying to figure out how that has anything to do with him and Irene, and he always comes up with nothing. So, it must not be about them at all. But if that’s the case, why does it feel like she’s angry at

 

him


 
?



He shakes the thought from his head. He’s here on a mission. If he and Irene can’t figure this out, then Elena’s near-death experience will remain a mystery. He can’t let that happen. He might not be able to protect everyone, but at least he can protect her.



Neven runs a hand through his hair. “So, say it

 

was


 
some super rare poison that was used. What happens then?”



Irene tugs on the collar of her uniform. “We get backup.”

Neven can’t stop the laugh that escapes his throat. “You’re going to ask for help? Like, from other people?”

Irene looks at him then, something broken behind her eyes. “Some things are more important than pride, Neven.”

Suddenly, a blood-curdling scream fills the air. Neven looks around frantically and spots a young boy being dragged away by four men in full armor. The boy is crying for his mother, using every ounce of strength in his tiny body to try and escape, thrashing and clawing, hitting whatever he can connect with on the men’s bodies. People all around Neven look, noting the boy’s cries, but then they see what’s happening and turn away. They continue on in their lives as if this is something that happens every day, as if children being kidnapped in front of them is too taboo to speak of. Without thinking, Neven moves, saving the boy becoming his only focus. He only makes it a couple of steps before Irene stops him, placing her hand against his chest.


Neven shakes his head. “What the hell are you doing?”



“Stopping you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

He’s confused. Angry. How can saving a helpless child be a mistake in any scenario?

Irene points to the men’s uniforms. “Look at the shoulder. You recognize that seal?”

Neven pulls his attention away from the men to the three-dagger broach stuck onto Irene’s cloak. “It’s the same one you wear.”

“Which means…?”

“I don’t live under a rock, okay? I know it means those men are The Unnamed. So what? We still have to help him.”

Neven’s heard rumors about The Unnamed—stories about kids being sold to them by their parents, shipping them off to Sephis to be programmed and repurposed. He’s heard whispers that orphans have been taken from the street, but he’s always assumed they were just that…rumors. In his mind they had to be, because how could anyone bear witness to something like this and just be okay with it? Why isn’t anyone fighting back?

Irene scoffs. “What would saving him actually accomplish? There are four of them and two of us. I can’t fight off four men by myself, and you’re hopeless in a fight. Even if we did manage to save him, what would happen then? Were you going to bring him back to Buirin or just leave him out here to starve and freeze on the streets?”

“None of that makes this okay, Irene! God, how are you so calm about this?” Irene’s features have always been strong and defined, but in moments like this where she’s testing every moral and belief Neven has, everything about her seems sharper.

Irene throws her hands in the air. “I’m not, Neven. I’m just not living in some delusional world where everyone is good, and things always work out for the best. You’re assuming that boy is being taken to some horrible place, but I was raised there, and I know it’s not all bad. It’s tough, but at least in Sephis he’ll have food and a bed. He’ll have guidance. He’ll have a purpose.”

Neven wants to be angry, wants to call her out for her lack of faith in humanity and tell her that people deserve more than the bare minimum. But as he looks at her, watches the way her face tenses to avoid showing whatever emotion she’s feeling, a question comes to mind. 

How did Irene end up with The Unnamed? It’s not the first time he’s wondered, but he’s never thought it could be something so dark and painful—something so similar to his own story. So, if they’ve both gone through immense suffering and loss, then how are they standing here on two completely opposing sides?



“When did you become so cold?” He doesn’t mean it as an insult. He doesn’t want to hurt her, but he wants to,

 

needs


 
to understand. Just once, he wants to look at her and know what she’s thinking. He wants to know how to help her.




Irene doesn’t answer.



Neven takes a step closer to her. He wants to see her eyes when he says this, wants to see if any flicker of empathy or kindness exists behind that mask of callousness she wears. “What good is food and purpose when they take away your soul? That boy is innocent, Irene. He doesn’t deserve this.”

“No, he doesn’t,” she replies, her voice filled with spite. “And neither did I.”


With that, Irene turns and continues down the road.



Neven looks around once more for the boy, but he’s long gone by now.


They’ve taken him.




Who knows what will become of him now?





THE STORE IS a small shop down a damp stretch of alley. A bell chimes as he and Irene enter, alerting whoever owns the shop to their presence. It’s an odd store filled with things Neven has never seen before. The sign outside labels it an apothecary, but half of it is overrun by various flowers and plants. Neven wanders around, trying to get a feel for his surroundings, examining crystals and smelling odd looking flowers. Irene walks to the desk at the back of the store and rings the bell. A ring, three beats, then another ring. Maybe it’s a secret code? Or maybe she’s just being obnoxious. He could ask, but she wouldn’t tell him.


There’s no greater love than Irene and her secrets.



Neven leans down to smell another flower, closing his eyes as he inhales the scent. He tries his best to clear his thoughts, but the picture is stuck in his head in dreadful detail. A boy, young and afraid, being taken against his will, locked in a battle with people older and stronger than him. Maybe he’ll break—bend to their will and accept his new life. Or maybe he’ll fight, stand up and get justice for the transgression against him. Either way, his fate is now entirely his own.

Neven keeps exploring, trying to look busy while Irene waits patiently at the counter. He bends down to examine a particularly strange plant. It’s purple and resembles a butterfly. Neven reaches out to stroke it when he’s interrupted by an unfamiliar voice.


“Don’t touch that.”



The man who spoke is a peculiar looking fellow, just a few inches taller than Irene with large ears and small, beady eyes. His most notable feature, however, is that his lips are a concerning shade of blue.


“Alvis, a pleasure as always,” Irene says.



He examines her clothing. “If only I could say the same.”

Irene rolls her eyes, but there’s a lightness to it that makes something in Neven’s chest ache. “Oh, come on. Are you still upset about that?”

Alvis sighs, clearly not in the mood to play. “What do you want, Irene?”


She smiles. “I need a favor.”




Alvis nods. “Of course you do. What is it this time?”



“A friend of mine was poisoned, and I need to know with what.”



Neven scoffs.

 

Friend


 
isn’t the word he would have used to describe Irene and Elena’s relationship.




“Going on another witch hunt, are we?” Alvis asks.





The word

 

again


 
piques Neven’s interest. How many times has Irene come here for help? And why? How much of Irene’s life does Neven actually know about?



Irene shrugs. “Yeah, well. You know me. Always onto the next thing.”


Alvis turns toward Neven. “And who’s this?”



Irene leans against the counter. “A business acquaintance.”

“I’m shocked,” Alvis says, placing a hand over his heart. “You don’t seem the type to play well with others.”


Irene grimaces. “It’s temporary.”




Neven walks over and reaches out a hand. “I’m Neven.”



Alvis tilts his head. “What an interesting name. And where are you from, Neven?”

Irene lightly bumps Neven’s arm with her elbow. It’s subtle enough that Alvis doesn’t notice, but Neven understands perfectly. Be careful with what you say. “Celey,” Neven says, his most charming smile on display.

Alvis watches him for a moment, seemingly trying to decide if he believes Neven’s story. He must have been convincing enough because Alvis gestures for them to follow him, and they do. They go down a dark hallway, around a corner, and into a sitting room covered in floor-to-ceiling tapestries. At the center of the room is a wooden table with a crystal ball on top of it.

So, he’s a gardener, a poison expert, and a fortune-teller?


How charming.



A woman had offered to read Neven’s fortune once, years ago. He was out in the city, taking a rare and much needed break from the palace when a woman approached him. She walked up to him, her steps slow and sensual, as if she were making love to the ground she walked on. She leaned into him and told him she knew his heart’s desires. Neven brushed her off, chuckling at the absurdity of her statement, but the whole way home he wondered about it. Looking back on it now, he can see that he wasn’t scared the woman would read his fortune and be wrong. He was scared she’d be right.

Sometimes in life, the most terrifying thing to imagine is a truth you’re not ready to confront.

Neven takes a seat beside Irene on the sofa, which is much too small for Neven’s liking. On any other day, he wouldn’t think twice about sitting this close to her. But right now, feeling his thigh pressed up against hers, watching her chest rise and fall as she breathes and trying to avoid eye contact with her is taking up far too much valuable space in his brain. He needs to be focused on Elena, on finding out if someone poisoned her, not thinking about the way Irene’s fingers brush against his as she leans forward.

Alvis sits down on a chair across from them, releasing Neven from the painful hold of his own thoughts.

Irene slips her hand inside her pants pocket and pulls out a small vial filled with a purple powder. It must be poison used on Elena. How did Irene get her hands on it?

Neven doesn’t know what he was expecting, but seeing Alvis take the poison, dump a small amount of it onto his hand and lick it, was not it.

Alvis closes his eyes and swishes the poison around in his mouth. After a few seconds, his eyes shoot open. “Confi,” he whispers. When it becomes obvious that Irene and Neven have no idea what he’s talking about, he leans forward. “Have you heard of conocybe filaris?”

“The mushroom?” Neven asks.

Alvis nods his head. “Yes. This poison is made by dehydrating then crushing conocybe filaris until it’s a powder. You said your friend survived?”


Irene nods.



“I’m surprised. It’s an incredibly potent and lethal mushroom. One vial could take down an entire army.” Alvis’ eyes become brighter with every word, his passion for the subject overflowing and bleeding into his words.

“Is it a rare poison?” Irene asks, a hopeful glint in her eyes.

Alvis chuckles. “Quite the opposite. This specific poison is readily available.”

“But our friend said this type of poison isn’t common,” Neven says.



Alvis blinks rapidly. “Your friend is wrong. There are only a few areas in Radon where this would be hard to find. I’m surprised you don’t know this seeing as you’re from…Celey, was it? Confi

 

is


 
the most popular poison in that region.”



Next to Neven, Irene tenses. She repositions herself on the edge of the couch, ready to strike. “You can get it anywhere? Even here?” There’s an accusatory edge to her tone.

“Of course,” Alvis says, leaning back into his chair. “But this isn’t mine.”


“How do you know?” Irene asks.





He rolls his eyes. “I’m no fool, girl. I take certain

 

precautions


 
with my poisons.”



“And what might those be?” Irene lowers her voice to a whisper. “Out of mere curiosity, of course.”

Neven looks between Alvis and Irene, their eyes locked in some silent stand-off. Neven doesn’t know Alvis, but he knows Irene, so there’s only one way that this will end. As predicted, Alvis folds first.

“Fine, I’ll tell you,” Alvis says. “I add a scent to all of my poisons. Some of them smell quite rancid without it.”

“What scent?” Irene asks, drumming her fingers against her leg.

Under her heated gaze, Alvis begins to resemble a cornered animal. The type so terrified of capture that they’d rather chew off their own limbs than stand still. Eventually, he concedes. “Rose. I add a rose scented oil to all of my poisons.”

Without so much as a glance at Neven, Irene stands and storms out of the room.

NEVEN FINDS HER outside, pacing back and forth in the alley. “Okay, so the poison is more common than we thought. But at least we know what kind it is. Isn’t that what we came here to find out?” he asks.

Irene glares at him. “You can be so dense sometimes, you know that?”

“Am I missing something? Because I’m failing to see how any of this is my fault.”

“If the poison had been rare then we probably could have tracked down where it came from, and in turn, who bought it, but now that’s off the table and we’re no closer to figuring this out than we were when we left Buirin.” Irene lets out a deep sigh before turning and walking away.

“Where are you going?” Neven calls after her, grateful when his words stop her in her tracks.

She turns toward him and throws her hands in the air. “I need a drink.”

Neven stands firm. “No. We need to get back so I can check on Elena.”

“Yeah? And how are you going to stop me?” She walks toward him, challenging him with every step. “You know, the doting fiancé act is getting a little old.”

“Act?” Neven scoffs. “God’s sake, Irene. Why is it so hard for you to understand that some of us actually care about people?” The quick flare of her nostrils tells Neven he’s taken this too far, that he should back off.


He doesn’t.



He steps even closer to her. “We’re not all heartless killers, you know?”

Irene’s eyes go wild with something he can’t place. She pushes him all the way back until he slams into the wall. She pulls her knife free and presses it to his throat. “You don’t know anything about me, Neven.”



He smirks. “Yeah, and whose fault is that?” He should be afraid of her. Irene spent the first fourteen years of her life learning how to be lethal in almost any situation, and Neven can barely wield a sword without losing his breath. He’s entirely outmatched, but he doesn’t care, because finally,

 

finally


 
he can see some small piece of who she actually is.



“At least I’m not a liar.” Irene tilts her head to the side like a hypnotized snake, commanded by her own anger.

The confusion on Neven’s face is genuine. “What did I lie about?”

“Why did you want to come with me, Neven? You could have stayed in Buirin. You made it clear you have more important things to be doing, so why did you come?”


“I told you—”



She presses her knife harder into his throat, cutting off his words. If he moves at all his skin will split, her dagger coaxing it open with its sharp blade and her sharper words. “I mean the real reason. If you were worried about Elena, you would have stayed with her, but you didn’t. You chose to follow me here like a sad, pathetic little stray dog. You go where I go. Why?”


“Back off, Irene,” he warns.



She leans in closer to him. “Or what?” She places her lips directly in front of his, so close to touching that even air can’t find a way to move through. Neven can’t close the distance without severing his jugular vein. “What are you going to do to me?”

Irene’s distracted, watching Neven’s eyes. She’s looking for something specific in them, but he doesn’t know what. Neven takes advantage of Irene’s diverted gaze and pulls the dagger she lent him from his waistband. She only registers what Neven is doing once he presses the blade to her throat. This moment feels so heavy, the two of them threatening to end each other’s lives, both of them so stubborn they might actually do it just to prove a point.

Neven has no idea what Irene will do next, but he assumes he’s not going to like it. Maybe she’ll knock him out or slit his throat and be done with him for good. He mentally prepares himself for any number of violent outcomes.

But then she looks down at the dagger on her throat, and when she looks back up at him, she’s smiling. It’s an unnerving smile, one without any modicum of warmth or joy.




The kind of smile that says,

 

I knew it. You’re just like me


 
.





She’s still smiling as she pushes herself away from Neven, freeing both of them. She turns on her heel and begins to walk away.


“Irene!” he yells after her.



She doesn’t stop. “Maybe you’re not hopeless after all, fire boy.”


7



ELENA






E

 
lena’s lying down in bed when it starts. Something warns her that she’s in danger, that if she closes her eyes for even a moment someone will come in and hurt her again. She tries to tell herself it’s



nonsense, that she has no actual reason to worry, but that seed of fear quickly blooms into something too large to talk herself out of. 

The panic sits on her chest, weighing her down and rooting her to the bed. Every small sound sets her further on edge. Her body shakes uncontrollably, as if she’s been caught outside in a blizzard, but her skin is slick with sweat and warm to the touch. Her heart begins to race. It feels the same way it did the night she was poisoned. That must be it, someone must have poisoned her again. Why else would she be feeling like this? But if she’s been poisoned, and no one is here to help her, then she really is going to die this time.

She tries to call out for help, but her voice is weak and the word comes out as nothing more than a choked gasp of air. No one is going to come for her. She’s going to die alone in this bed, fearful and broken.


Maybe they’ll be better off without her.




All she’s ever been is a liability anyway. 





Neven, beautiful, kind Neven who loves her out of obligation will be free to do whatever he wants, be with whoever he wants. Elena doesn’t have any siblings so Neven will be king with or without her, and if she’s dead he won’t even have to marry her to be crowned. Neven will be a good ruler—the people of Radon,

 

her


 
people, will be taken care of by him.



So, it’s not a bad thing after all, her death. It won’t be heavy; it won’t follow people around like a damp fog. Her death will be freedom, for all but her.


If she’s dead, maybe she’ll get to meet her mother.



Elena finds a sick kind of peace in that thought. She holds onto it. It’s a comfort that surrounds her and soothes her, lightly stroking her hair as her heartbeat returns to normal and air finds its way back into her lungs.

It isn’t until she opens her eyes and catches sight of herself in the mirror beside her bed that she realizes how fragile she truly is. Her skin, usually warm and tan, now has an ashy wash to it. Her long dark brown hair clings to her forehead, tamped down by sweat. She looks miserable, but she’s alive. She didn’t black out, and she’s pretty sure she didn’t actually die, so whatever happened to her just now wasn’t the result of a poisoning. But if it wasn’t poison, then what was it? 



She watches herself blink slowly, a sudden tiredness overtaking her body. She’s never felt this kind of fatigue before, every muscle in her body so used up it’s as if they don’t exist at all, as if

 

she


 
doesn’t exist.





ELENA WAKES FROM her slumber the next morning, her body achy and tired. It’s nearly noon, which means Neven should be back from wherever he went with Irene. She should go find him. If she tells him what happened to her, maybe he’ll be able to ease her mind about it. Maybe he’ll say what she experienced last night was some type of delayed side effect from the poison, like an aftershock following an earthquake or a really vivid nightmare. It doesn’t matter if Neven actually knows what happened. Elena’s desperate enough for an answer to believe just about any explanation he can offer.

Elena’s walk is best described as lethargic as she moves down her third favorite hallway in the palace. The entire length of it is lined from floor to ceiling with one-of-a-kind art pieces her mother curated before she passed. Elena knows her mother’s death wasn’t her fault, that women die giving birth all the time, but even so, it lives on in Elena’s heart as her life’s greatest regret, and likely will until the day she dies.



Elena stops when she notices an unfamiliar figure down the hallway. Her immediate thought is that he must be here to harm her, that maybe he’s the one who poisoned her and he’s come back to finish the job. He looks about Elena’s age, so he doesn’t live here, and she’s never seen him before, so he isn’t visiting royalty. But the palace staff and guards are walking right past him, ignoring him completely. If he was a threat, surely they’d arrest him. He doesn’t

 

look


 
dangerous. He’s just standing with his hands clasped behind his back, examining a piece called

 

Angel of Death


 
. For her own peace of mind, she needs to know who he is and why he’s here, so she walks up to him. If he notices her presence, he doesn’t show it. Elena watches him as he leans closer to the painting, examining some detail in the center. He’s tall and thin, but clearly very strong. He’s wearing a navy and tan uniform that Elena recognizes but isn’t sure where from. As he leans in even closer, she can see that his skin is a nearly identical shade of dark brown to one that’s been used in the painting.



She feels awkward standing there, observing him in silence. “Hello,” she says, her warmest smile on display.


“Hi,” he replies, not taking his eyes off the painting.



Undeterred by his refusal to acknowledge her, she looks up at the painting, admiring it in all its perfection. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Actually, I was just thinking about how ugly that yellow color is. It looks like piss.”

Elena isn’t sure how to react. Is he trying to make a joke? “Oh. Well, I think it’s perfect. And so did my mother.”

“Your mother?” He turns to look at Elena for the first time, his eyes sparkling with embarrassment. “You must be Elena. Your Highness, I apologize.”

Elena’s aware that telling him who she is in the way she did was massively entitled and bratty, but she’s still drained from last night and doesn’t have any patience left for rude strangers belittling something that was so important to her mother.


“Who are you?” she asks.




He holds his hand out to her. “Kai.”




Elena shakes his hand. “What’s your last name, Kai?”




“I don’t have one.”



Elena purses her lips, confused by his response. It isn’t until she sees the three-sword emblem on his broach and the sword sheathed at his hip that she understands. “You’re one of The Unnamed. Like Irene.”


His smile is full of pride as he says, “I am.”




“Are you here to visit her then?”



“No,” he says, letting the word drag out. “You don’t know?”


She shakes her head. “What don’t I know?”



“Irene wrote to me, well to us, asking for help with an ongoing investigation.”

Elena clenches her jaw. “You’re here to find out who poisoned me?”

“That’s right,” he confirms. “Your father and fiancé welcomed us when we arrived about an hour ago. We were told to settle in ahead of the feast tonight, to make ourselves at home.” He gestures to the paintings around them. “Hence the exploration.”

“I see,” she says, trying to keep her irritation off her face. “Well, I should go and find them. As you can imagine, we have much to discuss. It was nice to meet you, Kai,” she says with a wave.


Kai bows. “And you, your majesty.”




“Please, call me Elena.”





ELENA'S DOING WHAT she always does at parties like this. She’s standing at the back of the room, adjusting anything that’s out of place in an attempt to look busy. The grand room is filled with people she doesn’t care about, people who don’t give her so much as a glance if her father’s not standing beside her. The majority of them are in their early forties, like her father and Havardur.

Her father is in attendance tonight, sitting in his throne upon a dais much like the one in the dining hall. While the dais in the dining hall hosts a table with room for ten, this dais was made to fit no more than two thrones side-by-side. There must have been a time where her parents sat together in that spot, high above the rest of court, but for obvious reasons, Elena’s never seen it. For as long as she can remember, her father has sat alone on the dais, his chair pushed to the center to fill the empty space where her mother’s throne should be.  

The buffet of food and desserts sits on a long table pushed against the east wall. James wanted to honor the new guests by making them food from their home countries, but no one knows what The Unnamed eat while training in Sephis, and they aren’t allowed to say where they lived before becoming namero, so James has gone out of his way to make a different food from each country. The result is a table full of different colors, textures, and smells. It’s an extravagant event to welcome non-royals, but the people at the palace will find just about any excuse to throw a party. 

Elena moves through the room, stopping at the edge of the dance floor. She watches as men and women get twirled around, bouncing from partner to partner and then back again, all on beat with the music. There was a time not too long ago where she thought dancing looked fun, where she would have given everything to be twirled around in a pretty dress until she was smiling so hard her face hurt. She doesn’t know exactly when that stopped being something she wanted, only that it did.


Elena feels a sudden presence at her side and startles. Elena can see Irene fighting off a smile.




“Hi,” Irene says.



“Hi.” Elena never knows how to feel around Irene. Sometimes, Irene will pass her in the hallway and won’t even look at her, but then other times, like right now, she’ll approach Elena without warning and start up a conversation. A conversation that always feels like Irene killing time until she has something better to do or someone more interesting to talk to. Elena fidgets with her hands. “Did you try any of the food?”

“No, not yet” she says, her eyes scanning the door. “I’m waiting for-” Irene stops suddenly when two people enter the room. One of them Elena recognizes as Kai, but the other figure, a girl with dark hair, is someone Elena has never seen before. Irene abandons her immediately to greet them. She walks over with such purpose that for a second Elena worries Irene might slap them, but then Irene throws her arms around the both of them and squeezes their bodies tightly against her own. Elena blinks, looks away, then looks back to ensure she’s seeing things correctly. Irene’s hugging them? That can’t be right. Irene barely shakes hands without looking disgusted. She certainly doesn’t hug.

An arm falls over Elena’s shoulder and she knows without looking who it is. “Huh?” Neven questions. His eyes are focused, taking in the same confusing sight as Elena’s.

“That was my reaction, too. Who’s that one?” Elena points to the girl standing with Kai and Irene. “And how does she know them?”



Irene gestures to where Elena and Neven are standing—no,

 

staring.


 
The three of them start walking over, so Elena fixes her expression into something that hopefully comes across as pleasant and aloof, as if she wouldn’t sell her skin on the black market to know all the juicy details of their dynamic.



Irene speaks first, “Elena, Neven, this is—”

“We’ve met,” Kai and Elena say in unison.

It’s glaringly obvious now that the girl is a namero, so she must have come here with Kai. They’re a heterogeneous group, the three of them, all with different skin tones, body shapes, and heights. The new girl is taller than Irene, but shorter than Kai. From this distance, Elena can’t tell if the girl’s eyes are blue or green or a combination of both. They have a glassy quality to them, like they’re wet with tears. Only no tears are falling, and the girl looks happy. Elena watches as, without a word, the girl leaves the group and heads toward the desserts.

“And this is,” Irene says, turning to where the girl had been standing a second ago. “Never mind. She’s gone.” Irene shoots Kai a look, then shrugs. “I hate it when she does that.”

Elena looks at Neven, wondering if he’s as curious about the trio as she is but he doesn’t meet her gaze. His eyes are zeroed in on Irene’s face. Irene, who’s spotted the girl in the crowd, pushing past people while trying to keep hold of her handful of macarons.


“Thanks for coming so quickly,” Neven says.



“Yeah, how did you come so quickly?” Elena asks. “The trains only carry freight and it takes way longer than a day to get here by ship.”

“It does,” Neven says. His eyes light up as he comes to a realization. “You sent for them the day after Elena got poisoned?”


Irene shrugs. “I had a gut feeling.”



“I guess it worked out for the best to have them here so quickly,” Elena says. She’s trying to support Irene, to be on her team, but when Elena smiles at her, Irene looks away.

The four of them are plunged into silence. Elena considers leaving, going and finding some drunk adult to chat with, but even all the awkward tension doesn’t erase her excitement at the thought of having more teenagers at the palace, even if it’s only temporary. The least she can do is try and make this work. “Help yourselves to any of the food you want. We have incredible cooks here.”

Neven keeps glancing at Irene, and it seems like Irene is trying especially hard to avoid looking at Neven. No one moves. The tension builds with every passing second. A tray of croissants passes by and Elena snatches one. She doesn’t even like croissants; she just wants something to do that isn’t standing here smiling into uncomfortable silence. She lifts the croissant to her mouth but stops when she sees Irene’s face, cold and frustrated, watching her. “What?” Elena asks.

“You shouldn’t be eating anything that hasn’t been tested,” Irene says. She snatches the croissant out of Elena’s hand then tosses it at an unsuspecting guard.

Elena shakes her head in disbelief. “You’ve been gone for like four days. Do you really think I didn’t eat while you were gone?”

Irene rolls her eyes. “I just mean you need to be careful, Elena. This isn’t like James bringing you your meals. The food here could have been intercepted by anyone. Sorry, but I’m not going to let you risk your life for a croissant.”

Irene is right. The last thing Elena wants is to be poisoned again, so she decides not to push back.

Kai turns his body to Irene, making it clear his words are only for her. “Let’s drink.”


“Yes, please,” Irene says.



Irene follows Kai off to the corner of the room where the drinks have been set up. Once they’re safely out of earshot, Elena turns around to face Neven. “Okay, that was weird, right?”

“The weirdest.” Neven chuckles. “Why was that so awkward?” He laughs again, and this time, Elena laughs too.

Elena and Neven are debating the number of macarons they think the girl was able to carry when Irene and Kai return, the mystery girl in tow.


“Seven,” she says proudly. “I was able to carry seven macarons.”



Elena’s cheeks warm with embarrassment. She didn’t intend for the girl to hear their conversation. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—I mean, we weren’t making fun of you we just—”

“It’s fine,” the girl says, waving her hand. “I just wanted you to know that you were right.”


Elena smirks, her face still warm. “Right. Thanks.”



Kai hands a glass of wine to Neven, which he takes without hesitation. Elena’s joy dissipates when she realizes they didn’t bring any for her—a decision that was most definitely Irene’s. “So, you guys know each other?” Elena asks, trying to create a conversation.

“Oh yeah,” the girl answers excitedly. “The three of us were inseparable during training. In fact…” Her tone turns menacing as she smirks at Irene. “Irene was my first kiss.”

Elena’s face heats up again. Neven chokes on his wine. They all look at him in unison.

“There was a bug,” he says. His eyebrow lifts a little as he says it, which Elena recognizes as one of his tells. It’s how she’s always been able to beat him at card games.

Elena clears her throat. “That’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it? That you wrote to The Unnamed and they sent two people you already know.”



“Oh,

 

they


 
didn’t send us,” the girl replies. “Irene wrote to us specifically and then we asked for a temporary dispensation. We’re lucky they let us come, but I think they knew if they sent anyone else Irene wouldn’t let them stay.” The girl nudges Irene’s shoulder playfully.



“For good reason,” Kai adds. “Have you seen the new trainees?”

The girl laughs. “I had the unfortunate pleasure of guiding their initial eval. Not even one of them passed the Barovski test.”

Elena watches the party, letting their voices fade into the background as they discuss things she doesn’t understand. It’s a special kind of loneliness, standing with people while they have a conversation that isn’t meant for you. Neven watches them as they talk, taking sips of his wine instead of interjecting with questions the way she knows he wants to.

“Cool. Well, I don’t know about you, Kai,” the girl says, “but I would love a tour.”

“Yes. That’s a great idea,” Kai agrees. “Irene, would you do us the honor?”

So, that’s it. They’ve decided they’re done pretending to include her and Neven. She smiles at them as they leave, watching them until they disappear from view. When she turns back, she sees Neven has been pulled away by Havardur. That familiar hollowness sets in as she finds herself alone yet again.

THE REST OF the evening goes by in a flash. She watches as the girl, Kai, and Irene get tipsy and dance together. She watches Neven roam around the room by himself before leaving early, his head hanging low, his steps heavy. When slow songs come on, she accepts strangers’ invitations to dance and ignores the way they stand too close, each and every one of them reeking of alcohol.

The last man who asks her to dance is Havardur. He’s especially wasted, his head slumped on Elena’s shoulder, his hand slipping too low. Elena’s uncomfortable, but her status compared to Havardur’s means her feelings don’t matter. She can’t pull away or ask him to stop because that might offend him, and Elena may never, ever, under any circumstances, insult a man more powerful than her.

That’s why, when the girl comes up to her, it’s hard to label the way she feels. Because Elena watches her as she breaks away from Kai and Irene, places her hand at the small of Elena’s back, and says, “Excuse me, Elena. Your father needs to speak with you. He said it’s urgent.”

“Yes, of course,” she says to the girl, playing along. Elena steps away from Havardur, who had been pressing himself into her and says, “We’ll have to finish this dance some other time.”


Luckily, he’s too wasted to ask questions.



The girl leads her away after that, her hand still on Elena’s back. When they make it far enough away that no one can hear, Elena leans in and says, “Thank you.”

The girl smiles at her, bright and friendly, then says, “I’m Malin, but everybody calls me Mal.”


Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.
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MAL






M

 
al strolls through the castle, a skip in her step. It’s awful, the circumstances that brought her and Kai here, but the change of scenery, the change of

 

people


 
, is doing wonderful things for her

 disposition. Not to mention the food here is incredible. Back in Sephis, the food is all beans and toast, dry chicken and tuna, whatever ensures they stay in tip-top shape. Indulgence is seen as a weakness by The Unnamed, so Mal intends to take full advantage while she’s here. Mal’s been in a lot of castles, but she’s never been in one quite like this. There are massive floor-to-ceiling windows that let in an impressive amount of light, staircases wide enough for an entire battalion, and art so detailed it makes her jaw drop. She doesn’t understand how anyone could hate it here. If she dared to dream of a life outside of The Unnamed, this would be it. To be royalty here, to have people waiting on you hand and foot, anticipating your every need seems like a dream.

Mal freezes right in the middle of a walkway, undeterred by the fact she’s blocking the flow of traffic and looks up at the ceiling. There’s a massive crystal chandelier that must be five or six times her size. She never once thought that someday she’d be standing in a castle contemplating how painful it would be to get crushed to death by an enormous light fixture, yet here she is. It’s funny how life works out.

It’s nice to have a purpose away from Sephis, to have a break from uncompromising schedules and grueling physical exertion. The tedious monotony that Kai thrives off of tends to choke her like smoke, surrounding her until she can’t see or breathe.

A footman rounds the corner with a tray of steaming rolls and Mal realizes why the air seems to smell sweeter here. It’s all the free delicacies that seem to show up every time she stands still. She swipes one as they pass, giving the footman a wry smile. She rips off a small chunk of bread, shoves it into her mouth and chews. The bread is far too hot to be eaten comfortably, so her mouth is half open, sucking in air with every bite.

She’s using her hand to shovel air into her open mouth when Elena appears from down the hall. Elena chuckles quietly at the sight as she walks over.


“Hey,” Elena says.



“Hey back,” Mal replies. She starts to smile, then gets nervous that smiling will cause the finally cooled bread to fall out of her mouth, and wasting food is not something she’s willing to do.


Elena points to Mal’s mouth. “How do you like it?”



Mal wraps the rest of the roll in her shirt, using the fabric as a barrier between the heat of the bread and her hands. “It’s really good.”

“It’s called Macai Bread. It’s a recipe from Wrastas that James, our chef here, got from people who were passing through. Have you ever been?”


“To Wrastas?”



Elena smiles. “Yeah. The book I read about it says it’s beautiful. Supposedly, it’s really green and has these forests full of animals that don’t exist anywhere else.”

Mal nods. “That sounds cool. I haven’t been there, but maybe I’ll get an assignment there someday.”

Elena clasps her hands behind her back. “You aren’t going to be contracted somewhere like Irene?”

Mal smirks. “Being stuck in one place forever isn’t really my thing. I’m more of a see everything once kind of girl. But even if I wanted to, I couldn’t get a contract.”

“Why not?”

Mal sighs, then immediately regrets it when Elena’s expression falls. “Countries have to want you for that and they don’t tend to bid on people who don’t excel across the board. It’s not enough to be great; you have to be exceptional.”

Elena shifts on the balls of her feet. “Is Kai the same way? I mean, is he not on contract for the same reason?”



Mal laughs out loud, a reaction that clearly confuses Elena. “No, no. Kai is about as exceptional as they come. He and Irene were always neck and neck in training, which was

 

very


 
entertaining for me.”



“If he’s just as good as her then why isn’t he contracted? Sorry, I’m not judging or anything, I just…I have no idea how any of this works.”

Elena seems to second-guess every word that comes out of her mouth, so Mal reaches out and gives her arm a reassuring squeeze. “It’s all good. I’m used to the questions. Everywhere I go, people are curious about us. Kai’s mom is one of our commanders. She knows how dangerous it is to be a namero, so she tends to keep him on a tight leash.”


“Does that bother him?”



“Oh, yeah. It drives him crazy. I mean, imagine being trained to do one thing your entire life, being absolutely incredible at that thing, and then being told not only that you’re not allowed to use it but also that you aren’t allowed to do anything else.”

Elena nods. “Wow. Yeah, that must be awful. I didn’t know any of that.”

Mal chuckles. “The Unnamed aren’t exactly forthcoming, so it makes sense that information about us isn’t common knowledge. When we aren’t on contract, people can either hire us for individual jobs like this one, or our mentor’s back in Sephis can assign us to something for them.”

“What kind of jobs do you do? Or are you not allowed to tell me?”



“Assassinations, usually,” Mal deadpans. Elena takes a step back, which Mal chuckles at. “I’m kidding. It’s usually things like this, though we

 

do


 
offer mercenary services…for a price.”



Elena watches her in a way that makes Mal feel entirely exposed, her head tilted to the side, slowly giving Mal a once over. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

Mal shrugs. “I guess you’ll just have to get to know me better and find out.”

Elena watches her for a second longer, then bursts out laughing. It catches Mal completely off guard. “Because that’s a horrible joke to make to someone who nearly got assassinated.”

Elena’s laughter is contagious, so Mal starts laughing too. “Shit, you’re right. That was a horrible thing to say.”

The two of them stand there, hunched over in laughter for what feels like forever before Elena straightens her stance, wipes a tear from her eye, and says, “Sorry, I don’t know why I found that so funny. I guess I needed a laugh.”


Mal shakes her head. “Yeah, I guess I did too.”



Elena gestures around the hallway. “Where are you headed?”

“Just to the meeting.” Mal remembers the bread in her shirt, now that it’s cooled down enough to eat, she uses her teeth to rip off a piece, chewing it in a way she’s sure isn’t approved of by anyone at the palace.

Elena’s eyebrows pinch together, all the humor on her face from a moment ago completely gone now. “What meeting?”

Mal takes a second to respond, chewing thoroughly to avoid choking on her food. “You know? The meeting—to figure out how to catch your poisoner. AKA, we’re all going to sit down in a room together so Kai can boss us around. Unless Irene fights him to take the lead on this, which wouldn’t surprise me.”


Elena folds her arms over her chest, her eyes distant. “Oh. Right. Well, have fun, I guess.”



Mal rips off another piece of the roll. “You aren’t coming?”

Elena shakes her head. “I didn’t even know there was a meeting. Irene probably thinks it’s too dangerous for me to be there or something.”

Mal laughs before she can stop herself. “We’re going to be sitting in a room brainstorming, not standing on the front lines of a war. Besides, I can’t think of a safer place for you to be than in a room with three people who learned how to kill before they learned their ABC’s.”


Elena smiles. “That is an excellent point.”



Mal sighs dramatically. “The way I see it there’s only one solution to this dilemma.”


“Yeah? And what’s that?”




“Come with me.”





MAL SPENDS THE entire walk to the research library listening to Elena as she debates with herself about whether tagging along is a good idea. Mal doesn’t understand why it’s a big deal, but then again, she’s never been the heir to an entire kingdom before, so there will probably be a lot of things about Elena she doesn’t understand. Mal almost interjects at one point to tell Elena she can just leave if she gets there and changes her mind, but thinks better of it when she looks over at Elena and sees the way she’s picking at her fingernails, the way her eyes are always searching, darting around the hallways as they walk through. For whatever reason, following Mal to this meeting is clearly a hard thing for Elena to do. So, for the rest of their walk Mal turns her eyes to the floor and watches only her feet as they carry her to the door of the research library.

“Here we are,” Mal says, pausing outside the door. “If you don’t want to come in, I can always fill you in later. I have a terrific memory.”

“Is it that obvious?” Elena asks.


Mal shrugs.



Elena looks off to the distance, but then shakes her head and squares her shoulders. “No. Thank you. That’s a kind offer, but I need to do this.”

Mal nods, grabs the doorknob, and pushes the door open.

The room is larger than Mal expected it to be from the outside. The right half of the room is filled with tall wooden bookcases. The left side is set up like a living room with a sofa pushed against the wall, two armchairs on either side of it, and a coffee table in the center of it all. A lit, two-sided fireplace sits at the very center of the room.

There’s a tension in the air Mal senses as soon as she shuts the door behind her and Elena. Whether that energy shift is because of Elena’s entrance, Mal can’t say for certain. Only that it dances around the room, just as present and alive as any one of them.

“Seriously? You brought her?” Kai says, rolling his eyes at Mal. He’s standing in front of the fireplace, staking his place as the leader of the group.


“She made me,” Mal says sarcastically.



Kai places his hands on his hips. “How did she make you?”


“She said ‘I want to come’, and I said, ‘Okay’.”



Kai rubs the back of his neck, his exasperation evident. “She’s not supposed to be here.”

“Says who? You?” Mal turns her attention to Neven and Irene, seated in the mirroring armchairs. “Or was it one of you?”

“I want to stay,” Elena blurts out. The room goes silent as soon as she speaks, her voice cutting through the heated haze of the blame game.


Neven shakes his head. “Lena—”





Elena holds her hand up. “No. In case you’ve forgotten,

 

I’m


 
the one who was poisoned. I want to know who did this just as much as any of you. Let me help.” Her voice is strong and commanding while she speaks, but she resumes picking at her cuticles as soon as she finishes.



Neven runs his hand through his hair. “Okay,” he says softly. “But if it gets too dangerous, promise me you’ll step back.”

Elena does a giddy little dance which Mal can’t help but smile at. “I promise,” Elena says.

“That settles it,” Mal says. She moves around Irene and plops onto the sofa. “Let’s get to work.”

Elena gives Mal a grateful smile and takes the seat beside her on the couch. They must look odd sitting next to each other, Elena with her pristine posture and well-kempt appearance right next to Mal who couldn’t sit properly to save her life.

Mal zones in and out as Kai recounts the small bit of information Irene gathered on her trip to Athebos. “In conclusion, we have a poison that can be bought just about anywhere, no witnesses, and no idea where to go next.” He throws his hands up in frustration. “We have nothing to go off of.”

Elena speaks up. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be the best and the brightest? There has to be something you can do—like a gut feeling or a contact that you have.” Her voice is light as she says it, sounding more like a cheerleader than a critic, but Kai’s jaw clenches anyway.

“Okay, little miss sunshine, if you’re so sure there’s more to be done then tell us, what should we do next?” Kai asks.

Elena places her hands in her lap. “Well, I was thinking about it and I was poisoned from inside the castle, right? And it’s really hard to get into, so it was probably somebody that was already inside. Maybe someone that works here and is angry at my father but took it out on me?” Elena suggests.

No one is more surprised than Mal at the pride she feels toward Elena for standing up against Kai. The princess has more guts than she initially assumed.

Kai sighs. “Neven already questioned the staff. None of them saw anything, and while, yes, it’s difficult to break into the palace, it’s hardly impossible.”

Irene rests her chin on her hand. “Why are you so sure that whoever did this wasn’t coming after you because you’re you?”

Elena’s mouth quirks to the side. “What do you mean by that?”

“She means the people in the streets calling for the abolishment of the Baar line have just as much reason to want you dead as they do your father. The way they see it, you’re in their way just as much as he is,” Kai explains.

Elena’s mouth falls open, and Mal realizes Elena has no knowledge of the protestors. Neven is watching Elena too, his face looking both sympathetic and guilty. God’s sake, do they not tell Elena anything?

On Mal’s way to the palace, her and Kai’s carriage was nearly tipped by an angry mob chanting about the king’s cruelty, calling for a new ruler to replace him and for the Baar line to be eradicated. At one point or another, every country on this side of The Great Divide has had angry citizens protesting to demand change, so none of it struck her as odd at the time. In fact, it’s exactly what she expected. What she didn’t expect, however, was for the sole heir to the throne to be so uninformed on the state of her country that she hadn’t even considered one of her own people could want her dead.

“Any other suggestions?” Kai asks, gesturing to the room.


Irene shrugs. “Let’s wait it out. Hope they try again.” 



“Hold on a minute,” Neven says. The anger radiating off him is so intense it could probably turn his shadow red. “You want to just sit around and wait until someone tries to kill her again?”



Mal runs through the list of other possible plans to track down whoever did this, but there are none. Kai was right before. They have absolutely nothing to go off of. “Look, Neven, if whoever did this really wants Elena dead, they

 

will


 
try again.” She looks at him with an expression she hopes conveys concern. “None of us want to see her get hurt. In fact, we are actively trying to protect her from getting hurt, but we can’t stop them if we don’t know

 

who


 
to stop. We’ll try whatever else we can first.” Mal feels for him. It must be painful to know that someone out there wants the person you love most in the world dead. “I get that you’re worried and protective, but Elena is not a child. Whether or not we move forward like this is her choice.”



Irene turns her attention onto Neven. “Mal’s right, Neven. They will try again.”

Elena rises from her spot on the couch. “I’m fine with it. I want to help.”



MAL'S ROOM IS hot tonight, the blazing fire she lit after dinner sticking to everything like a shield. Before she left Sephis, everybody told her that Radon was cold. The kind of cold that eats away at people’s bones, the kind that stays with them no matter how long they sit in front of a fire. Radon has delivered that and more. The castle walls tend to hold onto the chill that bites in the middle of the night, circulating it like a blizzard until the morning fires are lit to stifle it. But also, there’s something alive about this place—a whisper that follows her around when the halls are dark, reminding her that some things are too constant to escape. Maybe some would find that concept terrifying, but to Mal it’s consoling in a way, like maybe pieces of people can linger around in a place forever, long after they’re gone.

Mal’s dressed in nothing but her undershirt and pants when there’s a soft knock against her bedroom door. It’s a delicate, hesitant knock that makes it feel like whoever is on the other side is unsure whether they should be there. She expects it to be Kai, coming to complain about the lack of determination everyone but him is showing with this investigation or the pillows being too soft. She pulls the door open, letting her preemptive frustration with him show on her face, but quickly drops her expression when she sees it’s Elena on the other side of the door.

“Oh, hi,” Mal says, crossing her arms over her chest. She really should have thrown on a robe or a blanket before opening the door.

Elena takes in Mal’s half-dressed state then quickly shifts her eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I was thinking about what Kai said earlier. About the people in the city outside the palace, and I was just thinking, I mean I just thought—”

“Elena,” Mal says sternly, itching for Elena to get to the point. “What is it?”


Elena bites her upper lip. “I need to see them.”



Mal leans into her doorframe. “Who? The people? You mean you want to go into the city? Have you even been outside the palace grounds before?”

“I have…once,” she says. “Look, I know it seems stupid, but I’m supposed to lead them someday and I know nothing about them.”



Mal raises her eyebrows. “And you’re picking now to expose yourself to it? Elena, hearing about the protests and the anger is one thing, but actually being there and listening to them as they say terrible things about your family, about

 

you…


 
it’s not going to be easy. So, are you sure it’s a good idea?”



Elena shakes her head. “No. I’m sure it’s a terrible idea, but it’s the only one that I have.”

Mal sighs. “And I’m assuming you’re here because you want me to go with you?”


Elena nods slowly. “Yes, I do.”




“Why me? Why not ask Neven or Irene?”



Elena chuckles. “Because Neven would never let me go and Irene would tell my father. A sly smirk creeps onto her face. “Besides, didn’t you say before that you wanted to protect me?”



Mal’s completely thrown off guard. She has no idea how to respond, because yes, she did say that, but she meant it in a general,

 

one team with one purpose


 
kind of way, not in a

 

make Mal the only thing standing between Radon’s future and danger


 
kind of way. Elena’s right, this is a terrible idea. “If I

 say no, are you going to go on your own?”


Elena nods. “Definitely.”



Mal sighs. She tries to sound reluctant as she says, “Fine. Be ready at dawn. We’ll have to sneak out.”

Elena smiles then, wide, pure, and utterly infectious. So infectious in fact, that it takes all of Mal’s willpower to contain her own smile in response.



Without another word, Mal closes her door on Elena and listens until she hears Elena’s footsteps retreating down the hallway. Once it’s silent, Mal chuckles and shakes her head at her own stupidity. She is

 

definitely


 
going to regret this.





MAL AND ELENA make it to the city just after sunrise, a small number of merchants line the streets, looking to make some cash. It’s loud, but no louder than anywhere else she’s been, vendors yelling over each other, shouting out prices and catchy sayings to lure people in. There’s a kebab stand that calls out to her, the scent of barbecued meat riding on the wind making her mouth salivate. She thinks about detouring them, treating herself to a nice, hearty breakfast, but then Elena links their arms together and pulls Mal down the street with her. Mal’s caught off guard by the gesture, surprised by how tightly Elena is pressing herself against her. Mal almost takes the opportunity to flirt, but she notices Elena’s gaze darting all around the market, her rapidly shifting focus matching the sporadic nature of her breaths. Mal’s never seen this kind of panic on a person before. Back in Sephis, one of the first things they teach trainees is how to control their breathing, their emotions. It’s clear to Mal in this moment that Elena has never learned how to do that.

“Are you okay?” Mal asks, leaning her head against Elena’s so she can hear Mal clearly. If her concern doesn’t come off as genuine, it’s not because she doesn’t care. But because she isn’t used to showing it. All she’s ever been taught is how to lie and hide, so when she tells the truth, it tends to sound disingenuous, even to her own ears. Mal doesn’t know how to do this, how to be there for someone that needs her, and she thinks, at this moment, for whatever reason, Elena needs her. Or rather, Elena needs Mal’s arm, which her fingers are currently digging into.

“No, not really,” Elena replies. “But this is more important than anything. I need to be here.”

Mal hears chanting coming from the direction of the square. For the most part, it sounds like angry grunting and shouts of support, presumably for whoever’s leading the crowd. Elena steers them toward the mob, their words becoming clearer with each step.

When they join the crowd, there’s a man standing on a box, elevating himself above the rest. He’s short but looks strong—the body of a man who’s worked every day of his life. His words, those of a man who’s never been rewarded for it.

“King Baar is a fraud!” he shouts. “He takes everything for himself and leaves nothing for the rest!” At this, there’s an overwhelmingly positive response from the crowd.

“Death to the king!” someone shouts from within the crowd.


Elena’s grip on Mal tightens.




“Abolish the Baar line!” calls another.



“Death to the princess! Take her out just like her bastard mother!” a new person says.

Elena’s eyes glaze over. She pulls away from Mal, and starts stumbling through the crowd, shoving and being shoved. Mal follows after her, but immediately loses sight of Elena in the shifting crowd. Mal starts to panic, her heartbeat picking up speed. If Elena gets hurt, it’ll be on Mal’s head. She pushes her way to the front of the crowd, using her sharp limbs to shove past anyone in her way. She climbs onto the box and searches frantically for Elena’s blue cloak. It feels like hours before Mal sees her, but she does. She spots her in an ally, leaning against the wall, clutching her chest. Mal leaps off the box and starts shoving again, moving as quickly as she can in Elena’s direction.



When Mal makes it to her, Elena’s collapsed on the ground. All Mal can hear are Elena’s breaths, the sheer terror and pain in each one. Mal kneels down in front of her, unsure of what to do. She doesn’t know what this is, but she knows she can’t just sit here and watch as Elena goes pale. Elena looks like she’s dying.

 

Oh God


 
, why does she look like she’s dying?




“I—I can’t,” Elena tries to say.



“Shh, Elena. Don’t speak. Look at me. You’re going to be okay.” Mal doesn’t believe the words as she says them. She scans Elena’s body and sees no physical wounds. Whatever’s happening, then, has to be inside Elena’s head.

Mal doesn’t have any medical training, but she knows that if Elena doesn’t get more oxygen soon, she’s probably going to pass out. She has to find a way to help, or Elena might actually die. Panicked, Mal grabs Elena’s face and guides it up so their heads are level. “Look at me, Elena” Mal says. “Don’t look at anything else, okay?” Nothing changes.



“Elena, please you need to breathe,” Mal pleads. At this, Elena starts panicking even more.

 

Shit. This isn’t working.


 
She needs to try something else. Mal grabs one of Elena’s hands and places it on her diaphragm. “Like this,” Mal says. Maybe if she can’t tell Elena how to calm down, she can show her. Mal takes a deep breath in, holds it for three seconds, then exhales. It’s a tactic they teach in training so namero

 
can lower their heart rates on command. “Do it with me.”



Elena watches through shifty eyes, but eventually begins to mimic Mal. Elena’s breathing is still uneven, stuttering each time she tries to fill her lungs, but over time it slows, growing deeper and deeper. Mal watches Elena as they sit there together, her relief growing larger with each of Elena’s breaths. After a while, her symptoms seem to have completely stopped.

Elena looks tired, but more than just physically. Mal looks into Elena’s eyes, which are usually filled with whatever emotion she’s feeling at the time, but right now they’re completely devoid of anything. Elena slumps forward, landing hard against Mal’s body. She should be comforting Elena, right? But how does she do that?

Mal does what she always does when her brain fails her…she goes with her gut. She wraps her arms around Elena’s back and pulls her closer. This must be the right thing to do because Elena responds by nestling her head into Mal’s neck. Elena’s breath tickles against Mal’s skin, causing goosebumps to rise on her arms. Sitting here, holding Elena, Mal realizes that although this has been one of the most stressful ordeals in her life so far, she’s proud of herself for helping. Elena was going through something traumatic and reached for her.

Maybe, she thinks, this is what it feels like to have a friend.


Just as suddenly as the calm came, it goes again.



Mal’s stomach drops and her senses heighten, alerting her to some sort of danger. She looks around wildly and sees a girl standing at the back of the crowd. There’s nothing particularly unusual about her, except she’s facing the wrong way. The rest of the mob is watching the man on the box, but the girl is watching them.

Mal looks down at Elena and starts to make a game plan, wondering how to carry her on her own if they need to run, but when Mal looks up again, the girl is gone, vanished on the breath of box man’s last words.

“Do not back down.”
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KAI







I

 didn’t see anything, I swear!” Kai’s got his elbow to the old man’s throat, pressing him into the castle’s cold wall as hard as he can, watching as the old man’s eyes bulge out of his head from the pres-sure. Kai’s spent the day re-interrogating the people who live at the castle. He’s questioned one-hundred and thirty-six people, to be exact, and not one of them can tell him anything about what happened that day. If Kai were a spiritual person, he might start to believe that Elena was poisoned by a ghost. While it’s possible some of the castle patrons are protecting the poisoner’s identity, the probability of all one-hundred and thirty-six of them protecting that person is less than zero percent.


“Let him go, Kai!” Neven orders. Neven insisted on being present while Kai questions people and since Neven’s rank is technically higher than Kai’s, he couldn’t say no. Even if Neven’s presence is a thorn in his side. So far, all Neven’s done is follow Kai around and impede upon the investigation by looking down on Kai’s (entirely standard, by the way) methods of interrogation. Neven repeats his demand, but Kai doesn’t want to let the old man go. He wants to push and push until the old man can give him something— anything, to help. Kai doesn’t want to hurt the man, but they’ve been at this for two days and so far Kai’s interrogating and Neven’s shadowing have rendered no results. Kai’s patience, which he’ll admit is thin to begin with, has nearly run out. This is why it takes a lot for Kai to step back and release his hold on the man. The old man scurries away, his dress robe dragging on the stone behind him. Neven’s hand cradles Kai shoulder, which Kai promptly shrugs off.

Neven steps back, his hands in the air in mock surrender. “I’m just trying to help.”

“Let’s get one thing clear,” Kai says, taking a pointed step toward Neven. “I don’t need your help.”

“I can see that.” Neven chuckles. “But you strangling some innocent elderly guy isn’t going to help us figure this out. It’s just going to get you a death sentence.”

Kai scoffs. “No wonder you’ve gotten nothing done. You’re soft.” Kai pokes Neven in the chest. “I wasn’t going to kill him. Just scare him enough to give us something.” There’s a fire in his voice still, something raw and unbecoming, something that threatens to take complete control if he eases up on the reins of himself, even for a second.

“No, Kai. Scaring people is what you were doing before, to the other hundred-and whatever many people.” Neven’s voice softens. “That was something else. Something…instinctual.”



Kai resents the idea that nearly killing people is an instinct for him, as if it’s easy. Are his methods rehearsed? Yes. Precise? Very. But they’re not instinctual. It’s not something he walks around doing without a second thought. He doesn’t

 

enjoy


 
hurting people. He wouldn’t even have been allowed to train with The Unnamed if that was the case.



In Kai’s early days of training, he had to spend hours each night looking in a mirror, telling himself that the things he was doing were okay because they had a purpose—a positive outcome. His training meant that someday he would be keeping people safe. Not just people, important people who matter to the world. For a while the guilt ate away at his morality, bit-by-bit, until he was just broken enough to believe that no one outside of The Unnamed could love him after everything he had done. But that was the experience for all trainees. No one got out unscathed. Not Irene. Not Mal. And certainly not him.

One day, Kai and Mal had strolled into their room, high on pride after acing their physicals and found Irene sitting on the edge of her bed. Her face was swollen, her eyelids dry and cracked from crying. Kai had never seen her like that, so obviously broken. He was too thrown off by her appearance to ask if she was okay, so Mal did. The way Irene looked at him in that moment is something he’s never forgotten. It follows him everywhere, turning his dreams into nightmares. She was so cold, so empty. Void of anything but self-hatred as she looked at them and said, “Someday you’ll understand.”

It wasn’t until two years later, only a month after Irene had been shipped away, that he finally did. They were asked to do something and in order to accomplish it, they had to become different people, people who were dark and inhuman. Kai had to go first, and the day after him was Mal’s turn. He watched as one-by-one the kids in their training class disappeared within themselves to avoid their gut-wrenching guilt. One unforgivable act and suddenly self-love became impossible. It didn’t take long until they realized that after what they’d done, no one else would be able to love them either.

Kai had heard from other kids in training that it’s always unique, that they never have a trainee make their first kill the same way as someone before them. They didn’t want anyone to be able to prepare for it. He used to think it was sick. He spent years hating the people who put that weapon in his twelve-year-old hands. That is, until one night he woke from a nightmare and realized he was the only person to blame. The Unnamed might have given him the tools, but he was the one who dug the grave.

Harsh words he wants to throw at Neven collect in the back of his throat. They taste bitter…rancid. Kai clenches his jaw, his anger like a toxin working its way through his nervous system, tensing every muscle in his body, preparing him for a fight.

“Ahem.” The noise startles him, pulls him from his thoughts. His heart is racing and he knows he’ll feel the effects of his unused anger tingling through his body for a while. It’ll either go away or continue building up until he explodes. Kai has no idea which option will be the outcome this time.

It was Irene who startled him. She stands at a distance, watching him and Neven like she’s caught them doing something they shouldn’t. “Sorry to break up the pissing contest, but the king wants to see us. All of us.”



KING BAAR SLAMS his fist against his desk. Kai feels Elena jump at the sound, but if anyone else is bothered by it, they don’t let it show. The five of them stand in a line, the space in-between them and the king thick with exasperation from both sides.



“You’re telling me you don’t have

 

any


 
answers? Do you know how much your little venture is costing this kingdom?” Spittle escapes King Baar’s mouth as he speaks.



Kai holds back a sigh. Why he expects King Baar to have any level of understanding as to how long these things can take is beyond him. “Sir, I can assure you the answers you’ll receive will be well worth the expense of us being here.”



King Baar lets out a thunderous laugh. “What would justify the price, is assurance that my reign isn’t under attack. This ‘poisoning’ as it may be, is bad for optics. It makes my hold on the throne look weak. It makes

 

me


 
look weak. I haven’t spent the last eighteen years perfecting my image just to have it ruined over some spiked soup.”



“Understood, Sir. We’re working diligently to figure this out as soon as possible,” Kai replies.



King Baar huffs. “Don’t come back until you have new information. And you…” He points between Kai, Irene, and Mal. “Keep an eye on my daughter. If I find out she’s been outside the palace walls again, you will all be permanently dismissed,

 

and


 
I’ll ensure you’re properly reprimanded by your superior’s back in Sephis.”





THE GROUP ONLY makes it a step outside King Baar’s office before Neven starts whisper yelling. “What the hell was that about?” He gestures to the group as a whole, but his eyes are focused on Elena. “When did you leave the palace?”

Elena sighs. “Last night.” Neven watches her expectantly, as if she should know such a brief explanation isn’t good enough for him. Apparently, she does because she rolls her eyes, then continues. “I had to see them for myself—the people. I needed to know what their lives look like—what they’re so angry about.”

Kai couldn’t care less about their drama. What he wants to do is get back to the library and work out a plan to push this quest of theirs forward, but everyone else seems content to see how this unfolds.

“And you went alone?” Neven’s eyes are feral, reminding Kai of the cats that used to wander aimlessly around Sephis. Kai feels like this is something he shouldn’t be witnessing, like this conversation should be happening in private.

“She didn’t,” Mal says. “I went with her.” Kai doesn’t know why, but Mal’s words hanging in the air feels like a challenge. 

Kai expects a fight, and if he’s being completely transparent, maybe even hoping for one. What he doesn’t expect is for Neven to turn to Kai, wave a finger in his face, and say, “This is your fault.”


“How?” Kai asks, more dumbfounded than offended.





“Elena had no interest in leaving the palace until

 

you


 
showed up and told her people wanted her dead.”



“Okay, Neven, you need to calm down. Going out there was no one’s decision but my own,” Elena says.


“Yeah, for real, dude. She’s fine,” Mal adds.



Neven digresses with a huff, folding his arms over his chest like a child throwing a tantrum.


“What happened?” Irene asks.




Elena looks at her, perplexed.



“In the city. What happened? While you were there?” Irene clarifies.

Elena shrugs. “Oh, nothing really. We found a mob yelling all the things Kai said they would.” Kai hears resentment in Elena’s voice, and while he doesn’t blame her for being upset, he also doesn’t understand why that blame seems to be directed at him.

“Well,” Mal says, “there was something else.” Mal looks between Kai and Irene. “It could be nothing, but…”


“It’s never nothing,” the namero say in unison.





Mal continues, “There was a girl there and she was watching us. I thought about going up to her, seeing what her deal was, but she was gone before I could.” Mal’s voice sounds the way it did when they were kids and she would tell Kai scary stories. He can still recall the way it felt. Like a freezing wind, bringing goosebumps to the surface of his skin. The way her voice could transport him to another time, another

 

place


 
, making him feel as though the monster was lying next to him, whispering its venomous words into his ear. “I thought maybe she recognized Elena, but the way she was staring…it was almost—”





“Hypnotic?” Irene finishes.



The thing about Mal’s stories, though, is that the monster always turned out to be human, and it lived inside of him, of her, of every person he’s ever met.

There’s a tension that hangs in the air, all five of them unsure of what to do next. Mal must sense it, because she smiles in that uplifting way and says, “On the bright side, King Baar seems to finally have accepted that Elena was poisoned…so there’s that.”

Neven rubs at the back of his neck. “Only a namero would use poison and bright side in the same sentence.”

The group wordlessly makes their way through the halls to the research library. Kai, being the last one into the room, pulls the door shut behind him. Once it’s closed completely, Irene speaks, “The woman you saw, what did she look like?”

Mal’s eyes look up and to the left as she recounts the details. “She was about my height and age with silver hair. She was wearing these leather gloves that went all the way up to her elbows. Why?”

Irene rubs her temples, then looks to Neven. “Does that description sound familiar to you?”


Neven nods solemnly. “Yeah.”



Irene sighs. “On the way to see my poison guy, Neven and I got jumped by bandits. At first there were only two of them. Then out of nowhere, a third one showed up. It was a girl, about our age, with silver hair and long leather gloves.”

Elena’s eyes go wide. “You guys got attacked? And you didn’t tell me?”

Kai rolls his eyes. Now is hardly the time for Elena’s wounded pride. “Let’s stay on topic, please.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Mal says. “If it’s the same girl, then why didn’t she attack me and Elena?”



Kai’s heart races. Finally, a mystery he

 

can


 
solve. “Maybe there were

 too many witnesses? You said there was a crowd, right?”

Mal leans back against the couch. “It was more of an anti-Baar rally than a crowd, but yes. Loads of people.”

“What are the chances that both times people from this group have left the palace this girl showed up?” Neven asks.


“Finally, the prince proves himself useful,” Kai mutters.




Neven glares at him. “Aren’t you the one who said to stay on topic?”




Elena shakes her head. “So, this girl is what? Watching us? Waiting for us to leave so she can attack?”




“Seems like it,” Mal replies.



"In that case, Elena says, a roguish glint in her eye, "I have an idea."
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ELENA






I

 
t’s dark. The kind of dark that leaves Elena feeling like she’s being watched, like the trees have eyes and razor-sharp teeth and they’re waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Of course, if they’re right and everything has gone according to plan, then there

 

is


 
someone watching her. Not a tree, but a girl. Gravel crunches beneath her feet, a sound she usually finds satisfying, but tonight she startles at each grind of a pebble beneath her shoe. Elena pulls her cloak tighter around her, as if it’s a shield with the power to protect her from the most dangerous of people. Irene instructed her to wear the brightest cloak she owns, so it’d be easier for the girl to spot Elena through the inky darkness and the trees. She opted for a bright red velvet cloak with threads of gold accenting it, cascading down the length of it like a waterfall.



From beside her, Irene whispers, “Are you doing okay?”



Earlier, there was a fierce debate over who should accompany Elena on her stroll. After she proposed her plan, Neven, Mal, and Irene spent an hour going back-and-forth, detailing all the reasons they felt they were the best option. Eventually, Mal turned to Elena and asked her who

 

she


 
wanted to be next to her. She knew Neven wanted the answer to be him, but honestly, she was too wrought with crippling fear to care much about who would be beside her. Before Elena could answer, Kai cut in and said it should be Irene, that Irene is the fastest, strongest, and smartest of all of them. Maybe Elena should have denied it, maybe she should have stuck up for Neven in that moment or rallied for Mal as payback for their city escapade, but ultimately, she knew Kai was right. Elena has never seen Irene in action, but she’s heard stories about Irene’s fierceness, her dedication. Neven, as sweet as he is, just doesn’t have the skillset necessary to make Elena feel safe in this situation, and Mal—as much as Elena appreciates her companionship, Elena barely knows her. So, she nodded her head in agreement with Kai and ignored the worry in Neven’s eyes as he watched her comply.




“Better than I thought I would be,” Elena says.



It’s strange to see Irene without her uniform on, her under armor tossed aside for a court appropriate black cloak. While the purpose of Elena’s outfit is to stand out, Irene’s is to be incognito, to appear like a friend of Elena’s from the palace and nothing more. Elena almost feels bad for Irene, watching her adjust the clothing that’s so unlike her, forced to shed her identity for a greater purpose. Elena wonders how many times she’s had to do that, how many versions of Irene exist in the universe and which one of them is real. They know it’s a long shot, for the girl to see Elena and some unknown person leaving the palace in the middle of the night and follow them without suspecting a trap, but it’s the only plan they could think of that might lure her out and also provide cover for the rest of the crew who are hiding within the tree line, lying in wait. “Elena, if she doesn’t come out so—” Irene stops talking abruptly.



It’s barely audible, but there’s a faint crunching behind them. It takes everything in Elena to keep moving forward, to pretend she has no idea she’s being followed. She wants to turn around and look into the eyes of the girl who wants her dead. The plan is for Elena to wait until the footsteps are close enough, and once they are Irene will give her a signal, and then Elena will run. It seemed simple enough in theory, but Elena’s fight or flight response is hyper-aware of the homicidal mercenary behind her and it really,

 

really


 
, wants her to run.



Elena’s heart starts racing, telling her she’s in danger, that she’s going to die. It feels like it did the other times, right before her chest got tight and she couldn’t breathe. She tells herself it’s the adrenaline, that if she’s with Irene she’ll be okay, but now her head is spinning, and her throat is closing in on itself, and she knows oxygen is filling her lungs, but it doesn’t feel like it. She squeezes her eyes shut, trying to hold back tears.

Elena needs to stop her body’s response before the girl makes a move on them, but how? She remembers Mal, the way she talked Elena off the ledge, breathing with her until her lungs no longer felt like they were on fire. She wishes Mal were with her now to make all of this go away, but Mal’s not. Elena has to do this alone…while moving, and with a killer on her tail.



Elena takes in as much air as she can, holds it for a few seconds then releases it. She doesn’t notice she’s stopped moving until she feels Irene tugging on her cloak. Elena sees the pointed look in her eyes and knows she doesn’t have time to think, or to breathe. This is happening, and it’s happening

 

now


 
.




Irene shoves her forward. “Run, Elena!”



Elena’s body responds to the danger at lightning speed, pulling her away from Irene faster than she thought it could. She hears grunting behind her, the sounds of fists connecting with flesh. She’s worried, but she can’t stop running. The gravel is in a flurry beneath her, little pebbles flinging themselves against her ankles. It’s too dark and she can’t remember where she’s supposed to stop. She keeps going, trying to push the thought of what’s happening behind her out of her mind. Her legs burn from her speed, the chill of the night angrily colliding with the sweat rolling off her body.

The relief she feels when Neven steps out from the shadows and grabs onto her shoulders nearly tips her over.


She’s made it.



Kai and Mal run over to her. The four of them stand in a line, staring into the darkness that has swallowed Irene whole. The sounds of fighting have stopped and it’s quiet. Too quiet. Elena stands motionless, but still she can’t hear anything. There are no footsteps, no breaths, no heartbeats. No signs of life at all until, from behind an arm wraps around Elena’s throat. Someone drags her backwards, pulling her away from the others.

“Elena!” Mal calls out. Elena can hear the panic in her voice.

Elena reaches up, frantically grabbing at the arm locked around her throat, but whoever’s holding her is too strong. She can’t see. Whether that’s because of the pitch-black darkness that’s surrounding her or the tears pooling in her eyes, she doesn’t know. The person holding her lets go and then Elena is falling. The back of her head slams hard against the ground. Elena reaches out, feeling for whoever grabbed her, but there’s no one there. Elena sits up. Her voice is high pitched and desperate when she cries out, “Mal! Neven! Where are you guys?”

“Over here!” Neven replies. His voice is coming from somewhere to the right of her, but it sounds too far away, barely a whisper in her ear.

A hand grabs her shoulder and Elena jumps backwards.


“Elena, it’s me,” Neven says.



Elena springs to her feet and hugs him, clinging onto him as if he’s a life raft and she’s lost at sea. Elena can’t see him, even this close together, but she feels her tears wetting his clothes, can hear his heartbeat pounding against her ear. “What’s happening?” she asks.


“I don’t know,” he whispers.




A slew of feet shuffle in the distance.




“Kai! Circle!” Mal yells.



There are whimpers, there are grunts, there are snapping bones, and there are screams. Elena turns her head farther into Neven’s chest, burying her eyes in the fabric of his shirt.


“Where is she?” Kai calls out, his voice even.




“Elena!” Mal yells.



Elena feels the intake of Neven’s breath before he yells, “She’s he—” Elena doesn’t know what happened, only that Neven was in front of her, holding her, and now he’s not. When she reaches out, she can’t feel him. Elena wants to find him, but she’s too paralyzed by fear to move or call out to him.

Her feet leave the ground just before she slams into the gravel again. Someone grabs her hands and pins them above her head. There’s a large weight on her hips, preventing her from moving. The air around Elena shifts, growing colder as the person leans into her. Elena’s never seen darkness move, but in this moment, it does. The thick blanket of black covering Elena’s eyes disappears, shifting instead to surround her and the girl sitting on top of her. Elena looks around at the circle of darkness, everything beyond the girl’s face entirely gone. Neven could be lying unconscious right next to her, and she wouldn’t have a clue.

Elena knows from the silver hair that this is the girl Mal and Irene were talking about. Up close, Elena can see the rest of her features. Dark, thick eyebrows. Pale skin. Brown eyes with lines of gold that weave through her irises like lightning strikes.

The girl leans forward and presses her lips against Elena’s ear. “I’ve waited a long time for this.” Elena tries to shift away, but the girl presses her thighs together, creating an even stronger grip on Elena’s body.


“Why are you doing this?” Elena asks, breathless.



The girl chuckles against her ear. It shouldn’t be, but the sound is filled with warmth and light. It’s such a convincing sound that Elena feels like she should be laughing along with her.

When the girl stops laughing, she sits up and taps Elena’s nose. “It’s easy money,” she says nonchalantly. The girl looks at Elena in a way that unnerves her, then uses her index finger to trace Elena’s jawline. “Such a shame to waste all this beauty. Goodbye, princess.”

Elena shuts her eyes tightly. If death comes now, she’s ready. She won’t fight, won’t be sad. She’ll hold her head high and welcome its embrace.

Something slams against Elena’s shoulder. For a moment, Elena wonders if the girl is hugging her, but then a familiar voice reaches her ears.

“Are you okay?” Elena opens her eyes and sees Mal standing over her. She looks down at her chest and sees the girl collapsed on top of her, fully unconscious.

Tears spill from Elena’s eyes as she struggles to push the girl off of her. Mal squats down and helps Elena shove until the girl’s body rolls lifelessly to the ground. Mal helps Elena up and as soon as she’s on her feet, Elena wraps herself around Mal’s body. Elena feels her body tense at the contact, but after a second Mal relaxes and hugs Elena back.

“Are you okay?” Neven asks, placing a gentle hand against her back. Elena has no idea when he got here. She steps out of Mal’s embrace and finds Neven, Kai, and Irene all standing around her in various shades of distress. It’s only in this moment that Elena realizes the cloud of darkness is gone. Now she can see their faces, the stars, the moon.

Kai bends forward and places his hands on his knees. He’s breathing hard. “How did you manage to get your hands on her? Every time I thought I had her, she slipped away.”

Mal gives Elena a soft smile. “Luckily, when I got to her, she was… distracted. I don’t think she heard me coming.”


“Did you hit her with something?” Neven asks.



Mal shakes her head then holds a syringe up for everyone to see. “I used this. What can I say? I was inspired.”


“Poison wasn’t part of the plan, Mal,” Kai says.





“Relax,

 

commander


 
. It’s not like I killed her,” Mal replies.




Kai huffs. “Right, but you could have.”



Irene puts her hands on her hips. “Enough, you two! She’s unconscious now, but she probably won’t be for long. We have to move her while we can.”



"HOW DID YOU find this place?” Neven asks Irene. Irene gives him a look that makes him stop talking. Elena shouldn’t be watching them, but after everything that just happened, she can’t bear to take her eyes off him. She’s worried that if she does, she’ll never see him again.

After Mal injected the girl, they worked together to carry her through the woods, making their way to an abandoned cabin deep in the forest. While the plan was mostly Elena’s idea, the location was Irene’s. When they arrived, there was already a single dining chair and rope occupying the otherwise empty living room. The cabin is freezing. The age of it and obvious lack of usage has sped up the deterioration of the house. There are holes in the ceiling and the floors. Old floral wallpaper has peeled off and hangs limply from the walls.

“You okay?” Elena jumps at the unexpected sound of Mal’s voice.

“This is all a little intense. It’s okay if you feel…I don’t know.”


“Uncomfortable?” Elena suggests.




Mal chuckles. “Yeah, that.”



Elena shrugs. “I’d say I’m doing pretty well for a first-time kidnapper. I haven’t even thrown up.” Elena doesn’t even know how she’s managing to joke about this—it’s not the way she imagined she’d react, but it feels nice after everything that’s happened to her. It takes a little bit of the weight off her shoulders.

Mal laughs. It’s a comforting laugh, the kind that wraps itself around people like a blanket, keeping them warm, easing their anxieties and worries. Like no matter how bad things get, they know everything will be okay as long as they get to hear that laugh. “Did she say anything to you? Like, before I jabbed her?”

Elena sighs. “I asked her why she’s doing this. She said, ‘it’s easy money’.”

Mal nods. “Okay, so she was hired to do this. That’s pretty much what we expected, but it’s nice to know she wasn’t acting on her own.”

Elena turns her attention back to the girl in the chair, the way her head hangs forward, the way the rope cuts into her skin, holding her body in place.


“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Mal asks.




Elena shakes her head. “It’s nothing.”



“If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. But if you’re worried about how I’ll perceive whatever it is you want to say, you don’t have to. Really, I don’t judge.”

“Why is it that the most beautiful things are also the most dangerous?” Elena asks, gazing at the motionless girl in front of her.


Mal laughs lightly. “She is beautiful.”



“Not just her.” Elena turns back to look at Mal’s face. Even with a bloody nose, clothes covered in dirt, and a gash on her stomach, she takes Elena’s breath away. They hold each other’s gaze for a moment too long. Elena realizes the implication of what she’s just said and corrects herself. “Irene, you, Kai, her. Poisonous toads and flowers and fish. All just as beautiful as they are dangerous. It’s like some trick from the universe—like a test.”

Mal scoffs. “I’m going to be honest, I have no idea how to take that, so I’m just going to assume it was a compliment.”

There’s a light in Mal’s eyes, something vibrant and inviting. Elena doesn’t know the first thing about flirting, but she thinks maybe that’s what Mal wants from her, and it surprises Elena, but she thinks maybe she wants to try.


“Let’s start,” Kai says, garnering Mal’s attention.



Elena turns her head back to the girl and sees eyes like lightning peering into her soul, a proud smirk stretched across the girl’s face. When did the girl wake up? How long has she been staring at Elena like that?


Kai and Irene step towards the girl at the same time. Irene shoots him a glare that could melt ice, then Kai takes a step back.



“What’s your name?” Irene’s tone is even, each syllable perfectly measured.

The girl smiles at her. It’s a dry smile, the kind that reminds Elena of a mischievous cat ready to cause chaos. Irene steps forward and slaps her. Elena jumps at the unexpected blow, then hates herself for it when she looks around and sees that she’s the only one that had a reaction. Elena straightens her spine, determined to be as collected as everyone else.

“I’m only going to ask one more time,” Irene says. “What’s your name?”

The girl spits at Irene. Irene uses the hem of her shirt to wipe the spit from her face. Irene is cold, but she’s not apathetic. There’s no way that didn’t make her mad, so the composure must be a tactic. Right? After all, if the roles were reversed, and Elena were in that chair, an emotionless interrogator would scare her far more than a reactive one. The scariest things in life are the things that can’t be prepared for, the things that are unexpected.


“Let me try,” Kai says.



Irene huffs. “I’ve got this.” Irene takes another step toward the girl, slow and calculated, a predator approaching her prey knowing she’s about to get exactly what she wants. Irene makes a show of pulling her dagger from her hip holster, twirling it around like a baton.

Irene kneels down, leveling herself with the girl. Irene holds eye contact with the girl as she lifts her knife. Then, as elegantly as a ballerina, Irene slashes the girl’s arm. The girl winces, the chair jerking sideways when she does.

Maybe the single cut would have worked on its own, but Irene doesn’t wait to find out. Immediately after she cuts the girl’s arm she stands and presses the point of her dagger into the girl’s ribcage. The motion feels wild, feral, and Elena wonders if she’s about to see Irene lose control. Elena can’t see any blood, so her dagger hasn’t penetrated the girl’s skin, but the girl’s face twists in discomfort. Irene pushes the dagger in, and a small stream of blood spills out as the girl’s skin splits and wraps around the blade. The girl’s fingers grip the armrest she’s tied to, her knuckles turning even whiter.


“Nyssa,” the girl spits out. “My name is Nyssa.”



A wave of nausea hits Elena as Irene pulls the knife free from Nyssa’s stomach and a gush of blood sprays across the room. Elena reaches out and grabs Mal’s hand, using it to steady herself. Mal doesn’t look away from Nyssa, but she squeezes Elena’s hand.

Elena feels more than sees Neven shifting beside her, swaying side to side. It’s a habit of Neven’s that Elena took note of right after he moved into the palace. Elena would see him do this at dinner, in her father’s office, in his school lessons, anywhere and everywhere—always swaying as if he were standing on a boat. Eventually, she realized it was a comforting mechanism for Neven, that he was doing it to try and soothe himself.

A heaviness sits on her chest. She and Neven aren’t like the other three, they’re soft and normal, disturbed by violence the way teenagers should be. But now they’re standing here watching someone as they’re tortured, and it feels like her fault, like she should have prevented this somehow.

Elena watches as Irene’s expression becomes blank, as she relinquishes every bit of herself to her training. Elena doesn’t blame Irene, Kai, or Mal for being comfortable with violence—it’s what they were taught to do by the people they trust most, and what teenager isn’t a product of their conditioning? Elena knows Nyssa has done terrible things, and Elena knows that if they let her go Nyssa will continue to do those horrible things. But even so, it’s a battle for Elena to standby wordlessly. 


“Who sent you?” Mal asks.




Nyssa scowls. “I can’t tell you that.”



Kai steps forward and punches Nyssa in the face. There’s a sickening crunch as his fist strikes bone. Nyssa coughs, a mess of blood and phlegm spray from her mouth.

Irene folds her arms across her chest. “All you have to do is tell us who sent you and we’ll stop.”

Nyssa shakes her head in lieu of a response. From where Elena’s standing, she can see tears forming in Nyssa’s eyes, the glassiness of her tears making the gold in her eyes appear even more vibrant.

This time it’s Mal who steps forward, releasing Elena’s hand as she does. Elena’s stomach shifts, unprepared for whatever’s about to come. Mal picks up a rock from the floor. Elena isn’t sure what Mal’s going to do with it, but she knows she doesn’t want to see. Elena doesn’t look away fast enough. Mal lifts the rock and slams it down against Nyssa’s hand. Nyssa lets out a blood-curdling scream. Mal gives her a second to recover, but when Nyssa shakes her head again instead of answering the question, Mal moves the rock to hover over Nyssa’s other hand.

“Stop!” Elena screams. She says it like a leader, like a queen. It’s a command, and Mal listens. “We need to talk. Outside.”

“WHAT THE HELL was that about, Elena? We were just starting to get somewhere,” Irene says.

They’re standing outside the abandoned house, beneath a large and lifeless tree.

“I’m sorry—I  just…I couldn’t stand there and watch her get tortured anymore,” Elena says.

Mal takes a sharp breath in, like she’s annoyed but trying to act like she isn’t. “She tried to kill you, Elena.”

Elena nods. “I know that. But just because she tried to kill me does that mean she deserves to be tortured?”


“Yes,” Kai says. “That’s exactly what it means.”



Neven places his hands on Elena’s shoulders. “That’s not what this is, Lena. It’s not punishment, okay? It’s collecting information.”

Elena stiffens. She assumed from Neven’s body language that he would be on her side about this. Clearly, she was wrong. Maybe he’s more like the namero than she thought.

“He’s right,” Mal says. “You saw how resistant she was. She was never going to give us anything away without some…encouragement.”

There’s a heavy silence between them as they stand under the night’s dark cover. Elena can feel everyone’s eyes on her, waiting to see what she’ll do next, wondering how long they’ll have to stand around and console her before they can get back to doing their jobs.

Is fighting them on this going to do anything but delay the inevitable? Sooner or later, she’ll have to accept the reality of her birthright. There is no such thing as a peaceful life for a princess, nor for a queen. There are no magic fairies or perfect princes—only decisions that eat away at souls, stealing morality one ferocious bite at a time.

“There’s no other way,” Neven says. His voice is regretful, the same way it gets when he talks about his parents or his brothers. Like the words are painful to say but would be even more painful to keep inside.

“It’s a lot,” Mal says, taking a tentative step towards her. “No one expects you to be comfortable with this.”

Irene nods. “This is what we’re trained to do, Elena. All you have to do is stay out of the way.”

Elena lets out a shaky breath. She knows they’re right, that bloodshed and bones being crushed into dust are the very essence of war. She could stay outside and let them finish without her, but that would make her a coward, and she doesn’t want to be a coward.


She wants to be strong enough for this.



“Okay,” she says, and follows them back into the house.

Elena knows something is wrong as soon as she steps through the door, but she isn’t sure what until she sees the chair in the center of the room is empty.


Irene punches the wall. “Damn it!”



Kai shakes his head. “I don’t understand. How did she get out? You said the knots were secure.”

Irene’s eyes go wide. “Yeah, then you checked them and agreed!”

Mal stands still in the center of the room. Elena can see her eyes darting back and forth as she tries to work something out. “Guys…the knots.

The only people I’ve ever seen be able to undo them are…”

Irene nods in understanding. “She’s one of us.”

Silence settles over the room once again.

“Okay,” Mal says, clapping her hands. “That’s about all the stress I can handle for one night, so I need a drink. Who’s with me?”

Elena’s beginning to notice a pattern with Mal, that whenever something gets too tense for her liking, she finds some way to make it light— tonight by promoting the consumption of alcohol, other times by cracking a joke. Kai raises his hand, silently answering Mal’s question.


Mal laughs. “You know what? Let’s all go.”





Kai points at Elena and raises an eyebrow at her. “What about her? Are we just going to continue to ignore King Baar’s request that Elena not leave the castle grounds? I was willing to look the other way when she was essential to the plan, but that’s over now.”





“Are

 

you


 
going to walk her back?” Mal asks.



Kai rubs the back of his neck, then lets out a deep sigh. “If this all goes to shit, it’s on you, Mal.”


“It always is,” Mal replies in a singsong tone.





“IT'S THIS WAY” Mal says, directing the group onto the main road.

“Of course you already know where the pubs are,” Kai teases.


“What can I say? I’m reliable,” Mal replies.



Kai gives her a playful shove. “Reliable isn’t a word I would use to describe you, but to each their own.”

Elena trails behind them, laughing under her breath at their banter. She looks back at Neven, who’s stopped in the road a few feet back. He’s watching Irene as she walks off in the opposite direction as the rest of them.


“Guys, wait a minute,” Elena calls to Mal and Kai.




“Irene!” Elena yells. “Aren’t you coming?”



She whips around to face them. “No. I’ve got some things to take care of back at the palace. You guys have fun though.”

Elena shrugs. She walks over to Neven, his eyes still fixed on Irene. 
“Are

 

you


 
coming?” she asks, trying her best to appear impassive.




“I’ll catch up with you guys,” he says.



Elena knows she won’t be able to change his mind, that when it comes to Neven and whatever his deal with Irene is, it’s best to just step back and let it happen. So, she walks away.

Elena only looks back once. When she does, she sees Neven has run after and caught up to Irene. Elena’s too far away to hear what they’re saying, but maybe it’s better that way. She lets her eyes linger on them for a moment, before turning her eyes forward to the future.



THE TAVERN IS loud, even from outside. The voices of drunken men singing tales about a woman lost at sea travel through the doors and out onto the street. The voices get louder as Elena follows Mal and Kai through a set of old wooden doors. The inside of the tavern is bigger than she expected, but it’s packed wall to wall with people. Mal leads them to the only empty table at the center of the tavern. Kai removes his jacket and places it on the seat next to Mal, claiming a spot away from Elena. Elena plops herself in the seat across from Mal.

“I’ll grab the drinks,” Kai says, avoiding Elena’s eyes. She knows it shouldn’t bother her that Kai has such an obvious disliking for her, but it does. Elena risks a glimpse at Mal, who’s watching a group of rowdy pirates perform a jaunty tune she doesn’t recognize. Elena longs to be like the pirates, so carefree and full of spirit, so at peace and comfortable with the world, but she doesn’t know how to get there.


“So, what do you think?” Mal asks after the song ends.




“It’s…loud,” Elena says.



Mal laughs, nodding her head. “So, I take it you’ve never been to a tavern before?”

“Never.” Elena looks down at her finger. Her cuticles are bloody from picking at them. “Is it a good idea for us to be here? With Nyssa escaping and everything. Is it safe?”

Mal sighs. “Well, as far as we know she’s the only person after you, and I don’t imagine she can do you much harm with a broken hand and a hole in her stomach, so I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

“I’m sorry, by the way. About stopping you earlier. She wouldn’t have been able to escape had we stayed inside.”

Mal smiles softly at her. “It’s not your fault. We never should have left her alone. We know better. Besides, who could have guessed she’d be able to escape with a broken hand?”

Elena picks at a piece of splintered wood on the table. “I wish everyone felt that way.”

Mal looks at her, a confused expression on her face. Elena gestures to where Kai is standing waiting for their drinks.

“Oh, Kai? Don’t worry about him. He’s just intense, is all.”


“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”



“He’s a good guy though. When I was 10, I was desperate to find out how I ended up in Sephis. Kai overheard me ranting to Irene about it and helped me break into his mother’s office so I could find my file. I never would have asked him to do it, but he offered, even though it meant going against his mom.”

Mal stops talking when the barmaid approaches our table. Mal offers the woman a polite smile as she places two pints of ales on the table. Mal turns and raises her glass to Kai, who’s still standing at the bar, conversing with a slightly older man. There’s a moment of silence as Elena works up the courage to continue their conversation. Mal hasn’t seemed hesitant to talk to Elena, but if she’s anything like Irene then she could shut down at any moment and cut off the conversation as quickly as it started.



“How

 

did


 
you end up in Sephis?” Elena asks, her curiosity overtaking her cowardice.





Mal peers at Elena over the edge of her cup, her eyes laced with something Elena can’t place. “My parents didn’t want kids. They were careless and my mom got pregnant by accident. When they found out they could get paid

 

and


 
not have to raise the kid they produced, they used all of their savings to charter a boat to Sephis and handed me over without a second thought.” Mal chuckles half-heartedly. “Six hundred minnia; that’s what my life was worth. The file said they agreed to the price immediately, didn’t even try to barter for more.” She shrugs her shoulders, then takes a sip of her ale.



Elena isn’t sure what to do with her hands, so she cradles the cup in front of her. “I’m sorry.”

Mal immediately changes the subject. “What about you? What was your mom like?”

Elena tightens her hold on the cup. “I’m not sure. She died giving birth to me, so I never got to meet her.”


“Have you asked the king about her?”



“No,” Elena says solemnly. “He got what he wanted from her when he had me and now it’s like she never existed. I used to tell myself that they really loved each other, that he must not have been able to talk about her because it was too painful. But then I got older, and I saw the truth.”


“And what’s the truth?”



“My mother was a means to an end. She gave him an heir to the throne. You know what’s weird?”


“Tell me.”




“Missing someone I’ve never met.”



Elena has more to say, and more to ask Mal. Elena wants to know about The Unnamed and their history, but also about everything that’s made Mal who she is. She’s searching her mind, deciding what she wants to ask first when Kai throws himself into the chair beside Mal.

He huffs. “Well, that was a bust.”

“Straight?” Mal asks.


Kai shakes his head. “Married.”



It’s jarring how different Kai is around Mal. He’s so comfortable, so open. Watching them as they tease each other reminds her of when she was younger. She would babysit the kids at the palace—would watch them as they ran around, playing out entire lives in their heads without facing any judgment. Maybe that’s why Mal and Kai get along so well. Perhaps they let each other be whoever they want. Elena yearns to have someone like that, someone who wants her to be nothing but herself.

Neven appears suddenly, sliding into the empty seat beside Elena. He sits with his shoulders hunched forward, as if he doesn’t have enough strength to hold them up. His eyes are puffy and red. He looks defeated.

“You okay?” she asks quietly.

“Yeah, I’m just—” he stops abruptly, clearly unable to find the words he needs.


“Worried about her?” Elena suggests.



“Yeah.” He nods, then turns his face to her. “Is that okay?”

The softness in his voice brings tears to Elena’s eyes. She wills them away as she pulls Neven close to her. She plants a gentle kiss on the top of his head. “Of course it’s okay,” she whispers.

Sitting there, with her arm around his shoulders and his head tucked beneath her chin, she remembers this is who they are. They may not be crazy in love or unable to go two seconds without touching each other, but they have value. They matter. Elena doesn’t know how to label it— she never has. Maybe there isn’t a word for it at all. But she knows in her soul, at the very core of her being, that she would do anything for him.


After a few moments, Neven pulls away from her.




“Do you want to talk about it?” Elena asks.



“No,” Neven says, reaching for Elena’s cup. “I want to drink about it.”
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NEVEN






N

 
even expected the walk back to the palace to be colder. He spent the better part of his night in a tavern with his friends, drowning his sorrows in a way his father wouldn’t have ap

 proved of. The copious amounts of alcohol he downed earlier are still present in his system—warming him from the inside out. Elena, Mal, and Kai are walking ahead of him, skipping through the dark night. Mal’s in the middle of them, one of her arms draped over each of their shoulders, keeping them close to her as they move down the path. Neven watches them, sees the way Elena’s holding the hand Mal has slumped over her shoulder, the way their heads are huddled together.

The wind picks up, rustling the trees around them. It sends a blast of cold air that should bring goosebumps to his skin, but Neven doesn’t feel it. The only noticeable chill comes from inside himself as he replays his conversation with Irene over and over in his head.

“Where are you going?” he called, running after her. He felt pathetic, chasing after someone who clearly didn’t want to be followed—but he couldn’t help it, he needed to know.

“Neven, please. Not tonight,” she pleaded, her voice filled with anguish.


“Just tell me where you’re going, and I’ll leave you alone.”



She shook her head. “I told you. I have stuff to take care of back at the palace.”

“That’s bullshit.” Normally, he wouldn’t be so blunt, but nothing else has been working with her lately. It’s a special kind of sadness, realizing you no longer know how to talk to someone you care about.

“What do you want from me?” she asked. Her voice sounded broken, as if she’d spent every night screaming into her pillow and it finally caught up with her.

Neven shrugged. “A little honesty would be a good start.”


Irene scoffed. “Oh, like you’ve been honest with me?”



He could have told her she was wrong, but Irene wouldn’t believe him. And at that point, he wasn’t even sure he’d believe himself. So, there they were, standing on opposite sides of a battlefield, separated by stubbornness and distrust. He had to make a decision. If he pushed her, he knew he’d be able to get something out of her, but it would be by betraying her boundaries. She made it obvious she wanted him to drop the subject and let her walk away, but he was worried if he had let her go when she was so obviously battling something, she’d implode and ruin herself in the process. So, what was worse? Losing her or watching as she loses herself?

She took a step backward, ready to walk away.


“You’re terrible at your job,” he said, matter-of-factly.




“Neven,” she warned.



“Elena got poisoned right under your nose and you had no idea, didn’t even consider the possibility that there was a threat.”

“Stop!” she yelled. He was too far away to know for sure, but he could have sworn her eyes were reflecting light, wet with unshed tears.

“Isn’t that what you want me to say?” He stepped toward her, only halting when she put her knife up, blocking him from coming any closer. He stopped moving, but he didn’t stop pushing. Not yet. “You want me to blame you, Irene? You want me to say it’s your fault? You want me to reinforce those pesky little thoughts in your head that are eating you alive? Fine! I will! It’s your fault!”



“It

 

is


 
my fault!” she yelled, her voice reverberating through the trees. “I’m supposed to be the best there is, and Elena almost died because

 

I


 
let my guard down.”



Neven remembers that night so clearly, the way he’d made forced conversation with King Baar, while his eyes were locked on Irene across the room. He remembers that while Elena took the first bite of that venomous stew, he had been wondering what it would feel like to run his hands along Irene’s body, to feel all the places she’s soft instead of seeing all of the ways she’s hard. It wasn’t the first time he’d shamelessly sat there and watched her every move, but that night stuck out, because for the first time, she was watching him too.

He and Irene had stood by unaware, so involved in their own inconsequential game that neither of them had considered Elena at all. Not until three in the morning when Elena had woken up, unable to breathe, her life nearly dissipated because no one had the forethought to check on her or her food.


All at once, everything clicked.





Irene blamed herself; he was right about that, but she blamed

 

him


 
too.



“There’s no way you could have known.” His voice was soft, and suddenly he wasn’t sure which one of them he was trying to convince.

She lowered her knife, a defeated look in her eye. “You can’t help me, fire boy. Not with this.”

A tear tumbled down Irene’s cheek, and Neven watched in silence as she turned and walked away from him.



Neven’s grateful for the distance between him and the others as he lets tears fall for the second time that night. After Irene walked away, he fell to the ground and muffled his sobs with the palms of his hands, because she was right, wasn’t she? He

 

should


 
be blaming himself, and he’s been too wrapped up in Irene to even notice. He’s spent so much energy moving in circles around Irene that Elena went off in search of someone else. It’s nice that she has other people, but he’s supposed to be the one picking up her pieces, holding her together with love the way she always has for him. He’s failed her.

 

Again


 
. Elena was minutes away from death when Irene found her that night and apart from that one time in the infirmary, Neven hasn’t even asked her how she’s doing.



He needs to get his priorities straight. He jogs forward to catch up with the others. Elena smiles at him as he falls into stride beside her, and he finds himself smiling back. He doesn’t deserve her. She’s always had this innate ability to make him feel safe, even when he was twelve years old, and the fear of death followed him like a shadow with each step he took inside the palace.

Neven was weary of Elena at first, expecting her to be like her father, but he quickly found comfort in their friendship—two children bonding over their desire for a freedom that felt so impossible. But they aren’t kids anymore. Freedom is a reality so close he can feel its fingertips tracing his skin, tantalizing him with the promise of its liberation.



So, even though Elena is as close to perfect as he can imagine a person being, it’s no wonder that the security and reassurance she provides isn’t enough for him these days. He wants more. He

 

needs


 
more, and he hates himself for it.





IT'S EARLY MORNING when they get back to the castle. The sun caresses the horizon, warming the earth as they step into the palace’s corridor. Neven expected to get an earful from Havardur or the king upon his return. Instead, what they walk into is one of Elena’s lady’s maids waiting for them, her face stained with tears.

Elena steps forward and grabs her hand. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s the king,” her tears choke her as she speaks. “He had a seizure while you were away. He’s awake now and is asking to see you.” Her last sentence comes out strained, and Neven wonders whether she’s crying because he had a seizure or because he survived.

THE THICK, SICKLY air assaults all of Neven’s senses as soon as he steps through the king’s bedroom door. He follows behind Elena, each tentative step bringing him further into the lion’s den. He hasn’t been in this room in years. What once felt like an immaculate display of wealth and power to Neven now feels like unnecessary showmanship. Like most things, it’s lost its luster with age.

Neven’s breath hitches in his throat as he steps toward the bed. The king is sitting up, leaning against his headboard. The dark wood juxtaposes the white of his nightgown—the neckline of which is so soaked through with sweat that it’s become nearly transparent. Neven watches as Elena sits cautiously beside the king’s legs at the end of the bed. He notices the way she makes herself smaller to avoid touching him.


“How are you feeling?” Elena asks.



“I’d be better if those damn charlatans would let me leave this bed,” he yells loud enough that his doctors can hear him from outside the room.

Elena stares down at her hands. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“For God sakes, woman, I’m fine! Quit your whining and go find a way to make yourself useful.”

Elena startles slightly. “I was told you wanted to speak with me.”


“Not you,” he says. He points a finger at Neven. “Him.”



Elena rises from the bed slowly, her body visibly tense. She doesn’t deserve to be yelled at for caring about her father’s wellbeing. Neven keeps his eyes trained on the floor as Elena leaves, unable to summon the courage to look at her. He’s scared if that he does, he’ll see the pain on her face, and he’ll want to say something, want to fight some elusive battle for her and wind up getting them both in trouble. He doesn’t move until he hears the door latch. Only then does he look up—into the cold eyes of the king.


“We have a problem,” King Baar says.




Neven crosses his arms over his chest. “What’s that?”



King Baar’s face hardens. “The Teusea’s have sent word they’re passing through on their way to Wrastas and are hoping to be hosted here.”

Neven nods in understanding. “When will they arrive?”

“In three days’ time,” King Baar replies. “I expect you’ll manage things.”


“Of course, sir,” Neven says.





Neven’s exhausted as he makes his way through the castle. He’s running on no sleep, so out of it that he’s moving on autopilot. There’s too much happening. Elena’s poisoning, Nyssa escaping, Irene slipping away, and now the Teusea’s coming to stay. It’s too much, and it keeps piling up—one thing after another.


He needs a break.




He needs to breathe.




He finds himself at Irene’s door.




12



IRENE






I

 
rene stands in front of a mirror in her bedroom, her shirt lifted to see the damage on her skin. The left side of her stomach is red and purple, the telltale signs of a bruise forming. Her hands shake as



she hovers her hand above it, resisting the urge to press down against it. It’s her own fault for walking away from a fight bruised. She could have fought harder, tried a little more, but too much was clouding her judgment. She only lost because she couldn’t focus. There are so many things she needs to figure out, but her treasonous mind keeps traveling back to Neven, to the words he said to her after Nyssa escaped. She didn’t mean to tell him she blames herself for Elena being poisoned, hadn’t even realized that’s how she felt until she was yelling it across the dead space between them.

As if her thoughts summoned him to her bedroom, Neven appears behind her. She watches him through the mirror. His expression is one of a concerned veterinarian, like she’s a wounded animal he feels sorry for because the animal couldn’t fight against its nature long enough to keep itself safe. She tugs her shirt down and turns to face him.

“You should really knock.” She considers making a joke, saying she could have been naked just to see him squirm, but she can’t. When their eyes meet, his expression shifts to something different. A mixture of shock, confusion, and pain. Like her being hurt somehow hurts him, and she can’t bring herself to mock that. Seeing him scared for her pulls on her vocal cords, ties them into a perfect knot, silencing her.

He takes a step toward her, so she takes a step back. She doesn’t miss the flash of hurt that crosses his face, so slight she would have missed it if she’d blinked, but it was there. She’s sure of it. She keeps hurting him. It’s intentional, and she hates herself for it, but she does it anyway. He believes she’s good. He believes she’s the best at what she does. Once upon a time, Irene believed it too. Like a child being told a fairytale, she believed.


But not anymore.



Now there’s a hollowness to Elena that reminds Irene every day just how fragile, how human Elena is. Elena’s constantly in danger, and it’s Irene’s job to protect her—to look out for her, and on the one night she didn’t…



Irene let herself get too comfortable, but she refuses to do it anymore—she won’t let

 

him


 
have that effect on her. So, even though fighting him feels a lot like fighting herself, she does it anyway.




She has to.



He points to her stomach. “You’re no good to anyone dead.”

Irene clenches her jaw. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He looks like he wants to argue, but then he sighs and shakes his head. “Did you hear about the king?”


Irene grimaces. “Yes.”



He nods like he’s glad he didn’t have to be the one to tell her. Like he thinks she would have broken if he had been the person to say it. She wants to tell him she’s been broken for a long time.


She doesn’t.





Irene rolls her shoulders back. “What are you doing here, Neven?”





He looks at her, into her, in

 

that


 
way—the same way he did by the fire. Like she’s the only thing that really exists to him—like the rest of the world is a blurred mess at the edges of his vision, and the only thing he can see clearly is her. It scares her, because when he looks at her like that, she thinks maybe it’s true.



The air in the room warms as he steps toward her. He stops right in front of her. She can feel the heat from his body radiating off of him— caressing her skin in a way his hands never have. Her heart races and she knows her body has betrayed her, that if she looks at herself in the mirror her cheeks will be red, flush with embarrassment and desire.


She wants him.




She always has.



He places a finger beneath her chin and uses it to angle her head up, forcing their eyes to meet. His eyes are searching, searching, always searching, and they’re spilling over with an emotion she can’t name, but one she knows is reflected in her own eyes. 

He strokes her cheek, painfully slowly. It’s an excruciating fire that burns, but it’s so gentle, so reassuring. She leans into his touch, letting the feel of his hand against her skin wash over her. He leans in toward her and she wants to scream.


She wants him closer.




She wants him to leave.



She wants him to tell her what happened to Elena isn’t her fault, because maybe this time she’d let the words bandage her soul, maybe this time she’d believe it. She thinks she’d believe just about anything he says so long as he says it while his hands are on her skin. He presses his forehead against hers, his eyelids fluttering as their noses brush. She thinks maybe he’s going to kiss her, and she didn’t know until this very moment just how much she wants that.

He breaks away suddenly. “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice deep and raspy.


He leaves without another word.



Irene’s left standing there. Just her, her mirror, her bruises, and the quiet susurration of what could have been.



IT'S MID-AFTERNOON when Irene wakes up the next day. She tossed and turned for hours after Neven left, replaying their conversation in her head, trying to see it for what it truly was. She tried to view it objectively and remove her emotions from the situation, but that just left her angry and confused. If she still had her title and it were a normal day, she would throw her uniform on. She would trail Havardur and King Baar and wait by patiently until they needed her. But today isn’t a normal day. King Baar’s in his bed, incapacitated by a seizure, and Irene’s been reassigned to solve a poisoning that never would have happened had she been doing her job in the first place. With nowhere to be, she throws on her most comfortable clothing and sets off in search of food.

Irene hears Mal and Kai’s laughter echoing off the walls inside the palace long before she sees them. It calls to her, guides her like a siren song. She finds them sitting outside on a patio, an assortment of food spread across the table in front of them.

“Oh, thank God,” she says, making herself comfortable in an empty seat. “I’m starving.” She pulls a grape from a fruit platter and pops it into her mouth.

“Well, well, well. Look who finally remembered we exist,” Mal teases.


Irene rolls her eyes.



Kai leans forward, his face stern. “Okay, truth time. Where did you run off to after Nyssa escaped?”


Irene shrugs. “I had some things to take care of.”




“Liar,” Mal says bluntly. “Your loss, though.”



Irene laughs. “Oh, really? I missed out on a party, then?”

“With the lightweight princess and the kicked puppy? Yeah, it was a blast,” Kai says facetiously.



“Well, I had a blast,” Mal says. “In fact,

 

nothing


 
makes me happier than watching Kai get continuously rejected.”



Irene chuckles. She eats and listens as Mal excitedly recounts the events from the tavern. She ignores the pang in her chest when Mal mentions the way Neven showed up, looking heartbroken and determined to forget.

“What did you do to him anyway?” Mal asks, pausing her story to question Irene.

She doesn’t want to answer, wouldn’t even know where to begin, so she rolls her eyes and shakes her head. Mal gets the message and continues with her narration of the evening. Irene hears about the songs they sang, how Elena was completely wasted after two pints, and how Neven managed to drink a pirate under the table.

“It was perfect,” Mal says. Then she looks at Irene and adds, “Almost.”

“Where are they? Neven and Elena?” Irene asks, forcing nonchalance into her voice. 

Mal looks around the patio. “Well, I haven’t seen Neven, but Elena’s busy working on some welcome party.”


Kai perks up. “For who?”



Mal shrugs. “I don’t know. Some emperor and his son. The Tersea’s? Turner’s? Something with a T.”

“How long has this visit been planned?” Kai asks, prodding Mal.


“I have no idea,” Mal replies, exasperated.



Irene knows why it matters and why Kai is questioning the timing, but Irene doesn’t have any extra energy to consider the possibility of a new threat. Kai can scrutinize all he wants. Irene’s choosing to focus on the proven danger.


“What are we going to do about Nyssa?” Irene asks.



“Now that we have a solid description I’m going to head into the city and ask around. See if anybody remembers seeing her,” Kai says.

“Perfect,” Irene says. “I’ll come with.”

Getting away from the palace, away from Neven, is exactly what she needs. A chance to focus on their real problems instead of the melodramatic hormone fest her brain has decided to fixate on. Irene turns her attention to Mal. “Do you want to tag along, too? We can cover more ground with three of us asking around.”

“No. I think I’m going to stay here, actually,” Mal replies. Her voice is happy and light—too buoyant, even for her.



“

 

You’re


 
turning down an adventure?” Kai asks. “Are you feeling okay?”



Irene shakes her head, a smirk stretching across her face. “I think she’s plotting a whole different kind of adventure.”

Mal feigns innocence, making a show of batting her eyelashes at them. “Who? Me? Why, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Spit it out already,” Irene says. “I know you’re dying to tell us.”


Mal smiles. “Fine. I have plans with Elena later.”



Kai chuckles. “Oh, yeah? And do these plans involve clothes?”

Mal slaps his arm. “What kind of a girl do you think I am?”

“You sure you want me to answer that?” Kai retorts.



Mal shakes her head, the humor draining from her face. “No, it’s not like that. She’s been having a tough time lately, and I don’t know…I like being around her.” Mal glares at Kai. “Besides, even if I did

 

like


 
her, it’s

 not like anything could happen. She’s engaged.”

Irene stiffens. “Okay. Well, if you’re not coming with us, at least watch out for her? Nyssa got into the palace once, so I’m sure she could do it again. Keep her close.”

Mal raises her eyebrows. “Oh, I’m planning on it.”


Irene rolls her eyes just as Kai sighs.



“Let’s get out of here,” Kai says. “I can’t take this anymore.”


​13



M
 AL







W

 
here are we going?” Elena asks.



Mal had surprised Elena in the dining hall where she was busy making plans for the Teusea’s welcome party. Elena seemed hesitant when Mal asked her to step away, but after Mal assured Elena she would make it worth her while, Elena gave in and followed her, albeit reluctantly, through the halls of the palace. Mal presumed Elena could find her way to any room in the palace backwards with her eyes closed, so Mal had no choice but to blindfold her. What’s the point of a surprise if Elena can see it coming?

“Just trust me,” Mal replies. She has her hands on Elena’s shoulders, guiding her gently around corners and down corridors.

Once they’ve reached their destination, Mal begins to remove Elena’s blindfold.

“Okay, you were definitely making random turns to confuse me, because if we stopped where I think we did, then the only thing in this wing is—” Elena stops abruptly, taking in the large yellow door in front of her.

“What are we doing here?”

Mal led Elena to the most northern part of the palace, to the medical wing—to Auggie—the palace’s resident physician.

Mal tucks a strand of hair behind Elena’s ear. “We’re here because you have an appointment.”


“I do?” Elena asks, her eyebrows raised suspiciously.




“You do.”




“What for?”



Mal sighs, hoping that what she’s about to say comes across as caring rather than patronizing. “Look, you’ve been through a lot, and I don’t know what the typical reaction to being poisoned is, but I do know that whatever’s happening to you is dangerous, and Auggie can probably help you figure out what it is.”


Elena shakes her head. “I’m fine, Mal. I don’t need—”



“Don’t need what? Help? Everyone needs help sometimes, Elena. You told me that when it happens you feel like you’re going to die and that it terrifies you. Auggie might know how to stop it.”

Elena’s brows pinch together. “What if I go in there and he doesn’t know how to help me? Or tells me there’s nothing that can be done, and I just have to live the rest of my life like this? What if nothing’s actually wrong with me and it’s all in my head?”

Mal steps closer to Elena. “Then I’ll help you, okay? We’ll work together and we’ll find a way to make this easier on you.” 

Mal can see the acceptance in Elena’s eyes before she speaks. “Okay. I’ll give it a try,” Elena says. “But you have to come in with me.”


Mal’s heart flutters. “You want me to come with you?”




Elena nods. “Of course.”



Mal smiles. “Okay, princess. From now on, where you go, I go.”



MAL SITS IN the corner of the room while Elena details all the symptoms she’s been experiencing to Auggie. From the racing heart to the inability to breathe to the constant impending sense of doom, Mal sits by, shifting uncomfortably at each new attribute Elena mentions. By the time Elena reaches the end of the list, tears are falling freely from her eyes. Mal did the right thing by bringing Elena here. She doubted herself for a moment in the hallway when Elena’s expression was frozen somewhere between betrayal and anger. But now, as Mal watches Elena exhale with her whole body, she can see that Elena being here, talking to someone who understands exactly what she’s been going through was what she needed.

Auggie is short and lanky with kind eyes. He’s older than anyone else Mal’s seen around the palace, and it’s clear his age has made him wise. “It sounds like what you’ve been experiencing is a series of panic attacks.”

“Panic attacks?” Elena questions, wiping her eyes with the back of her sleeve.

“Sudden episodes of intense fear or anxiety paired with physical symptoms like the ones you’ve described to me.” 


Elena swallows. “How do I stop them?”



Auggie shakes his head sympathetically. “I can’t guarantee they’ll go away completely, but there are tools you can use to help manage them. Regular physical exercise, practicing breathing techniques, and doing your best to avoid stressful situations can all help.”

Mal holds back a chuckle. Of course, reducing stress would be a necessary component for Elena’s healing while there’s a bloodthirsty assassin on the loose. It’s like the universe is playing some sick joke on them.

Auggie taps Elena lightly on her shoulder. “Be patient with yourself, Elena. This is going to take some time, but seeking help is the first step to getting better. All you have to do now is keep going. I’m always around if you need me.”


“Thank you, Auggie,” Elena says.



Auggie looks at Mal then, a grateful smile on his face. “Thanks for bringing her by. It was the right move.”



“THAT WASN'T SO bad, was it?” Mal teases, walking by Elena’s side through the main corridor of the palace.

Elena stops without warning. She turns to face Mal, an intense look in her eyes. “Why do you keep doing that?”

“What do you mean?” Mal asks, chuckling at Elena’s seriousness.

Elena takes a step toward Mal. “You keep helping me. Why?”

Mal shrugs. “I don’t know. It feels good, I guess. Knowing that I’ve had some positive impact on someone, even if it’s small.”

“It isn’t small, Mal,” Elena says, her voice soft. “The impact you’ve had on my life… it isn’t small.”


Suddenly, Mal finds it hard to breathe.




“I just wanted you to know,” Elena says.




“Right, thanks,” Mal says quietly.



Elena nods. It takes Mal a second to process Elena’s started walking away from her. She’s still lost in the novel feeling of being valued for something good. Mal catches up to Elena. She’s determined to rid herself of the cloud obstructing her mind, so she changes the subject. “What time am I picking you up?”


Elena’s confusion is visible. “For what?”




“For our workout.”



Elena’s smirk is contagious as she shakes her head to say no.

“What?” Mal says, laughing. “Did you think I was going to let you go through that kind of torture on your own? What kind of friend would I be if I did that?”

“Friend?” Elena questions. Mal watches as Elena tosses the word around in her head, juggling it back and forth.


“Yeah,” Mal confirms.





Elena smiles at her, no,

 

beams,


 
at her. “It’s nice to have a friend.”






Mal smiles back. “It is.”







“I WASN'T SURE what to wear” Elena says, walking through the door of the Placidius room at the palace. It’s a large, open space with thirty-foot ceilings and no windows, entirely lit by candles along the walls. There’s a set of double doors on the right side that lead out to the garden and a sandbag at the back corner of the room, but other than that, it’s an entirely empty space.

Mal takes in the leather pants and tank top Elena’s wearing and tries not to think about how she’s never seen so much of Elena’s skin before. Mal smiles. “That’ll work. The most important thing is ensuring you have good range of motion.”

Elena raises her eyebrows at Mal. “Range of motion? What kind of workout requires good range of motion?”

Mal shrugs. “Well, I was thinking we start with some circuit training and finish off with hand-to-hand combat.”


Elena’s mouth drops open. “Hand-to-hand combat?”



Mal tilts her head to the side, an amused smile on her face. “What’s the matter, princess? You not up for it?”

Elena stares at her for a long time, the two of them locked in some silent stand off before Elena throws her hands in the air and says, “Okay, fine. Why the hell not?”

“That’s my girl,” Mal says, speaking before considering the implications of that particular choice of words. She fakes a cough. “Let’s start with some high knees.”



They make it through high knees, ladders, planks, lunges, and crunches before Elena tells Mal she needs to stop. Mal’s initial instinct is to push Elena even further and tell her to stick it out, but then Mal reminds herself that they aren’t in Sephis and Elena isn’t a namero. Mal watches in amusement as Elena lays down on the floor, her face flushed. Mal tracks a bead of sweat as it travels over Elena’s lips and then curses herself for getting distracted. It doesn’t matter that Elena is stunning or that she said Mal was beautiful. What matters is Elena needs someone—a

 

friend


 
to help her through this. What Elena doesn’t need is Mal thinking about her lips and her dimples and the mole above her collarbone.





Mal clears her thoughts and sits down beside Elena. “So, no hand-to-hand combat today?”



Elena laughs. “Unless you’re referring to a thumb war, then the answer is no.”

Mal pulls her knees into her chest. “There is something else I wanted to teach you.”

Elena narrows her eyes at Mal and pushes herself up to a sitting position. “Do I have to stand up for whatever it is?”


Mal laughs. “No, you do not.”




Elena smiles. “In that case, I’m in.”



Mal turns her body so she’s sitting face to face with Elena and crosses her legs. “In training, they taught us a bunch of these breathing exercises so we’d be able to keep ourselves calm and control our heartrates during stressful situations. I can teach you some of them if you want.”


Elena smiles. “Yeah, let’s do it.”





Mal teaches Elena the four-square breathing technique before moving onto tips for deep breathing. Mal sneaks a peek at Elena and tells herself it’s to check on Elena’s form, but Mal keeps watching her long after she sees Elena’s hands on her chest and stomach. Elena releases a breath, and just as she does all of the candles in the room go out, plunging them into darkness. Mal springs to her feet and frantically searches the room but finds no sign of danger. Mal feels Elena’s hands on her shoulder blades, her breath on the back of Mal’s neck—breaths that are no longer deep and consistent.

 

Shit


 
. Mal turns to find Elena’s face pinched in fear.




“It’s happening again,” Elena says.





Mal reminds herself to stay calm and focused—to not think about the pain she would feel if that light in Elena’s eyes were to be permanently dimmed.

 

Think, think, think


 
. Mal wraps a hand around Elena’s waist and ushers her out the side doors and into the garden. Elena collapses to the ground as soon as they step foot outside.



Mal kneels in front of her. “Look at me,” Mal says. Once Elena’s eyes latch onto hers, she says, “Okay, good. Now I need you to do something for me. Focus on my eyes and tell me what they look like.”

Elena hesitates, but answers anyway, “They’re blue, and they’re bright. They have little specks of gray in them.”

Mal nods. “Okay. Good. Look around for me. What else can you see?”

Elena peers over Mal’s shoulder. “There’s a tree over there.”


“Describe it.”



Elena shakes her head. “It’s tall and dead. There’s something carved into the trunk.”

Mal forces a smile onto her face. “Find one more thing. Focus on it. Describe it to me.”

Elena’s eyes search before landing on Mal’s chest. “Your shirt is white. It’s a crew neck tank top. It looks soft.”


Mal chuckles. “It is. Feel it.”




“What?”




“Trust me. What does it feel like?”



Elena grabs the hem of Mal’s shirt, her fingers brushing against Mal’s stomach as she does. “It’s kind of thin, but it is really soft.”


“Feel two more things.”



Elena looks around, her eyes becoming frantic when she can’t find anything. Before Mal has time to doubt her decision, she reaches out and grabs Elena’s arm. She flips it over and runs her pointer finger along Elena’s wrist. “What does this feel like?”


“It kind of tickles.”




Mal pulls her hand away. “One more thing.”




Elena picks up a pebble. “It’s cold and hard.”



“You’re doing great, Elena. Now three things you can smell.”

“Okay,” Elena says. “You—or your perfume, you smell like vanilla, but something else, something like pepper. And your hair, it smells like coconuts sometimes.”


Mal swallows the lump in her throat. “One more.”




“The air smells like oranges and cinnamon.”



Mal smiles at Elena, her pride evident. All of Elena’s symptoms seem to have stopped. “How do you feel now?”

Elena thinks about it for a second, then her mouth drops open. “How did you do that? Did they teach you in Sephis?”

“It’s called the 3-3-3 rule. Three things you can touch, three things you can feel, and three things you can smell.” Mal shrugs. “I read about it after your appointment—while you were working on the party.”


Elena smiles. “You read a book for me?”




Mal laughs. “I did.”



Elena lunges forward and wraps Mal in a tight hug. Elena’s chin moves against Mal’s shoulder as she says, “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.” Elena chuckles. “If you’re not careful, I’ll get used to it.”

Mal pulls Elena into her. She hopes her sincerity is conveyed in her expression when she says, “I hope that you do.”
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KAI






K

 
ai is overwhelmed from the second he sets foot in the city. There’s an odd combination of smells wafting around in the air. Some are pleasant—like the fresh roasted turkey sitting on a table to his left,

 reminding him of the special dinners they’d have on holidays in Sephis with Mal and the other trainees. There are more foul smells than good, but the one that hits him as he’s passing a cart full of dead, and what appears to be rotting fish, is something particularly debilitating, something that he would describe as a poet’s ode to torment.

Kai’s been to many villages on this side of The Great Divide, and if he’s being honest, this one is nothing special. Like every other city, you can tell what kind of people live here by the goods they’re selling. There’s a child on the corner, cheerily advertising his rocks for sale. They’re magic, so says the boy, and the look on his face as he screams it across the packed market tells Kai that the boy believes it’s true. Kai looks at the boy and sees a warrior—the soldier he could become if he ends up in Sephis. He doesn’t know how long the boy has been here, making it known to everyone in earshot that he’s all alone in the world. Sooner or later, they’ll find him, or someone will sell him out, and they’ll come for him.

Kai’s found that the loudest markets are the ones with the poorest merchants. They aren’t yelling at passersby to buy their bread or their bodies because they’re passionate about the product, but because they’re desperate to survive—relying on the yelling to drown out the sound of their growling stomachs. None of them ever look happy, not truly. Then again, he can’t think of a single time he’s looked at someone and thought they seemed genuinely happy. It must happen, because people are always talking about this evasive pursuit—and not like a mythical creature, but like something that’s just around the corner, waiting to jump out and surprise them.

“Let’s split up and meet back in an hour?” Irene asks him. Kai nearly forgot she’d tagged along. He’d let the analytical part of his brain take over and scrutinize the city, seeing it rather than feeling it. Some cities come alive under his eyes, the ground vibrating beneath his feet like a heartbeat, but not this one.


This city feels dead.



Everything from the desaturated colors in the market to the townspeople walking around like shadows of themselves. How long does someone have to live here before they start to look like that? He doesn’t want to stick around long enough to find out.

“That works. And Irene,” he calls to her as she walks away, “be careful.”


“You too, kid.”





THE SUN IS high in the sky. Kai can feel it warming the back of his neck where his skin is exposed. Maybe it was a mistake, coming here just as the sun is at its highest point for the day, but he’s desperate for answers, aching to get this investigation moving forward. Kai runs tremendously hot, sweating in even the most frigid conditions. So not for the first time, he finds himself thinking that he should buy some lighter armor, something that would allow for more airflow, but armor feels pointless to him if it’s light. He could go without armor altogether, but Kai was taught to be on guard at all times—that fights are most likely to occur when he’s not expecting them. Because of this, Kai has spent every second of his life anticipating a fight, ceaselessly prepared to do something he’ll hate himself for later.

He’s been walking around the south side of the square, asking person after person if Nyssa sounds familiar to them. He describes her in as much detail as he can remember—but to Kai’s dismay, no one can recall her. This is the city closest to the palace—the only logical resting point for someone who’s been watching them around the clock, waiting for an opportunity to strike. Elena and Mal saw her here in the city, but when she tailed Irene and Elena in the woods, it was on the outskirts of the palace. It’s possible she’s camping in the woods there, hiding out in the dense part of the forest. It would be difficult to monitor the front gates from that vantage point, but not impossible thanks to the elevation.

After questioning the majority of the people in the city to no avail, his plan is beginning to feel like a fruitless effort. Realistically, he knew it was a long shot but figured it couldn’t hurt to check anyway on the off chance that they got lucky, and someone recognized her. Nyssa could still be here, of course—maybe she’s just excellent at concealing herself. There’s also the possibility that Nyssa fled after she escaped— that she ran back to whoever contracted her or disappeared without a word.




No


 
. Something tells Kai that she’s here. Maybe not in the city, but

 Nyssa didn’t strike him as the type to give up. She’ll come back—and when she does, Kai will be ready.

Kai hears the voice of a man long before he sees him. “Abolish the Baar line! Show your support for the true king of Radon!” There’s a man perched on a box, yelling at no one in particular. There are a few people standing around, watching him, but nothing like the mob he and Mal witnessed on their way into the palace when they first arrived. It’s lunchtime, so it’s likely the crowd just died down—the angry citizens abandoning their riotous words to feed their eager stomachs.

“And who might the true king be?” Kai asks, stepping up to the man.

The man looks down at Kai—his face contorted in a scowl. “Emperor Teusea, of course.” The man spits the words at Kai.

What are the chances there’s a man calling for Teusea to take over Radon just before the Teusea’s themselves come into town for a visit? Kai thinks they probably sit around zero percent. There’s no guarantee the Teusea’s are behind Elena’s poisoning, but Kai would bet his life that this man was paid by the Teusea’s to preach in their favor. “And what is it that makes him the ‘true king’” Kai asks.

The man hesitates—then looks Kai up and down, clearly taking note of his armor and sword. “It’s not illegal to protest. I have every right to be here,” the man says, his accent thicker now than it had been before, coating his voice like molasses.

“No need to worry. I’m not a guard. Speak freely.” Kai folds his arms across his chest, locking his stance, making it clear to the man that he’s not going anywhere.

The man looks around anxiously. “You may not be a guard but you’re still working for a bastard, and an evil one at that.”

Kai nods his head—not in agreement, but in amusement at the man’s simplistic view of royalty. Who cares if Baar is a bastard? All kings are exactly the same—just different variations of evil. “You believe you can have a better life with Teusea as king?” Kai asks.


“I believe I can have a free life,” the man replies.



Kai shakes his head. He’s had enough of this conversation. “I’m looking for a girl.”


“Aren’t we all?” the man replies smugly.



“She’s about this height,” Kai holds his hand up, leveling it with his collarbone. “She’s got silver hair, a small nose and mouth and was likely wearing long black gloves.”

The man jumps off his box, stumbling sideways as he lands. He steps up to Kai, putting their faces close together. Kai resists the urge to step back. “That’s no girl,” the man says, his voice equal parts fear and wonder. “That’s a shadow traveler.”

“That’s impossible,” Kai says with a sigh. “Shadow travelers are a myth. Nothing but a bedtime story for children.”

“Are you calling me a liar, boy?” the man huffs. His breath smells of fermented wheat and blood. Maybe Kai was wrong before about him being a Teusea plant. It seems obvious now that he’s nothing more than a drunk, dying man looking to feel acknowledged before he withers away into nothingness.

Kai gestures to the man’s makeshift pulpit. “Your patrons await.”

The man takes a step back, watching Kai wearily. He shakes his head slightly, then chuckles before climbing atop his box once again. He shoots a brief glance at Kai before beginning his address, his voice quieter now than it was when Kai first approached him.

The man was deluded when he called Nyssa a shadow traveler, but the fact that he recognized her description at all means she had to have been here. Of course, it’s also possible the man noticed Nyssa the same day Mal and Elena did. Kai turns back around to ask the man what day he saw Nyssa, but the man is no longer there. The man described Nyssa as a shadow traveler, and if she were it would explain how she got into the castle and how she seems to disappear into thin air. Kai’s heard of such things, but he’s never seen one, and he doesn’t believe in it now, even as the gears are turning in his brain, telling him it would explain everything he can’t figure out.


No.



People are just people. There’s no such thing as magic or shadow travelers. One cannot become the darkness by surrendering to it, by turning off their humanity and becoming something so unholy even preachers are hesitant to speak about it.

The most likely explanation is that she’s a namero. She was trained in Sephis among the best of them. That’s how she found a way inside the palace. That’s why she disappears. That’s why she doesn’t seem to exist. Shadow travelers aren’t wickedness personified. They’re a made-up tale used to justify people’s inability to comprehend magnificently talented individuals.





KAI'S WAITING AT the center of the square, shooing anyone who approaches him asking him for spare change.

“Anything?” Irene asks, walking up to Kai.

Kai shakes his head. “Nothing.”

“Okay. I had no luck, either. We should head back. I’m starving.”

“Irene.” Kai reaches out and grabs her elbow. Irene glances down at Kai’s hand. “Are you okay? You seem…I don’t know. Off?”


Irene sighs. “If I tell you I’m okay, will you believe it?” “No,” Kai responds. The simple truth.




“And if I tell you I’m not okay?”



Kai shrugs. “I don’t need any more detail than you want to give me. I don’t prod. That’s Mal’s job. Tell me you’re not okay and I’ll leave it at that.”

Irene considers him for a second. “Then, in that case, no. I’m not okay.”

Kai could try to analyze Irene’s expression, but it wouldn’t do him any good. He doesn’t understand Irene, can’t read her body language the way Mal seems to do with such ease. Kai spent an entire year trying to learn, watching Irene’s face whenever it changed. He would tell her what he thought she was feeling, then asked her if he was right.


He never was.





At first, Irene was frustrated by it. She would roll her eyes at him or slam the door in his face. Until one day, when she came to understand

 

why


 
he was doing it. He doesn’t know how she figured it out, but she started telling him how she was feeling before he guessed, wordlessly discerning what he needed. It only made him feel more guilty—that she could understand him so effortlessly while he tried every day and continued to struggle despite his best efforts. Clearly, those days of Irene sharing with him before he asks are long gone.



Kai presses his lips into a straight line, attempting to communicate solemn understanding. He doesn’t like that she’s not okay, but he also doesn’t know how to fix it, and trying might only make things worse for her.
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ELENA






E

 
lena stands before her father—a broken tree fighting against a silent, but brash windstorm. “Two days in a row? I feel special.” She chuckles nervously.



Yesterday she had stood in this exact same spot after her dress fitting. The anxiety she felt then was nothing compared to what it is now. Elena does her best to keep her breathing in check, counting to four inside her head the way Mal taught her. If Elena were to have a panic attack right now, her father would probably use it as an excuse to have her committed, to toss her aside and have Neven legalized as Radon’s heir. Elena used to think the reason her father didn’t have more kids was because he couldn’t stand the thought of being with another woman after Elena’s mom passed away, but over time Elena saw the truth. Radon is a proud country, and a king should be able to produce a flawless heir the first time around. It’s an old, unspoken tradition, but one that remains prevalent in many countries on this side of The Great Divide. Elena’s father got lucky, having a girl. If she had been a boy, but her soul was the same, she would have been a disappointment not only to her father, but to her country. In that case, they wouldn’t be able to marry her off, to take someone like Neven under their wing and mold him until he’s the same shape as her father, as Havardur.

Elena can’t recall a single time in her life where she’s seen her father two days in a row. Yesterday, all he wanted was for Elena to go over the plans for the Teusea’s welcome feast in excruciating detail—to ensure it would be good enough to impress them. It was odd, to say the least. They’ve had royalty from all over the world visit them here in Radon, and her father has never cared to know the details of the parties before.

Her father leans over a piece of paper, focusing intently on the words scrawled on the page. All evidence of his sickness seems to have completely disappeared. Elena clears her throat, hoping to get his attention.


Nothing.



She checks the clock on the wall—the ticking sound grating against her ears in the otherwise silent room. She’s been standing here for five minutes, and not once has he acknowledged her presence.

“What is your duty?” he asks suddenly. The sound of his voice startles her. He’s still staring at the paper in front of him, his words to her like an afterthought, as if she’s the one who sought him out, some irritating pest distracting him from his work.

“To continue our family’s legacy. To obey and serve you,” she says.

The words are true—but painful.

He nods his head, picking up a pen from beside him. “In other words,” he says, marking his signature at the bottom of the page. He puts his pen down and looks up at her, his eyes meeting hers for the first time since she arrived. “Stay alive.”



The way he says it sends chills down her spine—like it’s the easiest task in the world to survive, and only

 

she


 
is capable of screwing that up. Elena doesn’t speak. She doesn’t know what to say, because technically, he is right. All she has to do is stay alive—to ensure their families hold on Radon, and she’s barely managing that. Yes, Neven could technically take over if Elena were to die since there are no blood-related male heirs, but his claim to it is weakened significantly without Elena by his side. 



The king rises from his chair and approaches her. He grabs hold of her chin and moves her face from side to side, scrutinizing it for what feels like hours. Eventually, he lets go and sighs. Elena doesn’t know what part of her face he finds such a disappointment, and she doesn’t dare ask. She forces herself to look into his eyes. As she suspected, there’s no hint of love or care in his expression. Elena isn’t his child—she’s an investment, a strategical move to ensure Radon’s future. He wants her alive, sure, but not because he feels some paternal need to protect her.

“If you understand your duty the way you claim to, then why are my guards telling me you were out all-night drinking with the people hired to protect you?” His tone is so cold Elena feels it in her bones. Calm and even—like the ocean before a massive tide assaults the shore.


Elena rips her eyes away from him. “I’m sorry.” 



She knows it’s coming, even braces herself against the blow, locking herself in place so it doesn’t move her body. Even then, it doesn’t matter. No amount of practice adequately prepares her for the emotional pain that comes when her father—the person who swore to protect her at her birth, punches her in the face. Once Elena recovers, he hits her again beneath her ribs. Elena keels over, grabbing at her stomach. The pain is sharp, but it’s nothing compared to the words that follow.

He leans down and presses his lips to Elena’s ear, but he doesn’t whisper when he says, “Your apologies are unwelcome. I have burdened you with nothing so that when the time comes, you’ll be prepared to marry and take your rightful place as Radon’s queen. You live an easy life. A life most can’t even conjure in their wildest dreams, and you repay me by disappointing me. Again.” He turns away from her and makes his way back to his desk. Once he sits down, he leans forward and rests his elbows on his desk. His eyes are frozen with rage. “Your mother would be proud. 
You’re

 

just


 
like her.”



Elena wants to be angry. She wants to take that insult and throw it right back at him, but again he’s right, and she’s numb. He gestures to the door—the universal signal for get out of my sight, and she obliges. She thinks maybe his silence is scarier than his words.



THE DOOR TO the research library feels heavier today than it usually does as Elena pushes her way through it. She chooses to believe that it somehow gained mass overnight rather than admit it’s her own strength that’s wavered. She isn’t surprised when she steps inside and finds Mal, Kai, and Neven already in the room. The window in the corner is popped open—the gentle breeze soothing the burning skin on her cheek, still raw with her father’s disappointment. She makes her way over to the couch and sits down beside Mal.


“Hey,” Mal whispers beside her. “Are you okay?”



Elena’s eyebrows pinch together in confusion, unsure why she’s asking. “My dad was upset.”


Mal’s jaw clenches. “So, he hit you?”



Elena shrugs. Isn’t that what fathers do when their daughters disappoint them?

Mal lifts her hand to Elena’s face, her calloused fingers brushing against the swollen skin. Elena jumps back at the contact.


Mal pulls her hand away. “Sorry,” she mumbles.



Elena’s embarrassed by her reaction to Mal’s touch. Elena knows Mal’s only trying to help, but anyone touching her is too much right now. “I’m okay,” Elena says.

Neven shoots Elena a knowing glance, and all Elena can do is smile at him.

The silence in the room is awkward to say the least, though she isn’t sure why. It’s one of those situations where in order to avoid saying the wrong thing, no one says anything at all—but no one’s ever achieved anything by staying silent. Elena knows this, and she would give anything to be the person to speak up first—to be the glue that holds the group together, but her father was right. She isn’t that girl. She isn’t a leader. It seems no one in the group is in the mood to play that part today, because no one speaks until Irene strolls into the room five minutes late and

looks at Kai expectantly.

“So, what’s everyone learned?” Neven asks, half-heartedly.

Elena shakes her head, then looks to the ground. Her face is red again, this time from embarrassment. Elena doesn’t have anything new to contribute. Looking around the room—at the incredible people surrounding her, she feels alone. Where does a princess fit in with a Segournica, two namero, and the king’s chosen successor? Short answer…she doesn’t. She let herself believe for a minute that she had found her people—her group, but it’s clear now how delusional she had been in that ideal.

When Mal, Kai, and Neven were out with her the other night, everything had felt so right, and she had been basking in that, soaking up the peace that comes from finding something so perfect. But then her father called her to her office and shattered her with a punch, standing by as her spirit broke into a million pieces and fell to the ground.

Elena feels movement beside her, pulling her attention back to the present. She watches from her peripheral vision as Mal stands up from the couch. Elena’s head is still lowered, so she can only see Mal’s hands as she smooths the bottom of her shirt before speaking.

“I have something to share,” Mal says. “I have recently learned that duck is supremely disgusting.”

Elena rolls her eyes at this; grateful the others can’t see. Yesterday, she would have been appreciative of Mal’s ability to ease the tension in the room with a joke, but today it’s a reminder of everything she’s been doing wrong. Her father didn’t like the proposition of duck at the Teusea’s welcome dinner either.

There’s a mixture of groans and pity laughs that come from the others, a cacophony of normalcy that only Elena can’t muster up.



“Right,” Kai says. “I had almost forgotten that you volunteered for the

 

very


 
difficult job of tasting food for the party.”



Mal falls back onto the couch, clearly satisfied with herself for shifting the mood in the room.



“Now, onto the

 

real


 
business,” Kai says, shooting a playful glare at Mal, who shrugs her shoulders in response.



Elena expects Kai to start ranting, to run through a list citing all of his suspicions. So, she’s surprised when Kai turns to Neven and says, “Neven, what have you been doing the last couple of days?”

Neven glances around anxiously, looking like a mouse drawn into a trap, fully aware of the deadly consequences, but tempted nonetheless.

“I, uh…” He sits up straighter and clears his throat. “I’ve been with King Baar preparing for the Teusea’s arrival.”


“That’s right,” Kai says, snapping his fingers. “Irene?”



Elena doesn’t know Kai well enough to deduce what his odd behavior is about, but Irene must have a fairly good idea, because she takes one look at Kai, shakes her head lightly, and says “No.”

“Fine,” Kai says with a sigh. He crosses his legs indignantly. “I guess it’s my turn to share then.”

Mal leans forward, bracing her elbows on the tops of her knees. “Go on then.”

Kai stands suddenly, his energy radiating excitement. Elena feels eyes boring into her, and when she turns her head, she sees it’s Neven. He’s shaking his head in disbelief. Elena’s never seen Kai so theatrical before, and judging by the look on Neven’s face, it must be a new experience for him, too. The others show no sign of surprise, which means this behavior must not be as abnormal for him as it feels—just one more reminder that Elena knows nothing about them.

“Elena,” Kai says, pointing at her. “When was the last time the Teusea’s visited?”



Elena shrugs. “It was before the war, so…twenty-five

 

ish


 
years ago.” She knows her answer comes off sounding weak, her lack of faith in herself intertwining itself with her words.



Kai clicks his tongue. “So they haven’t visited in over twenty years, and suddenly they’re stopping by after two failed assassination attempts?”

Elena’s had a rough morning, and right now her patience is wearing tremendously thin. “What is it that you’re implying, Kai?”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m stating facts. And factually, it’s too odd to be a coincidence. You said Nyssa was doing it for the money, and the Teusea’s certainly have the resources,” Kai says.



“I’m the sole heir to Radon, Kai.

 

Everyone


 
wants me dead. I know I’m not a namero or whatever, but it would be pretty stupid of them to try and have me killed and then walk right into the lion’s den. Besides, we’ve been at peace with the Teusea’s for ‘over twenty years’. It doesn’t make sense that they’d try to have me murdered all of a sudden.”



“Peace means next to nothing when it comes to greedy rulers, Elena,” Irene says, backing Kai up.


Mal nods. “I think it’s at least worth looking into.”



“Whatever,” Elena says. She stands abruptly, brushing her skirt down.

“I have to get ready for the party.”

“There’s something else,” Irene says before Elena has a chance to move.


“What is it?” Elena asks.



“We’ve talked about it, and we feel it’s best for someone to stay in your room with you while the Teusea’s are here. Just in case,” Irene says.

Elena sighs. She’s getting sick of everyone making decisions for her, of excluding her from conversations, but she has no energy left to fight it right now. “Fine. Neven can stay with me.”



“No, Elena,” Kai says, shaking his head. “Someone with

 

training


 
.”



“You mean someone who won’t think twice about murdering someone in front of me?” Elena regrets her choice of words as soon as she sees the hurt cross Mal’s face, but she can’t take back what she’s already said, and Baar’s don’t apologize. She doesn’t spare another glance at Mal or anyone else in the room. All she says is, “I have to go.” 
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NEVEN







T

 
here’s a crowd of people outside the palace gates. Every one of them is itching to get a look at the Teusea’s as they arrive. Neven understands their curiosity—it’s been years since other royals have





come to visit, but the crowd is larger than Neven ever imagined it would be. It sets him on edge. He’s standing on the stairs outside the palace’s front entrance, King Baar beside him. He glances at the step above him where Irene, Kai, and Mal are standing at attention.

King Baar leans into Neven. His breath is hot and smells of fish.

“Where is she?” he asks through gritted teeth.



“She’ll be here,” Neven responds. It’s a risky statement, seeing as he doesn’t

 

actually


 
know where Elena is or if she’ll be on time. He should have gone and checked on her after she left the research library earlier, but King Baar called Neven to his office and Neven complied. Maybe it was the wrong choice. King Baar had clearly hit Elena and she seemed so off during their meeting. But Neven can’t talk to her—can barely look at her without being overcome by debilitating guilt.



From somewhere in the distance, a series of chanting and excited screams begin to sound. Neven glances around—as if searching for Elena will make her magically appear somewhere in the crowd. The screaming gets louder as the Teusea’s carriage gets closer and closer to the palace gates. Neven’s anxiety skyrockets as the screams reach their peak decibel and Elena still hasn’t arrived. Sure, the Baar’s aren’t warring with the Teusea’s now, but who knows how bad the outcome will be if Elena isn’t here to greet them. It would be seen as an unredeemable insult, and wars have been started over much less.

The palace guards yell to open the gates just as footsteps approach behind him. He looks back, silently thanking God when he sees Elena floating down the steps. Once she’s beside him, he leans toward her and wraps an arm around her waist.


“Are you okay?” he whispers.




“Not now,” she replies, brushing off his concern.





He wants to talk about it. He’s worried about her. He’s worried about

 

everyone


 
. Everything seems so off lately. Like Elena’s poisoning was an inciting incident that threw them all into another dimension where everything is terrible and no matter how hard he tries he can’t fix any of it.



The carriage rolls through the iron gates, and palace guards have to physically push onlookers out of the way to be able to close them again. Neven watches, his posture perfect, as the carriage makes its way up the drive and stops directly in front of them. Neven’s never met the Teusea’s, so he has no idea what to expect.

A footman steps up to the carriage door and opens it. An older gentleman, wrinkled and round, steps out of the carriage. His skin is a warm shade of brown, just a bit lighter than Kai’s. He’s dressed in head-to-toe yellow velvet that matches the color of his carriage. It’s not uncommon for royalty to wear their family colors, but Neven never could have prepared for such an ostentatious display. He bites the inside of his cheek to stifle the laugh that’s begging to break free.

“Burnan,” King Baar says, stepping up to shake the man’s hand. “How wonderful it is to see you again.”

“Likewise, old friend. You remember my son?” Emperor Teusea asks, gesturing to the carriage door where a young man jumps out.

“Yes, of course. Amir, it’s wonderful to see you,” King Baar says.

“Might I introduce my daughter, Elena, and her fiancé.”

“Shall I call you fiancé then?” Emperor Teusea chuckles at his own joke, reaching out to shake Neven’s hand.


Neven spares a polite laugh. “Neven is fine, sir.”



“Elena. Look how beautiful you’ve become. Such a vision.” Something about Emperor Teusea’s tone causes Elena to shift—moving herself a step closer to Neven.

“Emperor,” Elena says with a curtsy. “I hope you’ll enjoy your time here.”

Emperor Teusea cocks his head back, letting out a rough chuckle. “Don’t you worry about that, dear,” he says. “Son! Come. Introduce yourself.”


“Hi. I’m Amir,” the teenager says, bowing his head.






“

 

Romani,”


 
Emperor Teusea says.







Amir laughs and it sounds genuine. “Ah, yes. How could I forget to include my title?

 

Romani


 
Amir. It’s a pleasure.” Amir is thinner than his father, and taller too, but apart from those physical differences, the two of them could be twins. They have the same rich skin, the same inviting brown eyes, the same vibrant smile.




“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Elena says.




“It is,” Neven agrees.



Emperor Teusea looks around—scanning the crowd for something.

“Is your Highest Protector not here? I was so looking forward to meeting the man who’s kept you safe all these years.” The words themselves are harmless, kind even, but there’s an edge to them—almost like a threat… or a dare.

King Baar waves his hand in the air. “Called away on urgent business, I’m afraid. If all goes well, he should return this evening. But not to worry, I have an excellent team protecting me here.”

“Let’s hope all goes well, then. I don’t know about you, Fredrik, but I’d like to catch up with my old friend,” Emperor Teusea says, playfully smacking King Baar on the shoulder. The emperor turns to Amir. “Let’s meet up in a few hours for lunch.”

“Yes, father,” Amir says.

“Elena,” King Baar says, “show Burnan and his son the way to my office. I need a moment alone with Neven.”


Elena nods. “Yes, of course. Right this way.”



Once Elena, Emperor Teusea, and Amir have gone inside, the crowd of servants dissipates. The show is over. As soon as no one is in earshot, King Baar leans into Neven. “We have a problem.”

“What is it?” Neven asks, his curiosity prominent.

“Havardur left on an assignment three days ago,” King Baar says. “It was supposed to be a day trip, but no one has heard from him since he left.”


“Oh,” Neven says, realization dawning on him.



“I need you to find out what happened. Do it quickly and do it quietly. Understood?”


“Yes, sir.”



Neven waits until King Baar has gone inside to let the smile appear on his face. Havardur might be dead…and Neven’s never felt more alive.



WHEN NEVEN FINDS Elena, she’s standing in the middle of the grand hall, immersed in a conversation with Amir.

“Elena, can I speak with you for a moment?” he asks, too excited to care that he’s just interrupted Amir in the middle of a sentence.

Elena hesitates, examining Neven with pinched eyebrows. “Sure. I’ll just be one moment, Amir. My apologies.”

Neven grabs Elena’s elbow and leads her down the hall.

“What’s this about?” Elena asks, shaking her arm loose.

“Your father just told me something,” Neven says. He glances at Amir, who’s waiting in the spot Elena left him, investigating something on the ceiling. Neven leans in closer to Elena, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Havardur left for a day trip three days ago and no one has heard from him since.”

“Okay,” Elena says. “What does that have to do with me?”

Neven’s shock forces him backward, his eyes wide. “What do you mean? Elena, Havardur was terrible. Him being gone means— ”

“Means what?” she asks, her arms folded across her chest, her eyebrow raised. Her tone is flat…cold.

Neven shakes his head. “It means we might actually be able to make some real change. We can finally give the people of Radon the justice they deserve. We can do what we’ve always talked about. No one will burn for crimes they didn’t commit.”

Elena scoffs. “Let me ask you something, Neven. If Havardur is dead, then who takes over for him?”

Neven shakes his head. “I don’t know.” He runs through the possibilities in his head. There are a few men Havardur had under his wing, but none of them have even half the experience they would need to fill that position. There’s only one real option for Havardur’s replacement. “Irene, I guess.”

“Exactly,” Elena says, taking a step towards him. “Do you really think Irene will be any better?”



Neven’s frozen with surprise. Not because Elena doubts Irene, but because he hadn’t thought to. How is he supposed to respond to that?

 

I hope so


 
doesn’t feel like the correct response—but if he’s being honest with himself, that’s all it is…hope.





“You know what? It doesn’t matter who gets the job,” Elena continues, her voice quiet. “Because my father will still be in charge of whoever it is. And

 

he’ll


 
be calling the shots. Highest Protector is a bullshit title, Neven. It’s just a pretty way to say

 

King’s Puppet


 
. Although,” Elena says, with a heavy, lifeless laugh, “aren’t we all?”



Elena looks over at Amir, who waves at her awkwardly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me? I’m being rude to our guest.”



NEVEN STORMS THROUGH 
the garden, pushing past anyone that steps into his path. When did Elena become this person who doesn’t care about anyone? Has he been too focused on Irene to see it happening? It’s like her hope has spent the last seventeen years draining out of her, and now there’s nothing left. He wants to help her—wants to see her light up the way she has every day for the last five years. They used to talk for hours on end about how to better the lives of Radon’s citizens once they take over from King Baar. She’s the one person who’s wanted the same things as him, who’s encouraged him every step of the way. Without Elena’s partnership, Neven has no gage of the world—no way to see clearly. She’s been his best friend. His only companion. His

 

family,


 
and it kills him to see her so distant from who she usually is. Neven’s angry—but not at Elena. He’s angry with

 

himself


 
for letting it happen. He’s angry because he doesn’t know how to make it better.



He’s going to do what he always does when things get overwhelming… he’s going to sit by the lake. He navigates through the hedges and crawls through the opening in the bush, letting the branches scrape against his skin.



The relief Neven finds is small but immediate as he takes in the idyllic scenery. His breath catches in his throat at the sound of rustling coming from beside him. He just left Elena in the palace, so he knows it isn’t her, but no one else knows about this pond…about

 

their


 
pond. Neven peers around the tree and at the east edge of the lake, sitting beneath Neven’s sad tree and peeling an orange is Kai.



“Oh, hi,” Neven says, his voice equal parts disappointment and anger.

Kai doesn’t say anything—merely nods and continues tearing the peel off his orange.

“How did you find this spot so quickly? It took me and Elena years,” Neven asks, gesturing to the landscape surrounding them.


Kai shrugs. “I’m very determined. And very bored.”



Neven rolls his eyes. “Yeah, I’ve noticed. Do you mind if I…?” Neven asks, pointing to the ground beside Kai.

“It’s your life,” Kai says.  It’s not a yes, but it’s also not a no. Neven needs to be here to breathe, to process, to think. It’s easier when he’s alone, but he doesn’t want to find out what would happen if he asked Kai to leave. So, reluctantly, he sits down beside Kai.

Kai looks at him, mouth full of orange and laughs. “You look terrible.”


“Thanks?”




“Tell me about it,” Kai says indifferently.




Neven looks at him, his mouth agape. “Really?”





Kai sucks the juice out of an orange slice. “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t care on a personal level. I just had a whole vibe going on and you’re

 

really


 
killing it right now.”





If someone had told Neven this morning that he’d be sharing his feelings under a tree with Kai before lunchtime, he would have had them committed. He can’t talk to Elena, or Irene, and he doesn’t like the vibe he gets from Mal, but he

 

needs


 
to talk about it, so Kai will have to do. “It’s Elena,” he says with a sigh. “And Irene. And actually…everything else.”



“Wow,” Kai says, humor in his voice. “You need a vacation.”

“No kidding. She’s just—she’s acting so different.”


“Wait, who are we talking about?” Kai asks.




“Elena.”



“Ah—right. It’s hard to keep track with you three,” he says, ripping another orange slice free.

Kai probably didn’t mean for it to be funny, but Neven laughs anyway. Kai’s eyes go wide with surprise—but there’s a light in them, almost like he’s trying not to laugh too. “My God. If you found that funny, then your life is even more depressing than I originally thought,” Kai says.

Neven laughs and laughs, and then he realizes he can’t stop laughing—like a floodgate opening up after a tsunami. Kai’s eyes soften. His prideful smirk falters. He reaches out and places a hand on Neven’s shoulder—a silent reminder that Neven’s not alone. He doesn’t know Kai. He’s sure that after this investigation is over, they’ll go their separate ways and Neven will never see him again. But for now, his hand on Neven’s shoulder is enough to calm the storm, allowing for a small break in the clouds where sunlight can find him.



NEVEN KNOCKS LIGHTLY on King Baar’s office door, his throat tightening at the thought of what his being summoned could mean. Neven had just come inside, set on finding Irene and telling her about Havardur when he was sidelined by a maid.


“King Baar needs to see you,” she had told him.



Neven considered waving her off, telling her he had business to attend to, and that he’d see King Baar when he was finished, but the scowl on her face told Neven it was serious, and there was no room for debate. Neven clenched his fists; angry he couldn’t do what he really wanted to at that moment.

He isn’t sure why he wants to be the one to tell Irene about Havardur. Maybe he needs to see her face when she hears the news for the first time—to try and make out what it means to her and prove Elena wrong about Irene being like Havardur. Or maybe it’s that he wants to prove himself right—to pat himself on the back for not doubting Irene the way everyone else seems to.


“Enter,” King Baar calls from the other side of the door.



Neven steps through the door and closes it behind him. “You wanted to see me?” Neven looks around the room, relieved to find it’s empty save for himself and King Baar. He’d been nervous that the reason for this impromptu meeting was to tell Neven about some miraculous return Havardur made, but he isn’t in the room, and if he were alive, he would be here…right?

“I have some…troubling news,” King Baar says, crossing his legs.

Neven puts his hands behind his back, twisting his ring around mindlessly.

“I’ve just received word that Havardur has met his end.”



The words send chills up Neven’s spine. Of course, this is what he had been hoping for earlier, but now that it’s confirmed, Elena’s words about Irene are haunting him, following him around like a curse on a strong wind. What if Elena’s right and Irene

 

is


 
the same? Or worse? What if she stands in the way of positive change or does King Baar’s bidding without a second thought?



Neven knows that real change can’t happen while King Baar is alive, and he’s always accepted that, so the big stuff will have to wait. But there are small things he hoped could be achieved with Havardur out of the way, and isn’t small change better than no change at all? Maybe it’s not a perfect system, but he needs to try, and he doesn’t know if he can do that with Irene as Highest Protector.

“As such, I have chosen my replacement,” King Baar says.

King Baar’s words swirl around Neven like a hurricane. Neven lets the name of Havardur’s replacement sink into him, marinating his skin with tantalizing unease. It’s in this moment that Neven realizes the calm he felt earlier with Kai wasn’t a break in the storm…it was the eye.
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IRENE






I

 
t’s loud in the grand room tonight. The space that’s usually open for conversation is filled with a live band playing much louder than Irene feels is necessary. It’s the type of atmosphere where, in order to talk





to someone, she’ll either have to wait for a break in the music or get

 

very


 
close to them.



Irene’s standing at the edge of the room by the food, but she’s not eating. She’s waiting. She knows that if she stands here long enough, she’ll run into either Mal or Kai. The three of them are drawn to each other in a way she can’t explain, always managing to find each other without trying wherever they go. There was no regular correspondence between the three of them once Irene left Sephis. But occasionally, Mal would write her a letter, and Irene would respond. It was always pleasant conversation when Mal reached out because Irene never felt like she had to try, never had to force conversation for Mal or Kai to understand they’re her family. A statement which was proven true when Irene wrote a letter asking for help, and without a single question, they showed up.

“Wow, wow, wow, look at you!” a voice says from behind Irene.

Irene turns to see Mal, shoveling heaps of various food from the table onto her plate. Mal’s complimenting Irene’s outfit, which is starkly different from her usual garb. It’s a black jumpsuit. The top half is fitted in the style of a menswear vest with gold embroidery stitched onto it.

“Thank you,” Irene says, appreciative of the compliment. “You don’t look so bad yourself. Trying to impress someone, are we?”

Irene’s teasing her, but Mal really does look incredible. She’s wearing a black tulle dress with a deep, plunging V-neck. The dress is fully unlined, something the elders in the room will be sure to gawk at once they notice.

Mal leads Irene through swarms of people to the other side of the room where Kai is leaning against one of the massive, paneled windows, looking as cool as ever. His suit is gray and white with contrasting panels. He’s wearing the jacket open, a loose white tank underneath, his namero medallion on full display.

They’re all given a medallion on their first day of training. The Unnamed themselves would never say this, but there’s a superstition amongst the trainees that the medallion keeps them safe and should always be worn. If the medallion gets lost, it curses them, and if it breaks, it means they’re about to die. Irene doesn’t believe in the legend, but some small part of her still panics when she sees Kai’s around his neck and remembers she took hers off last year. It never felt like protection to Irene—it felt like branding.

“What exactly are we supposed to be doing here?” Kai asks.


“Eating,” Mal replies, not missing a beat.





Kai and Irene laugh in unison until Kai stops suddenly, his smile faltering. Kai uses his head to gesture behind Irene’s head. She turns to see Neven, Elena, and Amir entering the room. Elena stands in the middle of the boys, one of her arm’s threaded through each of their’s. Neven and Elena wear yellow accents on their clothing as a sign of respect to the Teusea’s. They make their way down the center of the room and say something to King Baar, then to Emperor Teusea—who are seated at the front of the room on complementary thrones. After speaking to them, Neven, Elena, and Amir begin making their way through the room, giving brief greetings

 
to everyone as they pass.





Eventually, they find their way to her, Mal, and Kai. Irene makes eye-contact with Neven, and he stiffens, quickly looking away.

 

Interesting.






“I don’t believe you’ve been introduced yet,” Elena says. “Amir, this is Mal, Kai, and Irene. Mal and Kai are guests at the palace, and Irene is—”





“The Unnamed’s fiercest prodigy and proudest placement,” Amir says. “Getting a contract at fourteen is impressive, let alone as a Junior Protector

 

.


 
I realize it’s a little late now, but congratulations.”



Irene’s mouth parts slightly. She knew there had been a bidding war for her, but she never would have guessed that her legend would follow her for so many years after, that anyone would care enough to remember her name. The smile that breaks on her face is genuine. “Thank you.”

“Well, it was lovely to meet you all,” Amir says, dismissing himself.

The three of them turn, ready to continue their rounds when Irene remembers the way Neven avoided her gaze. She grabs his elbow and pulls him away. Elena shoots a glare at Irene, obviously angry at the disrespect for protocol Irene’s just displayed. The reaction stills Irene for a second. She’s never seen Elena mad before—irritated, frustrated, or sad Irene’s seen more times than she can count. But up until today, she genuinely thought Elena had been conditioned to never feel anger.



“What are you doing?” Neven asks. She can’t infer Neven’s mood from his tone or from his expression. He’s got his poker face on, and she’d never say this to him, but he has a

 

good


 
poker face.




“What’s going on with you?” she asks.



“Nothing. I’m just…I’m trying to do what I’m supposed to and you’re making that very difficult.” Neven’s avoiding eye contact. He keeps looking at Elena, to where she’s weaving through the crowd, bowing politely at guests without him.

“Did I do something wrong?” Her voice is soft and quiet. She didn’t expect those words to come out of her mouth, and she hates them as soon as they do. She doesn’t need his approval or his kindness, but she likes the way he looks at her, craves the way his eyes linger on her as if looking away would kill him. Sometimes, he stares at her like she’s the most beautiful creature he’s ever seen—her nature something to care for and dissect rather than something to recoil from. She just wants him to stop moving for a second, to look her in the eyes. All she needs is one moment of silence holding his gaze, and it will be enough to make the world stop, to make time freeze, and to make everything feel okay.

“No, I just…Irene, I’m sorry, but I have to go,” he says, shrugging her off.

She doesn’t know when she reached out and grabbed his hand, but she feels the absence of it as soon as he lets go. It was only a hand that slipped from her grasp, but watching him as he walks away, she feels like she just lost so much more than that.

“Are you okay?” Mal asks, once Irene makes her way back to them.


Irene shakes her head. “Something’s off with him.”



“I’ll say,” Kai says. Mal and Irene look at him in unison, their surprised expressions mirroring each other. “Irene, please,” Kai says with a chuckle, “if the floor were dirty and you didn’t want to mess up your shoes—that kid would clean the ground with his tongue.”

Her instinct is to roll her eyes and deny, but in this moment, she’s grateful for the confirmation that what she feels for Neven exists outside of her own mind, that it’s as palpable and potent as the smoke after a fire.

Irene tries to talk to Neven three times that night—determined to find out why he’s avoiding her, and three times he evades her. Their conversation the other night was heavy, but nothing she’d consider unusual for them—and certainly nothing strange enough to warrant this reaction from him.

“I need to talk to him,” Irene says, walking up to Mal after being ignored again. “I need to know why he’s being so weird, but every time I go up to him, he uses Elena or Amir as an excuse.”

The music in the ballroom shifts from loud and up-tempo, to soft and slow.

Irene doesn’t like the gleam in Mal’s eyes as she lifts a finger and says, “I have an idea.”





IRENE WATCHES AS Mal makes her way up to Elena, who appears to be in deep conversation with Neven and Amir. Irene sees Elena bite back a laugh when Mal bows to her and extends her hand. Elena takes it and Mal leads her to the dance floor. They move close to each other, chest to chest before they begin to sway.

Now that the first part of the plan has succeeded, it’s time for part two.

“I don’t want to do this,” Kai says, looking off into the distance where Neven and Amir are still chatting, unperturbed by Elena’s absence.


“It’ll be fine,” Irene says, waving him off.




“What if he’s not into guys?”



Irene sighs. “He doesn’t need to be into guys. He just needs to be into dancing with one.”

Kai rolls his eyes, but then he straightens his jacket, clears his throat, and walks up to Amir. Kai is charming when he wants to be, giving Amir his million-watt smile. To no one’s surprise, Kai’s allure works and within thirty seconds of approaching him, Kai is leading Amir onto the dance floor. Neven looks around the ballroom, rubbing the back of his neck in contemplation. He locks eyes with Irene and immediately his face changes.

“I guess it’s just you and me,” Irene says, stepping up beside him. Neven’s staring at the ground, but his gaze is sharp and focused. “We should dance. It would be rude not to.”

Neven sighs but turns his gaze to Irene’s hand. He grabs it with a gentleness that makes Irene want to scream and guides her to a spot on the dance floor beside Kai and Amir. He wraps an arm around her waist and tugs her into him. Irene’s certain Neven can feel her heart beating against his chest. It’s hard to breathe with him this close to her, but she’s beginning to think she needs him more than oxygen anyway.


“I suppose this was your plan,” Neven says.



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she teases. “Don’t they all look good together?”

Neven chuckles beneath his breath, then nods. He’s still acting weird, his body stiff against hers, refusing to meet her gaze. She takes her hand off his shoulder and grabs his face. She guides it down until their eyelines meet. “What’s going on with you?”

He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something, then closes it and presses his forehead against hers. He closes his eyes. Together, they sway and breathe. “Neven?”

He shakes his head. “I just want to be here with you. Just for a minute. Please.”



Irene still doesn’t know what’s going on with him, and it’s driving her mad, but it feels nice to be held by him. She follows his lead and breathes it all in—the closeness, the tension, the

 

want


 
. They stay there for a while, heads pressed together like children telling secrets. She supposes whatever they have is a bit like a secret—the knowledge that this connection she feels to Neven can never be replicated or put into words—that no one at any time past, present, or future, will feel the way she does about him right now.



Chills shoot down Irene’s spine as Neven moves his head away from hers and leaves a gentle kiss on her temple. She rests her head on his shoulder and closes her eyes. Irene’s a lethal warrior—the most skilled namero The Unnamed has ever trained, but even with all of her power and knowledge, she’s never felt safe. Not truly. Not until this moment, being held by someone who, despite all of her shortcomings, looks at her and sees someone worth fighting for.


Someone worth believing in.



The music stops, but Irene’s too much in her own world to notice anything is different until Neven moves. He tilts his head down and presses his lips against her ear. “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

Before Irene can process the words, Neven’s gone, moving through the crowd to the front of the room where King Baar has started speaking. Neven takes his spot beside Elena, playing the part of the dutiful fiancé.

“This will only take a moment, then we can get back to our rousing evening,” King Baar says. “Tomorrow evening, beginning immediately at dusk, all will be required to attend the execution of the arsonist known as

Alfvin Scheer.”

Murmurs sound throughout the room at the news. King Baar cuts them off with a clap of his hands.

“Now, onto some less thrilling news. Earlier today, I received word that my dear friend, and Highest Protector Edwin Havardur was killed while on assignment. His service to Radon will never be forgotten. May he live on in all of us.”

Irene’s heart pounds in her chest. The bastard is finally dead and Irene’s next-in-line. She fights to hold back a laugh. She’s about to get everything she’s ever wanted.

“Yes, yes, it’s very sad,” King Baar says, “but luckily, I have found a most competent and worthy replacement.”

Irene smooths her jumpsuit, ensuring everything is in its place. “There’s no one I trust more to take over for Edwin than my right-hand, my pride and joy, my son-in-law, Neven Fastolfe.”

Claps echo in the distance as the world turns upside-down.



“IRENE! IRENE, WAIT! Let me explain!”

Once the news set in, Irene fled from the grand room. Immediately she heard Neven chasing after her, begging for her to stop.

“What could you say that would possibly make this better?” she asks, turning around to face him.

She’s too confused by everything that’s just happened to pinpoint all of the emotions she’s feeling. The most noticeable feeling, however, is that the peace she felt only minutes ago in Neven’s arms is gone, hollowed out and replaced with white hot fury.

Looking at him now, she doesn’t think she’ll ever be able to feel that peace again. Yet, something inside her is begging her to hear him out— to let him tell his side of the story. That part of her is saying maybe she doesn’t know herself as well as she thinks she does, and she can find a way to forgive him.


“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice shaky.




She lets her tears fall freely. “That’s not enough.”




“I know. But—”




“How long have you known?”




He sighs. “I found out this morning.”



“Wait a minute. Is that why you were being weird earlier?” He nods.



“I can’t believe this.” She scoffs. “You knew you were about to be handed the one thing I want more than anything else in the world, and you let me believe I had done something wrong? That

 

I


 
had somehow hurt

 

you


 
.”




He takes a step toward her. “I’m sorry.”




“Stop saying that!”




He sighs. “It’s not as bad as you think it is.”



Irene shakes her head. “Did you even try to fight it? Did you tell Baar that I’m the one who’s earned the job?”

Neven’s gaze turns to something like pity, like poor Irene is so overcome with sadness that she can’t see the obvious. “You know as well as I do, that I couldn’t say no,” he says.

“That’s such a bullshit excuse, and you know it.” She turns again, craving the familiarity of her bed and a pillow to scream into.


“Wait! There’s something else,” he yells after her.



She stops and rounds on him. “How are you even going to do this job? They’re going to let someone with zero training be King Baar’s Highest Protector? That doesn’t even make sense.”


Neven nods. “That’s exactly it.”




Irene throws her hands in the air. “What is?”



He swallows, then bites his bottom lip. “For me, it’s just an honorary title. I won’t be doing any of the actual protecting.”

“So, who’s doing the ‘actual protecting’?” she asks using air quotes.

“I don’t know.” He sighs. “But I promise I will do everything in my power to see that it’s you.”


Irene shakes her head. “Don’t bother.”



“What do you mean? Irene, you can still get everything you want.”



She scoffs. “No, Neven. I’d get to do all of the work without any of the recognition. I hate to break it to you, but I’m not interested in being anyone’s secret muscle. I have worked my ass off to get to where I am today, and I’m not about to sit by while you, or anyone else takes credit for

 

my


 
skills,

 

my


 
dedication, my

 

honor


 
. I will do this job as myself, or I won’t do it at all. I don’t care if they burn me at the stake for it. I will not back down.”





THE WORLD TURNS on its head as Irene makes her way through the forest. Hidden deep inside, covered by trees as tall as buildings, there is a grate. If Irene listens closely, she’ll hear the screams. Screams of laughter, screams of pleasure, and screams of pain.

Not for the first time, this is where Irene finds herself when things get too tough. She plunges herself down into the darkness and follows the tunnel in front of her, letting it guide her like a siren. The further inside she goes, the louder the screams become.

She hears chanting, and she knows what that means…the fight is down to the wire, and someone’s about to lose.
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MAL






M

 
al clears her throat, trying to get rid of that brick-in-her-windpipe feeling before knocking on Elena’s door.



It swings open immediately.


“Oh, hi,” Elena says slowly. “Do you need something?”



Elena’s wearing a sheer, light pink nightgown which clings to her hips. Mal’s never seen this much of Elena’s skin before—golden brown and smooth. Elena’s hair is in loose waves that fall around her neck like a waterfall—the aftermath of the elaborate up-do from the welcome party. 

Mal chuckles, her nerves getting the best of her. “We’re doing the thing, remember?” It’s not the clearest of explanations, and she isn’t sure why she couldn’t just come out and say she’s here to guard Elena overnight, but clearly, it’s comprehensive enough for Elena to get the gist because she nods in understanding.

Elena steps to the side, giving Mal space to step into Elena’s bedroom. “So, you drew the short stick, huh? Stuck guarding the helpless heir.”

It’s probably a joke, but something in Elena’s eyes tells Mal that she really believes she’s an inconvenience. “Not at all. I wanted to do it, but if you’d prefer someone else, I can try and find Kai.”


“No, that’s okay,” Elena says. “I’m happy it’s you.”



Mal smiles, but she hasn’t forgotten what Elena said during their last meeting, about Mal happily murdering someone in front of her. It was easy enough to shove her sadness down while dancing with Elena at the party when she had Irene as an excuse, but now it’s just Mal, Elena, and the complicated mess of emotions Mal feels every time Elena looks at her.

Mal needs a distraction, so she takes in Elena’s bedroom. Warm wood floors laid out in a herringbone pattern, dark green walls, a bigger bed than Mal’s ever seen pushed up against the wall on the left, a severely overpacked bookshelf, and two black velvet armchairs. “Wow. This is not what I expected,” Mal says.

Elena quirks an eyebrow. “Really? What did you think it would look like?”



Mal laughs under her breath. “I don’t know. Pastels and floral patterns or something. This is just so…

 

moody


 
.”





Elena rocks on her heels. “It’s the one room that I really got to design from scratch. I wanted it to be different from everything else at the palace, and I know you wouldn’t think it by looking at me, but it feels like who I am—or at least, who I

 

want


 
to be.”



Mal’s never had a room to decorate. Back in Sephis, the dorm she shares with Kai is all cold metal and white walls, everything the same as it has been for Mal’s entire life. She’s never even thought about asking to decorate—though she knows if she did the answer would be no. They’re too afraid she might develop a personality.

“So…,” Mal says, needing a change of topic, “Amir seems nice.”

Elena walks past Mal and sits on the edge of her bed. Mal tries not to stare as Elena crosses her legs. “He is.”



Mal looks behind Elena. The bed

 

is


 
big, but it’s the only bed, and Mal doesn’t know how much sleep she’s going to be able to get if she has to

 do so next to Elena. “How long are they staying?”


Elena shrugs. “I’m not sure.”



“And you still don’t think they tried to have you killed?” It’s her odd way of making a joke, which Elena clearly doesn’t find funny, because she looks at Mal with a pinched expression that makes Mal immediately regret her choice of words.


“Are you tired?” Elena asks.




“Very much, so. Completely wiped,” Mal lies.




“Great,” Elena says.



Elena stands and makes her way to the left side of the bed. She pulls back the covers and crawls in. Mal watches from the edge of the bed, her hands clasped in front of her.


“Should I?” Mal asks, hesitantly.



“Oh, right,” Elena says, registering the issue. “Well, for tonight I guess you can sleep with me. Tomorrow I’ll have someone bring some pillows and blankets and you can sleep on the floor, if that works?”

Sleeping on the floor sounds terrible, but not worse than spending all night watching Elena’s eyelids flutter beside her, and therefore being too distracted to do her actual job. Mal forces a smile. “That’s great. Thanks.”



Mal makes her way to the right side of the bed. Elena’s busy fluffing her pillows, so Mal takes the opportunity to undress. She strips down to the black tank top and shorts she wears underneath all of her clothes. She’s never thought twice about what she sleeps in before, so she isn’t sure why she’s suddenly self-conscious about it. This is just such an intimate scenario—sleeping with someone without actually

 

sleeping


 
with them. The only person she’s ever slept beside without also having a physical relationship with them is Kai, but she never wants to kiss Kai, never has to sit on her hands to keep herself from reaching out the way she does with Elena.



It’s Mal’s intention to get into bed as quickly as possible, to cover herself with Elena’s duvet before she has a chance to see what Mal is wearing, but as soon as Mal’s clothes hit the floor, Elena looks over at her. Mal freezes as Elena’s eyes wander over her body. “Would you mind blowing out the candles?” Elena asks.


Mal can feel the warmth in her cheeks. “Sure.”



Mal walks around and blows out all of the candles in the room. She’s grateful for the cover of darkness as she pads back across the room, climbs into bed, and tucks herself in. Elena’s body is like a furnace, her warmth drawing Mal in. Mal glances over at her. Elena’s lying on her back, her eyes fixed on some spot on the ceiling.

Mal lies there, listening to Elena’s breath, waiting for it to slow…to soften. It never does.

Mal doesn’t like the quiet. Quiet means her mind drifting to the past, latching onto things she can’t change and moments she wants to forget. Today, because her mind clearly hates her, it keeps playing back what Elena said about murdering someone in front of her. “I don’t like the violence, by the way.” It comes out harsher and more accusatory than Mal intended.


Elena turns her head to look at Mal. “What?”



Mal bites her lip. She should stop the conversation. She’s only going to be here long enough to figure out who poisoned Elena and then they’ll never see each other again. So, why does it matter what Elena thinks of her? Why does Mal feel the need to defend her morality to a girl she barely knows? Mal pushes herself up into a sitting position. If she’s going to do this, she needs to be as far away from Elena as possible. “You said before that I wouldn’t hesitate to murder someone in front of you. That felt really shitty, Elena. I don’t like violence. I don’t like hurting people. None of us do.”

Elena sits up, and when she does, her knee presses into Mal’s. Mal waits for her to move it away, but she doesn’t. “I don’t know why I said that. I don’t even know if I meant it.”

Mal shakes her head. “Honestly, Elena, it doesn’t really matter if you meant it. It hurt all the same. You get that I didn’t have a choice in the way I grew up, right?”

Elena scoots closer and places a hand on Mal’s thigh. “I’m sorry. You’re right. It was a terrible thing to say.” Elena takes a sharp breath in, like she has to physically prepare for what she’s about to say. “Right before that meeting in the research library, I was in my dad’s office. He was so mad at me for going out with you and Kai, and I don’t blame you for that obviously, because I chose to be there. But he was telling me my only job was to stay alive and I realized he was right. I’ve always been so…passive. Like, things just happen to me and I let them. It wasn’t until you showed up that I started speaking up for myself, and I was so happy, and then that conversation happened with my dad, and I just sort of… broke. What I’m trying to say is I was really angry. At my dad. At this whole situation. At myself. And I took it out on you, but I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.”

Elena’s on the verge of tears, and all Mal wants to do is reach out and hold her, so she does. Mal lies back on the bed and holds her arms open for Elena. “Come here,” Mal says.

Elena moves tentatively, but it isn’t long before her head is tucked under Mal’s chin and Mal’s arms are wrapped tightly around Elena’s waist. Mal doesn’t tell Elena what she said was okay, because it wasn’t, and Mal refuses to misrepresent her own pain so Elena doesn’t feel bad. The only solution, then, is to say nothing, to lie with Elena in her arms and let the peppermint scent from Elena’s hair relax every muscle in her body.



Mal’s very nearly fallen asleep when Elena’s words coax her awake again. “Do you ever wonder what your life would be like if you’d been born somewhere else? What

 

you’d


 
be like?”





“No, not really,” Mal answers quietly. She occasionally lets herself imagine a different life, but only for seconds at a time. And never in the way Elena’s suggesting. She’s never imagined what her life might be like if she’d been somewhere else,

 

someone


 
else from the start.




“Oh,” Elena says, her disappointment evident.



Mal licks her lips. “I try not to, at least. It’s easier that way.”


Mal feels Elena’s lips shift into a smile. “That’s funny.”



Mal’s hand finds its way into Elena’s hair. It’s soft and thick. “What is?”

Elena starts playing with the neckline seam of Mal’s tank top, her knuckles brushing against the exposed skin on Mal’s chest. “Imagining my life as other people is the only way I can get through the day,” Elena says.

It takes Mal longer than she’s proud of to collect enough breath to say, “Really?”


Elena laughs. “You’re surprised?”



“I guess I just—I didn’t think that someone who has this kind of life would want something completely different. Although, now that I know more about your life, I guess it isn’t so great, is it?”

Mal can’t stop the sharp intake of breath that happens when Elena starts tracing Mal’s collarbone with her pointer finger. “Yeah, well…the grass is always greener,” Elena says.

Mal reminds herself to focus. “The grass is green where you water it.”

Elena pulls her head back so she can look up at Mal. Those brown eyes peering into Mal’s sends her stomach into a tizzy. “Did you just make that up off the top of your head?”

Mal laughs. “Oh my god, no. I wish. It’s something one of my mentors used to say in Sephis—to the kids who were having a hard time adjusting.”

Elena shifts back into her earlier position. “Well, it’s beautiful.”


Mal considers the sentiment. “Yeah, it is.”



Silence settles over them again. Mal needs conversation to distract her mind from the way Elena’s hands feel against her skin. She needs something to stop her from tilting her head down and kissing Elena until the sun comes up. “What does Neven think about that? The different life stuff?”

Elena pulls her hand away from Mal’s skin, and Mal thanks God for the reprieve, but then Elena throws her arm around Mal’s waist and Mal is right back to thinking about Elena’s lips. “I haven’t talked to him about it. He’s sweet, but he wouldn’t really get it, you know? He’s so good at all this royalty stuff. At doing what he’s supposed to. He’s a leader, and someday he’ll make an excellent king.”

Mal doesn’t know what force takes over her body and allows her to do this, but she presses a delicate kiss to the top of Elena’s head. “I think you’re underestimating yourself.”

Mal waits for Elena to protest and kick her out, but she doesn’t. Instead, Elena throws a leg over Mal’s hips and pulls herself even tighter against Mal’s body. “Maybe.”

There’s another pause in the conversation, but for the first time, it doesn’t feel awkward. Mal’s head isn’t spinning. There’s no heaviness to the air. Only calm.


“Thank you, by the way,” Elena says.




“For what?”



“For helping me through my panic attack the other day. For teaching me all those breathing techniques. And for all of your help with the party,” she says. “I think menu tasting might be your true calling.”

Mal smiles to herself, letting the appreciation warm her body. “You’re welcome.”

Elena sighs into Mal’s neck. “I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but you always seem to be there when I need you the most, and that means a lot to me.”

The words feel like a confession, and Mal can’t help the way her heart picks up speed as she hears them. Her mouth feels dry, and she can’t think of another word to say that feels safe. If she allows the conversation to continue, Mal might say something she’ll regret—something Elena’s probably not ready to hear.

So, despite what her heart is telling her, Mal uses what she learned in training and redirects the conversation.


“What would you be?” Mal asks.




“What do you mean?”




“If you could be someone else or live somewhere else.”



Elena laughs. “Oh. I’d probably be a florist. Or a baker. I’d like to make things, use my hands.”


“That sounds fun.”



“What about you? I know you said you don’t like to think about it, but if you did…what would you do?”

Mal thinks for a moment. “I’d start an orphanage.”

“Wow. That’s…heavy,” Elena says.

Mal sighs. “I don’t know. I want to help kids like me. Kids who don’t have anywhere to go or anyone to look out for them. Kids who don’t know where their value lies.”

“You want to fight for others because no one fought for you,” Elena says. She puts it so simply, so matter-of-factly, and something about Elena’s immediate understanding makes Mal’s heart pound even harder.


“Exactly,” Mal says.




“What’s stopping you?”




Mal laughs. “Besides the obvious?”



Elena pulls her head back again, her face fixed in confusion. “What’s the obvious?”



“The Unnamed isn’t an optional thing. Not now that I’m grown up, not ever. I can’t leave, Elena. They took me in for life—which means I’m indebted to them until death. Not having a contract outside of Sephis just means I’m contracted to

 

them


 
,” Mal explains. The harshness of the situation isn’t lost on Mal, and while she’s never been okay with it, there’s also nothing she can do to change it. So, she chooses to ignore it.



“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was like that for you guys,” Elena stammers.

Mal smiles down at her. “It’s okay. How could you have known? Besides, it’s not something I’m sensitive about. I’ve had lots of time to get used to it.”


“What would happen if you ran away?”





Mal looks at Elena, sees the concern on her face, and

 

almost


 
lies to her, almost gives her some fairytale version of the truth. For whatever reason, Elena has decided to trust her, and trust is too precious a thing to be thrown away just to safeguard Elena’s innocence.




So, Mal tells the truth. “They’d kill me.”
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KAI






K

 
ai’s alone in the library, his head bent over a book. He’s trying

 

again


 
to make some sense of the little information they have about Nyssa.



An unfamiliar voice startles him. “What are you doing in here all by yourself?”

Kai looks up to see Amir, hair disheveled and half-dressed, standing in front of him.


Kai clenches his jaw. “I can’t sleep.”



“Me either,” Amir replies, making himself comfortable in the seat across from Kai. “I saw you out front when we arrived, but I didn’t get the chance to introduce myself. I’m Amir.”


“Kai.”



They’re in the back corner of the library—the rest empty and dark. The only light in the room comes from the lit fireplace beside them. Kai doesn’t believe Amir being here is a coincidence, but is he really stupid enough to seek Kai out if he’s the one behind the assassination attempts?

Amir is objectively attractive, the same as every royal Kai’s ever met. They’re literally bred to be appealing and easily digestible, including, but not limited to, their physical appearance.

“What are we reading?” Amir asks playfully, nudging the book in Kai’s hand with his foot.

Kai shifts uncomfortably in his seat then lifts the book toward his face, so Amir can see its cover.



Kai watches Amir closely as he leans forward in his chair. “

 

From Light Comes Ruin,


 
” Amir says, flawlessly translating the title. “Do you believe in all of that?”



Kai can’t gage Amir’s tone. Is he suspicious? Hopeful? Confused? Whatever it may be, Amir’s asking a leading question. He’s looking for a specific answer, but Kai isn’t sure what that answer is.

Kai crosses his legs. Honesty will just have to do, then. “Do I believe that doing evil things will eventually give you the power to control darkness, and that the universe will then counter that power by giving someone else equal power in the light sending both people on a collision course for destruction until one of them is dead? Yesterday, I would have said no,” Kai says.


Amir tilts his head. “And today?”





Kai shrugs. “I’ve heard some things—

 

seen


 
some things that would be careless to ignore. Regardless of my personal beliefs on the topic, it’s something that I have to explore. Leave no rock unturned and all of that.”



Amir cocks an eyebrow and Kai suddenly feels like he’s given away too much information. “Is that why you and your friend are in Radon? To turn rocks?” Amir asks.

Kai tries not to let the panic he feels show on his face. Has he really been so frustrated by all the stagnancy in this investigation that he forgot to come up with a cover story for him and Mal? Of course, two namero being in Radon would cause suspicion. “No. I’m doing research for something else—a personal project, of sorts. My friend Mal and I are here visiting Irene. The three of us were in training together.”

Amir smirks. “I didn’t think namero got vacation days.”

Kai has no option but to double down on his answer. “We do if there are no assignments for us.”

Kai and Amir stare at each other for a long moment, that tilted smirk never leaving Amir’s face.

“There’s more to it than that, you know?” Amir says suddenly.


“More to what?”





Amir laughs. “Rumor has it, the more evil you are, the more power you have over the darkness. Now, this is all hypothetical, of course, but it’s speculated that once your equal in the light, or your

 

zillah


 
is chosen, your shadow powers wean, and the only way to get them back to full strength is to kill your counterpart.” Amir explains like he’s telling a fairytale to a child, and in some ways, Kai supposes, he is.



“And what happens if the zillah kills the shadow traveler?” Kai asks.



“If the zillah

 
kills the tasma, that’s what the ‘shadow travelers’ are called, by the way, then balance is restored in the universe and the zillah loses their powers too.”



“And does the tasma lose their powers if they kill the zillah first?”


Amir shakes his head. “Not according to anything I’ve read.”



Kai’s mouth drops open. “How does that make sense? Didn’t you say it’s about balance? If that’s actually the case, then why would the tasma be able to keep their powers and the zillah can’t?”


Amir drums his fingers against his leg. “I don’t know.”



“How do you know so much about this?” Kai asks, not bothering to mask his suspicion.

Amir sighs. “I have a lot of free time. And a lot of books.”

“This book states the zillah will be the person the tasma loves most. Is that your understanding as well?” Kai asks.

Amir shrugs. “That, or the person they’re closest to—it doesn’t have to be love.”

“Okay, so what happens if the tasma isn’t close to anyone?”

“The ultimate goal is the restoration of balance, so there will always be someone—but sometimes it takes a while.”

“What do you mean by that?” Kai asks.



“Well, for example, if I were a tasma, the person I love most, the person I’m closest to is my dad, but if the powers that be decided he didn’t have a good chance at restoring balance, then they would wait, and once there was someone capable, t

 

hey


 
would become my zillah. Now, these are all conclusions I’ve come to based on my own research, so nothing’s guaranteed, but…”



“Right,” Kai says, nodding. “But if all it takes to become a tasma is doing things some mystical force deems bad or evil, then why aren’t all of the kings and queens on this side of The Great Divide tasma? Why aren’t me, Mal, and Irene tasma? We’ve all killed people.”



Amir smiles. “That’s where it gets interesting. As far as who becomes a tasma, my best guess is that it has something to do with guilt. I think these people who turn into tasma have done something they can’t handle the guilt of, so there’s this switch that gets flicked in their brains and they lose all of their humanity. That’s the only way they can live with what they’ve done. The goal is always an equal balance of good and bad in the world, so if the universe, or whatever higher power you believe in, doesn’t see an evil person as redeemable, they’ll never be a tasma

 

,


 
because those scales can never be evened out.”



Kai scoffs. “So, the goal of the tasma and zillah is just to, what? Cancel each other out? To kill each other?”

“That’s the issue I have with the text,” Amir says. “I believe that the purpose isn’t for them to kill each other, but that the zillah has the ability to bring the tasma back, to make them remember who they are, and that’s why the zillah is always someone the tasma is close to.”

Kai shakes his head. “There are no stories like that in these books. One of them always dies. I don’t know. I don’t buy it.”


Amir laughs. “Which part?”





Kai bites his lower lip. “In all these stories, the people start off so normal, so

 

good.


 
I don’t believe that they could suddenly turn so cruel— become so wicked that they’d kill the people closest to them without a second thought just for some shadow power.”



Kai studies Amir for a moment, awaiting a response. Kai watches the way the burning fire beside Amir lights up the left side of his face, leaving the right side hidden in the shadows. Kai’s focused on the line of Amir’s jaw, sharp and tense. Slowly Kai’s eyes trail across Amir’s face, examining everything that’s visible in the warm glow. Amir doesn’t look like a killer, but then again… neither does Kai.



Amir lowers his voice, his eyes lost in something Kai can’t see. “It’s the purest of men that have the most potential for evil. Anyone can be bad. The real question is, can they be good again? When you become a tasma, something in you breaks,” Amir pauses. “Think of it like a switch where all of your humanity, all of your sympathy and emotions get turned off, and you can’t

 

feel


 
any of it anymore. They become a tasma, and suddenly they’re not human. They’re something else.”



“That’s why they’re always doing such harsh things? Hurting the people they claimed to love?” Kai poses the question out loud, but it’s rhetorical. He’s been wracking his brain for hours, blaming everything from bad writing to mistranslations for the sudden character shift in all of the tasma he’s read about, but now he understands. He hates to admit it, but it all makes sense to him. Could Nyssa really be a tasma? It would explain how she got in and out of the castle when she poisoned Elena, how she was untraceable during their fight in the woods, how no one has seen her since, and how she escaped during her interrogation.

“I’m curious,” Amir says, his lips pursed. “Why are you looking into all of this? You said before it’s a personal project, but you don’t seem like the type to invest in a fruitless effort. There has to be a reason. If it isn’t something for the Baar’s, then what is it for?”

Amir’s right. Kai isn’t the type for a fruitless effort, and if Amir’s as smart as he seems, it won’t take him long to figure out Kai’s suspicion of him—but Kai isn’t going to be the one to stir the pot. Never show the enemy your hand.

“It’s confidential,” Kai says, tossing the book he’s been holding atop the stack beside him.

“Fine,” Amir says, leaning back into his chair. “Keep your secrets.”



DUSK IS A relief to Kai’s eyes. He spent all day in the library, further researching what he and Amir had talked about. Kai didn’t go to bed after Amir left. Instead, he pulled every book from the shelves that contained the keywords light, shadow, balance, zillah, and tasma. Each book was phrased as a hypothetical or passed off as a fictional novel, and none of them had even a quarter of the amount of information that Amir does. It’s odd to say the least, that there’s so little information on the topic available, yet Amir seems to know so much. Kai has to consider the possibility that the books in Radon are being censored—that maybe the lack of information is intentional. That perhaps someone in the castle doesn’t want anyone to think of zillah and tasma as anything more than children’s stories.



Altogether, Kai wasn’t able to learn much more than what Amir shared. He did read, in one of the more interesting books, that the whole process is referred to as

 

uniparity


 
—which is defined as ‘universal equality in good and evil’. As of now, Kai doesn’t feel like he knows enough to share any of this with the group. It’s still a barely formed hypothesis, a less than practical guess at how Nyssa can move around without being detected. The more Kai thinks about it, the more insane he feels. He’s reaching at best. There’s no

 

actual


 
proof of tasma or zillah existing in Radon, let alone anywhere else. If these tasma were a genuine threat to anyone, but especially the rulers on this side of The Great Divide, Kai would have heard about it in training. He would have been sent on missions to eradicate the evil these people possess.





Furthermore,

 

how


 
Nyssa tried to kill Elena is far less important right now than

 

why


 
Nyssa tried to kill Elena. That night in the woods, she told Elena she was doing it for money, so who’s paying her? The obvious answer is the Teusea’s, and even though that’s who Kai’s energy is focused on, something about it being them seems wrong. It just feels too obvious. But, what’s wrong with obvious? Is he only hankering for some greater, harder to solve mystery because he feels like he has something to prove? Or because he’s bored with his life and wants to put off his return to Sephis for as long as possible?



This is what Kai’s thinking about as he stands amongst the silent crowd. He’s unsure if the solemn mood is due to what they’re all about to witness or the fact that they all had to be here at dusk when their duties call them to wake at dawn. Someone’s set up a pyre in the outdoor courtyard, and Kai has had enough training to know exactly how the execution will go.

The speed at which actual death occurs varies due to many factors. It’s a common misconception that the person being burned will be awake the whole time. In actuality, they typically pass out within minutes from the smoke inhalation and are unconscious while their skin sears and peels. It’s for this reason, that Kai believes watching someone burn to death is worse for the people witnessing it than it is for the actual victim.

So, either King Baar is a moron and genuinely believes this is the worst possible death for Alfvin, or this little show is for the people of the castle, to remind them of what will happen to them if they cross the king. Kai has an inkling as to which option is the correct one—though he’d never say it out loud. The people here will probably assume Alfvin’s being burned at the stake because his crime was arson, and in Radon, the punishment always fits the crime, but there was something about the way King Baar announced the execution at the welcome party, as if he were playing a game of poker with his guests, and he had a royal flush.

“Ahem.” A royal guard appears at the base of the pyre and unrolls a sheet of parchment. “We are called here tonight to bear witness to the death of one, Alfvin Scheer. Mr. Scheer has been found guilty on three counts of malicious arson and is hereby sentenced to death by fire.”

As the guard reads, two new guards appear, dragging Alfvin through the courtyard. His head is slumped forward, and Kai hopes, for his sake, that he’s already unconscious and won’t feel what’s about to happen to him. The two guards lift Alfvin up while the first guard, who had been reading the scroll, secures Alfvin to the pyre with rope. They’re either confident Alfvin won’t last long, or they’re extremely dumb, because the rope they’re using will burn up much faster than most people will.

The guards begin dousing the base of the pyre with what smells like gasoline. Another interesting choice. The more gas they use, the larger and faster the fire will burn, and the larger the fire, the faster it’ll be over.

Whoever planned the details of this execution either doesn’t want Mr. Scheer to suffer or has no idea what they’re doing.

“Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you all day,” Mal says, walking up to him.


“I’ve been in the library.”




“Doing what?” Mal asks, her curiosity evident.




“Trying to find answers.”





There’s a palpable change in the crowd’s energy as the burning becomes more inevitable. People begin to shift on their feet, their nerves and discomfort making it impossible for them to stand still. Kai doubts this is the first time they’ve had to bear witness to an execution, but it isn’t something any amount of exposure can numb. No person with a conscience could ever get used to seeing that where there’s a living, breathing soul, there will soon be nothing but a burned, lifeless body. Standing by and watching while someone who

 

is


 
becomes someone who

 

was


 
.



Kai takes the chance to look around the crowd, to take stock of where everyone is. Elena and Neven are up at the front, standing beside King Baar. They’re so close to the pyre that their faces have a good chance of getting burned. Emperor Teusea stands on the other side of King Baar. His body is noticeably tense, and unnaturally still, as if he’s pretending to be unaffected by what’s about to happen. Amir is at the front as well, but he’s standing by himself off to the right, kiddy corner from Kai’s eyeline. There’s only one person Kai doesn’t see present. “Where’s Irene?”

Mal sighs. “I haven’t seen her since she ran out at the welcome party. I thought about going after her, but I don’t know. It’s not the same as it was when we were in Sephis. She’s a completely different person now. I don’t feel like I have a right to chase after her, to assume I know what she needs. But now I feel kind of bad about just letting her go,” Mal says.

Kai laughs under his breath. Mal’s always been like this—so free and honest about her feelings. Kai’s never once seen her doubt her words or hesitate to share what’s on her mind. He admires that about her. He always has. Kai can’t pin down any of his own feelings, let alone verbalize them out loud to another person.

“She’s different, yeah, but she’s still Irene. Don’t worry too much about it. She was so angry she probably would have stabbed you if you had followed her, anyway,” Kai deadpans.

Mal laughs. “You’re probably right. God, I’m lucky to have you,” she says, leaning into him. She rests her head against his shoulder.

Kai’s smiling to himself, somehow enjoying this moment despite their present circumstances when something catches his eye. Alfvin, who’s moments away from death, is looking directly at Kai…and he’s smiling. Kai checks the space behind himself, certain that what he’s seeing is wrong. Alfvin must be looking at someone else, but he isn’t. His eyes bore into Kai’s soul, and Kai feels exposed. Alfvin holds the eye contact while King Baar walks to the front of the crowd. He holds it when King Baar places a torch to the base of the pyre, and he holds it when the flames catch the kindling and begin engulfing Alfvin one spark at a time.



Alfvin clenches his jaw. His entire body goes rigid, but he doesn’t scream. He doesn’t cry. Instead, he keeps his eyes on Kai. The flames make their way up to Alfvin’s knees, and Kai thinks Alfvin must be on the verge of passing out, but then Alfvin Scheer, mere moments away from death,

 

winks


 
at him.



Kai slams his eyes shut, convinced he’s hallucinating or dreaming. There’s no way what he’s seeing is real. But when Kai opens his eyes again…Alfvin is gone.

If it weren’t for the gasps in the crowd, Kai wouldn’t have believed 
that was real either. The entire crowd wears confused expressions, except for two people. When Kai looks at King Baar—what he sees isn’t confusion…it’s

 

rage


 
.





And when Kai looks at Amir…what he sees is

 

vindication


 
.
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ELENA






W

 
hat the hell just happened?” Mal asks.



After Alfvin disappeared, Elena’s father dismissed everyone and told the crowd he hoped they’d enjoyed the show. Elena was dumbfounded. He tried to play it off as some form of entertainment—nothing more than a magic trick, but Elena knows the truth. It wasn’t magic. At least, not magic of her father’s doing.

Elena saw Mal and Kai heading inside after it happened and followed them, hoping one of them might know what’s going on. But if Kai’s state is any indication, he’s just as concerned as Elena. He’s pacing back and forth with his hands over his head. Mal keeps taking half-steps toward him, like she wants to comfort him but doesn’t know if she should. A throng of people push past Kai, all of them looking desperate for their beds. Kai stops pacing to search the crowd, his eyes darting back and forth like a fly dodging a trap.

“Who are you looking for?” Neven asks, stepping up beside Elena.

Elena shifts a hair closer to Mal.

Kai doesn’t respond, but his eyes suddenly focus, locking in on his target. Kai pushes forward and into the crowd of people. Elena watches in horror as Kai grabs Amir by his shirt and slams him up against the wall.

“Explain! Now!” Kai demands, his face so close to Amir’s that his breath moves Amir’s hair.

“What the hell are you doing?” Elena asks through gritted teeth.


Kai’s eyes bore into Amir. “I’m waiting.”



“Kai, come on! Let him go.” Mal grabs Amir’s arm, but he shrugs her off and pushes Amir harder against the wall.

Kai bares his teeth. “Tell me how that happened and tell me now.”

Amir’s voice is startlingly nonchalant. “I’ll explain everything…if you let me go.”

At the back of the crowd, Elena spots her father and Emperor Teusea heading their direction, and she knows that whatever Kai’s mad about isn’t going to be half as serious as what will happen if the Emperor sees his son pinned against the wall being threatened by an assassin her father is paying.


“Kai,” Elena pleads. “Let him go. Please.”



Elena exhales when Kai releases his grip on Amir and steps back. Amir smooths his shirt, returning it to its pristine condition. Elena tenses as Emperor Teusea approaches, certain Amir’s going to tell him about what just happened, but instead he bows his head and gives his father an adoring smile. 

“Goodnight, son,” Emperor Teusea says, walking by without so much as a second glance.


“Goodnight, father,” Amir responds.



Amir looks at Kai, his expression level. “Can we do this somewhere a little more private?”



THIS IS HOW they end up in the research library just after dusk. Any tiredness Elena felt while waiting for Alfvin’s execution has long since disappeared, replaced now with confusion and a hunger for answers. Elena doesn’t know why Kai confronted Amir, but if there’s one thing she’s learned about him, it’s that he always has his reasons.

As soon as the door is closed, Kai turns on Amir again. “You have three seconds,” Kai says, poking Amir in the chest.

Amir throws his head back and laughs. “Come on, Kai. You already know the answer.”


Elena, Neven, and Mal exchange confused glances.





“No,” Kai says, shaking his head. “No, that’s not possible. It’s a legend—a

 

myth


 
.”



Mal raises her hand. “Hi, yeah. Does anyone want to share with the class?”

Mal’s question doesn’t seem to register with either of them, too involved in their own squabble to acknowledge the three frustrated teenagers completely out of the loop.

“Not possible?” Amir scoffs. “Oh, please. You just saw it with your own eyes.”

Mal throws her hands up in defeat and collapses onto an armchair. “I am so confused right now.”

“Have you ever heard of uniparity?” Kai asks, turning to Mal.


Neven laughs. “The children’s story?”



Mal’s face lights up. “Wait, is that the one about the creepy shadow people and their light wielding executioners?”


Kai nods. “It is, and Amir here is an expert.”



“Wait, wait, wait,” Mal says, humor and disbelief in her tone. “Are you saying you think that Alfvin guy was a shadow person?”



“Tasma

 

,


 
” Amir corrects. “And they’re a lot more than ‘shadow peo

 ple’.”

Mal rolls her eyes. “Look, I love a good story. I do. But that’s insane.”



Elena only knows as much about uniparity

 
as the books in the palace’s library could teach her, which is very little. She hasn’t decided yet whether she believes in it, but in this world, which is so overrun with malice and hatred, the idea that the universe would create a system to balance the scales of good and evil makes a lot of sense to her.



“Wait,” Neven says, his eyes narrowing. “Do you think that’s how Nyssa escaped?”

Kai lets out a loud sigh, and shakes his head, visibly frustrated by what Neven said.


“Who’s Nyssa?” Amir asks.



“Ah,” Neven says, cowering under Kai’s glare. “He doesn’t know. My bad.”

Mal looks like a light bulb has just gone off in her head. “Huh. That would actually make a lot of sense.”



Elena stammers through her words, trying to organize her thoughts while she speaks. “So, if Nyssa is a tasma, and she’s the key to…” Elena stops to weigh her words. She’s spent the majority of her time with Amir since he got here and she’s seen no reason to distrust him, but it would be naïve of her to disregard the expertise of the professionals in the room. “If she’s the key to our

 

situation


 
, how do we track her down?

 

Can


 
we track her down?”



Everyone looks to Amir, awaiting a response. “Why do you think this 
Nyssa person is a tasma

 

?


 
”



Mal, Elena, and Neven freeze. None of them want to say the wrong thing. Kai sighs. “Let’s just say she has a talent for escaping situations and for getting into places she shouldn’t be able to.”

“So, this thing you were working on in the library,” Amir says to Kai, “you’re all looking into it together?”

Kai shoots Amir a look that could boil water. “Don’t push it.”

Amir scoffs. “Tasma can only move through places where there are shadows. When it’s light out, or she’s in a place without them, she’s as vulnerable as you or me. She has no way to escape. No power over you.”



Elena turns her attention to Mal. “But when you and I were

 

doing that thing


 
in the city and Nyssa disappeared, it wasn’t dark outside.”




Amir shrugs. “Did you see actually see her disappear?”



Mal shakes her head. “I saw her, looked at Elena, then looked back and she was gone.”


“Okay,” Amir says. “So, either she’s a tasma, or…”



Everyone physically leans forward as they wait for Amir to finish his sentence.

“Or what?” Mal asks, exasperated after only a few seconds.


Amir smiles. “Or she just walked away.”



Mal rolls her eyes. “Okay, so assuming she is a tasma, which I’m still not fully on board with, by the way, then to have a fair shot at her we have to track her down and interrogate her when it’s light outside?”

“That’s my best guess, yes,” Amir replies.


“Guess?” Mal says. “I thought you were an expert.”



Amir shakes his head. “Not an expert. Just someone who clearly knows a lot more than you guys. It would be a lot easier to answer your questions if someone told me what’s going on.”

Elena feels bad ignoring Amir’s request, but it’s really not her place to decide how much to divulge. “So, we need a new plan, right?”


“Yes,” Kai says. “There’s just one problem.”






“We need Irene,” Neven says, finishing Kai’s thought.
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NEVEN






I

 
t’s just after four in the morning when Irene staggers in. The lights are off, so she doesn’t notice Neven sitting there. He expects she’s going to be mad when she turns on the lights and sees him waiting. Irene storming off after their fight made it abundantly clear where they stand. Neven’s an asshole who got handed the job of Irene’s dreams, and as much as he hates it…he understands her anger. He’ll be the first to admit that he’s in no way qualified to be King Baar’s Highest Protector, even if it is only in name.



He came straight to Irene’s room after the group’s conversation with Amir, had once again found himself wandering to her door. He keeps telling himself he came here to talk about the new plan, to fill Irene in on what happened at the execution, but deep down he knows that isn’t the whole truth. At the end of the day, whether he succeeds or fails, he runs to her. It doesn’t matter if she screams at him or calls him names, somehow just seeing her face is enough to make everything feel okay. He’s merely a boy stumbling through the dark, and she is the light that breaks through, wordlessly guiding him home.

Irene lights the fireplace in her room, jumping when she turns around and sees Neven perched at the edge of her bed. “Shit, Neven! What are you doing here?”

He opens his mouth to explain, but then he sees the bruises dancing across her arms and chest, the freshest mark a swollen red circle surrounding her left eye. Neven moves to her. “What happened? Who did this to you?” A dark fury rises in his chest, coloring everything red. He wants to kill whoever laid a hand on her, but the look in her eyes tells him she’s not hurting from the injuries, but from something else entirely.

It’s a pattern with Irene. Whenever she’s angry or hurt, she disappears for hours at a time and when she returns, she’s battered. He’s never asked her about it before. He hasn’t been ready to hear the truth. There’s not a single person in this country who could one-up Irene if she didn’t want them to. She’s letting herself get hurt, seeking out pain for some god forsaken reason.

He reaches out and tentatively brushes his thumb against her cheek. She recoils from his touch. “Sorry,” he mutters.

She looks away, clenching her jaw. “You didn’t answer my question. Why are you here? I’m assuming you didn’t come just to sulk in the dark.”

Neven forces a smirk onto his face. “On the contrary, I started sulking long before it was dark.”

Irene made a joke first, but there’s no gleam in her eyes at his response, only that same resigned, heart-wrenching expression she wears every time she’s shutting him out.

“Something happened tonight at the execution.” Neven lets out a long breath, debating whether he should voice his concerns about her or not. He’s never been very good at letting things go. “And I was worried about you.”

Irene keeps her eyes away from his, turning her attention to her forearm guards. She tugs the leather strings to loosen them, then tosses the guards onto her bed. “What happened at the execution?”

Neven’s instinct is to keep pushing, but she clearly needs time to process everything that’s happened, and after what he did, he owes it to her to give her some space, emotionally and physically. Neven takes a step back, widening the gap between them.

Irene listens with a collected expression on her face as Neven fills her in on everything that happened while she was gone.


“Is that all?” she asks once he’s finished.




Neven nods. “Everything that matters, yeah.”



Irene turns away from him. “Let’s all get together tomorrow afternoon and figure out a plan.”

Neven takes this as his cue to leave. By the time he makes it to her door, his resolve to bite his tongue has fully disappeared. “I know you’re going through a lot, and I’m not judging…but you shouldn’t be hurting yourself as a punishment.”


She shakes her head. “I’ll keep that in mind.”





Neven takes a few steps toward her. “I’m serious, Irene. You have every right to be mad at me, but

 

you


 
didn’t do anything wrong. If you want to punish someone for what happened, punish me. Hate me. I can take it.”




She turns to face him. “Except, I’m not.”




“What do you mean?”



Irene throws her hands in the air. “I’m not mad at you, Neven. I tried to be. Except, I would have taken that position without a second thought had our roles been reversed. How can I fault you for that?”

“So, then, why did you…” He gestures to the fresh wound on her eye.

She sighs. “When I was a trainee if we screwed up, they would test us. They would put us in a ring and make us fight each other. It sucked, obviously, but…I don’t know. Sometimes it’s the only way my brain can make sense of the things that are happening.” Neven must look like a wounded animal, because Irene’s expression grows softer. “You don’t have to feel bad for me.”

Pitting children against each other in fights to teach them lessons is nauseating. Irene admits that it sucked, but does she actually see how wrong it is? Does she know that it isn’t a healthy coping mechanism? He can imagine Irene as a child, small and scared, her tiny hands shaking as she steps into the ring. He wants to hug that little girl, to hold her tight and tell her that everything will be okay. He wants to build a time machine just so he can go back in time and protect her.

Is it reasonable for him to ask her to stop? Is it even possible for her to change the way her body has learned to process trauma? Maybe it is, but that’s something she’ll have to work through on her own. He can’t fix this for her. All he can do is be there and listen if she needs someone to talk to. 

Irene’s looking at him, wide, dark-brown eyes waiting for Neven’s reaction. He could apologize for what she went through, but she then might feel pitied, and he knows she hates that. He settles on a small smile and a nod. “Goodnight, Irene.”


A smile tugs at her lips. “Goodnight, Neven.”





NEVEN WENT TO bed elated after his and Irene’s conversation last night. Standing there as Irene opened up to him, Neven could sense a shift. Maybe they’re finally beginning to move forward again. There are so many unknowns in the world right now, so many things he can’t control. His reconciliation with Irene has only made him crave even more stability, more normalcy.

So, this morning when he woke up, he decided he was going to see Elena. He wants to find out why she’s been acting strange. Neven knocks four times then steps away from the door, smoothing his hair while he waits. Anxiety rips through him as footsteps approach from the other side of the door.


When it swings open, it isn’t Elena behind it, but Mal.




“Oh…hi,” Neven says.





“Hey, Neven. What’s up?” Mal’s being too casual, leaning against the doorframe as if the room belongs to her. Frustration grates on him, like a rock scraping against stone. Neven can name the feeling, but he isn’t sure

 

why


 
it’s there. It makes sense that Mal would stay here overnight, it’s certainly safer for Elena to have protection so close to her, but it’s well into the morning, and Neven doesn’t see Elena anywhere in her room. If Elena isn’t here, then why is Mal?




“Where is she?” Neven asks.



“She went to get breakfast.” Mal seems entirely unaffected by Neven’s bad mood, which only makes him more irritated. “She’ll be back in a minute if you want to wait.”

Neven pushes past Mal and walks to the center of Elena’s room. Her bed hasn’t been made yet, the sheets crumpled and askew. “What are you doing here?”

Mal rolls her eyes. “Were you not listening when we talked about this the other day? I’m staying with Elena- ”

“I know that,” he interrupts. “I mean the night is over and Elena isn’t here. So, why are you?”

A slow, menacing smirk spreads across Mal’s face. “Oh, Neven. You’re jealous?”



He knows the words are a lie before they leave his mouth. “I’m

 

not


 
jealous.”





“You are,” Mal states. “Fear not, princeling. Elena isn’t into me like that. Though, to be honest, I didn’t think she was into

 

you


 
like that, either.

 Aren’t you always chasing after Irene?”

Neven scoffs. “I don’t chase after Irene, and that’s not the point.”



Mal strolls over to the bed and sits down at the edge. “I haven’t had enough caffeine yet to deal with this. So, be a dear and tell me. What

 

is


 
the point?”





He’s not jealous at the thought of Mal and Elena sharing a bed, wouldn’t care if they’d spent the whole night kissing, sticking together like two peas in a pod. Hell, he wouldn’t even be upset if Elena fell in love with Mal. But the idea of Mal being here so informally, getting to hear all of Elena’s random ideas and bad puns, being there to hold her when she has a nightmare…

 

that’s


 
what he’s jealous of. But, how does he explain that to Mal when it’s all the other stuff he’s supposed to care about?



Neven’s saved from spewing out a half-formed thought when the bedroom door pushes open and Elena steps inside. She’s carrying a tray of assorted pastries, bacon, eggs, and waffles. There’s a lightness to her step, a radiant energy that falters when she sees Neven.

“Hi.” The tray she’s holding wobbles slightly. “What are you doing here?”

He tries to keep his tone even, suggestive but not demanding. “We need to talk.”

“I was just about to eat. I would have appreciated a little—”

“Please, Elena.” Neven’s aware that his groveling isn’t doing anything to assuage Mal’s suspicions, but what Mal thinks is the least of his concerns right now.


Elena smiles softly. “Okay.”





Some part of him breaks at the realization that for the first time in five years, Elena doesn’t

 

want


 
to talk to him.




“I’m just going to go,” Mal says, breaking the silence.



Mal makes her way to the door, only stopping when Elena calls after her. “See you later?” It’s a question filled with hope, with need.



Mal smiles at Elena, and Elena smiles back. Maybe Mal really believes that Elena’s feelings for her are platonic, but Neven sees that smile, that

 

glow


 
on Elena’s face, and in that instant, he knows Mal is wrong. He pushes the thought to the back of his mind. Who is he to analyze other people’s feelings when he can’t even sort through his own?




“See you later,” Mal says, then walks out the door.



Elena sets the tray of pastries down on her desk, her smile faded. “What’s up?”

“What’s up? Elena, you’ve barely spoken to me lately, and on the odd occasion that you do, you’re short, and honestly, kind of mean.”


She looks down at her hands. “I know.”



Neven sighs. “If you know, then why are you doing it? Did I do something wrong?”

Asking Elena if he’s done something wrong takes him back to the welcome party with Irene, makes him realize how scared and alone she must have felt when she didn’t understand Neven’s motivations. It’s the same way Neven feels right now, looking at his best friend in the world while she looks anywhere else.

She moves to her bed and sits down. “There’s just a lot going on right now, Neven.”

He kneels down in front of her and peers up into her eyes. “Okay, then tell me about it. I don’t know if I’ve done something that made you think that I don’t want to hear about your life, but I do. Okay?” His voice grows quiet, “I’m still me. I want to be here for you. All I’m asking is that you let me.”

She sniffles quietly, and when she looks down at him, he can see the tears glistening in her eyes. “It’s hard to explain.”

Neven rests his hands on Elena’s knees. “You don’t have to get it right the first time, but I’m ready to listen if you want to try.”



She nods her head. “Okay. My dad has been really intense about my duties lately.

 

Our


 
duties, I mean. I think he wants us to get married soon, and I always knew that would happen, obviously, and having you by my side for the rest of my life sounds so nice, but…I don’t know.”



“Hey, look at me.” He reaches up and wipes a tear from her cheek. “It’s okay.”



She evades his eyes. “When I’m around Mal, it’s easy to forget about everything. To pretend like my life isn’t laid out for me. I feel normal…

 

alive


 
with her.”




“Okay,” Neven says softly.





Elena tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Then I see you and I’m reminded of all the things I’m s

 

upposed


 
to be doing, all the things I’m supposed to feel excited about, but I don’t, and it’s hard.” She lets out a deep breath. “I know it isn’t fair to you that I feel like this, but I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t want to resent you.”



He waits for her to look into his eyes. “If it helps, I’m going through the same thing.”


“You are?” she asks in the manner of a hopeful child.



“Yeah.” He laughs. “Except, instead of processing it, and putting it into words, I’ve been avoiding the thought altogether. So, you’re actually doing a lot better with it than I am.”


She laughs, and he revels in the sound.



“Elena, it’s going to be weird, and hard, and there won’t be anyone to guide us through it. But at least we’re doing it together.” She nods, but her expression is pained again.


“There’s something else?” he asks.



She nods. “Yeah, but I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it yet. Is that okay?”

“Of course, it is.” He stands and holds his hand out to her. “Come on. Let’s go catch a tasma.”
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IRENE






L

 
ast night’s conversation with Neven left a weird feeling in Irene’s stomach. She was up all night tossing and turning, replaying their conversation. Being vulnerable is new, but it was almost

 

nice?


 
It feels



like the world isn’t weighing as heavily on her shoulders today. It’s a strange headspace to be in considering they still don’t have any answers in regards to the investigation, and Irene, who is usually a very focused person, has not thought about Elena’s poisoning a single time in the last twelve hours. Whether that’s a good thing, Irene can’t decide.



As Irene steps into the research library, or

 

who poisoned Elena HQ


 
as Mal calls it, Irene feels relaxed and confident. Alfvin disappearing from the execution taught them a lot about Nyssa and her capabilities. They’re getting closer to the truth every day.



Kai is the only other person in the room when Irene arrives. He barely acknowledges her, his head buried in a book.

“You’re not even going to ask where I’ve been?” Irene teases.

Kai shakes his head. “If you wanted to tell me, you would.” He glances up at her. “Nice shiner, by the way.”

Neven and Elena are the next to arrive. They’re chatting about something Irene can’t quite make out, but Elena’s eyes are puffy and red.

Clearly, she’s been crying.

Irene fights to keep a neutral face as Neven walks over to her. “I’d ask what you did to make Elena cry, but your face is capable enough on its own,” Irene deadpans.

Neven smirks. “Oh, Irene. Always using humor to deflect from uncomfortable emotions.”


Irene pats him on the shoulder. “Thank you.”



Neven raises an eyebrow. “I didn’t say it’s a good thing.”

“What I’m hearing is you think I’m funny,” Irene says.

Mal storms into the research library. Her mouth is full of the half-eaten muffin she’s holding in her hand. “Amir’s outside and he wants to come in.”


“No,” Kai says.




Elena sighs. “Yes, he can.”



Kai huffs. “I’m sorry. You want to share our plan with the enemy?”



Elena throws her head back. “The enemy? Kai, he’s the one who told us all of that stuff about uniparity

 

.


 
If he were our enemy, why would he help us?”





“He’s the

 

one


 
person who knows about tasma and you’re

 

less


 
suspicious of him? Elena, that’s insane,” Kai retorts.





“They’ve been here for days already, and nothing has happened. In fact, nothing has happened since

 

we


 
trapped and tortured someone,” Elena says.



Neven softens his voice. “That someone was going to kill you, Elena.”

Elena runs a hand through her hair. “I know, and this isn’t about me feeling guilty. Look, Amir and the emperor have had so many opportunities to try and kill me since arriving here, but they haven’t. I really don’t think Amir had anything to do with this. We could use the help.”

Irene doesn’t know why Elena is so determined to prove Amir’s innocence, but her belief in Amir doesn’t really matter. The Unnamed always taught her to assume the enemy was close by. “Just because they haven’t tried anything doesn’t mean they won’t. I don’t think it’s a good idea. It’s not worth the risk.”

Neven shifts closer to Irene, his sleeve brushing against her bare forearm. “I’m with Irene,” Neven says.

Elena rolls her eyes. “Big surprise.” She turns toward Mal. “What about you? What do you think?”

Mal shrugs. “Majority rules. My vote couldn’t save you even if it wanted to.”

Tension hangs in the air like a storm cloud. A very persistent, unproductive storm cloud. Irene shifts closer to Kai. “Okay, does anyone have any ideas on how we can trap a tasma?”


Mal holds her muffin up. “Lure it with food.”



Kai huffs, but Irene can see him fighting off a smile. “Can you be serious for five minutes?”


“My record is four,” Mal replies, “but I’ll give it a shot.”



Neven folds his arms over his chest. “Whatever we do, we have to be careful. We’ve lost the upper hand now that she knows we’re onto her. I think our best bet is to get her in our territory. Even the playing field a bit,” Neven says.

Kai shakes his head. “And how do you suggest we do that, golden boy?”

Elena stands suddenly. “I think Mal might be onto something. Not about the food, but the luring.”


“What are you getting at, Baar?” Mal asks.





Elena’s eyes go wide, a smile breaking on her face. “Well, she’s a tasma, right? And if she’s a tasma, then she has a zillah

 

.


 
A zillah that she probably wants dead.”



Irene doesn’t hide how impressed she is. Elena Baar is constantly surprising her these days. “Are you suggesting what I think you are?”



“Say we had information on where she could find this zillah

 

,


 
” Elena says mischievously.



Mal laughs. “You’re proposing we lie to an evil, highly trained mercenary who has magic powers we don’t understand about the one thing she probably wants most?” Elena nods.

Kai scoffs. “And what happens if she’s already killed her zillah and she knows we’re lying?”

“Then she’ll probably laugh at our pathetic attempt and not show up. Look, I’m open to other ideas,” Elena says, throwing her hands in the air.


Irene bites her lip to keep herself from smiling.



“Okay,” Kai says. “How do we get the message to her?”


Irene smiles. “I know someone who can help.”





“SIR!” IRENE CALLS as she sprints down the hall.

King Baar’s head is the only visible part of his body, the rest of him blocked from view by the guards flanking him on all sides. “Sir!” she calls again, but he doesn’t look up. If Neven were with King Baar, she’d be able to get his attention, but Neven somehow managed to talk King Baar into letting him finish out the investigation before beginning his duties as Highest Protector. So, now there’s a squadron of Havardur’s goons following the king around, protecting him.

Irene continues yelling out for him to no avail, until she catches up to them. One of the soldiers turns to her and holds a hand up. “Step back.”

Irene ignores him. “Sir, I need to speak with you. It’s urgent.”

“King Baar has important business to attend to. He doesn’t have time for silly conversations with tragic girls,” the soldier spits. “Now, back up.” Irene chuckles quietly to herself.

She takes a step toward the soldier. “Make me.”

The soldier moves his hand to his sword, ready to fight. Irene wants a fight, craves the adrenaline rush that comes from besting someone who underestimates her. She grabs the hilt of her dagger, and raises an eyebrow. 

“Enough!” King Baar says. He turns and takes a step toward Irene, the guards splitting down the middle as he moves past them. He looks down at Irene, irritation prevalent on his face. “What is it now?”

She blames her conversation with Neven last night for the sudden belief that she can do anything. She meant what she said to him at the welcome ball. She’s not going to sit on the sidelines and be the muscle without the title. She’s worked much too hard for that. She wants the spot she’s earned, and maybe she can still get it. Irene’s tried being direct with King Baar before, and while she used to think he appreciated her lack of nonsense, it’s never actually gotten her what she wants. So, she decides to try a different approach. Start by talking about progress, then go in for the kill.

Irene straightens her spine. “We’re making progress with the investigation. We have a plan, and if it works, we’ll have the culprit arrested so she can be properly sentenced.”

King Baar lets out a loud, rapturous laugh. “Did you say ‘she’? Well, I suppose that’s why the poisoning failed, then.” The guards surrounding him laugh along, mimicking him like a flock of brainless birds. Irene fights the urge to roll her eyes.

Once they’ve settled down, Irene continues her plea. “If all goes according to plan, the investigation will be finished, and I’ll be left without a task.”

King Baar nods, looking very bored. “Yes, I suppose you will.”

Everything within her is begging her to chicken out. But if she doesn’t say it now, she’ll spend the rest of the day regretting it. “I deserve to be reinstated,” Irene says, the false confidence in her voice juxtaposing the shakiness of her hands.


He laughs again. It’s raw and manic. “You do not.”



Irene clears her throat. “Sir, with all due respect, I’ve been here for four years, and I always complete the tasks given to me. Yes, I went behind Havardur’s back, but I accomplished in one night what he couldn’t do in weeks. I’m the best at what I do. No one can protect you the way I can. Not Havardur, not Neven, and certainly not any of these minions you’ve collected.”

King Baar’s face is set in a hard line, as still a sheet of ice in the dead of winter. “Do you think I’ve built the greatest kingdom ever known by giving second chances? By allowing greedy girls with no respect to have whatever they want?”

The words shake Irene to her core. How could she have been so foolish to think that just because one thing went the way she wanted that this might too? When has she ever been given more than one good thing at a time? “No, sir,” she says meekly.

King Baar pinches the bridge of his nose. “This little tantrum of yours has just cemented what I already believed to be true about you. Would you like to know what that is?”

Irene can feel the guard’s eyes on her, can hear them snickering to each other at King Baar’s words. She doesn’t say anything. She just stands there, frozen by shame and embarrassment. King Baar steps even closer to her and presses his icy lips against her ear. “You have no value in this world outside of your physical capabilities. If you aren’t preying on someone, you don’t exist. That’s why this bothers you so much. Without this title, you’re nothing more than a body. You’ll simply disappear.” He backs away, a menacing smirk upon his face.



Irene doesn’t know what happens to namero whose contracts get canceled. Because, to the best of her knowledge, it’s never happened before. Maybe they’ll call her back to Sephis and she’ll be used as an example of what not to do. Maybe she’ll run away and start a new life, but what else would she do? What else

 

can


 
she do? King Baar is right, her only skill set is of the murderous variety, and the ability to puncture someone’s heart with a sewing needle from fifty feet away isn’t a widely employable skill.



She was only taught to do one thing, to protect whoever she’s contracted to, even if it means losing her life. Even now, after King Baar held her hope in his hand and snapped it in half, she would step in front of a weapon for him. She’d trade her soul for his like some twisted card game.

King Baar turns back to her, and there’s something missing in his eyes. His gaze is distant and cold. But not in the ruthless, dry way it usually is. No, this is different. This is the hollow kind of cold. Like a person frozen in place, stuck motionless until they too turn to ice. Every part of their body stone cold, save for their eyes, which are locked on the horizon, waiting for rescue, long after death. Irene searches his face, scanning it for an answer when his eyes roll back into his head.

King Baar falls to the ground with a sickening thud. His body starts convulsing. He’s having another seizure. “Help me flip him onto his side,” Irene yells to the guards. She crosses his arms in front of his chest. She uses one of the guards’ jackets to cushion his head. “Circle around him, make a wall,” she says. The last thing she needs is for Emperor Teusea to round the corner and see King Baar seizing on the ground. 

She wants to move him, to get him away from such a public location, but she knows better. The books she read after his first seizure told her that she needs to wait it out, to get him medical attention once the seizure has stopped, so while the guards hide him from view, Irene sits beside him, and she waits. Of course this happens right now. It’s just more evidence that for Irene, the universe will never provide. It will give her one nice thing, then it will take, and take, and take, until she has nothing left but her frail body and a broken mind. She should give up, call this her last and final act at the palace then disappear into the night. She takes a deep breath in, calming herself before she spirals out of control, and that’s when she smells it…

Roses.



IRENE FINDS NEVEN outside the dining hall. “Something happened,” she says.

“Hello, to you, too,” he jokes. He looks over her face and must see the sheer panic she feels, because his face falls, shifting into something concerned. “What happened? Are you hurt?” He reaches out to cup her face.

She swats his hands out of the way. “It’s not me. It’s King Baar. He had another seizure.”


Neven swallows. “Is he dead?”



Irene shakes her head. “I was with him when it happened. I had the guards take him to the empty wing before anyone saw him, but he’s unconscious. You’ll have to run defense with Emperor Teusea and Amir, but Neven…” She exhales. “When he was seizing, I was sitting next to him, and I smelt roses.”

“Roses?” Neven asks, his head cocked to the side. “Oh my God. You mean…”

Irene nods. “I think someone’s poisoning him. When I visited him after his first seizure, I smelt it then too, but his room was filled with flowers, so I thought I was being paranoid, but not this time. This time, I’m sure.”

Neven runs a hand through his hair. “Shit. What are you going to do?”

Irene shakes her head. “I thought about going to see Alvis again, but I need to be here in case Nyssa shows up. The next best option is writing to him to see if he can find out who bought it. He sells his poisons to tons of people who then sell to pedestrians, so the chances of him knowing aren’t great, but…I don’t know. I feel like this could be something. If Elena was poisoned, and King Baar was poisoned…” Irene trails off, knowing Neven will finish her thought.


“Someone’s coming after the Baar’s.”



Irene chews on her bottom lip. “I think Kai might be right. The Teusea’s show up after two thwarted assassinations on Elena, Amir happens to have all the answers we need, and now King Baar is being poisoned from inside the castle? It’s all too coincidental to not be connected.”

Neven shakes his head. “But King Baar had his first seizure before the Teusea’s even arrived.”

“That’s true,” Irene replies. “But they were able to get to Elena without physically being here. Who’s to say they couldn’t get to King Baar, too?”


“What does this mean for the plan?”



Irene shrugs. “It means we have to be more careful. They could be anywhere, at any time.”

“The Teusea’s? Or their tasma mercenaries?” Neven asks.

She chuckles lifelessly. “Either. Both. We should also triple check everything Amir told us. We need to make sure he isn’t feeding us false information.”

Neven nods. “Okay. I’m going to go fill Elena in. I don’t want her to find out about the king from someone else.”



Irene nods. “I’ll tell the others.” She takes a step closer to him. “We need to keep this quiet. If the Teusea’s

 

are


 
behind this, they can’t find out it’s working. Make up an excuse as to where King Baar is if you have to, but they can’t know the truth.”
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Kai






O

 
h my God, of course you’re here,” Kai says, stopping in front of the chair he’s come to think of as his.



The research library has become a hot spot of sorts for the group, a place they go to plot or hang out. Because of this, it’s rarely empty. It’s convenient when Kai is looking for one of them, advantageous when he has information to share, but when he feels like this, when all he needs is silence, the research library is the last place he wants to be.

It’s for this reason that Kai’s taken to spending his free time in the library on the first floor. Kai had been hoping Amir’s appearance the other night was a one-off run in, but as Kai stares at Amir, the fire blazing beside him, a book propped open on his lap, Kai can see that’s not the case.


“Hello to you, too,” Amir says, smiling brightly at Kai.



Usually, Kai’s sour mood rubs off on people or scares them away, exactly the way Kai likes it, but Amir seems unaffected. His bright disposition seems to be as unshakable as Kai’s suspicion of him.

Unmistakable directness it is, then. “Not to be rude, but I’m using this section of the library for important, confidential research.”



“Oh, I know,” Amir says, closing his book. “Research that wouldn’t have been possible without

 

me


 
.”





Kai sighs.





Amir points to the chair across from him.

 

Kai’s


 
chair. “Have a seat. I won’t bite.”



Regretfully, Kai sits. He grabs the book from the top of his stack beside his chair and flips to the page he left off on last night. He leans back, crossing his legs.

Kai can feel Amir’s eyes on him, but he refuses to give Amir the satisfaction of acknowledging him.


“So, you think my dad’s a murderer?”



Kai looks up from his book, hoping panic isn’t visible on his face. “What makes you think that?”

Amir licks his lips, his face hardening. “I know we heirs have a reputation for being uneducated, naïve even, but the playing dumb thing you’re doing is insulting.”



Kai throws the deflection right back at Amir. “Do

 

you


 
think your dad’s a murderer?”



Amir’s stare is intense, a combination of anguish and desperation. “He’s not like that anymore.”


Kai’s jaw clenches. “Anymore?”





Amir leans forward. “Before I was born, my father was a cruel man, I’ll admit that. But, as I grew up, he began to see the error of his ways.

 

I


 
started to mean more to him than power. He wanted me to have a good life, to be proud to call him my father. He hasn’t harmed so much as a fly in fifteen years.”




Kai narrows his eyes. “How old are you?”




“Nineteen. Why?”





Kai quirks an eyebrow. “You said he hasn’t harmed a fly in

 

fifteen


 
years.

 What about the first four?”

Amir huffs. “Not that it’s any of your business, but it wasn’t until my mother was murdered that he really saw the need to change. When he realized he was all I had, he wanted to set a good example for me. He wanted to show me—and himself—that leaders don’t have to be cruel to be powerful.”

Kai nods. Being good for family is something Kai understands. His mom often reminds him how lucky he is to have a parent, let alone one that cares. She could have given him up or pretended she wasn’t his mother, but she didn’t. She stood by him and pushed him to be extraordinary every single day, and Kai thanks her the best way he knows how… by providing results.

“I’m touched you think so highly of your father. Really, I am. But I hope you understand why I can’t take your word for it.”

Amir chuckles. “I just don’t get why you think it was him. Didn’t you say that a tasma was the one who tried to kill Elena?”

Kai bites his lip, irritated by how much information Amir was able to pick up on. “She was working for someone.”


Amir shakes his head. “How can you be so sure?”



“When she attacked Elena, she told her she was doing it because it’s easy money.”

“Maybe she’s lying,” Amir states, distress plaguing his voice.


Kai shrugs. “Maybe she is. But I don’t think so.”



Amir leans back in his chair, the air between them cooling as he does. “Well, it’s not my dad.”

“We’re going to get to the bottom of this. If you’re right, then you have nothing to worry about,” Kai says. “Was this your plan, by the way? To wait here for me and then convince me to drop the investigation?”

Amir throws his head back and laughs. “I’m not asking you to drop the investigation.”


“You’re not?”



Amir shakes his head. “On the contrary. I’m trying to help you.”


“I’d love to know how you see this as helping.”



“You’re wasting time by looking into my dad. I’m not saying you should drop it altogether, but you should at least be looking into other possibilities.”



Kai looks over Amir’s face, trying to discern whether the idea they aren’t exploring other suspects was a guess or not. “We’re examining

 

every


 
possibility with a fine-toothed comb,” Kai lies.



“If you say so.” Amir tosses a fresh log into the fire. It roars as the flames meet wood. “Just be careful.”

Maybe Kai should feel on edge, but he’s more curious than anything else. “Is that a threat?”

Amir shakes his head softly. “A warning. If someone really wants Elena dead, then they’ll try again. You don’t want to be so focused on your little…investigation that you don’t see it coming.”

“If you have nothing to do with it, then why are you so desperate to join our ‘little investigation’?

Amir smirks. “I’m not desperate. Just bored. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your group are the only teenagers at the palace.” Amir rises from his chair and looks down at Kai. “Well, this has been an enlightening conversation, but I have a dinner to attend.”

Amir makes it a few steps past Kai, before turning and holding his index finger up in the air. “Oh, before I forget. Where is King Baar? My father’s been asking.”

Something in the question feels like a trap, like Kai’s taking a test, and he doesn’t know the right answer. There’s a mischievous tilt to Amir’s smile that causes Kai’s heart to skip a beat. “I’m not his keeper,” Kai says. Amir nods, then leaves the room.



KAI FINDS MAL and Irene huddled just outside the throne room, whispering to each other conspiratorially.

“Oh, thank God,” Mal says, spotting Kai as he approaches them. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

Kai throws his hands in the air, registering the alarm in Mal’s voice. “What happened? Why did Amir just give me the third degree about where King Baar is?”


Mal shakes her head. “Shit. We’re screwed.”





Kai’s irritation grows more with every second he’s in the dark. “

 

Why


 
are we screwed?”



Irene puts her hands on her hips. “Neven didn’t tell you either?”




Kai shakes his head. “Didn’t tell me

 

what


 
?”






Mal’s eyes go wide. “King Baar is being poisoned.”



Kai has to will his body to stay right side up. “Wait…being? As in currently?”

Irene nods. “As in, the first seizure he had was the result of being poisoned, and so was the seizure he had today.”

Kai rubs his hand over his mouth. “Okay. This is bad. We need a plan.”

“We can’t do anything without Neven and Elena,” Mal says.

Kai hadn’t even registered that they aren’t here. “Where are they?”

“They’re in with the king now. He’s still unconscious,” Irene says.


“Does it look bad?” Kai asks, terrified of the answer.



Irene and Mal give each other a look filled with trepidation. “I’m no doctor, but if he wakes up, a footnote about this should be added to the dictionary under ‘miracle’,” Mal says.

Kai’s mind runs through the worst case scenarios. “What happens if King Baar dies while the Teusea’s are on Radonian land, and no successor has been crowned? With King Baar dead, wouldn’t Radon be no man’s land until it’s claimed?”

Irene nods. “Worst case, they find out, seize the castle, we become hostages in enemy territory, and have to force our way out of the castle and the country. The Teusea’s and the Baar’s have been at peace for a long time, but they want this land. They always have. There’s not a doubt in my mind that they’ll take it if there’s an opportunity.”

Mal shakes her head. “Fuck. What if this was their plan all along? And we were so distracted with Elena’s poisoning that we didn’t notice the larger scheme playing out?”

Kai flashes back to what Amir said in the library, how he seemed to know this would happen. “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Right now, our priority should be keeping King Baar’s condition from Emperor Teusea and Amir, just in case they don’t already know,” Kai says.

Mal and Irene nod in agreement. “Realistically, how long do you think we can do that for?” Mal asks.

Irene shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. We do it for as long as it takes.”
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MAL






H

 
ow long are the Teusea’s staying for?” Mal asks, pacing the length of Elena’s room.



Elena’s sitting on the edge of her bed, her eyes tracking Mal’s every step. “I don’t know. They were only supposed to be passing through, but now the emperor says he has a proposal for my dad and needs to speak with him about it before he leaves.”

They’re chatting in their pajamas, the same way they have every night since Mal first showed up at Elena’s door. Much like that first night, Mal still sleeps in Elena’s bed. Elena hasn’t asked for the stuff to set Mal up on the floor, and whether that’s a conscious choice on Elena’s part, or if Elena is just forgetting, Mal doesn’t really care. Mal considers herself to be a thoughtful person, but she’s not noble enough to remind Elena about her original plans and forgo sleeping in an actual bed when—judging by the way Elena cuddles Mal every night—she doesn’t seem to mind Mal being there.

Mal chews on her thumb nail. “That’s bad.”


“No kidding,” Elena replies.



Elena’s struggle with this is written all over her face. Mal doesn’t particularly like King Baar, she would be poisoning him herself if she didn’t care so much about Elena’s feelings, but regardless of what King Baar’s done, Mal knows it can’t be easy for Elena to see him unconscious and dying, rotting from the inside out.


Mal takes a step toward Elena. “How are you doing?”




Elena rubs her face between her hands. “I don’t know.”



Elena looks so tired. All Mal wants to do is hold her, to pull her close and tell her everything is going to be okay, but everything isn’t going to be all right, and Mal isn’t a liar. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”


Elena smiles softly. “Thanks. That means a lot.”





There’s a question grating at Mal, and she

 

knows


 
this isn’t the right time to ask, but her mind won’t let it rest. “What do we do if he doesn’t make it?”



Elena stops suddenly and looks at Mal like she’s kicked a puppy.


“Sorry,” Mal mutters.



Elena sighs, her shoulders rolling forward as she relaxes her pristine posture. “If that… I mean, if my father dies, I do have a plan.” Mal gestures for her to continue.

Elena sniffles, her face scrunched up like she’s holding back tears. “I can’t. I know it’s silly, but I feel like if I talk about him dying like it’s already happened then I’m going to jinx it, and I don’t want to jinx it, so can we please talk about something else?”

Mal curses herself. She knew asking was a bad idea, and now she’s made Elena cry. Mal takes another step toward the bed.

Elena looks up at Mal, sadness in her eyes. “The thing is, my plan might need to happen, even if my father doesn’t die.”

Mal crouches down, her elbows in line with Elena’s knees, but Mal doesn’t reach for her. “What do you mean?” 



It’s Elena who grabs Mal’s hand, Elena who pulls it into her lap and intertwines their fingers. “Right now, Radon’s vulnerable.

 

I’m


 
vulnerable. It doesn’t matter yet because the Teusea’s don’t know, but if they find out, then there’s something I’ll have to do to ensure my claim.”



Mal nods slowly. She doesn’t understand why Elena’s being so vague, but something about the way Elena is speaking causes sudden turmoil in Mal’s mind.

Elena smiles, her eyes briefly flicking to Mal’s lips. “If I have to do that thing, there’s something else I want to do first.”


Mal chuckles. “I’m so lost right now.”



Elena laughs. “I know. Just trust me when I say you’ll know it when it happens.”

A loud knock at the door startles both of them. Elena uses the back of her sleeve to wipe her nose before moving to open her bedroom door.

“Emperor,” Elena says, her surprise easily masking any worry she might be feeling. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to ask you—oh, hello,” he says, as Mal comes into view. “Do Radonian’s often make friends with their hired help?”

Elena’s mouth is set in a firm line. Mal can practically hear Elena as she tries to come up with a valid reason for Mal being in her room well past midnight. A reason that won’t expose their suspicion of the man in front of them.

“We’re not friends.” Mal steps closer to Elena and wraps her arms around Elena’s waist. “We’re lovers.” Mal’s only regret is that she can’t see Elena’s reaction to her lie.



Emperor Teusea grimaces. “So, it’s sleeping with the help, then? I didn’t realize you had such

 

varied


 
tastes.”




Elena smiles. “Neither did I.”



Mal rests her chin on Elena’s shoulder. “How can we help you, Emperor?”

“Yes, that’s right,” he says, as if he’s only just remembered he came to Elena’s room with a purpose. “I was wondering if you might be able to tell me where your father is? I’ve been searching for him all day to no avail.”


“Nobody told you?” Elena asks.




Emperor Teusea shakes his head.



“I’m so sorry, I thought someone would have delivered the news to you this morning. My father went to pay his condolences to Havardur’s family…in person.”

“Is that standard protocol in Radon?” his tone sounds more curious than suspicious.




“It’s not. They had a…

 

special


 
relationship.”





Mal is so surprised, she has to hide her head in Elena’s neck to keep herself from laughing.

Elena starts to close the door. “If that’s all, we should really be getting to bed.”

Emperor Teusea takes a slow step away from the door and nods, his puzzled expression visible until Elena’s door is completely shut.


Mal releases her hold on Elena. “Is that true?”



“About my father and Havardur?” Elena laughs. “I don’t know for sure, but I have my suspicions.”

Mal circles around Elena, looking her up and down. “Well, well, well. Look who’s become a master of deception.”

Elena shrugs. “It’s all of the bad influences I’ve been subjected to lately.”


Mal bows. “Happy to be of service, my lady.”



“My lady? I do like the sound of that.” Elena’s smile falls. “Thank you, by the way. I feel like you’re always saving me.” Mal thinks it’s a compliment, but something in Elena’s voice reads as insecure.

“Are you kidding me? Look, I’m here if you need me, of course, but you’re more than capable of looking after yourself. The way you distracted him with that thing about your father was genius.”

“Really?” Elena asks, her smile growing again.



It drives Mal crazy that Elena doesn’t see how brilliant she is. “Kai, Irene, and I, we were taught to sprint toward danger, to save others before ourselves. It’s as natural to us as breathing at this point, but you’ve questioned our process every step of the way. You’ve made me stop and think about

 

why


 
we’re doing these things.”



Elena’s eyebrows pinch together. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“Because you weren’t trying to. You weren’t looking to be some savior. You were just being yourself. And by being you, you’re teaching me, and everyone else, indispensable lessons. Your mere existence makes us better and stronger. You had the idea to lure Nyssa into the woods, and you’re the one who came up with the plan about knowing who her zillah is. You’ve done nothing but help every step of the way.”

Elena smiles. “That might be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

Mal bites her lip. “Keep me around, then. There’s a lot more where that came from.”


“I plan on it.”




Mal thinks 
that

 might be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to her.
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NEVEN







N

 
even leans into the wall just outside Irene’s bedroom door. He straightens when he hears it being pulled open and plasters a smile on his face.





Irene jumps and places a hand on her chest when she notices him. “Good, God. Why are you always waiting for me in the dark?”

It’s that time in-between dusk and dawn when everybody should be asleep. “Where are you off to?”

Irene sighs. “Neven, have you been standing out here waiting for me to leave so you can try and stop me?”

“No,” he lies.


Irene bites her lip, her eyebrows lifting in impatience.




“Okay, fine. I was,” he admits.





“You’re like, actually obsessed with me, aren’t you?” It’s a solid attempt at changing the subject, but Neven doesn’t bite. She sighs. “Neven, I told you this is how I process things. I don’t expect you to understand, and maybe this comes as a shock to you, but you don’t actually get a say in what I do with

 

my


 
body.”



He pokes her lightly on the shoulder, which earns him an icy glare. “I know that. Which is why I’m not here to stop you, but to offer an alternative. One that doesn’t require you getting beat up.”

She looks around the hallway, and for a second Neven thinks she might make a break for it, but then she looks back at him and nods. “Okay. I’m listening.”

“You need some type of physical release, right?” Neven asks.

Irene laughs. “You’re sounding more like Mal every day.”

Neven rolls his eyes. “I don’t mean like that. Look, you were right before when you said I’m useless in a fight. I need to be trained, and you need to hit things, so…”

“You want me to teach you how to fight?”

He nods.

Her face falls, any bit of hope she’d been displaying disappearing at the proposition. “Neven, if all I needed was someone to hit, I could just fight Kai or Mal. I appreciate the effort, but I don’t think it’ll work.”

Neven’s not going to give up that easily. He’ll get down on his hands 
and knees and beg if he has to. “Just give it a shot.

 

Please


 
. For me?”



Irene shakes her head. “With everything we’ve got going on right now, you really think combat class is the best use of our time?”

“With everything we’ve got going on, wouldn’t it be helpful to have one more person capable of helping if we need to fight?”

She sighs. “Touché.” She looks at the floor for a long moment. “Okay. I’ll try it, but if it doesn’t work, then I need you to promise not to interfere with my process again.”


Neven nods. “I promise.”



She takes a step forward, smirks, then pats him on the chest. “This is going to be fun.”



CONFUSION IS ALL Neven feels when he strolls into the Placidius room for his training session with Irene and finds Kai, Elena, and Mal sitting at the edge of the room. Irene stands at the center of the open space, her uniform gone and replaced with a black tank top and tan pants, both of which show every curve of her body. “You invited an audience?”

Irene purses her lips. “Who am I to stop the people from enjoying a little free entertainment?”

Neven meets Irene at the center of the room. She’s holding long strips of black fabric which she wraps around Neven’s hands. She does this with such care, that it’s suddenly hard to think about anything else. He rips his eyes away from her hands on his skin.

“It might be free for you,” Neven says, pointing to the three on the floor. “But I have a feeling I’m going to be paying with a few bruised ribs.”


Irene rolls her eyes. “Relax. I’ll go easy on you.”




Neven laughs. “No, you won’t.”



Irene finishes wrapping his other hand and takes a step back from him. “You’re right. I won’t.”

Mal whoops. “Get him, Irene!”

Neven shoots her a glare.


“Oh, what are you going to do about it?” Mal teases.



“Hey, I could be a very good fighter for all you know,” he retorts.


Mal looks at Irene, her eyebrows raised in question.




“He’s not,” Irene states.



Neven turns to face the three of them. “Okay, I know why little miss penchant for chaos is here, and Elena, I’m assuming is here to make sure I don’t die, but why are you here, Kai?”

“I’m hiding from Amir. He shows up everywhere I go and tries to convince me his father is innocent.”

Neven sighs and turns back to Irene. He sees the gleam in her eyes and knows he’s going to be sore for a long, long time. “This is a mistake.”

Mal smiles. “A mistake we’re all going to laugh about some day.”

“But not today,” Kai says.

Mal shakes her head. “No, not today. Today is going to be a mess.”

Irene lifts her fists up to cover her face. “You ready for this?”

Neven points to the wraps on his hands. “Don’t you need these, too?”


Irene shakes her head.




“It was against the rules,” Mal says.



Neven turns his head to the three on the floor, intent on making some witty comment, when Irene lands a punch against his cheek.

He lifts his hand up to shield his face. “Ow. A little warning would have been nice.”

“Never turn your back on the enemy,” Kai, Irene, and Mal say in disturbingly perfect unison.



“Yeah, great. Thank you for telling me that

 

after


 
you punched me.”




Irene shrugs. “Now you won’t forget.”



Neven mimics Irene’s stance and lifts his fists in front of his face. He takes a step forward and attempts a jab.

Irene sees it coming and ducks out of the way. “Don’t wind up. That makes what you’re about to do obvious to your opponent.”

Neven locks in on Irene’s fists and watches them for any movement. Suddenly, he feels a sharp pain above his hip. He was so focused on Irene’s hands that he didn’t see her kick him. “You have to watch my entire body, Neven. If you’re focused on one thing, you’ll be blindsided,” she explains.

After only ten minutes of sparring, Neven is panting. The lesson continues for another hour after that, Irene doling out a piece of advice each time Neven makes a mistake. At this point, Neven is barely holding himself upright and trips over himself while taking a step forward. Mal laughs and Neven glares at her.

“Don’t take it personally,” Irene says. “She laughed at Kai when he was learning too.”

“But not you?” Neven asks, successfully dodging a punch.


Irene smiles. “I never did anything to laugh at.”




Neven raises his eyebrows. “Why am I not surprised?”



Mal hops up from the floor. “Okay, well that was fun, but you guys are bordering on flirtatious now, and it’s making me sick. So I’m going to head out.”

Mal reaches down and helps Elena off the floor. “Yeah, me too,” Elena says, giving Neven a warm smile.

Kai follows their lead. “I didn’t even want to be here in the first place.”

Neven watches the door as they leave, surprised at how quickly the mood in the room shifts once it’s just him and Irene. Their fighting, which felt pointed and educational before, suddenly feels hedonistic and playful. The room is stiflingly hot. They’re both covered in sweat, little droplets falling down every crevice. Neven’s shirt is clinging to him, distracting him from the fight. He pulls it over his head and tosses it to the floor. Neven watches the way Irene moves, notes the confidence in her steps.

“My eyes are up here, Neven,” Irene says with a smirk. “But more importantly…” She steps around him and lands a punch beneath his shoulder blades. “My fists are over here.”

Neven laughs and collapses onto the floor. “That was terrible.”


Irene lies down beside him. “It’ll get easier.”



Neven watches Irene’s chest as it rises and falls, her breaths coming out shallow, but still controlled. She turns her head to look at him. The dim light in the room deepens the brown of her eyes. Neven knows that if he looks at her for too long, the air between them will grow thick and heady. He knows that if he shifts closer and lets his skin brush against hers, his head will start to spin, and he’ll feel lightheaded, like all the oxygen in the world has dissipated, and the only way he can survive is to latch onto her lips, borrow her air, and never let go. 



He never feels more out of control than in these moments with Irene, his entire person reduced to one single desire. Irene searches his eyes. She looks vulnerable. Scared, even. She looks at his lips and leans forward, taking the initiative to close the gap between them. Irene’s lips get close,

 

so close


 
to his, then the door to the Placidius room opens, and they’re catapulted back into reality.




“Have you guys seen Kai?” Amir asks.



Neven stands. “He was here, but he left a minute ago with Mal and Elena.”

Neven rubs at his lips, trying to rid them of the lingering tingling sensation that reminds him how close he had been to kissing Irene.


“I tried the library, but he isn’t there.”



Neven bites down the resentment he feels toward Amir for interrupting. “Maybe he’s at dinner.”


Amir scoffs. “At two in the afternoon?”



Neven throws his hands in the air. “I don’t know what to tell you, man, but he isn’t here.”



Amir stares at Neven blankly for a few moments, then turns and walks out of the room. Neven watches the vacant doorway, contemplating what he should say to Irene. They almost kissed.

 

She


 
almost kissed

 

him


 
. Neven’s imagined this happening hundreds of times, but nothing he’s dreamt up compares to the real thing, to the overwhelming happiness he felt when Irene leaned in, and he knew. She wants this, too.

 
Neven wants to talk about it. He wants to know what this means for them, but he doesn’t know how to ask.



Irene stands and Neven turns around to face her. She clears her throat. “You should take an ice bath. It’ll help with the pain.”

Irene doesn’t give him a chance to say anything after that. She collects her things and leaves without even looking Neven’s way. Maybe he was stupid to think that almost kiss meant something to her. Maybe she was just caught up in the moment and seeking some other kind of physical release. She has been more open with him lately, but what if that doesn’t have anything to do with him or their relationship and everything to do with Irene’s world being completely different than it was before Elena got poisoned.



KAI'S AT THE lake again, hiding out in Neven’s spot beneath the tree.

“Your boyfriend is looking for you,” Neven says, walking up to him.

Kai shakes his head. “I know. Why do you think I’m here?”

Neven forces an airy quality into his voice. “You mean it’s not for the lush views?”


Kai scratches his chin. “Don’t call him that.”



Neven freezes. “What? Your boyfriend? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


Neven sits down beside Kai.



Kai stares straight ahead, at the lake beginning to thaw. “You didn’t upset me. It’s just…never mind.”

“Come on.” Neven nudges Kai with his elbow. “I tell you all of my secrets.”


Kai scoffs. “Not by choice.”



Neven laughs. “Fair enough. But, I owe you one for letting me unload on you the other day. Spill.”

Kai tilts his head up to the sky. “I’ve never had one before.”


“A boyfriend?”



Kai nods slowly. “When someone gets that title, I want it to be the real thing. I want it to mean something.”

“Yeah, I get it, actually. Technically, I’m Elena’s fiancé, but I think that means something different to us than most people who use the title, and I wish it didn’t. I wish it was real in the way it’s supposed to be.”

Kai glares at Neven. “Right. This isn’t about me. I won’t use boyfriend again unless you want me to.”


Kai nods. “Thank you.”



Neven feigns shock. “I’ve never heard you say that phrase before. Did you just learn it?”

Kai shoves Neven lightly, a smile breaking against his lips.

Neven shakes his head. “I can’t believe you’ve never had—”


“Stop,” Kai says, cutting him off. 




“What does Amir want to talk to you about, anyway?”



Kai’s eyes widen, and he chuckles. “I have no idea. He probably just wants to try and convince me his dad isn’t a murderer again.”

“Oh, please. In this world? We’re all murderers.”

Kai looks at Neven, his eyes narrowed in disbelief.


“What? I could be.”




Kai’s eyes darken. “Sure, but don’t be.”




“Don’t be what?”



“A murderer. This world has enough evil in it, Neven. You can choose to be good. You can choose kindness and honesty. Be good, every day, for the rest of your life, and never let yourself stop. And if you don’t want to do it for yourself, then do it for those of us who never got to choose.”

Neven takes a sharp breath in. “Wow. You’re kind of profound.”

Kai rolls his eyes, but Neven can see he’s fighting a chuckle. “I’m leaving. I’ll go hide from Amir in the outhouse or something.”

Neven sits with Kai’s words long after Kai’s left. He’s right, of course. Kai, Mal, Irene, and every other namero are children, most of them taken against their will and turned into something they don’t have a say in. They’re taught to be heartless, cold, murdering robots. They’re broken down until they feel unworthy, and then they’re thrown into a world taught to value them for only one thing. Suddenly, the truth hits Neven. In this world, there are two evils. The tasma, whose mission is to eradicate the good. And The Unnamed, who will never see the error in their ways. One is fueled by money, the other power.

Maybe Neven will die unable to make change, but his position makes him strong, as powerful as the tasma, and as wealthy as The Unnamed.

He vows that, from this day forward, he will not rest until The Unnamed have been destroyed and the tasma cease to exist. He will give up every part of himself, sacrifice his soul if he needs to. 



Whatever it takes to make Radon the kingdom it’s supposed to be, the kingdom his father

 

promised


 
it would be.
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MAL






K

 
nock, knock,” Mal says, stepping into Elena’s room.




Irene trails behind Mal like a stray cat, stepping cautiously over the threshold. 



“You came back,” Elena says cheerily. Her excitement falters when she says, “And you brought Irene.”

“I did. It’s about time the two of you bond. What better way to do that than with alcohol?” Mal shakes the bottle of amber liquid in her hand.




“I can think of

 

many


 
better ways,” Elena says. 






“So, you want us to go?” Mal teases.



Elena rolls her eyes. “Fine. Give me that.” She reaches for the bottle in Mal’s hand.

Elena unscrews the lid and takes a small sip, grimacing as the liquid slides down her throat. “Oh, that’s disgusting.”

Mal takes the bottle from Elena. “My turn.” Mal sits down on the rug in front of Elena’s bed. Elena sits down beside her, hugging her knees to her chest.


Mal looks up at Irene. “Your turn.”



Irene sighs, sits down across from them, and snags the bottle. “If we’re doing this, we should at least make it interesting.”

Mal gasps far more dramatically than is necessary. “Are you proposing a game?”


“Yes, Mal. A game.”



Mal taps her finger on her chin. “How about truth or dare?”


“That’s so juvenile,” Irene says.






“We

 

are


 
juveniles,” Mal replies.





Elena sits up a little straighter. “How about truth or drink?”

Irene takes a swig from the bottle. “So, basically the same thing I suggested except without the fun option?”

Elena smirks. “Truths are fun. They’re the most dangerous things in the world. What’s the matter? Are you scared?”

Mal watches, as before her eyes, Irene’s competitive spirit is brought to life.


“I’m not scared of anything,” Irene says.



Elena shrugs. “If that’s the case, then let’s sweeten the deal. The first person to dodge a question has to run through the halls naked.”

Irene raises an eyebrow. “Child’s play.”

“Does this mean we have a deal?” Elena asks.


“We do,” Irene confirms and shakes Elena’s hand.





Mal knows she should probably stop this, that for whatever reason Irene and Elena can’t seem to get along for more than a couple of minutes at a time, and that this

 

juvenile


 
game will likely end with one of them screaming or in tears. But Irene and Elena are both important to Mal, and it would make her life a lot easier if she didn’t have to worry about them blowing up at each other every time they’re in the same room. Okay, to be fair, most of what Irene and Elena do is passive aggressive glaring and eye rolling, but to negate the possibility of their behaviors turning into something more volatile would be ignorant of her. So, she sits back, holds her breath, and hopes that this game will somehow bond them for eternity.



“My first question is for Irene,” Elena says. “How did you end up in The Unnamed?”

“My dad died when I was three, and taking care of me alone was something my mom couldn’t handle, so I ran away. The Unnamed found me on the streets and took me to Sephis,” Irene says. “My turn. My question’s for Elena. Do you want to be Queen?”

“I’ve never thought about it,” Elena replies immediately.


Irene narrows her eyes. “That’s not an answer.”



Elena sighs, her eyes shifting back and forth as she considers the question. “I want to make life better for everyone, in Radon, yes, but also everywhere else. I just wish I could do that without also having to do all the other stuff that comes along with being queen.”

Irene hold Elena’s gaze for a minute before turning toward Mal. “Your turn,” Irene says.

Mal huffs. She can ask whatever she wants, and there are so many options. On the one hand, she could ask Elena the question that’s been burning a hole in her heart since their first real conversation, but she’s not sure she could handle the answer. On the other hand, she’s never been given the opportunity to screw with Irene like this, and screwing with Irene is so much fun. 

Mal gives Irene her most playful smile. “Have you ever been in love?”

Irene scowls, and Mal rejoices in the reaction. Irene has some odd dynamic with Neven that Mal can’t quite put a finger on, and for reasons entirely unrelated to the princess sitting beside her, she’s curious. Mal’s seen them flirting, and blatantly at that, but Elena never seems to care, so either it means nothing to Neven and Irene, or it means nothing to Elena, and Mal wants to know which it is.

Irene’s eyes grow distant. “I honestly don’t know. People like us have a really hard time seeing what’s love and what’s obligation. I don’t think I know the difference yet.”

Mal risks a glance at Elena. She’s watching Irene, focused intently on her eyes. Irene said ‘people like us’, so Mal assumes she meant namero, but Mal’s never had to look that closely at a relationship to define it. She’s never had to question her feelings to determine what they are. She’s always just…known. Her feelings have always been the strongest part of her, as immovable as The Great Divide.

Elena’s face has gone soft and solemn, like she knows exactly what Irene’s describing. Mal feels a deep sadness in her soul, to think that Elena might share Mal’s feelings and doubt them.

“If you figure out the difference, let me know,” Elena says.


Irene takes another drink. “Does this mean I lose?”



Mal clears her throat, trying to clear her head of all dreary thoughts. “Rules are rules.”

Irene stares down into the bottle of liquor. “How can I respond to a question I don’t know the answer to?”


Elena sighs. “You have a point. I’ll let it slide.”



Irene smiles. “Great.” Irene gives Mal a conniving grin and Mal knows what’s coming long before Irene speaks. “Mal, have you ever fallen in love?”


“Nope.” Mal hesitates. “But I think I’m starting to.”



Elena covers her mouth with her hand. “Wait, what? You didn’t tell me about that. Who is it?”

“One question per turn,” Mal says, much more confident than she feels. “But if you really want to win, you shouldn’t waste your questions on me.”

Elena grimaces, but turns her attention to Irene. “What’s your biggest fear?”

“That I’ll get everything I want, and still be unhappy,” Irene says.

Mal takes the bottle from Irene’s hands, desperate for something to soothe the raging anxiety she’s experiencing right now. “That’s deep.”

Irene lowers her voice. “Does it bother you? Me and Neven. Whatever it is that me and Neven are.”



Mal tries to hide her curiosity as Elena shakes her head. “It doesn’t, actually. I know it’s weird to say. I

 

should


 
be jealous that my fiancé has never once looked at me the way he looks at you, but we have our own way of loving each other, and it works for us. I wouldn’t risk what we have for anything in the world. Obviously, things will have to change when we get married, but it’s not a problem right now.”




Irene freezes. “What do you mean things will change?”



Elena shrugs. “Neven’s young, attractive, and unmarried. People expect him to have fun and take advantage of his youth, but once we’re married, and he’s king, that won’t be possible anymore. I know other kingdoms are laxer about the fidelity stuff, but it’s a big deal in Radon. To quote my father, ‘the family line must remain unblemished’.”

Mal can see that Elena didn’t mean any harm, she said it indifferently and without judgment, without anger, but Elena’s intent doesn’t seem to matter. Good intentions can’t ease the hurt and shock that appear on Irene’s face, reddening her cheeks as if she’s just been slapped.


Irene jumps to her feet. “What the hell, Elena?”



Elena looks perplexed by Irene’s reaction. “I’m sorry, I thought you already knew that.” Elena stands up, meeting Irene’s eyes. “Why are you so upset?”

Irene’s eyes go wide. “How else do you expect me to react to you saying I’m nothing more than a fun little fling?”

Elena reaches for Irene’s hand, but Irene pulls away. “I didn’t say that, and it’s definitely not what I meant. I know Neven, and I know you mean a lot to him. You aren’t just some fling, Irene, but I can’t change the rules, and neither can Neven.” Elena’s voice is gentle and curious. “How did you think it was all going to work?”

Irene takes a step back. “I guess that’s the problem. I didn’t think about it at all.”

In this same moment, Mal realizes she hasn’t thought about the reality of her feelings for Elena. Mal’s stuck in the same predicament as Irene. Even if, by some miracle, Neven and Elena don’t get married, Mal is still a namero. She’s in Radon for this job, and this job only. Once Nyssa and whoever contracted her are caught, she’ll be called back to Sephis where she’ll waste away beside Kai, twiddling her thumbs until they’re called away on their next job. She’s let herself become too comfortable here, has fooled herself into believing that she actually has free will, but she doesn’t.


She has no power.





MAL CHASES IRENE down the hall. “Irene, wait!”

Irene turns to face her, tears staining her cheeks. “What?”


“Are you okay? That was pretty intense.”



Irene bites her bottom lip. “I’m not mad at Elena, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 



Mal shakes her head. “Irene, I followed you out here because I’m worried about

 

you


 
.”



“Oh.” Irene stares at the ground. “I don’t know if I’m okay. Hearing all of that was a lot.”


Mal crosses her arms. “Believe me, I understand.”



Irene lifts her chin, her eyes widening with realization. “Not you, too?”


Mal nods solemnly.




Irene sighs. “I think this castle is cursed.”




Mal laughs.



“I know I was teasing you about Elena the other day, but I didn’t realize you have actual feelings for her.”

The last thing Mal wants is to spiral thinking about her feelings right now. “Will you let me know if you need anything? I don’t know if I’ve said this lately, but I am your friend, Irene. From the day we met until the day one of us dies, I’ll be your friend.”

Irene smiles. “I know.” Irene turns to leave but stops halfway. “I don’t hate her, by the way.”

Mal parts her mouth slightly. “I’m not the one who needs to hear that.”



“IS SHE MAD at me?” Elena asks, as soon as Mal steps back into Elena’s bedroom.

Mal watches as Elena nervously fidgets with her hands, and despite Mal’s earlier realization that loving Elena won’t work out well for her, all she wants to do is make Elena feel better.

“She’s not mad at you. She’s mad at the situation.” Mal exhales, debating whether she should say what she really wants to. She’s never doubted herself before. Why should she start now? Mal steps toward Elena, closing the gap between them. “And she’s not the only one.”

Elena’s nose scrunches. “Who else is mad? Kai? What does he have to be mad about?”

Mal shakes her head. “Not Kai. Me.” Mal clasps her hands behind her back, physically refraining herself from doing something reckless.



“I don’t know what you’re trying to say.” Elena’s statement conveys all of the innocence in the world. It drives Mal crazy to think that maybe Elena

 
doesn’t see them being together as an option because no one’s ever told her she’s allowed to want someone other than Neven.




“You know I like girls, right?” Mal asks.



Elena’s eyebrows shoot up. “Is this because of what Emperor Teusea said? The varied tastes thing? I don’t think he said it because we’re girls. He’s just classist.”



Mal chuckles. She finds it cute the way Elena talks with her hands when she’s nervous. “I’m not talking about that. I’m telling you this,” Mal pauses, “because I like

 

you


 
.”



Elena’s face moves through six different facial expressions in the span of only a few seconds. “Mal, I’m flattered. I just…”

“Don’t feel the same way?” Mal guesses.

Elena shakes her head. “It’s not that. I do feel something for you, and if you had told me this before that game of truth or drink, I would have kissed you without hesitation.”

Mal’s heart picks up speed. She didn’t think she’d been imagining this thing between her and Elena, but it’s nice to have confirmation. “What changed?”



“It’s what Irene said. I can’t tell if I love Neven as a friend or if I’m

 

in love


 
with him. I want to do this with you, Mal.

 

So much


 
. But hearing Irene earlier made me realize that I owe it to myself, and to Neven to figure that out, to really try, and see if I can love him the way I’m supposed to.”



Mal feels a lot of things—sadness and empathy, but mostly admiration for Elena’s vulnerability. Elena didn’t have to share any of that with her, she could have simply said no, or sent Mal away, but she didn’t. Elena values Mal enough to tell her the truth. Maybe Elena will sort through everything and she’ll come to the realization that she’s always been in love with Neven. It would hurt, obviously, but Mal could handle it. She could sit by and watch Neven and Elena as they hold hands and flirt if it means she gets to see Elena light up. Because, more than anything else, Mal wants Elena to be happy.
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ELENA






E

 
lena sits at the end of a table set for six. She’s holding a warm mug of tea in her hands, staring down into it like it contains the secrets of the universe, all to avoid the baffled expressions watching her

 from their seats. Elena’s been using any free time she’s had lately to quietly organize a surprise brunch on the terrace for her friends and Amir. Elena’s proud of the way it looks, of how perfectly it all came together. If only she could say the same for everyone else at the table. She wishes she could say the tension in the air only shifted once Amir arrived, that the source of everyone’s discomfort could be explained away so easily, but that would be a lie. The only sounds floating on the air are that of utensils scraping against glass plates, chewing and swallowing. Even the birds have abandoned their song in the name of the most uncomfortable brunch in history.


“Well, this is nice,” Amir says, breaking the silence.



Elena smiles at him. “I know you haven’t felt the most welcome since arriving here, so I wanted to do something special for you.”

Mal sits to Elena’s right. Mal gives her a sympathetic smile when their eyes meet. Elena invited Mal and Neven herself but had to ask Mal to bring Kai and Irene, knowing they would never accept the invitation if Elena had asked them herself. Mal swears Irene isn’t mad at Elena, but the breeze blows a little bit colder every time their eyes meet. 



Neven’s seated to her left, her best friend, her

 

person


 
, the man she promised to give all of her heart, soul, mind, and body to. The man she’s trying so hard to see the same way she sees Mal. Sometimes, she catches Neven looking at her, and they smile at each other, and she actually believes she can do it, that she’s overthinking her feelings for Neven and that’s why they’re so hard to navigate.





But then she looks into Mal’s eyes, so calm and blue, and she remembers how last night, when Elena woke from a nightmare in a panic, unable to breathe again, Mal held Elena tightly in her arms, stroked her hair, and whispered to her softly, reminding her that she was safe. More than anything, she remembers how she didn’t have to tell herself to have feelings for Mal…she simply

 

did


 
.



Elena takes a sip of her tea, watching through her eyelashes as Kai uses his head to gesture at a plate of sausages next to Amir.

“What?” Amir asks, holding the plate up. “You want these?”

Kai glares at him.

“I guess not,” Amir pushes the plate farther away from Kai.


“What the hell?” Kai says.



Elena sets her mug down, zeroed in on the interaction in front of her.


“What?” Amir asks nonchalantly.




Kai scoffs. “I wanted those.”



Amir purses his lips. “Oh, really? That’s odd. Because I never heard you ask for them.”



Kai stands abruptly, his chair scraping against porcelain tile as it slides back. “What is he even doing here? You want to be best buddies with him, Elena? Fine, that’s your own grave you’re digging. But why drag me, or anyone else into this? Why do

 

I


 
need to be here?”



Elena hides her clenched fists beneath the table. She should have seen this coming, but once again she’s been too foolish, too naïve to see the truth. “I was just trying to do something nice.”



Kai shakes his head. “No. You were plotting. You were trying to serve your own agenda, whatever that is, just like you’ve done since we got here. You put on a good show,

 

princess,


 
” Kai spits the title at her like it’s the curse Elena’s always suspected it to be. “But underneath it all, you’re just like your father.”





The words don’t enrage her the way she thought they would. Instead, a steely resolve floods through her body. She shrugs. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m exactly like my father. And maybe Amir is exactly like his. But that’s not something you get to

 

assume


 
about either of us. You’ve barely spoken a word to me since you got here, and I doubt you’ve been making friendship bracelets with Amir. You pride yourself on being smart, but it’s pretty asinine of you to be so confident in your own beliefs that you lose all perspective.”





Elena doesn’t know where that came from. She hadn’t even realized she was mad at Kai. She’s eternally irritated by his lack of optimism, sure, but she thought that’s all there was to know.

 

Great.


 
One more example to prove she understands nothing about her own feelings. Everyone else has tried to get to know Elena, to involve her. Hell, even Irene made an effort with that drinking game. So sitting by, watching Kai sneer and scoff at Amir, treating him the same way he’s been treating Elena, makes her skin boil. If Kai has already cast her as some villain, she should at least do the role justice.  Calmly, Elena folds her napkin and places it atop her plate. She pushes her chair back and stands with all the demure manner one would expect from a

 

princess.




Elena looks Kai in the eyes, graces him with her most diplomatic smile, then says, “Pack your bags. You’re done here.”



ELENA HALF-EXPECTED Mal or Neven to chase after her, to tell her she’s crazy or ask if she’s okay, but it’s Irene’s voice she hears behind her.

“What the hell was that about?” Irene grabs Elena’s elbow and turns her around so they’re face-to-face.

Elena shrugs. “If he’s decided I’m a monster, then fine, I’ll be a monster.”


Irene rolls her eyes. “No one said you’re a monster.”





“If I’m not a monster, then tell me, Irene, what

 

did


 
he mean by that? Because he said I’m just like my father, and I know what you all think of him.”



Irene’s jaw clenches. “Don’t lump me in with them. Not when it comes to your father.”

“Oh, please.” Elena laughs. “You don’t care about my father. You only care that he can give you the validation you’re so clearly desperate for.”

Irene takes a step back, and Elena knows she’s struck a nerve. Irene hesitates for a moment, then her eyes narrow. “And you do? Care about him, I mean?”


“Of course, I do,” Elena says, dumbfounded.





Irene nods. “Interesting. Because your father has nearly died twice now. He’s lying unconscious upstairs, and you seem perfectly fine. In fact, I’m starting to wonder if you poisoned him yourself. Maybe you accidentally ingested some of it while tampering with your dad’s food, then panicked and hired Nyssa to cover your tracks so no one would suspect you. Maybe that’s why you freaked out when we started interrogating her. You were worried she’d give you up. And maybe that’s why you’re the

 

only


 
person who doesn’t suspect the Teusea’s.”





Elena scoffs. Poisoning her own father is the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. But she has to admit, as the words leave Irene’s mouth, they make a lot of sense. A child, desperate to take her place as leader of her country, doing something unspeakable to take the throne is not unheard of, but could anyone

 

actually


 
believe that about her? How long has Irene been piecing this together in her head, silently suspecting Elena?



Elena’s stomach drops. “Out of everyone at this palace, I have the weakest motive for wanting my father dead. Besides, where would I have gotten poison from? I’m not allowed to leave the grounds.”

“A rat trapped in a cage can chew its way out if its desperate enough.”

“Okay, I get that you’re mad at me, but you don’t really believe that do you? That I would try to kill my own father?”

“Honestly, Elena,” Irene says, rocking on her heels. “You haven’t given me a single reason to believe you did it.”


Elena exhales, relief flooding over her.



“But you haven’t given me a reason to believe you didn’t, either.”

Elena freezes, her world turning on its axis once again. She knows she just fired Kai and threatened to be a monster, but Irene should know her. Not in the intimate way someone knows a friend or family member, but Irene has watched Elena struggle through social anxiety and crippling self-doubt for years. She’s seen Elena practically beg for her father’s attention. She’s seen all of Elena’s ups and downs, and she still finds it a reasonable conclusion that Elena could have poisoned her father.

What surprises Elena is that it isn’t Irene’s perspective she’s suddenly doubting, but her own. Is she as good of a person as she’s always thought? Or is the biggest lie she’s ever told the one she’s been telling herself?
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KAI







T

 
his is ridiculous!” Kai says. “She can’t actually send me back. Can she?” Kai’s pacing the length of the library. He’s unsure if it’s the friction from the constant movement, or the heat from the fire





behind him that warms the bottoms of his feet.

Neven leans into the bookshelf beside him. “Technically, no. King Baar contracted you, so only he can send you home. You’re safe for now, but who knows what King Baar will do when he wakes up.”

“You think he’d send me back if she asked?” Kai asks.


Mal shrugs and turns her gaze to Neven.



“He’s been against this investigation from the start, and you guys are expensive, so I would say it’s a strong possibility,” Neven says.

Kai shakes his head. “You think he’ll be anti-investigation, even after he wakes up and learns he’s being poisoned too?” Kai finds King Baar odd, that’s no secret, but sending them back now seems flat out idiotic. Even though the king doesn’t seem to care about Elena’s life, he must care about his own. 

“He won’t see it that way,” Neven says. “Admitting he was poisoned means admitting he’s vulnerable, that he’s human… that he can be killed.”

Kai shakes his head. Leave it to a king to choose his pride over his life.


Mal rolls her eyes. “Everyone can be killed.”



Neven crosses his arms. “King Baar is the most hated man on this side of The Great Divide. He’s infamous for being needlessly cruel, and yet he’s been on the throne for eighteen years, never getting so much as a scratch on him while his soldiers and commanders die by the thousands. If there’s anyone who’s invincible—it’s King Baar.”

Mal scratches her bottom lip. “So you’re saying he’s superhuman?”


Kai scoffs at the suggestion.





“No.” Neven shakes his head. “I wouldn’t call him

 

human


 
at all.”





“If that’s how you feel, then why do his bidding?” Mal asks.



It’s a valid question, but Kai can see how little control Neven has over his own life. Odds are if Neven stopped following the king’s orders today, he’d be dead by tomorrow morning.

“Hope for a better future,” Neven states. “The future my father wanted. I’m not sure if Elena’s told you, but Palato used to be the eastern half of Radon. Palato was my family’s kingdom. My father was a fair ruler, one of those people who was so kind you couldn’t imagine them getting angry. He always did his best—and he put the people he loved first.”

Kai’s eyebrows pinch together. “I studied the history of Radon before I came here, and none of the books I read mentioned that.”

Neven sighs. “That’s because it’s not in any history books—not ones about Radon, anyway. Any mention of Palato was eradicated from the official history, but I’ve never forgotten my father’s hope for this country. For this world. I know I’m only one person, but if I can make even the smallest change for the better, then I’ll know I’m honoring my father. Marrying Elena, and having real, tangible power means I could change worlds, shift alliances.”

“That’s a nice thought,” Kai says. “But in my experience, no amount of kindness can topple an entire system. Especially when that system was built on the backs of the poor and indentured, all working together to keep the rich wealthy, and the world in the royal’s favor.”

Neven’s eyes go cold. “I’ll burn it down if I have to, but I will build it back up again. Even if that means using my last breath to fan a single ember.”

Mal raises her eyebrows. “Dude, that was like…really intense.”

Kai replays his conversation with Elena in his head, weighing his options. His ego tells him to go, to not wait for a dismissal, to leave and let the rest of them try and figure this out without him, but if he leaves, he has to go home, and home is where his mom is. His mom who will not take kindly to Kai returning home without finishing his contract. His mom won’t care about the details. She’ll only hear that Kai failed because he upset a sixteen-year-old girl with his poor manners. She would laugh at him, tell him that she knew he couldn’t do it. That this was too big of a job for him.



When the letter from Irene came, he took it to his mom, his head hanging low. He begged her for the opportunity—begged her to give him a chance. Kai is, and has always been, just as good as Irene. He always showed up early for training and stayed late. He never allowed himself to rest until he had perfected each and every skill. He’s spent his entire life trying to show his mom he’s worthy of these tasks…that he’s worthy of

 

her


 
.



Right now, he has to make a decision that will affect the trajectory of the rest of his life. Does he protect his ego, or his heart?

KAI FINDS ELENA in the cemetery behind the palace. Clouds are suspended in the sky above them, turning everything under their cover gray. If Kai was a believer—in omens or anything else—he would take this as a sign, he would turn around, pack his bags, and go home without another thought, but Kai has never been one for superstition. Kai has, and always will, believe that he alone is in charge of his reality, his life. Thinking of superstition makes him laugh, especially with the medallion hanging around his neck. He rubs his thumb over the rough surface of the charm. He always tells himself that he can take it off whenever he wants, that it isn’t the fear of death keeping it there, but the fear that if he takes it off, he’ll lose who he is, he’ll forget what he’s fighting for.

Elena’s kneeling in front of a tombstone, seemingly unaware of Kai’s presence. She’s sitting with her hands clasped on her thighs, staring at the inscription on the grave in front of her. She reaches out and traces every line and curve. As he steps up beside her, he can read what the inscription says.





Leonor Mara Baar.


 

Dutiful servant. Mother. Queen.






Kai tries his best to be silent, but a fallen twig snaps under his feet as he shifts his weight.

“Her whole life—reduced to four words.” Elena chuckles. “And not one of them says anything about who she was.” She looks at Kai then, her eyes wet with tears. “I never knew her, and my father never talks about her. So, all I have to go off of are those four words.”

Kai doesn’t know how to respond to that, doesn’t know if he’s supposed to, so he just stands there and watches her.


Elena sniffles. “Are your parents alive?”




“My mother is.”





Elena turns her head, admiring the open field around them, the palace peeking out over the top of the hill. “Sometimes when I’m walking around out here, I try to imagine what she was like. I can hear her laughter following me around like a ghost, lingering in my ears until I can’t take it anymore and claw at the sound until it goes away. In my mind she was beautiful, and kind, and all-together too good for this country. Too good for this life. Too good for

 

me


 
.”



“We all want our parents to be better for us than they actually are,” Kai replies. “But that’s never what happens.”


Her eyes are distant. “Then what can we do?”





Kai shrugs. “We can do better than them.

 

Be


 
better than them.”




Elena smirks. “You sound like Neven.”



Kai fights off a smile. “He’s smarter than we give him credit for. He’s not a very good fighter, but at the end of the day he’s got a vision for the future, and I for one, can’t wait to see how that plays out.”

Elena stands and turns to face Kai. “So, the five of us are going to change the world?” Her eyes are a blank page, so empty and hollow. It reminds him of that day so long ago with Irene—the way she looked right through him. Kai knows Elena hasn’t killed anyone, but plenty of things can feel like death.



He could give her a pep talk, try and inspire her the way Neven or Mal might, but that’s never been his specialty. “Probably not. But we

 

can


 
figure out who wants you dead.”



Elena scoffs. “I thought you already knew.”

Kai rolls his eyes, grateful for the cool breeze icing out his irritation.


“Is that all you came out here to say?” Elena asks. 



Kai crosses his arms over his chest. “I’m not going to apologize.”

“Then what are you here for, Kai? What? You thought you could listen to me tell a story about my mom for five seconds, and I’d be so grateful for the attention that I’d just hand you your job back?”



Kai hadn’t thought of it in those terms, but

 

yes


 
, that’s exactly how he thought it would play out. “I

 

could


 
tell you that I’m sorry, but I’m not, and unlike everyone else inside that castle, I’m not going to tell you something just because it’s what you want to hear.”





Elena takes a step toward him. “Let’s get one thing straight. No one’s

 

ever


 
told me what I want to hear. My life is a constantly crumbling foundation built upon people

 

not


 
telling me things. Before all of this happened, I was just going through the motions, doing things because I was supposed to. I was alive, but I wasn’t

 

living.


 
That night at the tavern with you, Mal, and Neven—that was the first time I’ve ever felt alive. I could feel the air against my skin, could smell the dirt on the road. I could hear the birds singing as we stumbled down the street. I was feeling everything for the first time in my life.



Think about that, Kai. For sixteen years, I was walking around in a daze, completely unaware of the prison I’d placed myself in, all because I wanted to make my father proud. But when you live for another person’s approval, you never find out who you are. So now I’m here, and I’m




trying


 
. I’m trying so hard I think it might kill me.”



Kai shifts on his feet. Maybe he should have sympathy for her, but he doesn’t, because Kai realizes that right now, he’s in the exact some position Elena claims she was before her poisoning. Only, Kai doesn’t feel imprisoned by his duty to his mother, to his community. He’s never felt like he’s walking around in some deprived daze.


Surely, he knows what it feels like to live. Doesn’t he?



Elena lets out a breath. “I don’t like what you said, about me being like my father. But that doesn’t mean you were wrong. I think I reacted the way I did because turning into my father is something I’m afraid of. And I didn’t realize that until you said it.”


Kai narrows his eyes. “Okay?”





“So, you can have your job back. Not because you were in the right, but because

 

I


 
was wrong. And I shouldn’t have punished you just because you hurt my feelings. That’s what my father would have done, and as we’ve established, I don’t want to be like him.”



For a split second, Kai considers telling Elena about his own mother, telling her how he understands exactly what she’s going through. Opening up and trusting someone who will understand is something he wants to do, but something within him won’t allow it. Kai’s always heard that making friends is all about letting your walls down, but when you’ve spent seventeen years making them as tall as you possibly can, it’s not as easy as deciding to put in a gate to let someone in. You have to tear that wall down brick-by-brick, in small moments of honesty. He wants to take that wall down, but unloading on Elena about his mom wouldn’t be removing a single brick, it would be taking a wrecking ball to it. Kai smirks at Elena. “This doesn’t make us friends.”

“Of course, not,” Elena replies, a smug smile on her face.



KAI'S CHAT WITH Elena left him drained and in need of quiet, so he carries himself to his favorite seat in the research library. He recognizes that some part of him is looking for Amir, though he doesn’t entirely understand why. Maybe it’s because if he wants to practice being honest, Amir is a good person to try it with. After all, there’s no risk in sharing your feelings with someone who will be imprisoned or executed within a few weeks. Or maybe it’s because Kai wants to hear what Amir has to say about his father. No amount of groveling could convince Kai to drop his suspicion altogether, but Kai respects Amir’s willingness to fight for his father. With that said, Kai reckons Amir’s reasons for playing defense aren’t quite as simple as they seem, and he’d like to find out why.

Amir wasn’t here when he arrived, but somehow he knew it wouldn’t be long until Amir showed up. So, Kai flicked on the lamp at the back of the room, lit the fireplace, sat in his favorite chair, and waited.

After only a few minutes, he heard the door creak open and listened as footsteps padded toward him. Kai kept his eyes on Amir as he walked over, surveyed the fire as it danced across his face.

“Did you come to check on me?” Kai asks, his voice sounding more irritated than he intended.

Amir studies the ground in front of him, then nods reluctantly. “I don’t know why, but it really bothers me that you hate me so much.”

“I don’t hate you,” Kai says. Yes, Kai is cynical and angry—but he isn’t hateful. “I regret that I gave you that impression.”



Amir pulls his head back and smirks, seemingly pleased with Kai’s response. It’s understandable, Kai thinks. After all, no one wants to be hated. Feared? Sure. Adored? Of course. But never hated. An army can be built off of fear, a nation off of adoration, but no one will listen to you—fight

 

for


 

you


 
if their ears are clogged with hatred.



“You might not hate me, but you certainly don’t like me. Why is that?” Amir asks, taking a seat across from Kai.

How is it that such a simple question has such a complicated response? If Kai likes Amir, then he might start to care about him, and if he cares about him, then he might not be able to look him in the eyes if he has to drive a dagger through his heart. Kai hopes it won’t come to that, but if it does, he needs to be prepared.

Of course, Kai can’t say any of this to Amir. What he says instead is, “Apart from the obvious? Because I don’t trust you.” It’s not exactly a lie, but it isn’t exactly the truth, either.


Amir leans forward in his chair. “Then let me earn it.”



Kai huffs. The desperation is almost cute. “Don’t waste your time trying. There isn’t a single thing in this world you could do to make me trust you.” Kai sits back in his seat, distancing himself from Amir. “But I do want to ask you a question.”

Amir looks defeated, sad even, at Kai’s words, but gestures for him to continue.



“Why are you so sure your father didn’t do it? I haven’t exactly been subtle in my suspicion of the two of you, and yet you’ve only spent your breath defending

 

him


 
. Never yourself. Why is that?”



Amir considers this, his eyes darting back and forth as he thinks. His lips press into a hard line. Suddenly, he looks to Kai, his eyes wide with panic, and Kai knows…he’s got no answer.



Luckily, Kai does. “I think that somewhere deep inside your subconscious, you suspect your father of the same thing I do. And you following me around, your adamant—and frankly overzealous—defense isn’t you trying to convince

 

me


 
of his innocence. I think you’re trying to convince yourself.”




Amir shakes his head vehemently. “That’s not true.”



Kai shrugs. “Okay,” he says, his tone making it clear he doesn’t believe Amir’s words.

“Okay,” Amir says, standing with a start. Clearly, Kai’s suggestion has triggered him enough that he’s feeling the need to flee. “If there’s no way I can convince you, then I won’t waste my breath. I should just go.”


“I guess you should.”
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IRENE





H

 
ello? Earth to Irene,” Mal says, waving her hand in front of Irene’s eyes.



Irene shakes her head, suddenly coming back into her body. She’s sitting on the floor of the gym, where only days ago she was training Neven. Her hair is in two tight braids that start at her forehead, and make their way down her shoulders. She’s hunched over, sweat dripping off her forehead into a puddle on the floor. She’s been working out for hours, doing her best to make this arrangement work for her the way Neven wants it to. She doesn’t know when she stopped moving, or where her head was before Mal caught her attention. Mal and Kai are standing over her, looking down at her expectantly.


Irene quirks an eyebrow at them. “Yes?”



“We’ve been looking for you all over the place,” Mal says, taking a seat beside her on the floor.


“Okay. Why?”



“Because you disappeared after the brunch from hell and no one has heard from you since,” Mal says.

“Oh. Right,” Irene says. She replays the brunch in her head. The brunch where she sat diagonally across from Neven, waiting for him to break the ice, but he never did. Maybe he didn’t because he hadn’t noticed something was off between them—or maybe he didn’t care. Either way, it was uncomfortable for her to sit there and wait. Usually, Neven is so good at picking up on her cues, at knowing what Irene’s thinking before she does, making her see the things she doesn’t want to.

Maybe Elena got into her head more than she’s willing to admit, and now she’s looking for flaws in her and Neven’s dynamic, finding ways to convince herself it isn’t as great as she believes. Could it be that Elena was right and she really is nothing more than a fling? Just a fun placeholder to chase around until he gets married and starts the rest of his life without her.

Kai sits down on the ground beside Mal, grabbing Irene’s attention. He looks at her through his eyelashes, his voice soft. “How are you doing?”

She swallows. If Kai is asking her about it, then they must really be worried. She and Kai have always had a don’t ask, don’t tell policy in regard to their feelings. Mal is the one who’s always prying—which can be annoying, but Irene’s always appreciated the effort, even if she rarely shows it.

“I’m fine.” Her words lack confidence, even to her own ears. “I’m just trying to figure some stuff out.”

“Yeah, that seems to be the consensus around here,” Mal says. “If you want to talk about it…I’m here.” Mal nudges Kai playfully. “Kai’s here.”

Irene laughs, and it feels nice. “Thanks.” Her eyes grow wide as an idea comes to her. “But I’d rather fight about it.”



“OKAY, NOW THAT everyone’s here, we can get started,” Irene says, standing at the front of the room.

They’re in the research library again, a place that before Elena’s poisoning, Irene had never once been in. Now, she knows it all too well, could draw its layout with her eyes closed. Mal, Neven, Kai, and Elena sit in front of her, looking up at her as she addresses them.

She called them here for a status report. It’s something she’s done hundreds of times in her life, something that should feel familiar and comfortable, but for some reason feels strange and confining. She used to feel the most like herself addressing a room full of people, talking about all she’s accomplished, but watching the group as they blink at her, she feels out-of-place. A stranger in her own skin.

“Last night, I received a letter from my contact in Athebos. He agreed to help us, and said he’d start spreading the word immediately. If Nyssa is running with the crews I think she is, then it won’t be long until she shows up.”

“Keep your guard up. Always be on the lookout. She could be anywhere,” Kai says. 

Irene looks around at their solemn faces. “This is good news.”

Elena shifts in her seat. “Okay, but what do we do until then?”

“Nothing,” Irene replies, immediately regretting the resentment that seeps into her tone.

Elena rolls her eyes, but it doesn’t bother Irene. In fact, Irene feels like she deserves it. “So, we just…wait?” Elena asks, looking at anyone but Irene.

Kai nods. “Wait, but don’t get comfortable. It’s important that you stay alert. She could be here right now for all we know.”

Irene’s grateful for Kai in this moment—for picking up the slack when she can’t find the words. The two of them have always been a force to be reckoned with in times like these. “That’s all I have,” Irene says, clapping her hands together. “Does anyone else have something they need to say?”

Elena stands up and smooths down the waist of her dress. “Just a reminder that while my father is sick, we’re telling people he’s out visiting Havardur’s family. It’s important we stay consistent with that story. I don’t think I need to remind anyone how delicate this situation is.”

Mal raises her hand, but starts speaking immediately. “Does anyone else think it’s a little crazy that we’re inviting a shadow-wielding psycho whose powers we don’t understand to the palace while the Baar’s greatest known enemies are here and King Baar is dying?” Mal locks eyes with Elena and immediately corrects herself. “Sorry, not dying. Sick. While King Baar is sick.”



Kai waves his hands around. “It

 

is


 
crazy, but it’s also our only option.”



“Maybe we should ask for help,” Elena suggests. “We can use some of my father’s army or call in more namero.”

“And say what to them exactly?” Irene asks. “That there’s a girl with magical powers trying to kill you and the reason we can’t catch her is because she can travel through shadows? You know as well as I do that everyone would say you’re crazy and use it as an excuse to put Neven on the throne instead of you.”

Elena sighs. “I know. This is just—it feels like too much for us to handle on our own.”



“We’ve done fine so far,” Neven says, chiming in for the first time. “I mean, look around the room. We’re balancing an impending war, mercenaries,

 

and


 
international politics, and we’re all still alive.”



The energy in the room lifts as Neven’s words permeate the layer of melancholy in the room, the novelty of his statements striking them all for the first time. Irene’s been out of the field too long to remember the casualty rate on missions like these. Then there’s Neven, who’s so used to losing people that all of his soldiers being alive in the middle of a battle is a massive victory for him.

Irene looks at each of the kids in the room in turn, and for the first time realizes there isn’t a single face here she’d be willing to say goodbye to.

Eventually, Mal and Kai will be called home, and she won’t be seeing them every day, but they’ll be alive, and that’s what matters. Even Elena, with their rocky relationship and constant bickering, means more to her now than she’d ever be willing to admit.



The Unnamed warned her that being in a life-or-death situation with another person causes you to bond, but she never believed it. Sure,

 

other people


 
might have that experience, but she’d convinced herself that she was far too great of a soldier to let her feelings for other people affect her.





But somehow, without noticing, this life-or-death situation

 

has


 
bonded them. It bonded them because it hasn’t felt like impending death at all… it’s felt like living.



Neven hovers as the others leave, and she knows why. He’s sitting on the couch, staring at her as she watches everyone else disappear through the door.

The second they’re alone, the room shifts. It comes alive somehow, buzzing with something electric and heavy. The small hairs on her body stand on edge at the anticipation, as if the air is carrying a magnetic charge. It’s a scientific anomaly, something even the greatest minds on this side of The Great Divide would scratch their heads at.

“Are you going to ask me how I’m doing?” she deadpans.

“No,” he says, rising from the couch. “I was going to ask you when our next fight is. I’m ready to win.” He makes his way over to her, every step too slow, yet somehow entirely too fast, moving until they’re face to face, his eyes peering down into hers. He brushes his thumb lightly over her injured eye. “This looks better.”

Her flesh doesn’t hurt anymore. What she feels now is the familiar tingle that commandeers her body whenever Neven touches her. His finger is cold, his skin like velvet, but she doesn’t react.

She can’t.

He pulls his hand away, and she fights the urge to grab it, to place it against her face, and hold it there. Somewhere along the way, her body started craving his touch, always feeling like there’s a piece of her missing until his hands are against her body.

“Recovered already?” she teases, but it’s half-hearted. “I thought our last session would have left you sore for weeks.”

He chuckles, never breaking their gaze. His eyes are burning again, the same way they had been by the campfire that night so long ago, but there’s something else in them, something haunted. As if they’re whispering an apology for something that hasn’t happened—a blazing fire in a rainstorm. “A few tight muscles aren’t going to stop me. Not when I had so much fun last time.”

Her throat is dry, her breaths growing shallow. “It was fun for you, was it? I found the whole ordeal quite boring, honestly.”

He places a tentative hand on her hip, studying her eyes as his hand squeezes the skin. His thumb dips lower, starts playing with the waistband of her pants, his thumb brushing the bare skin beneath. “So boring you can’t stop thinking about it, right?”



She wants to deny it, but he’s right. She’s been replaying their scrimmage constantly, thinking about all of the things that happened, all of the things that

 

almost


 
happened.



When they were laying there on that mat and she leaned into him—she can’t explain it, but it’s like her mind blacked out and she was being driven by this tantalizing buzz in her body. It pulled her closer to him, yearning to feel his lips against hers. She told herself that one kiss would assuage the need—that her body just needed to see how it would feel to connect to him, truly and openly one time, and after that, she’d never need it again. She would no longer waste her nights tossing and turning, playing images of him shirtless and sweaty in her head—wouldn’t squander valuable mind space wondering if he’s feeling all of the same things she is. One kiss, and he would become another ghost of her past, an experience she’d shove to the back of her consciousness, only thinking about him when she needs to, but never because she wants to.

Irene wants him, plain and simple, but wanting is a dangerous beast for a girl like her. She has something to prove. She can’t be wasting time on a romance, let alone an ephemeral one like this. She should be dedicated only to her objective, to finding Nyssa before she gets her hands on Elena and earning her title back, but she isn’t, and she can’t be, because Neven’s looking down at her like the world is on fire and they’re about to burn. Like his last and only wish is to kiss her, to feel her against him, to breathe her in.


It’s too much.



She moves his hand off her waist, and takes a step back, breaking the delicate thread between them. “It’s not a good idea.”


He doesn’t look upset, just confused. “What’s not?”





“This,” Irene says, gesturing to the air between them. “Whatever

 

this


 
is.”




He shakes his head softly. “Why not?”





There’s no way he hasn’t analyzed this as much as she has. He

 

knows


 
why this isn’t a good idea, he just wants to hear her say it. “You’re getting married.”




His mouth drops open. “Yeah, in like ten years.”



She shakes her head. She needs to dig deeper, because what if she’s wrong and these feelings for him don’t just disappear? What if they get worse and she gets irreversibly attached to someone she can’t have?

Someone that belongs to another. All of her fears will disappear if he can answer one question—the question that’s been weighing on her mind since her game of truth-or-drink with Elena. 

Her voice is quieter than she’s ever heard it when she speaks, “Do you love her?”


“What?”



Irene wills her face into stoicism, then speaks again, “Elena. Do you love her?”


“What does that have to do with—”




Irene cuts him off. “Just answer the question.”



He licks his lips, then looks to the ground. She knows what his words will be long before he says them. “Yes. I do.”

Irene bites the inside of her cheek, a sorry attempt to keep the tears from falling. It doesn’t work.

He steps toward her, reaches for her. “But not like I love you.”

She takes another step back, evading him. “What does that even mean?” 

“With Elena it’s like…I want the best for her, and I want to take care of her, and look out for her. And I want all of that for you too, but with you it’s more…I don’t know, intense. All of that stuff with Elena, it comes from here,” He points to his chest. “But with you, it’s so deep and integral to who I am that I can’t even begin to understand where it comes from. It consumes me. It drives me. It terrifies me. It’s like Elena is my heart and you’re my soul.”

“It scares me too,” Irene says, “but I can’t be with someone who loves another person. Not when that person is someone you’re going to get married to—someone you’re going to have kids and a life with. I deserve more than that.”


He nods in agreement. “You do.”





She licks her lips, her next words decided. “I’ll keep training you because it’s important—but this

 

thing


 
we have. It’s over.”



She wouldn’t admit it if he asked, but she wants him to fight. She wants him to beg her not to end things. She wants him to say that she’s the only thing he’ll ever need and that everything will be okay as long as they’re together. She wants him to close the distance between them and kiss her like the world is about to end.

But more than anything, she wants him to say those three words again.

Because if he does, this time, she’ll say them back. 

Instead, he takes a step toward the door, his face pressed into a cold resolve, straightens his posture, and says, “I understand.”


30


ELENA





E

 
vening is Elena’s favorite time of day in the Grand Hall. Once again, it’s dark, the hall lit only by candles. This wing of the palace is older, built long before electricity made its way to Radon, and never

 renovated to include it. Perhaps her mother felt it should remain in its original state—that it was perfect the way it was. Elena used to think art was her mother’s passion and that must be why she seemed to have spent so much time making cosmetic changes around the palace. But as she gets older, she wonders if it wasn’t her mother’s passion driving her, but her boredom.



Elena has also found herself making changes around the palace in seemingly useless ways when she doesn’t have anything else to do. It makes her feel like she has a purpose, an activity she has complete control over, a minuscule way for her to exert what little power she has around here. She can’t command an army to start a war or inspire a nation with a passionate speech, but she

 

can


 
choose tablecloths and paint colors. If she can’t use her station for good, at least she can use it to design herself a home.



Only, it doesn’t matter how many times she changes the carpet in her bedroom or the curtains in the throne room. None of it has ever made her feel at peace the way she’s hoped it would. It’s only in moments like these when she’s by herself, thinking about her family—about the person her mother could have been that she feels any warmth and comfort within these brick walls.

Sooner or later, though, Elena’s daydreams inevitably end and she, once again, has to grapple with the reality of her life. When she recalls these things, the palace feels even colder. An eternal chill seems to be ingrained within each stone, as if the palace itself had been built upon the bones of Radon’s victims. She exhales and she can see her breath, some small proof of life that disappears like smoke. Her skin adamantly protests the cold, goosebumps rising on her skin. The chill latches onto her joints, causing her body to shake. Her teeth begin to clatter, and only then does she realize the temperature has dropped dramatically in the last few seconds.

Some primal instinct alerts her body to some invisible danger. At the same time, she gets an overwhelming sense of deja vu. In this moment, it’s like the world as she knows it doesn’t exist. Her eyes are fuzzy, like she’s wearing lenses that are the wrong prescription, everything double and blurred at the edges.

Her body, without any explanation as to why tells her to run. She doesn’t waste time looking back or second guessing herself. She simply turns away from the window and sprints toward somewhere she knows is safe, a place where she knows someone is waiting to protect her. She’s running towards her room.


Towards Mal.



She’s almost to the double doors at the end of the hall that separate this wing from the rest of the palace when a strong gust of icy cold wind rushes past her and blows all of the candles out, plunging her into complete, unexplainable darkness. The world around her becomes indistinguishable, as if she has an opaque piece of black fabric covering her eyes, inhibiting her vision completely. It’s so convincing that she reaches up, feeling frantically around her face for the mystical piece of fabric, but she finds nothing apart from her skin.

A sudden breath on the back of her neck the causes her to freeze. Startled, her body hunches forward, her trapezius muscle straining under the tense motion. She can’t hear much over the sound of her own heaving breaths as she tries to figure out whether her imagination is running wild or if there’s actually someone behind her.

“Hello?” she calls out. No one answers. She shivers as something crawls up her arm. It feels like someone is walking their fingers along her skin. There for a second, then gone. Again, so delicate that after the fact, she isn’t sure it actually happened.


She calls out again with no response.



She needs to get to the doors, but her eyes haven’t adjusted to the blackness, and she can’t see the way out. She’s trapped, and she might not be alone. She could run for the windows, but this corridor sits on a cliff, and there’s no way she’d survive that fall.

“Is someone there?” she tries, but again there’s no response. 

She feels a presence looming behind her, an energy that suffocates her own. A sharp scent rides on the wind, a peculiar combination of sweat and salt. The breath on the back of her neck starts up again, and panic begins to boil in her stomach, coiling her throat so tightly that she wouldn’t be able to scream if she tried. Her imagination is powerful, that’s true, but this is unlike anything she’s ever experienced. This can’t be a mirage.


Another breath.




No, this is very, very real.




“Well, hello there,” someone says.



Elena lets out a yelp at the sound. It’s so loud. Whoever said it must have their lips right beside her ear. She tries to step away, but strong hands latch onto her hips, holding her in place. The man’s voice is deep and unfamiliar, with an accent Elena doesn’t recognize.

She should fight, should turn and use what little knowledge of combat she has, but she doesn’t. If this person is one of the shadow-wielders they’ve been talking about, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Instead, it’s better to prolong the encounter, hopefully keep this man talking long enough that Mal wakes up and realizes Elena snuck out of her room. “What do you want?”

The voice chuckles, but there’s no warmth to it. It’s as cold as the chill Elena feels twisting in her bones. A chill so severe it’s only awakened in the presence of true and pure evil. “You, of course,” the voice whispers. “Or did you think there would be no consequences for your father’s little experiments?” The voice moves around her head as he speaks, and Elena realizes it’s because he’s circling her, surrounding her like prey. When did he let go of her? His voice travels but she hears no footsteps, no shifting of clothing as he moves, like he’s walking on the air, like he’s a shadow.

“What are you talking about?” Whoever this is must not be from here. Anyone from Radon would know of her father’s chronic inability to trust Elena. No one from Radon would assume Elena knows anything about experiments or otherwise.

He clicks his tongue. This time the sound comes from behind her. “Come on, Princess. Don’t play dumb.”

His voice has edges, so sharp she feels herself being cut through with every syllable he says. In an instant, it becomes clear to Elena that she is going to die. She’s always thought she’d die for a good cause, maybe become a martyr. But never in her life had she considered that she would die because of something so out of her control. She should have guessed her lack of knowledge would be her undoing in the end, that her father would be the thing that puts her in her grave. “I’m not playing dumb,” she says, her voice coming out stronger than she thought it would. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She feels something pass in front of her face. The edges of her vision grow bright, and for a moment she believes her eyes are finally adjusting, but then there’s a flash of white everywhere. She closes her eyes against it, and when she opens them, she’s gone back in time.

She’s fourteen, at their secret lake. She’s sitting beside Neven. He was so excited when he picked her up that day and wouldn’t tell her why. He’d spent all morning picking strawberries because he knew they were Elena’s favorite, his fingertips stained red from the juice. When she told him he could have just taken them from the kitchen he laughed and told her he wanted to do it himself, that it was more special that way. She looked up at the sky, closed her eyes to bask in the sun, and was overcome with peace.

Tears fall from Elena’s eyes. “What’s happening? What are you doing?” she asks, wholly aware that her body is still freezing in a hallway, but her mind is trapped in one of her happiest memories.


“Shh,” the man says, excitedly in her ear. “Just wait.”



Neven chased her around the edge of the lake, her white dress blowing in the breeze. He told her she looked beautiful that day, and she smiled about it for the next week. Eventually he caught up to her, like he always did. He picked her up, the purest smile she’d ever seen etched on his face. She wanted that smile to be the last thing she saw before she died. She wanted to make him that happy forever. She used to cling to those moments with him. He picked her up in a fit of laughter, threw her over his shoulder and spun her around.


“Stop it!” she cries.




“Not yet, Princess,” the shadow replies.



They collapsed in a fit of laughter, reaching for each other’s hands. Jokingly, she told him to never let her go, but he was serious when he promised that he never would. 

A scream is pulled from her lungs as the memory falls apart, clashing with brisk reality as darkness materializes in front of her, Neven’s laughter still echoing in her memory.


“Why did you do that?” she asks, through sobs.




“I needed you to understand.”




“Understand what?”




“What you’re about to lose.”



Elena is about to protest, to ask him what he means, when something cold presses against her chest, right over her heart. She tries to pull away, but she can’t. Her heart clenches inside her chest, fighting against whatever he’s doing. She cries out again as she feels the memory being ripped away from her. She’s never felt pain like this before. It isn’t sharp and intense, it’s slow and achy, the kind of pain that feels eternal, indestructible, like her insides are being hollowed out with a shovel. Her heartbeat slows, the world becomes foggy, and she knows she’s blacking out again.


Only, this time she doesn’t want to die.




She wants to live.



She only sees bits and pieces of the next few moments, her vision fading in and out. She remembers falling to the ground, her tears soaking the carpet beside her. She remembers hearing someone call out, but not to her. She remembers the ground shaking beneath her as something crashed against the floor beside her, and she remembers staring into a pair of eyes, watching them as they melded into the darkness.



SHE WAKES UP in the infirmary with Neven by her side. When she asks him how she got here, Neven explains that Amir found her right as Elena had fallen to the ground. Amir hadn’t told them exactly how he stopped the tasma, but he got there early enough that Elena could be saved.


“You really should be more careful,” he says softly.



“Oh, I’m sorry. Next time I fall on my head I’ll try and do it slower,” she teases. Her eyes darken as she tries to conjure up the memory of what happened. “Neven, I don’t think he was trying to kill me. I think he was trying to drain me.”


“Drain you?” Neven laughs. “Like a vampire?”



He holds an ice pack to the bump on her head. It feels nice, but Neven’s comforting presence is nicer. She doesn’t know what it is exactly about him that does this to her, but she knows she likes being around him. He makes everything feel a little bit less harrowing, his bright smile the best medicine she’s ever found.



Elena laughs in response. “No, not like a vampire. It felt like he was trying to take everything that made me,

 

me


 
.” She’s doing her best to explain what happened, but the words don’t sound right as they come out. She isn’t sure if it’s the head wound inhibiting her clarity, or the haze that surrounds the memory when she tries to recall it. “I think he took something from me.”



“What do you mean?” Neven asks, his head tilted in curiosity.



“It’s hard to explain, but he did something to me—put his hand here,” Elena says, mimicking what the tasma had done earlier, pressing her hand to Neven’s chest. “Then he did something, and it made me really happy, but also really sad, and then as soon as he pulled his hand away, I couldn’t remember what it was, I could only feel this

 

emptiness


 
. I’ve felt sadness in my life, but never anything like that. Like, some part of me, my essence, or my soul, or whatever it was just…vanished, and I’m still longing for it.

 How can you miss something you don’t remember having?”

“Wow,” Neven says sympathetically, lowering the ice pack. “That would have scared me to death. I’m sorry I wasn’t there with you.”

Elena smirks, first at the sweet remark, then at the opportunity to tease him. “You had one lesson in combat training and now you think you can protect me from a tasma?”

“I wouldn’t win.” Neven looks down at the ice pack in his hands. “But I’d try. I’ll always try to keep you safe. Even if I have to die to do it.”


Elena shakes her head. “Neven, that’s a big promise.”





She takes his hand into hers. It’s warm and soft, hands that are the product of living life on the sidelines of battle. Smooth everywhere except his knuckles which are scabbed over, the aftermath of his training sessions with Irene.

 

She’s all over you


 
, Elena thinks, then pushes the thought from her mind, intent on focusing on the sweet boy in front of her. The boy who has always been there. His eyes are soft, looking at her with so much care it makes her stomach ache. Maybe their love isn’t heated and intense, but it’s been real enough to get her through her darkest days, her coldest winters.



“I know, but I mean it.” He uses his thumb to stroke the top of her hand. His jaw clenches, then relaxes. He looks into her eyes, searching for something. “Is it still hard to look at me?”

Her stomach twists at the question. “I never should have said that to you. I was just confused.”


Neven nods. “I think I was too.”



She risks the question she’s scared of. “And now? Are you still confused?”

His eyebrows pinch together, then he laughs. “Maybe more now than I was before. What about you?”

She examines his hand, paying special attention to the emerald ring on his index finger, the ring she gave him on his sixteenth birthday. Then she looks down at her own hand, to her identical ring, and smiles. “I think

I’ve been confused since the day I was born.”

“Yeah, well. It looks good on you. This, however,” he says, pointing to the bump on her head, “does not.” He laughs, and the warmth of it blooms inside her body. “If you’re not careful I’m going to start following you around with a pillow so I can catch you when you land.”

Elena laughs again, it’s pure and beautiful, and everything she needs. But even now, in a moment that should be so perfect, so idealized, there’s something that isn’t quite there. Neven means the world to her, and yet somehow, isn’t quite enough. Sitting here, with their hands intertwined is nice, comfortable. But she finds herself missing the way Mal’s eyes light up when Elena walks into the room, the way Mal twists her hands together as if it’s the only way to hold herself back from touching Elena. She misses the way she can wake up in the middle of the night to find Mal watching her, a curious look on her face, studying her like she’s some rare piece of art.

Elena sighs and bites her lip. When she looks up, Neven is staring at her cheek, at the red that’s suddenly surfaced on her face. She wants Mal, maybe even needs her, but the only thing she’s certain of in this moment is that Neven is the one who will never leave her, never betray her. Neven is here, holding her hand, and Neven is the person she’ll spend the rest of her days with. She thinks she can live with the emptiness that rises in her chest when she thinks about Mal saying goodbye and sailing off into the distance, but if she were to lose Neven in that way, her heart would split in two, half of her disappearing to wherever he’s gone.

It’s this line of thinking that causes her breath to hitch in her throat, to allow her eyes to flick briefly to Neven’s lips. She looks back up, and sees his eyes locked on her own mouth. She’s tired of thinking. She wants to start feeling.

So, she grabs the sides of his face, leans forward, and connects their lips in a whimsy of juvenile excitement. She smiles into it as butterflies swirl around in her stomach, making their joy at the pair’s intimacy known. He must feel her smiling, because he starts to laugh, their teeth tapping together lightly. The kiss is nice, and easy, and simple, and she wouldn’t mind if they stayed like this forever.


“Sorry to interrupt,” Irene says.



When Elena hears Irene’s voice, she pulls away from Neven, breaking their kiss. Irene is standing at the door, her face frozen in apathy. Elena wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, suddenly self-conscious, wondering how much of their kiss Irene witnessed. Elena looks at Neven, who’s staring at the ground.

“I have some news,” Irene says, her voice distant. “It’s about your father.”

Elena starts to worry that the withdrawn tone of Irene’s voice isn’t because of what she walked in on, but because Elena’s father is dead. Elena braces herself for the words, to feel reality crash down on her, to at sixteen years-old, become the youngest Queen in Radon’s history. To be Neven’s wife, and eventually, mother to their heir. In a flash, she prepares for it all. What she isn’t ready for, is Irene to look her in the eyes, and say, “He’s awake, and he’s asking for you.”

SHE GETS DEJA vu all over again walking down the hallway to see her father. She’s shocked he woke up at all, her heart already broken at how sure she was of his imminent death. More than anything, she’s angry at herself for the relief she felt when she thought he was gone. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe that she would be able to make her own choices, live her own life. Sure, she’d be Neven’s wife, and by Radon law she’d technically have to do whatever he said. But Neven is nice, and good, and would allow Elena her freedom. They’ve always said they wouldn’t be like her parents. Neven’s parents, on the other hand, from what she’s heard about them, had a beautiful marriage. It was full of love and friendship—something so genuine it was admired by everyone in their kingdom.

She hopes that moving forward, a marriage like that is something she and Neven can have too. Of course, that kind of marriage would have been made easier without her father’s influence hovering around, weighing them down with his opinions and his traditions. She hates herself as she thinks it. Having an easier life is no reason to wish her father dead.

They’ve been keeping her father in an empty bedroom in the east wing of the palace’s second floor. These rooms are reserved for overflow, used only when the palace has hundreds of guests, otherwise sitting empty and collecting dust.

When Irene came to Elena after her father’s most recent seizure, they brainstormed and decided this would be the safest place for him should anyone get suspicious and go perusing about the castle. They seem to have done their job well enough, because apart from that one time Emperor Teusea came to her room, no one has asked about her father at all. If anyone at the palace has had an inkling in regards to her father’s true whereabouts, surely she would have heard about it by now. Word travels fast when the word is scandal.

The room his body lays in is small, tucked in the corner at the end of the hallway. If anyone had come walking by, it would appear completely normal—phenomenally average save for the extra lock hanging from the door handle. There are no guards posted outside the door, in fear of attracting attention. Just two of Havardur’s goons standing inside at all times—keeping watch over their deteriorating deity. Despite his comatose state, Elena would occasionally bring food to his room. It was an act of wishful thinking—her body hoping for her father’s well-being while her treacherous mind had wanted him dead.



It’s not fair to her father—the way she feels. He hasn’t

 

technically


 
done anything wrong. He raised her with a much gentler hand than a lot of other rulers. Sure, he’s never been a father in the truest sense. But then again, Elena’s never been a daughter, either. They aren’t precious kin, they’re

 

adomino


 
and

 

adomina


 
—the only living members of the Baar line.




Royalty, but not family.



Her father looks pale and sickly as she steps up to his bed, even more so than before. In this state, when he appears so grotesque and breakable, she’s grateful she’s never looked like him. Sometimes people she meets remind her of this fact—they say it like it’s a curse to have her mother’s delicate features and brown skin, as if it’s some punishment, some sin.

Her father peels his eyes open and gestures for her to step closer, which she does hesitantly. “Is the castle still ours?” His breath is foul and stale, and Elena tries not to cringe as she’s attacked by the scent. 

“Everyone was told you left to look after Havardur’s funeral arrangements and check-in on his family,” she says slowly, her head bowed. She’s avoiding his eyes, fearing the anger she might see if she looks into them.


“And they believed this?” he asks skeptically.





“Yes, they did,” Elena replies, choosing to omit exactly

 

why


 
they believed it.



She expects him to ask questions, to find some way to exert control over the situation, but instead he nods and says, “Very well, then. The Teusea’s are still here?”


“Yes.”



He nods. “Go to them. Tell them you’ve received word that I’m returning this evening and will be available in my study first thing tomorrow.” 

“Yes, father,” Elena says. She’s irritated with herself, with how quickly she’s fallen back into the role of the dutiful daughter, the ever-perfect puppet.

He places a hand on Elena’s arm. “Irene was the one who hid me, correct? This was her plan?”

Elena swallows the melancholic jealousy she feels at the pride in her father’s voice. “Hers and mine.” She wants to give Irene full credit, she really does, but she can’t, despite how much Irene deserves it.


“Bring her to me.”



Elena stands and bows, rolling her eyes as soon as she’s turned away from him.


“And Elena,” he says, as she reaches the door. “Good job.”



Her smile is so wide she feels like her face is splitting apart, but she can’t stop it. Her father has never once expressed true gratitude for anything she’s done. Maybe this near-death experience has changed him. Her happiness is infectious as she strolls down the hall—nothing can kill it, not even rounding the corner to find Neven and Irene huddled in some secret conversation. They stop talking as soon as they see her, but still, she floats above it all.

“You’re in a good mood,” Irene says, folding her arms across her chest.

“I am,” Elena replies brightly. She gestures to Irene. “He wants to see you.”

In a split second, Irene morphs into someone else, someone Elena’s father has always been proud of.

Neven watches Irene as she disappears around the corner. “What do you think he wants?”

Elena shrugs. “Who knows?” Elena grabs his hand, pulling his attention away from Irene’s ghost. “Come on. Time to sleep.”
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IRENE





I

 
rene’s back at Margot’s tavern, drowning her sorrows after what feels like the longest day of her life, a shot of something strong on the bar top in front of her. 



“Wow,” Mal says, sitting down beside her. “You look like you need that.”

Irene doesn’t bother to look at her. She knows every inch of Mal’s face so well that there’s very little difference between actually looking at her expression and imagining it in her mind. Irene downs her shot. It burns, but she doesn’t flinch. “You have no idea.”

“You know it’s like, two in the morning, right?” Mal questions.


Irene chuckles. “Do you?”



Mal leans into her, and when she does, Irene inhales her comforting scent, something sharp, then warm, pepper and vanilla, much like Mal.

“In that case, I’m assuming you’re here for the same reasons I am.”

Irene holds up two fingers. Margot sets two pints of ale in front of her in response. “Yeah, and what reason would that be?”

Mal leans an elbow on the bar top. “Neven and Elena came back to her room. She said they were just going to talk, but…I don’t know. I just couldn’t be there. Kai came to check on me and when I told him I was on the verge of throwing because of them, he volunteered to stand guard at the door until I come back.” Irene watches through her peripheral vision as Mal takes a swig of the ale and gags. “That’s disgusting,” she says, her face set in a grimace. “I want more.”


Irene laughs. “It’s an acquired taste.”



Mal slowly looks Irene up and down, then focuses in on her eyes. “Come on, lay it on me.”

Irene shakes her head, then takes another drink, savoring the way the liquid warms her body. But Mal raises her eyebrows and just like that Irene concedes. That’s the thing about Mal—she’s so easy to talk to. She looks at Irene with that half-smirk and she knows that Mal will never judge her, that Irene could tell her anything and she’d find a way to joke about it, easing the weight of the situation. Sometimes Irene wants to feel that weight, allow it to hold her down as some sort of punishment, but not tonight.


“King Baar lives,” Irene says.



“I heard. That’s not what’s bothering you, though,” Mal states. 

“He told me I did a good job,” Irene says with a laugh, making her own disbelief apparent.


Mal blows out a puff of air. “Wow. Congratulations.”



“Yeah,” Irene says, dragging the word out too long to be convincing.


Mal picks up on it immediately. “What’s wrong?”



Irene lets her shoulders roll forward. “It just…it didn’t feel the way I hoped it would. He said the words, and they just…had no effect on me at all. The man whose praise I’ve been chasing for years finally gives me what I’ve always wanted, and I felt nothing. No happiness, or anger, or relief. Just nothing. I thought I’d finally feel like I earned my place here or something.”

Mal’s mouth hangs open in bewilderment. “You feel like you haven’t earned your place?”



Irene takes another swig of her drink. “I used to, but it’s hard to feel like you’ve earned your spot when you don’t technically

 

have


 
a spot anymore.” The words feel true as Irene says them, even if she doubts them being the root cause of her melancholy.





“Well, I’ve never earned

 

anything


 
and I’m doing fine, if that makes you feel any better.” She’s mocking herself, but Irene doesn’t find it funny.




She looks Mal dead in the eyes. “That’s not true.”




“It is. And that’s okay. It’s just the truth.”



“Mal,” Irene says, reaching out to grab her hand. “No one—and I mean no one in The Unnamed has the charm and people skills that you possess. You could make a rock fall in love with you.”

Mal scoffs, her eyes growing distant. She pulls her hand out of Irene’s grasp. “Is the King Baar stuff all that’s bothering you?”

Irene shakes her head. “There is one other thing. But I’m going to need another one of these first.” Once a fresh ale has been set down in front of her, she takes a large swig, then continues, “I went to tell Elena her father woke up, and I saw her kissing Neven.”

Mal physically deflates, her body sinking lower into her chair as she processes Irene’s words. “Oh. Well, that hurts more than I thought it would.”

Irene raises her eyebrows. “More than you thought? Hang on, you knew this was going to happen?”

Mal shrugs. “I had my suspicions. They are engaged, after all.”

“Right. I just…I thought it was one of those political arrangements,” Irene says, admitting her most secret musings. “In all my time here, I’ve never once seen them be touchy or romantic in any way. They’re friends, of course, but I thought that’s all they were. Until…”


“Until you saw them kissing.”





Irene nods. “And sitting there with King Baar…he was giving me everything I thought I wanted, but all I could think about was that kiss, about everything that I

 

still


 
want.” She tightens her grip on her cup. “It’s my fault, really. I told him that whatever we had was over, and then he kissed Elena, and now I have no one to blame but myself.”



Mal chuckles under her breath. “And then there’s me who told Elena I have feelings for her, and she went off and kissed Neven instead.”


“Yikes.”





“Yep,” Mal says, nodding. “So, I guess we both

 

really


 
need this drink.”




Irene lifts her cup to Mal’s. “Cheers.”




“Cheers.”





IRENE AND MAL are both light on their feet when they make it back to the palace, stumbling down the halls and laughing like a pair of schoolgirls. They spent their time at the tavern reminiscing about old times, using pleasant memories from the past to avoid thinking about their current situations, the pair of them nothing but heartbroken teenagers with poor taste in partners, always choosing people who could never love them back. Why this fact surprises Irene, she can’t say. After all, that’s the message The Unnamed spent years drilling into them. Maybe back then she hadn’t been broken enough to believe it, but she believes it now.



She thinks about her time as a trainee, how grateful she is to have Mal and Kai. They’re so different, the two of them, but Mal and Kai have one thing in common, they’re always there for Irene, even when she doesn’t want them to be. Like leeches she can’t shake loose, they hang on, make their presence known, and never let go. She’s always looked at Kai like a brother, a person who has her back out of obligation, but secretly enjoys it. She’s never looked at Kai romantically, but Mal has always been different. She’s never seen Mal as a sister or a friend—not a lover or an acquaintance, but something in the middle of all of that. Mal is like an extension of Irene if Irene was

 

more


 
. Mal has all of the qualities Irene doesn’t and vice versa. Complete opposites that balance each other in unexpected ways.



There was a brief time before Irene left for Radon when they were an innocent mess of wandering hands and soft kisses, holding each other late into the night, clinging to each other like life rafts. She was never in love with Mal, but out of all the people in Sephis, Mal was her choice. It was a convenient arrangement because they shared a room, sure, but the thing that drew them together was Mal’s magnetism. She has this quality Irene can’t help but look at and want to be around. Mal has a way of keeping people tied to her.



Irene meant what she told Mal at the bar—the girl really could make anyone fall in love with her, and Irene knows the only reason

 

she


 
hasn’t fallen victim to that persuasion, is because Mal’s never tried. They have a silent agreement, the pair of them. When they were in Sephis, it was them, together. Neither had bothered to consider other people when the outside world felt so far away.



But when Irene stepped onto that boat to leave and Mal watched her sail away, they nodded to each other, and both knew what it meant. It wasn’t a forever goodbye, but it was an acknowledgment that their relationship as they’d known it so far had come to an end. They would go on to fall in love with other people, and the late-night cuddles, and inquisitive hands that had once been reserved for them would be traded in for something else. Something deeper. Something real.

Irene arrived in Radon and met Neven. She was immediately attracted to his energy, so similar yet so different to Mal’s. Once she learned about his upstanding character, Irene realized she stood no chance. Neven was good, and honest. He’s kind to a fault—so kind he even tried to bond with the new girl at the palace whose training and life-long purpose directly went against everything he believed in. She was rude to him, her misguided attempt at keeping him at a distance, to kill that spark of hope that lit up every time he said her name. He stopped talking to her for a few days, and she thought she had won, but then he walked up to her one day and teased her about something inconsequential. It was so unexpected that it threw her off balance. Once she recovered, she fired back, and that had been their pattern ever since.

She thought sometimes when she looked at him, that there was something else there in his eyes—hidden in the back, but present nonetheless, something she had seen once in the eyes of the girl before him.



Longing.




Even then, she didn’t allow herself to think of it. Neven was still the same guy he had always been, even if he had learned how to flirt just for her.

That was her line of thinking for the first year of their friendship, but then there was an incident with a fire in King Baar’s office, and she realized that maybe she was wrong about him all along. Sometimes, when she’s stuck in a downward spiral of self-loathing, she pushes him just enough to see that hidden side of him come out. She’s not proud of it, but it always makes her feel better, less alone, to know that she had someone who could understand her so close by.

Irene doesn’t overthink what she’s doing as she grabs Mal’s hand and begins to admire it. She rubs soft circles into Mal’s palm, satisfied when she hears Mal’s breath falter under her touch. She could blame it on the alcohol, but it’s long since worn off, her consciousness alert and focused on the delicious familiarity of Mal’s skin. Irene looks up, scouring Mal’s eyes. They’re so wonted under Irene’s gaze, looking at her the way they had so long ago in their room in Sephis. Irene is positive that her own expression is a mirrored mess of confusion and desire. Mal’s eyes latch onto Irene’s lips as she steps closer. Mal leans in, and Irene almost backs away, almost tells herself this is a bad idea, but she doesn’t.

Instead, she pushes forward and hungrily connects with Mal’s lips. They’re warm and soft, and exactly how she remembers them. She tastes like ale, sweet and rotten all at once. Irene wraps her hands around Mal’s waist, pulling her closer. Irene shivers as Mal moves her hands into Irene’s hair and pulls lightly. Irene sighs at the gesture, then deepens their kiss. They must look like a disaster of raging hormones, sloppily kissing in the hallway, a chaotic mess of hands and lips, vigorously searching for something they’ll never find within each other.

Mal slows down, begins kissing Irene in the same, sheepish way she used to, and in that moment, Irene knows exactly what this is. They’re both craving something that can’t be taken from them, something they can’t lose. They want familiarity, comfort, and release. These kisses aren’t driven by some emotional need to be close, to know each other in any way that they can. They’re kissing because it feels good, and everything else feels so bad.

Irene pulls her head back, and tilts it to the side, allowing Mal access to her neck. Without a word, Mal understands. Mal works at it like it’s her job, leaving kisses over every inch of exposed skin, surprising Irene with a light nibble every now and then. Irene lets her head fall back at the incredible sensation, doesn’t worry herself when a soft moan escapes her lips. She’s so distracted by her body lighting up at the contact that she doesn’t notice the figures watching them.

It isn’t until she hears a quiet voice speaking Mal’s name that she rips herself free of Mal’s grasp. It’s Elena, and standing a foot behind her is Kai. Elena’s standing barefoot in her robe, looking at them wide-eyed, her mouth slightly open. Irene can’t decipher her facial expression, but there’s an unmistakable rosiness to her cheeks.

Elena clears her throat. “I was going to bed, so I asked Kai to help me find you. Neven just left and I’m not supposed to be alone, remember?”

Mal lets out a sharp breath, which Irene can feel against her skin. Her neck, once warm, is now freezing, coveting the contact of Mal’s lips.

Irene studies Mal, wondering what Elena makes of their disheveled appearances. Mal’s hair is a mess, her lips are red and swollen, agitated by the thoroughness of her kisses.

“Right,” Mal says. Her voice has a telling huskiness to it, so distinctive of desire that anyone who hears her talk will be able to guess what she’s been up to.

Irene doesn’t know what to expect when Mal finally looks at her, doesn’t know whether she’ll be embarrassed or upset. Instead, when Mal makes eye contact with Irene, she smirks like a kid who’s been caught with their hand in the candy jar.

Irene fights against a smile of her own that’s threatening to break loose. She watches as Mal walks away, trailing behind Elena in silence.

Once they’re gone, Kai keels over in laughter, his hands on his knees. Irene fights it, but can’t help but join in. After a while, Kai stands up straight and wipes a tear from his eye. “When Mal and I got this assignment, the two of you backsliding is the last thing I expected to happen, but I’m so glad that it did. I needed a good laugh.”
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ELENA





W

 
ill you please say something?” Mal asks, closing Elena’s bedroom door behind her. “This silence is really freaking me out.”



Elena certainly has a lot she could say, but she’s afraid to face 
the reality of everything she just saw, everything she

 

felt


 
as she watched Irene and Mal all over each other in the hallway. Her cheeks are still burning, and she’s sure she looks pathetic—the picture of a naive little girl who doesn’t know what it’s like to be touched like that,

 

wanted


 
like that. Elena doesn’t know what she and Neven have, exactly, but she knows it isn’t that.



“I’m just a little confused,” Elena says, turning to face Mal. “You said you have feelings for me, but then I find you making out with Irene in the hallway?”

Mal sighs, but she doesn’t look angry. “I have the right to kiss whoever I want, Elena. You told me you don’t know how you feel, and I respect that. You’re right that you owe it to yourself to try and understand your feelings, and I get why kissing Neven is part of that process, but I never claimed I’d sit around and wait for you. Obviously, if I had my pick of people to kiss, I would’ve picked you. My feelings haven’t changed.”

Mal takes a step towards her. “Maybe making out with Irene wasn’t the best way to cope with everything that’s going on, but that’s for me to figure out. I didn’t want you to see us like that and I am sorry if it hurt you.”



Mal’s right, and Elena knows that. It

 

isn’t


 
fair of her to assume Mal would stay unattached just because Elena doesn’t know what she wants. Mal is single and beautiful.

 

Elena’s


 
the one with a fiancé—not Mal. Elena had just been so certain earlier with Neven that what she wanted was him—their friendship and unconditional love for each other. But when she saw Mal and Irene together, something inside of her shifted. She idly watched as Mal ran her hands over Irene’s body, and all she could think in that moment was that she wanted to be touched like that. She wanted

 

Mal


 
to touch her like that. She wasn’t embarrassed when she walked in on such an intimate moment; she was embarrassed at how long it took her to see exactly what it was she’d been wanting from Mal. She’s been told relationships don’t

 

need


 
physical intimacy to work, and maybe that’s a true statement for a lot of people. But now, looking at Mal—her big eyes and delicate lips, Elena can’t imagine wanting anything more than she wants Mal to touch her the way she had been touching Irene only minutes ago.



But how does she say that? How does she confess these things to Mal when she’s already decided her path by kissing Neven? That kiss felt like a promise…like a recommitment to each other, and it wouldn’t be fair to Neven, Mal, or herself to backtrack now. Mal did such a brave thing when she confessed her feelings, and Elena shut her down. It would be cruel to confuse Mal now because of a craving she can’t fully comprehend.

So, Elena nods and begrudgingly pulls her eyes away from Mal. “You’re right. You do have every right to kiss whoever you want, for whatever reason you want. You don’t owe anything to me.”

“Okay, good. Glad we’re on the same page.” The silence that follows is uncomfortable, but maybe Mal doesn’t feel it, because she shrugs and says, “Bed?”

Elena nods in agreement and climbs into bed without another word.



Elena tosses and turns all night, but no matter what she tries, she can’t win. She’s doing her best to not think about everything she saw, but every time she closes her eyes, she can picture it,

 

feel


 
it in painfully vivid detail. The way Mal stumbled slightly when Irene pulled her closer, the way Mal seemed to know what she was doing, so confident in every move she made. Mal joked about Irene being her first kiss the night they met, but now she wonders if they have a deeper history than either of them let on. So, she can’t close her eyes, scared of what she might do if she lets the memory seep in, if she lets it warm her like it had earlier. But whenever she opens her eyes, they drift to Mal, who’s sound asleep beside her, breathing softly, looking heavenly. The energy she and Mal have lying beside each other in bed, giggling and chatting about their dream lives, that’s the same way she feels with Neven. It’s light and easy and fun. Uncomplicated.



But the passion and fire she witnessed tonight, that she hungered for tonight—with Neven there’s none of that. Even now that she’s seen it and knows she wants it—it’s not Neven she wants it from. Even that night so long ago when she and Neven spent the night together, pretending to be other people, she didn’t desire him like she does Mal. They slept together and Elena thought it was fine, but not something she’d ever be desperate for. But now desire growls within her like a famished beast, and she fears it’ll never be silenced.

ELENA WAKES UP the next morning to Neven knocking on her door. She can barely look at him as he tells her that her father wants to see her, her mind too clouded by the events of last night. He walks with her to the study, asking how her night was after he left her room. She makes polite conversation, never looking at his face for too long. She’s acting unusual, and she’s sure he’s going to notice, but if he does, he doesn’t mention it. Instead, he holds the door open for her as she walks through, then closes it behind him as he leaves.


“Elena,” her father says cheerily, “Come in.”



“Good morning, father,” Elena says warily. He’s in a good mood, and that always feels like a trap to her.

There’s a small, rolling table beside her chair. Sitting on top of it is an assortment of breakfast foods and juices. Her father gestures to it. “Would you like anything?”

Elena shakes her head, too disturbed by the curious act of kindness to stomach anything. He looks at her expectantly, and she thinks the silence might kill her. “What’s going on?” she asks.

He smirks quickly. “I realize I haven’t been a very good father.”

She knows the hope on her face is exaggerated, comical, even, but if this is going where she wants it to, then this is a conversation she’s coveted for so long.

“Naturally, parenting was supposed to be your mother’s job. When she died, I thought the best thing I could do for you was prepare you for the future. Familiarize you with your duties so when the time came for your coronation, it wouldn’t be so hard for you to adjust.”



Elena holds back a gasp at the mention of her mother. The people at the palace love to whisper about her when they think Elena isn’t listening. They call her mother a petulant minx, say that she was given so much after marrying King Baar, and that she didn’t appreciate any of it. They say she spent her time alone, and when anyone tried to get close, she shut them down. All of it hurts to hear, but what stings the most, is when she hears people telling stories that have to do with

 

her


 
.



One sunny afternoon, as Elena was strolling through the garden, she heard two women gossiping through the hedges. They couldn’t see Elena, and she couldn’t see them, but she could hear them all too well.

“Did you know she cried for a week straight when she got pregnant?” the first woman said.

Another voice said, “Rumor has it as soon as the child came out, her mother just gave up. She didn’t want anything to do with that wretched girl. When she started bleeding, she told the doctor not to bother even trying to save her. She didn’t even want to see the girl after she was born. King Baar should have listened when everyone advised him against marrying that woman, but he had to have Leonor. Just think, if he had married someone worthy, he might have had a son,” the second woman said.

“How pitiful,” the first woman responded, but it hadn’t sounded like pity when she laughed. It sounded like joy. Like someone revering in the torment of a dead woman’s pain.

Suffice it to say, the people of Radon hadn’t taken kindly to her mother marrying the King and moving into the palace. It must be easy to look at a woman who seemingly had everything and judge her for being unhappy, but Elena knows the sad truth, can see the shadow of it in her own reflection. Her mother was taken from her home, brought here without her consent to marry a man she had never met, someone she might not have even liked. She was told to marry him and have kids, that her duties were inconsequential. She was to be a good mother and dutiful servant, to be seen and never heard. For that is a woman’s place as Queen. Anything else would take up too much space. Anyone would be unhappy in a situation where they feel they have no freedom, no choice. A situation that’s set to be Elena’s life, a reality she’s starting to feel she’s accepted far too easily.

“I do know my duties very well,” Elena says, trying to mask the bitterness in her voice.

“Yes, you do,” her father says proudly. “I’ve been thinking, and I’d like for you to start taking on some more responsibility more around here, if you’d like to. After all, it was you and Irene who secured our territory while I was…” He teeters his head, searching for the right word. “Unavailable.”

Elena smiles in the way of a girl who should know something is too good to be true, but willingly disregards it for the sake of her own happiness. “I’d like that very much. What do you have in mind?”

“There are some things that need…arranging before these changes can be put into place, but I’ll consult with Neven about what responsibilities he feels you can handle, and he’ll let you know,” her father says, rising from his seat behind his desk. “It was good to see you, daughter.”

Elena should be mad, furious even that her new responsibilities are going to be up to Neven’s discretion. She should yell at the top of her lungs about not needing a keeper and how she can judge her own limitations, but she’s too happy to think about any of that. All she’s ever wanted is for her father to trust her. Unfortunately, it

took him nearly dying twice, but she thinks, finally, she could end up with everything she wants.



“OKAY THAT'S TWO times in a row you’ve left a meeting with your father smiling,” Neven says as she saunters up to him. “Should I be concerned?”

Elena giggles. “He wants me to take on more responsibility. Of course, those responsibilities will need to be chosen carefully by my fiancé,” she teases.

“Of course,” he replies, in that same mocking tone. There’s a lull in their conversation where Neven regards her seriously. “How’s he doing?”

It seems sincere enough a question, but there’s something in his eyes that makes her shift. Could it be anger? Maybe Neven’s going through all the same phases of grief that Elena did, wishing him dead then regretting it moments later. It wouldn’t be a stretch to assume Neven has the same complex feelings about her father that she does. After all, he’s endured just as much abuse, if not more.



“He’s good. He’s

 

really


 
good, Neven. It’s like I woke up in some alternate reality where I have a father who cares. I know I probably shouldn’t get used to it, but I already am.”




“I’m happy you’re happy.”




“Are you?” Elena asks, her mind craving answers. “Happy, I mean.”




“Yeah.” He sounds surprised. “I am.”




Elena smiles, content. “Me too.”



“Good.” Neven regards her, undoubtedly questioning the expression on her face. “What is it?”



She’s replaying everything that happened last night, questioning her relationship with Neven. Maybe it’s not that she

 

doesn’t


 
have that chemistry with him. Maybe she’s just never felt it, because until last night she didn’t know that she

 

could


 
. Maybe all it takes is deciding to feel that vigor, that fire, to give her what she needs. She shifts her gaze to his lips, watching their familiar shape as they quirk into a tight smile. “You’re staring.”





“Sorry. I was just thinking about something.”




“What?”



She can’t tell him she’s wondering if they have spark—if their relationship can survive now knowing all she does. She won’t say she’s wondering if the magnetic attraction that pulls you closer and closer someone is the difference between the way Neven looks at Irene and the way he looks at her. Their kisses have always been nice, but never loaded, never driven by the desire to get as much of each other as possible. Neven’s hands have never wandered over her body, exploring every curve and muscle as if it’s what they were made to do.

She licks her lips, working up the courage to do what she needs in order to settle her mind. Without warning, she grabs the collar of his shirt and pulls him to her, crashing their lips together. There’s a brief moment where he freezes, and she thinks maybe he’s going to pull away, but then he kisses her back. It’s delicate and sweet, and again, sends butterflies fluttering around in her stomach. She flashes back to last night and decides to mimic the movements she saw Mal perform. She takes her hand from Neven’s shirt and tangles it in his hair, pulling lightly at the root.

Neven immediately steps back, breaking their kiss. “Ouch. What was that?”

Elena laughs, mortified. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I thought that was a good idea.”

He laughs his good-hearted laugh, and Elena immediately feels better.

“It’s okay. It was just…unexpected.”


“In a bad way?”



He smirks, clearly afraid to hurt her feelings. “It wasn’t great.”


“Noted. It won’t happen again.”



Neven kisses the top of her head and excuses himself to visit with King Baar.

Maybe it was ignorant of her to think that would work, but she really did believe it could. The funny thing is, she didn’t even want to. Kissing him that way didn’t feel natural or good, for either of them apparently. It seems like no matter what she does, she’ll always feel this way with him. Maybe she isn’t capable of feeling that kind of desire at all. But that’s not true, because she felt it last night. She felt that need more intensely than she’s ever felt anything in her life.


Maybe the key is Mal.
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KAI






K

 
ai’s been debating something for hours, pacing the floor in his room so diligently he’s concerned he might burn a hole straight through the carpet. When he asked for advice, Mal told him it

 was no big deal and Irene said it was their only option. So, he lets out a breath, pulls his bedroom door open, and storms down the hallway, through the grand hall, and around a corner to a bedroom door much like his own.



He almost turns back, telling himself it’s a bad idea, and maybe it is… but it’s also his

 

only


 
idea. He knocks hesitantly. He tries not to fidget while he waits, regretting his choice more and more with each step he hears coming toward the door.



Amir is visibly confused when his eyes land on Kai. Kai hopes he isn’t showing his hand by being here but feels as though he might be.


“Hi?” Amir questions.






Damn


 
. In all the time he spent talking himself into this, he hadn’t actually considered what he was going to say, how he was going to ask. No, not ask, he decides. If he asks, Amir can turn him down, and they need him. So, Kai puts on his most steely gaze.




“Fine,” Kai says.



Amir glances down the empty hallway, seemingly searching for the beginning of a conversation he must have missed. “Fine, what?” 


“Fine you can help.”



Amir chuckles, leans into the door frame. “I thought I was a suspect.”



Kai glowers at the use of past tense. “You

 

are


 
a suspect. But you’re also the only person in close proximity with information that can help us.

 If this was your plan all along, I applaud you. You’ve won.”

“I’m sorry.” Amir feigns surprise. “Did you just give me a compliment?”

“Only if you did it,” Kai says, his voice deep and focused. He waits, watches Amir, anticipating some sign from him. Guilt, he would accept, pride, even. But looking at Amir, watching the way his face moves, Kai can’t gage any of its meaning, and it drives him crazy.



Kai’s facade is wearing thin, his suspicion of Amir as strong as water running upstream. He doesn’t

 

actually


 
think Amir had anything to do with the poisoning, but Kai figures it’s better to be safe than sorry. The person he’s suspicious of is Emperor Teusea. Sure, the Emperor seems like a nice man, but that’s part of what alarms Kai—he’s far too nice to be the leader of a country. This suggests that it’s fake, that his niceness is a skin that he sheds so his prey is twice as scared when he lunges and lands his teeth deep within its skin.



Kai knows many kinds of power. There’s the upfront and obvious power-hungry like King Baar, the lying-in wait snake like Emperor Teusea, and then there’s the person who pretends they don’t want power at all.

“I’m curious,” Amir says. “Why do you think after everything that’s happened, that I would want to help you? You haven’t been very kind.”

Kai shrugs. “You said you’re bored. I’m offering you something to do.”

“Mm.” Amir shakes his head. “That’s not a very convincing argument.”

“Okay. It’s a chance to rid yourself of that querulous voice in your head telling you that your father did this.” Amir starts to say something, but Kai talks over him. “Don’t bother denying it again. I won’t believe you.”

Kai isn’t sure why he’s so convinced Amir had nothing to do with this yet is resolute in his suspicion of Emperor Teusea. Maybe it’s because if the roles were reversed and Kai’s mother was being suspected of needless murder, some small part of him would have no choice but to believe it. There might be a sick sort of pleasantness to have something so damning confirmed about a parent you want to dislike but can’t because of loyalty. It would take all the doubts and callous thoughts he has about his mother and make them okay, because he would have been right for them. Kai doesn’t know Amir, and maybe he’s wrong and projecting all of this because he’s bothered by his inability to think straight around him, but one way or another, he’s going to find out.

Amir stares into the distance for a while, his back pressed into the door frame, then he looks into Kai’s eyes. “Okay, I’ll help you. But only because I intend to prove you wrong.”


“We start tomorrow night in the research library.”



Kai’s content with their agreement, happy he’s gotten everything he came for. Amir holds out his hand, and Kai examines it for a moment before realizing Amir wants to shake on their deal. He awkwardly takes Amir’s hand in his.


“It’s a deal,” Amir says.



Kai starts to pull his hand away, but Amir tightens his grip, not letting Kai’s hand go. Kai’s eyebrows pinch together in confusion.


“Seal it with a kiss?” Amir asks, his tone flirtatious.





For the first time in his life, Kai stumbles over his words. An awkward jumble of vowels is all he gets out before Amir drops Kai’s hand and bends over in a fit of laughter. This was a test, and Kai failed. What kind of a test? Kai has no idea. What he

 

does


 
know is that he’s thinking about Amir’s laugh, and his flaming embarrassment all the way back to his room.





MAL, ELENA, IRENE, Neven, and Kai are strolling down the hall in silence, walking haphazardly to the research library for their first team meeting with Amir. They’ve just rounded the corner when Elena freezes. Mal asks her what’s wrong, noticing Elena’s sudden stillness before anyone else. Elena reaches her hand up, rubs the back of her neck, and says, “Nobody move.” Maybe it’s the fear in her voice that causes them to listen, but they all stop dead in their tracks.


“What is it?” Mal asks in a too-loud whisper.



Elena looks around the hallway anxiously. “Something’s wrong. The air—it feels like when I got attacked.”

Kai immediately goes into defense mode. “You think there’s a tasma here?”

Elena nods, frantically searching the dim hallway for something none of them can see.

Her voice reaches them in a delayed echo, like five of her are speaking at once. “Hello, again.”

Standing in front of them, with shadows dancing around her, is Nyssa.


“Did you miss me?” Nyssa asks.




“Not even a little bit,” Elena deadpans.



Nyssa’s eyes snap to her, looking Elena up and down. “God, you’re foolish. My assumption was that someone who could hold their own in a fight against me would take the lead in this conversation.”


“Why are you here?” Mal asks, stepping closer to Elena.



“Cute.” Nyssa grimaces. “Protecting your little girlfriend, are you?” Mal visibly stiffens beside Elena. “Oh, relax,” Nyssa says with a wave of her hand. “You know you had quite the reputation in Sephis, well, after this one left you behind,” Nyssa says, pointing to Irene.

“You were in Sephis?” Irene asks. “How come we never saw you?”

“I guess you could say I was special. I trained away from the rest. But I’m not here to talk about that,” Nyssa sing-songs.


“Then why are you here?” Irene presses.



“Please.” Nyssa rolls her eyes. “You know damn well you lured me here with that tantalizing little rumor.”

Irene shrugs. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



Nyssa lets out a cold chuckle. “Normally, I wouldn’t fall for such an obvious ploy, but if anyone can find my lone adversary, it

 

would


 
be the best tracker in the history of The Unnamed.”



“And why would I help you?” Irene asks, feigning hesitance.



“Because I can tell you who tried to have

 

her


 
killed,” Nyssa says, pointing to Elena.



Kai’s so overcome with relief, that it takes everything in him to hold his focus instead of collapsing to the ground, holding his hands to the sky, and thanking whoever made this happen for them.


“Who hired you?” Kai asks. 



“I’m not going to just give you that information,” Nyssa replies.

Kai scratches his head. “Then what exactly are you proposing?”

“A trade,” Nyssa says. “You bring me my power stealing copycat, and I’ll give you a name.”

Kai’s eyes are locked with Nyssa’s in a silent standoff. Kai only looks away when he hears footsteps coming up from behind him. When he turns, Kai sees it’s Amir. His eyes are locked on the ground in front of him, slowly making his way toward the group.

Suddenly, the air around him gets warmer. Kai turns back, ready to flush out this deal with Nyssa, but when he does, Nyssa is gone.

“What happened?” Neven asks frantically. “She was just here!”



IN THE RESEARCH library, Amir runs his hands through his hair. “Maybe word got out that I can hurt a tasma?” Amir says, defending himself. 

Kai doesn’t believe in coincidences, so when Nyssa suddenly disappeared just as Amir made himself known, Kai decided there had to be a reason.

He had, not so gently, dragged Amir to the research library, the others following behind, pushed Amir down into one of the leather armchairs, and demanded to know what happened. Amir has spent the last few minutes of his life going through a list of possible reasons why Nyssa disappeared just as he showed up, and none of them have been good enough for Kai.



“Or maybe she got scared because she heard someone coming and it wasn’t one of you.” Amir sighs. “I don’t know why she disappeared, okay? I’ve never seen that girl in my life. In fact, I

 

still


 
haven’t seen her.

 She was gone before I even looked up.”

“Okay here are the facts,” Kai says, leaning close to Amir in an attempt to intimidate him. “Nyssa was paid to kill Elena, your father is a suspect, and Nyssa, who was ready to make a deal with us, suddenly vanished when you came into sight.”

Amir smirks. “Again, I ask have you considered that Nyssa was lying about being paid?”


Kai scoffs. “Why would she do that?”



“Because you have information she needs. I mean, isn’t that exactly what you guys did? You lied to get the information you need. It’s not a stretch to imagine she might do the same. And, actually—it’s a good thing I showed up when I did because she probably would have killed you all right then and there once she figured out the truth,” Amir says.



Shit

 

.


 
Amir is right.

 

Again


 
. And Kai was so blinded by his need to find answers that he missed something obvious.

 

Again


 
.



“Enough,” Elena says, throwing her hands up. “We can interrogate Amir all day long, but it still doesn’t change the fact that he’s our only source of information about tasma.”

Kai sits at the edge of the coffee table, feeling defeated. Elena’s right, but Kai won’t be the one to say so.


“You don’t have to trust me,” Amir starts.




“Good, because we don’t,” Kai mutters.





Amir shoots him a glare. “But I

 

can


 
help. Let me prove it.”






“How?” Kai asks.





“Ask me anything you want and I’ll answer,” Amir says, relaxing into his chair.

Elena steps closer to Amir, then hesitates. “I have a question.” Amir gestures for her to go on, so she does. “I was attacked by a different tasma—one that wasn’t Nyssa, but that one did something to me. I can’t remember what it was, only how it felt.”


“And what did it feel like?” Amir asks softly.



“Like…like he held a piece of my soul in his hand, turned it over in appreciation while I watched, and then smiled at me while he snapped it in half like a twig.”

Amir’s silent for a moment, then whispers, “Memory harvesting.”


“Memory, what?” Neven asks.





“It’s an ability that only the most powerful tasma have,” Amir explains. “I’ve never heard of it

 

actually


 
happening, I only knew that it could…theoretically.”



“What is it exactly?” Kai presses. He’s fed up with Amir’s half-truths, tired of having to ask the same question over and over again to get the answer.

“Essentially, the tasma roots around in your heart, finds one of your fondest memories, bringing those emotions to the present, and then they erase it. It leaves the victim feeling hopeless and confused, knowing they’re missing something and going mad because they don’t know what it is. The truly evil will take every single good memory you have until you’re empty and unfeeling exactly like them. Left with nothing but the absence of what was,” Amir explains.

When Amir speaks about tasma, his tone is level, never betraying his emotion on the subject, and Kai has to wonder if he actually takes offense to it all. Does he deplore it? Or does he fantasize about the tasma and their abilities? Is that why he’s so devoted to learning about them? Kai shakes his head, shutting down his thoughts. He shouldn’t be so hard on Amir. Isn’t Kai just as fascinated with all of this and how it works as Amir? Haven’t he, Elena, and Neven been craving the knowledge just as much?



There’s a mixture of groans and ghastly expressions in the room, everyone appalled at the horror of Amir’s words. How can something that only became real to them a few days ago be so terrible? How has this evil existed in the world and none of them knew it? None of them

 

felt


 
it?





“KAI, WAIT UP!”

Kai rolls his eyes at the familiar voice, his irritation spiking when he feels Amir fall into step beside him.


“What?” Kai asks through gritted teeth.





Maybe it isn’t fair of him to be so annoyed with Amir, and maybe Kai’s frustration is more about feeling blocked and incapable than it is about

 

Amir


 
himself,

 
but if Kai acknowledges that, then he has to work through it, and Kai isn’t prepared to put in that effort with everything else that’s going on. Now hardly feels like the time to embark on a spiritual, self-healing journey. 



“I just wanted to give you this,” Amir says, holding out his palm.

Sitting there, atop Amir’s overturned hand, is a bracelet. It has plastic black beads all around it, save for the three at the center which are white with black letters that spell his name. Where in the world did Amir find bracelet making supplies in the palace?

Kai stops moving, turning to Amir, his frustration replaced with confusion. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“You don’t have to do anything with it,” Amir says with a shrug. “I just thought it would be funny.”

Kai glances down the hallway, wondering if someone’s hiding, waiting to jump out at him and tell him he’s being pranked.


“If it’s funny, then I don’t get the joke.”



“Big surprise,” Amir mutters. Kai shoots him a glare, but Amir doesn’t squirm, he just gives Kai that irritatingly smug smile, and holds the bracelet out for Kai to take. 

When Kai doesn’t move for it, Amir continues his explanation. “It’s because of what Elena said at brunch. She said, ‘I doubt you’re making friendship bracelets with Amir.’ So, I thought now that I’m working with you it would be funny to actually have friendship bracelets, like a symbolic white flag.”

Kai slowly picks up the bracelet with the tips of his fingers, examining it as if it’s diseased.

“You don’t have to wear it. It’s just a gesture,” Amir adds quickly.

Kai nods, patting around his clothing, searching for a pocket. A pocket is good, he can put it there now to avoid offending Amir, then throw the bracelet away when he gets back to his room. Amir must have seen Kai’s daily wear of rings and necklaces and assumed a bracelet would be something Kai would enjoy, and maybe Kai would have liked it, if it hadn’t been coming from Amir—if it didn’t feel like a representation of the certain death looming over his head now that he’s agreed to work with their prime suspect’s son. Kai internally curses himself when he remembers the clothes he’s wearing don’t have pockets. Because of course they don’t.

Kai licks his lips, his mouth suddenly dry. Begrudgingly, he slips the bracelet onto his wrist. It’s unfamiliar there, the beads scratching against his skin in a galling way.

Amir looks down at the bracelet on Kai’s wrist, his smile even wider than it was before.

“Wait a minute,” Kai says, remembering something. “Friendship bracelet? Does that mean you have one too?”

Amir rolls up his sleeve, exposing his left wrist and the bracelet on it. Amir’s bracelet is the opposite of Kai’s, white beads all around, except for the black letter beads in the center of the bracelet that spell out Amir. Kai prefers the look of Amir’s bracelet to his own but doesn’t feel the need to share that information.

“Okay,” Kai says, still confused about why this is happening. “Thanks, I guess.”

Kai forces a smile, the kind of smile that couldn’t possibly be seen as genuine, but Amir either doesn’t get the hint, or doesn’t care, because in response, he flashes Kai brilliantly grating smile, and says, “You’re welcome.”

Kai scoffs as he watches Amir saunter away. Amir might just be the most confusing person he’s ever met…but as Kai thinks this, a genuine smile breaks out on his face, and he realizes he might like it.
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IRENE





I

 
t’s not that Irene was expecting King Baar to call for her—no, she hadn’t even allowed herself to hope, yet getting that knock on her bedroom door filled her with a reassurance so deep it may as well

 have been an ocean. And then, just as quickly as that reassurance came, it went again once she remembered that without her title, she no longer has value to him. He probably wouldn’t be calling on her to talk about the investigation without everyone else, and certainly not without Neven.

Whatever it is he wants to say to her is sure to be bad.

It’s weird to be in King Baar’s office without Havardur. The energy is calmer, less suffocating. She’d always thought it was the office that was stuffy, but she sees now that it was just him. He had so much hot air living in his head that he created a sauna wherever he went. What’s even weirder, though, is being in the office alone. King Baar, before all of this, never would have allowed someone to be in his office, with all of his classified maps and plans by themselves.

Irene turns toward the door as it opens. “Ah, Irene,” King Baar says, approaching her. She stiffens as he gets closer to her and hopes he doesn’t notice. He lightly squeezes the sides of her arms, smiling at her as if she’s just returned from war. “It’s wonderful to see you.”

He moves around his desk and takes a seat in his chair. He gestures for Irene to sit down as well, and she obliges. Frustrated, and anxious to understand why she’s here, Irene asks, “What is it that I can do for you, sir?”



It’s a bold move—addressing him first, but it’s not like she can get fired

 

again,


 
and honestly, she’s over feeling helpless.



To Irene’s surprise, King Baar smirks at her brashness. “I have a proposition for you.”

Irene leans forward in her seat, allowing her intrigue to take hold, despite everything. “I’m listening.”

“Is it true that it was your plan that kept the grounds secure while I was sick?”


Irene’s eyes narrow. “It is.”



King Baar nods and Irene can’t read his expression. It was hard enough to translate his mannerisms before his seizures, but now he seems like an entirely different person with shiny new facial expressions. “In light of these recent events, I’ve made a decision. As you well know, I’ve named Neven my Highest Protector. I don’t regret that choice. But it’s obvious to, well, everyone, that Neven doesn’t have the necessary skill set to protect me in a combative setting. I’ll need someone with me who can do the hard hitting, so to speak, and I’d like that person to be you.”

Irene leans back into her chair, allowing herself to fully slouch for the first time in twelve years. When Neven told her about this other position, at the time it seemed like the worst possible option, but maybe she’s been too rash. When this investigation is over, Mal and Kai will leave, and she’ll be alone again. Before, she had Neven, or rather, the hope of Neven helping fill her days, but he’s not an option anymore. She needs a responsibility, a tangible goal. At least this way, she knows she’ll have a roof over her head and money in her pockets. “So, I’d be what, exactly?” Irene asks.

“You’d get your old job title back, and all the responsibilities that come with it, but you’d be, in all but name, my primary protector. You’d take on all the aspects of the job Neven isn’t suited for.”



Irene resists the urge to remind him Neven isn’t suited to

 

any


 
part of the job. Irene would be the muscle. That’s it. And on top of protecting King Baar, she’d also have to keep Neven safe. That’s a lot of heavy lifting for one person to do. Isn’t this what she wanted, though? When she went after Alfvin that night, when she set the trap to have Havardur killed, and when she begged to be part of the investigative team for Elena’s poisoning—it was all so she could have this moment, this job.



King Baar must see the concern on her face, because he softens his expression and leans in. “You must think it’s silly that I named Neven at all, but you of all people should understand the strategy. If people are under the assumption that my very docile, all-too-polite son-in-law is protecting me, they’re more likely to be…impetuous with their coup attempts. They’ll see Neven, assume I’ve gone mad, and expect I’ll have no real defense. You’re a prodigy, to be sure, but Neven is a maven of strategy. Radon hasn’t seen a real threat since I brought him here. Together, you’d be unstoppable.”

In all of this time, Irene’s never considered that Neven could be good at strategy, that he might actually have the qualifications for the military and war side of the Highest Protector job. But if that’s true and Neven is such a genius, then why hasn’t he offered his prodigal advice in regards to their investigation? She rids herself of the thought. She’s being unfair, letting her anger with herself affect how she sees Neven. Of course, there’s no miraculous solution to the problem they’ve been facing, let alone one Neven would be able to see on his own. Their tasma problem is way bigger than any one person.

Okay, so it’s not the job she wants, but maybe it’s the job she needs. On the other hand, accepting this position means working with Neven all the time. The idea of it is alarming, yet it calls to her. Despite everything that’s happened between them and the knowledge that they can never be together, the thought of being around him is… nice. It makes this wildly uncomfortable situation feel safe and inviting. She’d like to watch his eyes light up when he cracks a bad joke, would enjoy witnessing his Machiavellian scheming in action. She’d like to watch a piece of his hair slip into his eye while he leans over the war table, his sleeves rolled up, focused intently on the scaled down cities in front of him.


It’s a dangerous desire, but it’s inevitable.




All at once, the truth blinds her.



She could be standing on the edge of a cliff with no idea how far the drop is, but if someone told her Neven was below…she’d jump.


“I’ll do it.”





IRENE STANDS OUT on the patio overlooking the garden. She can’t recall walking here, but she knows that air was something she was desperately seeking after her meeting with King Baar. She’s been staring distantly at the view for what feels like hours.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Mal says, leaning her hip against the concrete wall that acts as a railing. Mal waves a hand in front of Irene’s face. “Hello? Earth to Irene.”

“Sorry,” Irene says, her attention now firmly on Mal. “What did you say?”


“I said you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Are you okay?”



Irene sighs. “I don’t know. I should be, right? I mean, it’s not exactly what I wanted, I guess, but I do have my title back and—”


“Hang on. You got your job back?”



Irene nods. “Technically, yes. And also a promotion? I think it was a promotion.”

Mal shakes Irene playfully. “Irene, that’s amazing. That’s what you wanted, right? To be Highest Protector, and all of that? Wait, does this mean you stole your boyfriend’s job?” Her tone is light as always, immediately making Irene feel at ease.

“Okay, first, Neven is not my boyfriend. Second, I’m not Highest Protector.”


Mal gapes at her. “I’m very confused right now.”



“Exactly,” Irene says. “I have my title back, and all of those responsibilities, but I’m also supposed to do the defense side of Neven’s job, the physical protection, while Neven gets the title and all of the strategizing duties.”

Mal’s eyebrows pinch together. “Oh. Are you happy about that? Only doing half of the job, I mean.”



Irene chuckles. “Honestly? I had been so fixated on earning the title that I hadn’t even considered all of the political parts of the job. Those strategy meetings were always Havardur, King Baar, and occasionally Neven. Every part of the Highest Protector job I actually

 

saw


 
happen, was something I could have done better than Havardur with my eyes closed. But obviously there was more to it than just keeping King Baar alive in the face of the threat. I was so wrapped up in trying to prove myself that I acted naively. Maybe King Baar was right. Maybe I’m not qualified for the job.”



Mal nudges Irene’s arm. “We took tons of strategy courses in training, and you were fantastic. Besides, if only being qualified for half the job means you shouldn’t have it, then by that same criteria, Neven shouldn’t have it either. That boy couldn’t hold his own against a flour bag, let alone a hostile enemy.”

Irene lets out a laugh. “I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but ‘fantastic’ isn’t good enough. Apparently, Neven is some kind of genius.”



“Genius?” Mal scoffs. “I’ve never seen it. He’s nice, I guess, and he

 

has


 
helped, but I haven’t witnessed anything brilliant.”





“Apparently he’s

 

so


 
good, that Baar credits Radon’s stability to Neven,” Irene deadpans. “Look, I understand the skepticism. All of the same thoughts ran through my mind when King Baar told me, but like I said, I was never in those strategy meetings. If King Baar is crediting him, he has to be incredible.” Irene gives Mal a gentle nudge. “I think your judgment might be clouded.”




“Clouded by what?”




Irene shrugs. “Jealousy.”



Mal laughs. “I am not jealous of Neven. If anything, I think he’s jealous of me.”

Irene smirks to herself and shakes her head. She knows Mal well enough to see when she’s lying. “Speaking of jealousy. What happened the other night? You know, after Elena…” Irene can’t bring herself to finish the sentence, to remind herself of that night, and all the complex feelings that come along with it.


Mal throws her head back and groans. “It was weird.”




“How so?”



“I don’t know…I thought she was upset, but it also felt like she was trying to force it?”


“Oh. So, you think she didn’t care?” Irene questions.



There’s no way that’s true. Irene’s caught Elena staring at Mal when she thought no one was watching far too many times to buy that logic.

Mal shakes her head. “I think she cared. I just don’t think she was upset for the reasons she was saying. I don’t know, it was all very bizarre, and we haven’t talked much since. It’s been all polite small talk and awkward goodnight’s since then.”


“Would it have been easier if she hadn’t seen us at all?”



Mal looks at her sideways. “I think we both know what would have happened if she hadn’t seen us, and that wouldn’t have been easier for anyone.”

Irene squints, turning away from the sunlight. “You’re right.”

Mal watches her, a sympathetic look in her eyes. “I’m sorry about the job stuff, though.”


“Thanks.”



“Maybe you just need some time to adjust to it. Give it some time to sink before you’re too hard on yourself.”

The tell-tale sound of food carts being pushed through the hallway pulls Irene’s attention from Mal. “Is it lunch already?”


Mal nods. “Yeah. Why?”



Irene stands abruptly, coming eye to eye with Mal. “I’m supposed to be training Neven right now.”

Irene’s only made it one step over the threshold when she calls out, “I’ll see you later. And thank you for everything.”
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NEVEN






N

 
even barely dodges a blow that would have landed square on his jaw, remembering what Irene told him last time they trained together. He’s sweating so much that every few seconds he has



to pause to wipe his brow before the sweat can fall into his eye, blinding him and giving Irene an opening. He’s not naive enough to think he’ll beat her, now or ever, but he wants to give it his best effort. Irene’s done all of this, agreed to everything he’s asked of her…for him. The least he can do is try and give the girl a decent fight.

He’s bouncing on his feet, his gloves locked in their defense position shielding his face. He does more eluding than anything else, but he supposes that’s a solid first step. After all, you can’t land a punch when you’re unconscious or dead.

Irene seems different today than she was the last time they trained. She seems laser-focused on her movements, like she doesn’t register it’s Neven she’s fighting. Her face is twisted into a snarl, but her eyes aren’t present. She’s mad at something, or someone, that isn’t here. She starts coming at him too fast, and he doesn’t have time to dodge the attack. She bends down, swipes her leg beneath his, and knocks him flat on his back.

He taps the mat with his palm, signaling Irene to stop.

He’s breathless. The fall knocks the wind from his lungs, so he can’t speak. Water leaks from the edges of his eyes. He’s not hurt, just surprised and confused by Irene’s mood.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” Irene says, kneeling down beside Neven.



Now he

 

knows


 
something is wrong. Irene would never willingly apologize. Not even to him. He pushes himself up to a sitting position and puts his head between his legs.



Irene places a hand against his back. “Are you okay?”


Neven nods, still unable to speak.



She watches him with wide eyes as his breath slowly returns. After a long while, he says, “I’m fine. I didn’t know it was possible for a human to move that fast.”


“Yeah. I got distracted, forgot to take it easy on you.”



He gives her a reassuring smile. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”


“Do you want to take a break?”



He nods. Irene gets up, then reaches down to help him stand. The force of her pull lands Neven right in front of her, so close that if he took a deep breath, his chest would be flush against hers. His instincts keep him firmly in place, only doubting the comfort of their proximity when Irene takes a half-step back.


“What’s going on with you?” he asks.



She looks at him, her face pinched in an unsure expression. She looks nervous, maybe even embarrassed. He reaches out and grabs her right hand. He doesn’t think about the movement before he does it, but Irene doesn’t flinch at the contact. She doesn’t shrug him off or yell at him the way she probably should. Instead, she looks deep into his eyes, her expression indiscernible. Just like that, the air between them shifts again, the way it always does when they forget themselves. So much of him longs for her, as if every fiber of his being was made from hers. Every moment they spend denying each other seems to suffocate them little by little, cell by cell. He’s sure that someday he won’t be able to breathe unless his skin is pressed against hers.

Irene pulls her hand out of Neven’s grasp, her eyes shifting to the door, where a young boy is standing, clutching a piece of paper in his hand.

“What is it, Barrett?” Irene asks, recovering from their moment much faster than Neven, whose mind is still reeling, picking apart every detail.

“This came for you,” Barrett says, walking up to Irene and handing her a letter.

“Thank you,” Irene says, dismissing Barrett. Once the boy has gone from the room, Irene, with an impatience Neven’s never seen from her, rips into the letter, her eyes hungrily devouring the words.


“What is it?”



Irene’s expression leans toward frustration as she glares at the page. “This is from Alvis. He can’t track the poison that was used on the King, but he’s asked his distributors if they remember who bought it. He doesn’t have any more information right now, but he wrote that he’ll send word if he gets a name.”

Neven feels an overwhelming sympathy for Irene. She’s tied so much of herself to finding out who poisoned Elena, and now the King. The only thing he’s ever valued that strongly, that whole-heartedly is his family. His brothers who relied on him, who taught him more than he ever got the chance to say. His mom who would hold him when he cried, caring for him in the purest way he’s ever known. And his dad, who threw tradition and reputation aside the second Neven told him he didn’t want to be King. Neven wishes he could thank his father for that, but of course, he can’t. If he were to list his regrets in life, never telling his father how much he appreciated him would be at the top of the list.

“I’m sorry he can’t tell you anything,” Neven says, and he is sorry. Irene being in pain hurts him in a way he can’t explain.

“Are we good here?” Irene asks, crumpling up the letter, her attention already latched onto something separate from him.

Neven squeezes his hand, trying to hold onto the dissipating warmth from Irene’s flesh. “Yeah. We’re good.”


“Okay, good. I need to go fill in the others.”



He mutters a goodbye as she exits the gym, but she doesn’t seem to hear it.



Standing alone, with nothing but hot air and the smell of sweat for company, he wonders something. When Irene says ‘the others’, does she mean all of them, or just the other namero? Neven has never considered that he might be boxed off in Irene’s brain, filed under ‘obligated to share information with’ rather than someone she

 

wants


 
to share information with. But if that’s truly the case, then why didn’t she invite him? The conversation about the letter will no doubt lead to brainstorming a plan of action. When she ended things with Neven, did that also mean he’s no longer part of the core team? Or worse, did she only ever include him

 

because


 
of their relationship? Does he have any value to her outside of being a sparring partner?



He feels bare, torn open and left raw. How is it possible that she means the world to him, yet he’s been so easily removed from her life?
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MAL






M

 
al’s sprawled on a reclining outdoor chair, dressed in black from head-to-toe, letting the sun have its way with her skin. She’s been out here for hours, taking advantage of a rare, sunny, Radonian day. She’s been allowing herself time to sit, time to think. As much as she loves an adventure, she’s beginning to bore.



Elena, and Mal’s feelings for Elena have been a welcome distraction so far, but now that she understands her feelings can’t be reciprocated, Mal’s curse has come back to stake its claim on her. It’s not a literal curse, of course. Mal’s never angered a witch or crossed a troll, but the weight of it, of her inability to stay put for long periods of time is beginning to show. It’s like this twitch inside of her body that never goes away for long, agitating her until she begins to move. Even the food here, once tasty and exciting has lost its luster. More frequently, Mal is isolating herself, looking for places to sit where no one will bother her whenever she isn’t needed.

This is what she’s thinking of when she first hears the bell. It’s loud, the sound of it prevalent even this far away. The bell tower sits at the center of the palace’s massive circular drive, looming over the grounds like an angered God. She closes her eyes and sighs, determined to drown out the shrill sound. She tilts her head to the sun, taking it in, when suddenly she stops.




The bell is ringing


 
. It’s not a holiday, and this isn’t the kind of bell that rings frequently. The glossiness of the thing upon her arrival had made that evident. It’s built with the same stone as the older wing of the palace, yet it’s so pristine it seems gratuitous. So, why is it ringing?



She could leave it alone. Eventually, the bell will have to stop, and she’ll be able to get back to her…sitting? Waiting? Whatever it is that she’s doing. But her training taught her to seek out answers when something feels off. If she wants to be positive nothing odd is going on, she should go to the square and see with her own eyes that everything is okay.

She feels melodramatic as she sprints around the eastern perimeter of the palace, but she can’t be bothered to care. The tolling bell is either a harmless siren or it indicates something terrible. Based on every servant, resident, and child at the palace pushing past each other, fighting for the best vantage point when she arrives at the source of the sound, she’s betting on the latter.

She spots a wine barrel at the edge of the crowd, and climbs on top of it, using it to elevate herself above the crowd. Emperor Teusea is standing on a small dais in front of the clock tower’s base. Using his hand, he makes a slicing motion across his neck, and the bell cuts out. Mal’s ears feel fuzzy for a moment, as they adjust to the sudden lack of sound. King Baar is standing about a foot below Emperor Teusea on the ground, looking up at him with his hands clasped together. King Baar’s knuckles are paler than the rest of his skin, like he’s squeezing his hands so hard it’s cutting off his circulation.

To the left of Emperor Teusea, six guards decked out in yellow are holding up a plank of wood loosely covered by a white sheet. There’s a small form beneath it, a form that looks strikingly similar to a body.

“In Teusea we have a saying,” the Emperor starts. His voice booms, reverberating off the palace walls and bouncing back into Mal’s ears. It feels like Teusea’s voice is surrounding her, coming at her from all sides. “The bell shall toll when an enemy rolls.” He chuckles to himself. “It’s silly, I know, but the meaning of the phrase has long been a tradition in my kingdom. Last night, an enemy of the Teusea empire was found hiding on the streets of Radon. One of my soldiers captured this heathen and brought it to me.”


Mal doesn’t miss the use of the term ‘it’.



“Upon questioning, it confessed to a series of heinous crimes that could not be ignored, and as such, the criminal was put to death.” If he hears the murmurs that break out in the crowd, he doesn’t show it, continuing on without so much as a breath of acknowledgement. “King Baar, the heir apparent, and Radon have my deepest respect for approving my quest, and honoring me with a pardon, so I was able to punish the criminal on Radonian soil.”



Mal’s eyes narrow. Is that the reason the Teusea’s came here? To hunt a fleeing criminal? If that’s true, then maybe their trip here wasn’t about killing Elena and King Baar at all. She shakes her head. It doesn’t make sense, even as she considers it. One of Teusea’s guards happening upon a criminal on the lam in a city as big as Radon feels too coincidental to be true. It’s entirely possible they got a tip about the criminal hiding here and came to Radon on a mission. But even so, Mal feels like there has to be something bigger to all of this. There’s no way one single, fleeing criminal was enough to send the ruler of an empire and his only heir directly into enemy territory. Maybe it was a three-for-one deal that brought them here? A chance to take the land, kill the Baar’s, and hunt down a wanted criminal?

 

That


 
she would believe.



“I ask that you join me in celebrating the death of this vile creature.” Emperor Teusea gestures to the guards, and when they remove the sheet, they reveal exactly what Mal suspected, a body.

To most of the crowd, the girl underneath the sheet is a stranger and the Emperor’s story will be easy enough to believe. But to Mal, the body of Nyssa, unmoving, devoid of life, tells a completely different story.



“WHAT THE HELL are we going to do?” Mal asks, pushing through the door to the research library. She doesn’t even bother to confirm the rest of the team is inside, she just storms through expectantly. Her eyes dart around the room quickly, catching sight of everyone but Kai.

“Nyssa was our only lead, and I don’t know if you’ve heard, but her body’s on display in the courtyard,” Mal continues.


Irene nods slowly. “I know.” 



Mal can feel Elena’s eyes on her, but she ignores them, focusing instead on Irene. “If you know, then why aren’t you panicking?”

Irene rises from her chair, takes a step toward Mal. “Because making decisions in a state of unease leads to mistakes, and we don’t make mistakes.”

Mal rolls her eyes. “Yes, I’m familiar with the guidelines from our training packets, but staying calm is much easier said than done.”

Irene rests a hand on Mal’s forearm. “Let’s think this through. Nyssa was our primary lead, yes, but my contact in Athebos is trying to find a name for whoever bought the poison. Once we have that, then we’ll have a goal.”



Mal sighs. “So, you’re saying we have one very flimsy

 

possible


 
lead that may not work out anyway? Besides, what kind of poison dealer is going to give up their clients?”



Irene drops her hand, and shrugs. “Anyone can be bought.”

“How are you so certain?” Elena asks. She makes her way across the room, stopping beside Mal. “Because, honestly, it feels like this whole excursion has just been one big dead end.” Elena looks to Mal, but Mal looks away. “I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

Mal rolls her eyes. “No one’s been wasting anyone’s time. It just feels like there’s someone three steps ahead of us, blocking us in before we’ve even had time to catch up.”

There’s a heavy silence in the room, the kind that feels exhausted, like giving up.

“What do you make of this?” Irene asks, turning to look at Neven.


“Me?” Neven replies, pointing to himself.



Irene nods. “Yes, you. The King spent what felt like hours singing your praises, so tell me. What do you think we should do?”

Neven tilts his head to the side, his mind working through something behind his eyes. Eventually, he shakes his head. “I wish I had some groundbreaking advice; I really do. But when you’ve exhausted all your leads, the best thing you can do is wait for something new to come up— stop trying to lead the investigation and let the investigation lead you.”

Irene turns on her heel, facing Mal again. “The thing I can’t figure out is why these attacks vary so much.” She points to Elena. “First you were poisoned, then your throat was nearly slit, but then you were attacked with some tasma voodoo? It doesn’t make any sense. Why is each attack so different from the ones before? And why have the attempts on your life been varied but your father has only been poisoned? It’s almost like these incidents are completely separate events. I mean, if the poison didn’t work on Elena, why risk doing the same thing with King Baar, when physical attacks have seen the better results?”

“Maybe they couldn’t get close enough to my dad to attack him physically?” Elena suggests.

“Or you’re right, and they’re separate attacks, two different people with the same goal.” Mal adds.

Neven rises from his seat across the room, coming to stand beside Irene. He lowers his voice conspiratorially, “Or it was a team. Two people who might go about their common goal in different ways. Who do we know that fits that bill?”

No one says it out loud, but as they look at each other in turn, Mal knows they’re all thinking the same thing. Has Kai been right the entire time? Emperor Teusea as a suspect was as good as gold, but none of them truly suspected Amir. He just seems so…innocent.

Mal rubs her temples, massaging away an incoming headache. “This would be so much easier if we knew how long that poison had been in his system before his seizure.”


“How would that help?” Elena asks.





Mal turns her head, glancing at Elena briefly before pulling her eyes away. “If we can figure out when your father was poisoned, then we can eliminate anyone with an alibi for that time. Normally, we’d just look at people with access to the victim, like footmen and family, anyone who has opportunity and motive, but knowing the attacker was probably a tasma

 

,


 
who can apparently travel through walls or whatever means our suspect pool is, well,

 

everyone


 
, and we have no real way to narrow it down.”



Everyone’s attention turns to the door as it swings open, and Kai walks through. With his face fixed in a grimace, he holds up an envelope. Mal doesn’t need to see the crest on the back to know who it’s from. This letter came from The Unnamed.


Kai sighs. “We have a problem.”





MAL DIDN'T STICK around to watch Kai open the letter; she already knew what it would say. The Unnamed wants their soldiers back. She and Kai have taken too long to complete their mission, and now they need to be reprimanded. Elena didn’t follow her immediately, but Mal had only been in her room a couple of minutes when Elena came storming in, not bothering to knock.

“This is ridiculous. They can’t just call you back,” Elena says.

Elena sits down on Mal’s bed, watching her pack up what little amount she brought with her to Radon. This is the first time Elena’s been in her room. It would be nice under different circumstances.


Mal huffs a breath. “They can, actually.”



“I’ll talk to my father. I can stop this. I’ll have him tell them we need more time,” Elena says, pulling Mal’s clothes out of her bag.

For the first time since she saw that envelope, Mal stops moving. “Your father has no power here.”

“What do you mean? Of course, he does. He’s the King of Radon.”



Mal scoffs. “A King who’s protected by

 

our


 
people. Our loyalty to The Unnamed is literally etched into our skin. Elena, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but there’s no way out of this. The Unnamed get what they want, and right now, what they want is us.”



“I can’t believe you’re just giving up.” The comment seems off-handed, some throwaway sentence Elena didn’t think through before speaking aloud, but also finds true enough to say. Still, Elena’s intent doesn’t lessen the pain of her words.



Mal picks up the clothes Elena removed from her bag, and throws them back in. “I’m not giving up. I’m only

 

here


 
because they told me to be. I’m part of this investigation because I’m doing my duties, and I’m going back because of that, too. I thought you’d understand that more than anyone,” Mal says it because she wants to hurt Elena, but immediately regrets it.



Pain flashes across Elena’s face. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Do I really need to explain?” Mal asks, holding her ground.





“I’m not like you, okay? I’m not one person in an army, Mal. There aren’t thousands of other people conditioned to be just like me. I was born to do this

 

one


 
thing. All I’m trying to do is not screw that up. I was doing such a good job until…”




“Until what?” Mal dares her to say the words.



Elena hesitates, but she rises from the edge of the bed, and makes her way over to Mal. “Until you showed up.”

Mal huffs, unshed tears burning in her eyes. “Wait a minute. You’re saying it’s my fault you can no longer pretend you’re happy being nothing more than a pretty face on your fiancé’s arm? Because if that’s the case, then I did you a favor.”

Elena throws her hands in the air. “Except you’re going to leave and then what do I have? A life that a month ago I was fine with, but now makes me want to scream! So, congratulations, Mal, you’ve made sure I feel just as miserable and empty as you do.”

Mal’s been beaten many times in her life, but nothing she’s ever endured comes close to the pain she feels seeing Elena’s expression as she screamed those words. Mal doesn’t realize she’s crying until she tastes the salt in her mouth. “Elena, I—” she pauses, “I never wanted that for you. If that’s how I’ve made you feel, then I’m sorry.”

She’s done it again. She’s gone and broken someone wonderful. Mal, the hurricane who destroys everything in her path. It hurts just as much as it always has, except this time pain has a companion. Guilt.

Mal lets her sadness carry her to the edge of her bed. She falls into it, allowing her emotions to weigh her down, rooting her in place. “I never wanted to hurt you.” Mal’s known this for a while, yet the sentence sounds like a realization. “Usually, I live my life however I want, and yes, I’ve hurt people. I accepted from a very young age that that’s just who I am. I’m a person who hurts other people and lives with it, exactly like The Unnamed wanted me to be. Except, when I came here, and I met you, and we went to the city together…that day I decided that no matter what, I wouldn’t hurt you. And I tried not to.” Her voice cracks. “I really tried, Elena. I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough.”

Mal’s aware of the bed dipping lower, feels the air beside her grow warmer against her skin, but she doesn’t look at Elena, can’t face the anger she’s sure is on her face. She startles as Elena’s arms wrap around her. When she realizes Elena is holding her, comforting her the way Mal had that day in the city, Mal relaxes into the embrace.

“You didn’t break me, Mal.” Elena sighs. “You only showed me that life can be more. The funny thing is, I didn’t even realize what was happening. You just have this energy I can’t help but want to be around. I can’t imagine all the pain you’ve been through, yet you’re funny, and kind, and most importantly, you were there for me. Not just that day in the city, but every time I’ve needed someone, you’ve stepped forward. It’s like you can see exactly what I need, and just do it without hesitation. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

The words are like salve on a wound. Sticky, and warm, holding damaged pieces together until they can heal. “If that’s true, then why are you so mad at me?” Mal asks quietly, wiping a tear from her face.

Elena’s face softens, then she looks away. “I’m not mad at you. I just… I really don’t want you to go.”

Mal turns her head, aching to look in Elena’s eyes, to try and decipher exactly what she’s thinking. Breathless, Mal asks, “Why?”

Elena looks at Mal, her brown eyes darkening. “You know why.”

Mal should respond, but she can’t find any words to say. She wants to believe what Elena’s saying, but how can she be sure when Elena’s turned her down before. Mal starts to turn her head away from Elena’s, not trusting her treacherous body with this proximity, but Elena’s hand stops her. Mal’s body goes numb, with the exception of her cheek, which is hypersensitive beneath Elena’s touch. Her hand cups Mal’s cheek, rubbing light circles against her skin. Mal closes her eyes, taking in the delicate touch.

When Mal opens her eyes, Elena is watching her, her eyes darting to every point on Mal’s face. Elena’s analyzing, looking for something, but what? Her eyes stop roving, fixated on Mal’s lips. Elena exhales, then leans in closer. Elena’s lips brush against Mal’s, so gently that at first, Mal thinks she’s imagined it, but then Elena does it again and Mal, using every ounce of self- control she has, freezes.


“It’s okay,” Elena whispers.



At her words, Mal dives in, crashing their lips together like a wave against a rock at high tide. Elena’s lips are like clouds. They call to her, pulling her deeper and deeper until nothing outside of them exists. With their lips still attached, Elena moves to straddle Mal. Mal lets her hands explore Elena’s back, ravishing every inch of exposed skin from her backless dress. Elena loops her hands behind Mal’s neck and pulls her closer, deepening their kiss. Mal flips them, lying Elena down on her back. Hungry for more, Mal’s lips go to work on Elena’s neck and chest, placing kisses everywhere she can. Mal grins to herself devilishly when Elena lets out a satisfied moan. Elena reaches down, and pulls Mal back to her face, lifting her head off the bed to meet Mal’s lips.

When Elena pulls away, Mal stops, terrified she’s done something wrong, but Elena merely smiles that irresistible smile, and says, “So that’s what it’s supposed to feel like.”



37



IRENE







T

 
he rowdy crowds are especially loud tonight, their trill cheers grating against Irene’s ear drums as she climbs down and down, further into the ground. The metal ladder is cold against her skin,







the earth below significantly colder than the air outside. She jumps from the ladder, landing in a puddle of chunky liquid with a splash. Irene allows her eyes a moment to adjust before starting down the tunnel. After walking a while in the darkness, she comes to a fork, two possible paths. To the left is a section of the underground club called

 

The Bungler


 
—that’s

 
where you go if you’re not looking for a real fight, or if you don’t know

 

how


 
to fight. That’s where Irene used to go when she first started coming here. She’d let her opponents assume she couldn’t fight well, let them get a few hits in, then she’d use what she learned analyzing their fighting style and win in less than a minute. It was over too quickly, never quite satisfying the craving she has for violence.





She continued on like that until one day Dex saw her fight. Dex is the type of person you’d take one look at and be scared to cross. She’s taller than any woman Irene has ever met, with a permanent sneer that always reminds Irene of her commanders back home in Sephis. Dex is strong, too. Much stronger than Irene, or even Kai. Irene was intimidated at first, when Dex approached her, but Irene had already won three fights that night, so she stood tall and proud, determined to appear like the winner she was. Dex told her she was too good to be fighting on this side—that she needed to see some real competition. Irene had heard whispers about

 

The Maven—


 
the side of the underground club that’s full of people like her, but she needed an invitation to get in, so Irene did what she does best. She made a plan and waited, and that day when Dex came to see her, she was finally invited in.





It was twice as big as

 

The Bungler


 
inside. Where

 

The Bungler


 
was dingy and run-down, floors permanently stained from stomach acid and blood,

 

The Maven


 
was shiny and new—so beautiful it could have been professionally sponsored. Walking into it, it felt more like a cave than an underground venue. A full-size boxing ring sat at the center of the space. The rest of the floor was open and level, providing ample room for the crowds of people that flooded in, excited to catch a fight. Irene’s first match in the ring had been tougher than she anticipated, her opponents’ style different than hers in every way. Irene was calculated and sharp, where he was imperfect and unpredictable, chaotic, even. The entirety of their match lasted twenty minutes, which, after fighting for a few minutes at a time in

 

The Bungler


 
, felt like forever. Her muscles threatened to fail on her, fatigue sitting in every joint. She wanted to tap out, to allow her body reprieve, but she wasn’t a quitter. She held on for five more minutes and it was all she needed, because her opponent stumbled, leaving her an opening to attack when he couldn’t see it coming. Dex found her again after that, told Irene she’d never seen anyone so dedicated in the ring, and offered her a monetary arrangement. Most of the fights in

 

The Maven


 
are paid, the audience betting on who the victor will be. The winner of the fight gets to take home a share of the betting pool. That first fight had been a test for Irene, and she passed. Between her earnings at

 

The Maven


 
and her salary from her position at the palace, Irene has saved enough money she could charter a ship to the other side of The Great Divide and back a hundred times over. She’s never had any use for the money, but it does feel nice to work for something and be rewarded for it without having to ask.



Maybe that’s part of the reason she keeps coming back. What she told Neven was true, being here does help her process things, but it’s also become an addiction, something she itches for when she’s been away too long.



“I didn’t think I’d see you back here after you disappeared,” Dex says, spotting Irene as soon as she enters

 

The Maven


 
.




“You can’t get rid of me that easily,” Irene replies.



Dex chuckles, lights a cigarette, then takes a puff. “You’re out of money, aren’t you? Every one of you is the same. You fight until you start to feel like you’re too good for it, then you make some big scene saying you don’t need us, and you’ll never come back, except they always come back. They come crawling in with their tail between their legs because they got cocky and used up all their prize money.”

Irene does her best to look embarrassed, allowing Dex to believe her statement is true. Irene’s never shared her job title or true identity with anyone here, most of all Dex. They’re not friends. They’re associates. Business partners. But more than that, Irene isn’t stupid. She knows that if given half a chance, Dex would turn on Irene for a payout, would hold her for ransom or torture her for information without a second thought.

Dex looks her up and down. “Say you’re not too good for this place and maybe I’ll let you in on a fight.”

“Dex,” Irene starts, placing a hand on Dex’s forearm. “This place is too good for me.”

Dex gives Irene a satisfied smirk, and Irene knows she chose the right phrasing. Flattery, it works on even the most callous of people.

Dex offers Irene a cigarette, which Irene turns down. “The next couple of fights are all lined up, but I’ll see if I can get you in the queue after that. You good with hanging here a while?”


“All good.”



Dex smiles. “Great. We’re gonna’ win big tonight, kid. I can feel it.”

If only winning was what she came for.

Irene’s anticipation builds as she watches the other fighters come and go from the ring. The first match is two guys who, upon first glance, seem to be equals in every way. They’re the same height, the same build, and they even have the same fighting style. Irene chuckles to herself. This is what it must look like when she fights Mal. The match goes on for a long time, so long that the crowds begin groaning every time one of the men blocks a punch. Eventually, one of them wins, and Irene wonders if the crowds cheers are so loud because they’re excited for the winner, or if they’re just happy that the fight is finally over. Irene would bet her money on the latter. This audience doesn’t come here for a lesson in fighting.

They come for entertainment.

The second fight promises to be much more interesting. The first person to enter the ring is a girl. She looks young—far too young to be in a place like this. She looks helpless, her hollowed out face terrified as she steps into the ring. Irene tamps down the surge of panic she feels. If this girl has been invited into the ring, then surely she can handle herself. Irene shouldn’t judge the girl based on her stature or the horrified look on her face—she could be a prodigy for all Irene knows. Irene moves forward in the crowd, getting close enough that she can stop the fight if need be. Irene watches in a state of alarm as the girl’s opponent enters the ring. He’s easily three times the size of her, made entirely of showy muscles and scars. Irene is sure in that moment that the girl is going to die, that she’ll be lucky to land a single blow on the large man.

Irene cries out for them to stop, but the cheers from the enlivened crowd are too loud, and they drown out her voice. Irene tries to move forward, but the crowd pushes her back. The man lunges, reaching for the girl. Irene holds her breath, reminding herself that only skilled fighters are allowed on this side, so she should have faith, trust in the girl and her abilities. The girl ducks, using her small stature to her advantage, but the man sees it coming and grabs her by the throat. He lifts her with one hand, then slams her into the ground with so much force that the entire ring shakes. The girl scrambles under his hand, her limbs flinging around in a desperate attempt to break free.

“Stop this! Stop! She’s dying!” Irene cries, but again no one hears her.

The crowd should be angry at watching a helpless child as she dies right before their eyes, but instead their cries of anticipation only get louder. Irene uses all her weight to push back through the crowd. If she can get into the ring, then she can stop this, she can help the girl. Irene can make sure she lives. Irene gets close enough to place one hand on the ring, her eyes locked on the girl whose struggle is becoming less intense, her body giving up under the pressure of the man’s hand around her throat. Irene’s about to pull herself through the ropes when someone tugs her back. They hold her from behind, lifting her off the ground.


“You’re causing a scene,” Dex says into Irene’s ear.



Irene thrashes in an attempt to break free, to find some leverage. “Let me go!”

Dex tightens her grip around Irene’s body. “You can’t help her. It’s over. See?”

Irene stops her struggle, her body surrendering as she watches the man step away from the girl. He smiles as he raises his hands up in victory.

The girl’s body lays on the ground, tiny and pale, and Irene begins to sob.



“WHAT THE HELL was that, Dex?” Irene screams.



After the girl was murdered, Irene was livid, sobbing uncontrollably on the floor of

 

The Maven


 
. Dex picked her up, threw Irene over her shoulder, carried her into Dex’s office, and promptly dropped her on the ground.




Dex shrugs. “The people wanted a show. I gave them a show.”



Dex’s casual tone lights a fire under Irene, her sadness suffocated by her anger. “That wasn’t a show. That was a child who never stood a chance and now she’s dead because of you!”

Dex props her feet up on her desk. “She knew the risks. The same way you, and every other fighter I employ know the risks. It’s a shame, though. She had real potential.”

Irene scoffs. “She was never going to win. That guy was three times her size, Dex!”

“Yes, he was, and it’s disappointing she lost. Her winning certainly would have shaken things up around here.”

Irene balls her hands into fists. “She didn’t lose, Dex! She died!”

Dex sighs. “People die here all the time, sweetheart. I know you’ve been away for a while, but you can’t tell me you weren’t aware of that fact.”



Irene isn’t sure where all her anger is coming from, but she’s sure the force of it could move mountains. “She wasn’t a trained fighter! She didn’t belong here! She was a helpless child, and now she’s dead because of

 

you


 
!”





Dex slams her hand against the desk, but Irene doesn’t startle. “She came to me because she was being hunted by

 

your


 
people. They were going to take her. She said she’d rather die than become one of you. I guess she got her wish.”



The words are like venom seeping into Irene’s skin. Is becoming a namero really a worse fate than death? She remembers the fear in the girl’s eyes, the way she panicked, desperately seeking a way out. No. Irene chooses to believe that, in that moment, the girl would have chosen life, even if it meant being taken to Sephis.

There is no worse fate than death before you’ve had the chance to live.

The words leave Irene’s mouth before she can even process them. “I want her body.”


“What? Why?” Dex asks, her confusion apparent.



“She deserves to be buried with dignity. I intend to do that for her.”

Dex sighs. “Hell, I don’t care. Go nuts. But don’t come back here again until you’re ready to fight. I don’t know what happened that made you go all soft, but it’s clear you don’t belong here anymore. Now get out.”

If Dex had said that to her a month ago, it would have hurt, but as she hears the words now, Irene understands. It’s true that she doesn’t belong here anymore. But if she doesn’t belong here, and she doesn’t belong at the palace, then where does she belong?

Did she feel a sense of belonging back in Sephis? She tries to remember, but the only thing she can recall about that time is Kai and Mal and crying so much that the skin around her eyes started to peel.

Sephis might never have felt like home, but Mal and Kai did.



IRENE MANAGES TO hold her tears back as she carries the girl’s lifeless body through the forest, she keeps it together as she lays the girl gently on the ground, doesn’t allow a single tear to fall as she digs. Irene makes a shallow grave, the ground any deeper too frozen solid to excavate, but deep enough that people won’t be treading on the girl. The ground will hold her body, will wrap around her in a tight embrace so she’ll never feel alone.

Irene does her best to be gentle as she pulls the girl’s body down into the grave.

Irene weeps. “I’m sorry this happened to you. I’m sorry no one was there to protect you. You deserved better than this.”

Irene wipes away her tears with the back of her hand, smearing dirt across her face. Irene leans forward and presses a soft kiss to the girl’s forehead. Irene exhales and pushes herself to her feet. She lifts herself out of the grave and allows a tear to fall every time she throws dirt on top of the girl. Irene resists the urge to shovel it all out, to lift the girl out of the grave and hold her, thinking maybe if she does, the girl will wake up. But Irene knows the absence in the girl’s eyes all too well, has been the cause of that absence far too many times. So, Irene keeps throwing dirt. She says a silent goodbye as the girl disappears beneath it, becoming one with the earth below.

Once she’s finished, Irene collapses to the ground. She lays down beside the makeshift grave, breathing in the scent of the dirt. She picked a nice spot. Here in the forest, with trees shading the ground, everything around her feels cold. The only sounds are birds chirping in the trees, sending the girl off on her forever sleep with a song. Irene closes her eyes and allows herself to feel everything she’s been fighting against since she was a child. The sadness, the anger, the hurt, the happiness. All of it comes at once. There in the dirt, she finds herself laughing, sobbing, and screaming. Once she’s done, she finally feels some sense of peace. Right here, against the frozen ground, she’s free of any expectations, any duties.

She’s just Irene, enjoying a moment alone with the breeze.
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KAI





I

 don't know what I said, but now everyone suspects you had something to do with it," Kai says, plopping down in the seat across from Amir.

“I guess miracles really do happen.”

“Clearly,” Amir replies, raising his eyebrows. “It makes sense though.” Amir swirls the brown liquid in his cup.


Intrigued, Kai asks, “What does?”



“That they think I had something to do with it.” Amir shrugs. “I’d think the same thing if the roles were reversed.”



It’s unnerving how words that should feed Kai’s suspicion do nothing but put it at ease. “The evidence

 

is


 
damning.”



Amir chuckles. “I know. It’s so convincing that I’m starting to think you’re right. That I sleepwalk or something, only instead of walking I plot, and poorly execute murders.”



“That

 

would


 
explain why they’re so chaotic,” Kai mutters.




“What do you mean by chaotic?”



Kai bites his lip. He shouldn’t have told Amir that, and with anyone else, he wouldn’t have. Why is it that Kai’s walls are paper thin around Amir, despite Kai’s wishes? Kai needs to talk this through, and Amir is right here. If this conversation comes back to bite him, then at least it’ll confirm Amir’s involvement. “With Elena, the attacks feel desperate and disorganized, like someone who doesn’t really know what they’re doing, or is out of practice. But with King Baar they feel—”


“King Baar?” Amir interrupts. “He got attacked?”



Kai sucks air in through his teeth. How did that happen? Years of training teaching him to keep his cards close to his chest and he just showed his enemy his hand.


Again.





King Baar’s attacks are the one piece of information he’d explicitly chosen to keep secret from Amir, yet he just blurted it out. Maybe his mother is right. Maybe he’s not cut out for such a high stakes assignment. Okay, yes, this could be a very bad thing. Except, if Amir

 

was


 
part of the plot, then he would already know about the attack on King Baar, and his surprise at the news seemed genuine.



In a split second, Kai must decide if he’s going to trust Amir. He weighs the pros and cons, and ultimately what it comes down to, is that they’ve only been able to make progress on the investigation with Amir’s help. It’s a logical decision, a smart decision. Or, at least, that’s what he tells himself. Kai exhales. “Someone’s been poisoning him.”

Amir shakes his head. “Hang on. So, when he was ‘visiting Havardur’s family’, was he was actually sick?”



Kai nods. “He nearly died that day. We’re trying our best to stop it, but it seems the people doing the dirty work are tasma

 

,


 
so we have no way of keeping them out of the palace or knowing when they’re going to show up.”



“So, you think my dad is hiring tasma to kill Elena and King Baar?”

“Yes, except I’m starting to think it isn’t the same person attacking Elena that’s been attacking King Baar. The attempts are too different for that to make sense.”



“Okay, sure, but maybe one person is hiring them and letting

 

them


 
decide how they go about it. That would account for the inconsistency, wouldn’t it?” Amir suggests.




“Or maybe it’s a team.”





Amir’s eyes flash with recognition. “So

 

that’s


 
why they suspect me again. They think my dad and I have made some deal where, what? I kill Elena and he takes King Baar?”




“Essentially, yes.”



Amir chuckles softly. “Well, if my dad’s killing anyone, it isn’t King Baar. That would be too risky.”

Kai leans forward in his chair. “What do you mean by that?”

“Because of the treaty,” Amir says. Picking up on Kai’s confusion, Amir continues his explanation. “The last time we were at war with Radon, our territories signed a peace treaty. It states that the reigning monarch over either country can’t plot against the other, and that in turn, when one of us is at war, the other will be our ally without question or hesitation.”

Kai doesn’t even try to hold back his laughter. “When in history has a treaty of any kind prevented a war from breaking out? People are selfish and they bore easily. Just because your dad signed a piece of paper however many years ago doesn’t mean he’ll abide by the agreement now. I mean, look at the facts. Your people have wanted this territory back for hundreds of years, and then you and your father just happened to be passing through in the midst of Elena’s assassination attempt? And now King Baar? No. It’s too convenient.”



“Okay, first of all, thank you for recognizing Radon was our land first—everybody here seems to forget it was stolen from us. And second, if my dad were the one poisoning King Baar, then why would he run with that Havardur story? His opening to seize the territory was right there and if he

 

had


 
poisoned Baar, he could have inferred the truth about his absence. So, if he’s as desperate to seize Radon as you all think, then why didn’t he take it then and there?”





It’s a valid question—one Kai hasn’t been brave enough to ask himself, but Kai has a response, nonetheless. “Maybe he’s the one poisoning Elena, and he really didn’t know about Baar. Or maybe he has someone on the inside and was waiting to take action until he knew without a doubt that Baar was dead, but then Baar

 

didn’t


 
die.”



“That seems like a big leap in logic. I’d say it’s more likely that two completely unrelated people happen to be trying to assassinate both of Radon’s monarchs at the same time,” Amir says, sarcastically.

Kai rolls his eyes. “Okay, I get it. It does sound crazy when I hear it out loud. I’ve just—I’ve never experienced this kind of doubt before. I’ve always known exactly what to do.” The thought sends shivers up Kai’s spine.



“ARE YOU SURE I should be here?” Amir asks, his voice quiet.

Kai nods. “Don’t worry about it.” Kai pushes the door to the research library open, holding it in place for Amir as he passes through.

Mal’s mouth drops open as soon as she sees them together. “Well, this is a surprise.”


“Yeah, I thought he was a suspect again,” Neven states.




“He is,” Kai replies dryly.




“So now we’re friends with the enemy?” Mal asks. 



“Raise your hand if you have a plan you need to discuss.” Kai raises an eyebrow as he looks at them in turn. When no one moves, Kai says, “Exactly, we have nothing. So, there’s no risk with him being here.”

“I’m confused,” Mal says. “You’ve wanted us to keep him out of the loop since he got here and now that we’ve finally agreed with you, you’re what? Friends?”

Kai toys with the bracelet on his wrist. “Friends is a strong word. But what can I say? He grows on you. Like mold.”

“Or a virus,” Amir teases. Everyone turns their attention to him, glaring. “Sorry.” Amir chuckles. “That was a poor choice of words.”

Elena throws her hands up. “Personally, I don’t have a problem with it. I’ve always liked him.”

Mal laughs. “We’ll probably regret it, but we’ve really got nothing left to lose. We’re leaving soon anyway.”


Kai turns to Neven. “What about you?”



Neven watches Amir for a minute, debating something in his head, then pats Amir approvingly on the shoulder. “Welcome to the family.”

Amir looks to Kai, his expression pinched. “What does she mean you’re leaving soon?”

“The Unnamed are calling us back. We have two days left here, whether we figure this out or not,” Kai replies.

“Isn’t it bad form to leave before you’ve finished what you’ve started?” Amir asks.

“Typically, it would be, but by their standards, we haven’t actually started because we’ve made no progress,” Kai explains.

“And as usual, they have the worst timing,” Mal says, with a devilish grin directed at Elena.


“That is their specialty,” Kai agrees.



“I’m actually leaving, too,” Amir confesses, stunning them all into silence.


Elena takes a step toward Amir. “You are?”



Amir nods. “The day after tomorrow. My father just told me this afternoon. Apparently, he and your father worked out whatever it is my dad needed to talk to him about.”

There’s audible relief in the room at the news that their enemy will be fleeing Radon. If they’re leaving, and both Elena and King Baar are still alive, then Elena was right, and the Teusea’s had nothing to do with these attempts. Or, the more likely scenario, is that something very bad is about to happen.


“How are you feeling about all of this?” Neven asks.





It takes Kai a minute to realize Neven is talking to him,

 

asking


 
about him. He takes a half-step backward, moved by the sentiment of it. “Getting called back is bad, and I don’t know what’s going to happen to Mal and me for failing so spectacularly. But whatever it is, it’s guaranteed to be a hell of a lot better than what would happen if we tried to fight it.”





Mal gives Kai a sympathetic look. She’s the only person in this room who understands why the stakes are so high for him—why it’s so hard for him to give up. The knowledge he’s failed his mother has been eating him alive since he got that letter, but there’s nothing he can do about it anymore. His only choice now is to go home and face it. Face

 

her


 
.



Mal claps her hands together. “Enough commiserating. We’ve only got two nights left, and I do not want to spend it sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves.”

“What are you proposing?” Elena asks, smirking mischievously.

“I’ll get the liquor, you guys get the music,” Mal says, leaving the room before anyone has a chance to stop her.

They look around at each other, all laughing at Mal’s antics, and Kai realizes that, for the first time since being here, he’s not worried about staying on task or losing time.


All he wants to do is have fun.
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ELENA







T

 
he reading room in the palace is much different than either of the libraries, and, despite its name, there aren’t many books in the room itself. Elena’s always considered it more of a lounge—its





purpose to sit and read comfortably with a book you’ve brought, rather than finding a book to read. Elena hasn’t spent much time here, which she regrets now seeing it in all its nighttime beauty. The furniture is all deep green and white, with rich textures, and a glass conservatory ceiling perfect for staring up at the stars. In place of a back wall, the space has a massive set of sliding glass doors that open up to a small terrace with steps that lead down into the garden.

Elena suggested this room, not because she likes it, but because it’s seemingly useless to most of the people at the palace. If they don’t want to be found, this is the place to be. Elena runs her hand along the back of the sofa, feeling the soft velvet underneath her fingertips. She looks over at Mal, Kai, and Amir, who are conversing in the corner. She looks around, just now realizing she isn’t sure where Neven is. She glances outside and spots him sitting on the steps.

“There you are,” she says, sitting down beside him. Cool, night air nips against her skin. He smiles at her, but it’s tight and exact. “What’s going on up there?” She points to his head.

“So much that I can’t even begin to explain,” he says, his voice distant.

“Well, you can try if you want. We’re in this together, remember?”

He sighs. “All of this is just so hard. So much is happening right now, and I think some part of me was wishing we could go back to the way things were before all of this, but now that it’s actually happening, it feels too soon.”

Elena gapes at him. “I’m sorry, Neven. I didn’t realize you were that close with Kai.”

He shakes his head. “I’m not. I mean, we’re friendly but I wouldn’t say we’re friends.”

“Okay, then what are you referring to?” she coerces, as gently as possible.

He shakes his head again, more intensely this time. “Never mind. I don’t know how to say it. What about you? How are you handling all of this?”

Elena’s grateful for the opening, for the chance to confess what she’s done, but she’s not quite ready to talk about it yet. “Not well. It’s going to be hard to say goodbye.”


Neven nods in response.



Elena lets out a deep breath, gearing up for her confession. She turns her body toward Neven, looking into his eyes. “On that note, I have something to tell you.”


Neven chuckles at her dramatics. “Shoot.”





“I’ve been thinking about how to say this, and I haven’t really figured it out yet, but I think the best thing I can do is be completely honest and just go for it, so here it is. I kissed Mal, like

 

really


 
kissed her. A lot. And then I slept with her.”



To Elena’s surprise, Neven’s facial expression doesn’t change at all. It’s just as calm and aloof as it was when she found him. “Okay.”


“Okay? That’s it? You’re not mad at me?”



He fidgets with his hands. “Why would I be mad? I knew you liked her.”


“Okay, yeah. But you should be mad. I cheated on you.”



He laughs, which surprises Elena again. “That’s a bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?”

“No, of course not. I’m your fiancée, and I slept with someone else.”

“Yes, you are, but not by choice. Don’t get me wrong, Elena, I love you, but our relationship has never been like that.”

Elena bites her lip. “What do you mean by ‘like that’?” She knows what he means, it’s a feeling she’s been privy to her whole life, but one that she was able to ignore until Mal came around. Even so, she needs to hear the words from his mouth—she needs to know they’re in agreement about this.



Neven takes her hand, and blows a breath onto it, warming her skin up. “Only that you’ve never looked at me the way you look at Mal. In fact, you’ve never looked at

 

anyone


 
the way you look at Mal.”



Elena swallows, turning her body away from Neven. She stares out into the garden. Has it been that obvious to everyone? Is she the only person that didn’t understand the weight of her feelings for Mal?



Elena sighs. “Well, you’ve never looked at me the way you look at Irene.” She doesn’t know why she’s fighting him, or why she wants him to explain this to her. She doesn’t

 

really


 
care, after all.




Neven shrugs, and says, “Exactly. So, you get it.”




“I do, but it’s not really the same thing, is it?”




He sighs. “What do you mean by that?”





“Mal was never going to stay here. When I slept with her, I knew that there was no way it could hurt our kingdom, or our union. Mal doesn’t live here—she can’t live here. She was always going to be temporary. Irene is a permanent figure in your life—in

 

our


 
life. So, it’s not the same thing.”



“So, the only reason you care is because you think it might weaken our hold on Radon?” The question isn’t angry, but curious, as if he’s trying to work out the same thing Elena is.


Elena shrugs. “I guess.”





“You don’t think you’re just angry and sad about Mal leaving and you’re taking it out on me because the girl I love

 

isn’t


 
leaving? Or maybe you’re upset because no one in Radon, or anyone else for that matter, would care if I have a relationship on the side with someone other than you, but if you did the same thing, it would be punished by death? I know we like to say Radon takes fidelity so seriously, but you and I both know there are different rules for Kings and Queens.”



Elena glares at him. “Neven, please don’t act like I’m some insecure, jealous child. I want you to be happy and if my literal life didn’t depend on us getting married and having an heir, I’d be all for you being with whoever makes you happy.” She takes hold of his hands. “I love you so, so much. I wish you could have everything you want.”

“Sorry,” he mutters. “You’re right. That was unfair. I get what you’re saying, but trust me when I say you don’t have to worry about Irene. She isn’t going to be a problem.”

“Why not?” she asks, her face solemn. Whatever happened between him and Irene is clearly hurting him, which hurts her.


“She called it off.”




Elena tilts her head to the side. “Called what off?”



He chuckles. “Honestly, I have no idea. There was never any clear-cut definition to explain what was going on with us, but I think what she meant is that we’ll only be associating if it’s essential.”

Elena doubts that arrangement will last very long. She’s seen the way they act around each other—neither of them has the best self-control when it comes to their relationship. “I see. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” Neven grabs Elena’s knee, squeezes it reassuringly. “Hey. I’m proud of you, though. For going after something you wanted.”

“Me too. It felt good. Not just the physical stuff, but the ‘going for it’ thing.” Elena sits up straighter, suddenly realizing why the party feels so unsettled. “Where is Irene, anyway?”



Neven shakes his head. “Unfortunately, I think I know

 

exactly


 
where she is.”





ELENA'S CUDDLED INTO the couch, staring up at the stars above her. “Hey,” Mal says, taking a seat next to Elena on the couch. She gestures to Neven, who’s still sitting outside. “How’s he doing? He seems broodier than usual.”

Elena smiles at Mal, grateful for her company. “Okay, I think. Irene broke up with him. Or at least, I think she did.”

“Ah,” Mal says, nodding.

Mal hands Elena a cup, a small amount of liquor sits at the bottom of the cup.

Mal watches Elena expectantly. “So…should we talk about it?”


Elena smiles. “We can. But I feel like it spoke for itself.”





“Maybe for you, but I, on the other hand, have

 

so


 
many questions.”



“Like what?” Elena takes a sip of her drink in preparation. Then she takes another drink, downing as much of it as she can stomach in one swallow. It’s a terrible idea to drink so much so quickly, but maybe if she’s tipsy, then the knowledge Mal’s leaving won’t hurt as much.

Once Elena lowers her cup, Mal smirks, and asks, “Well, are you into girls for one?” It’s a valid question, one Elena hadn’t yet thought to ask herself.


“Clearly. I’m into you.”



Mal smiles in response, her dimples making themselves known. “The feeling is mutual.”


“What else?” Elena asks.



“What do we do about this thing between us? I’m leaving, and as much as I wish I could stay, I can’t. It’s not like I’ll be able to come visit you, so, what do we do?”

The words should sound heavy and ill-fated, but instead they’re hopeful, like all Mal wants is for Elena to ask her to stay, but even though Elena wants Mal beside her, she won’t ask. She can’t.

“Mal, I do like you,” Elena says, taking Mal’s hand in hers. “But you said it, you’re leaving. And even if you weren’t, I’m still engaged. All that stuff I said to Irene is still true.”

Mal slowly pulls her hand from Elena’s grip and stares down at the couch, her face twisted in the most heart-wrenching expression Elena’s ever seen. “Do you love him?”

“Not in the way I should,” Elena states, finally allowing herself to accept that truth. “But people like me don’t get to choose, and even if I could, people like you don’t get to stay.”

Mal chuckles, but her eyes are filled with tears. “This sucks.”

Elena nods. “It does. And there’s nothing either of us can do to change it. So, we can sit here sulking, or we can enjoy the time we have left together.”

If Elena starts preparing herself now, then she knows she’ll be able to say goodbye in two days, to let Mal go along with the knowledge that what they shared was the realest thing Elena’s ever felt in her life.



ELENA DOESN'T REMEMBER much of the night, only that they spent hours talking and drinking. They all sat in a circle on the floor, playing a drunken version of a staring contest, and at some point, one by one, they all fell asleep.

Elena is the only person who stirs when the door creaks open and a figure steps inside. Silhouetted by the hallway light, Elena can’t see who it is. Her heart races as they step closer to her, and she wonders if she should wake someone to help her. She reaches a hand out, hovering it over Mal’s shoulder. She’s about to shake her awake when the figure begins to speak.


“I can see you’re awake,” Irene whispers.



Elena exhales, overcome with relief knowing she isn’t about to die. “Where have you been?”

Mal groans beside them, grabbing her pillow and putting it on top of her head, using it to cover her ears. Irene gestures to Elena to follow her outside. Begrudgingly, Elena pulls herself from her warm blanket and follows Irene onto the terrace.


“Where were you?” Elena whisper yells.



“I was out,” Irene says defensively. “Why do you even care?”

Elena huffs. “How many times do I have to tell you I consider you a friend for you to finally understand? Just because you don’t value me doesn’t mean I don’t care.”


Irene laughs. “Hang on. Are you mad at me?”



Elena’s eyes go wide. “Oh, I’m sorry, was the yelling not obvious enough for you? Yes, I’m mad at you! You can’t just disappear while there are creepy people with creepy shadow powers out there trying to kill us.”

“Technically, they’re only trying to kill you and your father. Besides, it doesn’t look like you were worried, it looks like you had a party. Also, just an FYI, I leave the palace all the time,” Irene says nonchalantly.


“You do?”




Irene nods. “Yeah. Nearly every night since I got here.”



Elena looks at her, and in the moonlight, she can see Irene’s face is covered in brown smears. “Is that dirt?”

Irene wipes her face, looking down at the dirt on her palm before brushing it away on her pants. “I fell asleep.”


Elena furrows her brow. “In the dirt? Why?” 





Irene sighs. “I was at

 

The Maven,


 
and a little girl died, so I buried her.

 It’s not a big deal.”




“What’s

 

The Maven


 
?”





“It’s a brawl with bets club. I used to fight there before Neven asked me to stop, but I went back there this afternoon and there was a little girl in the ring who shouldn’t have been, and the guy killed her.”


Elena gapes. “Oh, my God.”




Irene nods. “I know.”




“So, you buried her?”




“Yep.”




“And then you fell asleep?” Elena asks.




Irene nods again.




“Why was the little girl there?”




Irene sighs. “She was hiding from The Unnamed.”



Elena shakes her head. “Someone needs to start sticking up for these kids. I know The Unnamed raised you and you probably don’t think they’re that bad, but kids dying in fight clubs because they’re running from them isn’t okay.”

“I know,” Irene says, shocking Elena. “I don’t know why I ever thought it was.”

Elena fidgets anxiously. “So, after we sort through this tasma stuff, that’s what we should do, right? We should start figuring out how we can help those kids. I don’t think I can do much, even with my father’s new personality, but maybe Neven can.”


At the mention of Neven’s name, Irene stiffens.



Elena places a hand on Irene’s shoulder, trying to comfort her. “Look, I know what’s going on with you guys, and I know that it’s none of my business, but you need to figure out how to work together. This is too important.”

“I know,” Irene says, resting her hands on her hips. “It’s just weird right now.”


“Yeah, he told me.”




“He did?”



Elena nods. “He did. I know it might not seem like it to you, but I do want Neven to be happy. I want 
you

 to be happy. When I said all that stuff to you before, I wasn’t trying to be rude. Just honest.”

“I know that,” Irene says.

“We’re in a really strange situation, and I know that he’ll never love me the way he loves you. I believe he would if he could, but we can’t choose who we love, can we?”

“No, we cannot,” Irene replies. “I’m sorry if I came between you guys.”

Elena shakes her head. “Someday we’ll have this all figured out.”


“Today is not that day,” Irene replies solemnly. Elena laughs. “No, it is not.”
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AMIR





A

 
mir shouldn’t be doing this. He shouldn’t be letting Kai or anyone else get to him, but what if Kai

 

is


 
right? He seemed so certain that day in the library, and Amir hasn’t been able to stop thinking



about it since. What if he really is defending his dad so whole-heartedly because of his own doubts? These are the questions that have kept him awake at night since he realized Kai’s suspicions. These are the questions that bring him to the room serving as his father’s office while they’re in Radon.

Amir pushes the door open, freezing when it squeaks on its hinges. He waits, listens for any sound from inside. There’s nothing, so he pushes it more, creating an opening just large enough for him to slide through.

“Dad?” Amir calls into the dark room, making sure his father isn’t sitting somewhere outside his vantage point. 

He flicks on the lights and looks around the room, it’s a disaster. Maps, letters, and clothes are strewn about everywhere. It’s what Amir expected, seeing as his father has never been a tidy person, but it does makes him realize how much time it’s going to take to look through all of it.

Amir sighs. This is ridiculous, he should leave and go back to his room, stop himself before he betrays his father’s trust. Once that line has been crossed, he can never go back. But he has no choice—he’s spent days trying to mitigate this suspicion and nothing has helped. This is the only way to convince himself of what he should already know to be true. So, he’ll do this one thing…this one very unforgiveable thing, and after this, he will never doubt his father again.

“Okay, if I were evidence to an assassination, where would I be?” he asks himself aloud.

He starts on the bed, picking up his father’s discarded clothes and shaking them. Nothing falls out, so he does his best to rearrange them exactly as they were. People this messy have an odd ability to know exactly where everything was, so if something is out of place when his father returns, he will certainly notice.

Amir moves to the desk pushed against the window. He pulls the drawers along the sides open, exhales a breath of relief when they’re empty. The biggest drawer at the center of the desk is visibly exploding with papers. One-by-one Amir picks through them. He reads each one as quickly as he can, scanning them for anything out of the ordinary. It’s all receipts and letters to his father’s correspondences. Nothing incriminating. He scans the room again, deciding what to search next.

His father’s trunk sits on the floor at the edge of the bed. It’s an old wooden thing, worn down and solid. Ever since Amir was a child, he’s been told he’s not allowed to touch it. His father used to joke with him that it was cursed. What’s inside that trunk that his father doesn’t want him to see?

Amir sits down in front of the trunk, examining the iron lock it’s fastened with. Now how the hell is he supposed to pick a lock? Kai could probably tell him, but that would mean blatantly admitting his doubt about his father’s involvement, and that’s not something he’s ready to do. There’s a letter opener sitting on the desk, so Amir grabs it. He shoves the point of it into the hole of the lock and wiggles it around at various different angles until something clicks. He freezes. Did he really just do that? He pulls down on the lock and barely hold back his excitement when it releases.

Amir slowly lifts the lid and peers inside. The top layer is just loose papers and envelopes. He moves them to the side, digging for whatever’s at the bottom of the trunk. His eye catches on something reflective. He digs further. His hand brushes against something hard and cold. He pulls all the papers out, clearing his view so he can confirm what he’s already suspecting. Stacked in rows, at the bottom of the trunk, are massive bars of gold. Amir chuckles, his anxiety subsiding for a moment. Of course his father didn’t want him rooting around this trunk, there’s enough currency to build a new city just sitting there.

Absentmindedly, Amir picks up the pieces of paper he’s set aside. He trails his finger along the edge of an envelope. It’s faded and thin, as if it’s been held hundreds of times. He traces the letters of his father’s name written in cursive in the corner of the envelope. He pulls the letter from the envelope, allowing his curiosity to get the better of him. The letter itself is in even worse condition than the envelope, stained with something that looks like tears. Amir understands why as soon as he begins to read.



It’s a beautiful declaration of love. It must be a letter Amir’s father wrote to his mom. In it, his father is confessing things to her that he claims he’d never be able to in person. But that doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t he be able to tell her he loved her? Amir pulls his eyes to the bottom of the letter, looking for some explanation in the signature line, but there’s nothing. He examines the envelope again. He had been so caught up in his nosiness that he hadn’t bothered to check who the letter was addressed to. Amir’s breath catches in his throat as he reads the name:

 

Queen Leonor Baar


 
. Amir jolts back and throws the letter to the ground. His father was in love with Queen Baar. Amir rubs at his temples. This little sleuthing expedition was supposed to alleviate his suspicion, not make it worse.





Amir exhales, then dives back into the pile of papers, reading through each letter the two of them exchanged. Eventually, he reads something he immediately regrets. The last letter Queen Baar sent to Amir’s father contained only ten words:

 

He knows


 
.

 

He’s going to kill me


 
.

 

I love you


 
.



Okay, so if Amir’s dad was in love with Queen Baar and King Baar had her killed, then yes, his father does have a motive for wanting King Baar dead, but that still doesn’t mean he did it. The letter is visibly aged, and Queen Baar died giving birth to Elena, so his father has known about this for years. If that’s the case, then why go after King Baar now? And why come after Elena? Amir thinks he could make peace with his father wanting to kill King Baar over this, even if he doesn’t like it, but he can’t accept that his father would try to kill a teenage girl for something she had nothing to do with. Maybe Kai was right and this really is two different people trying to kill Elena and King Baar. And if that’s true, then Amir needs to be looking for evidence in regards to the attempts on King Baar’s life specifically. If he finds that, and nothing about the attempts on Elena, then he’ll know for sure that his father had nothing to do with it.

Amir pulls himself up from the ground, looking for something else to search. There’s no other storage in the room, so he shuffles through everything on the floor, shaking out the clothes again and re-scanning all the papers, but there’s nothing. Amir exhales. He places a hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat as it slows. He’s out of the woods. He starts putting everything back in its place when something tells him to check the desk again. He just can’t make sense of the one drawer being packed full while the others were completely empty. It doesn’t feel right.

He walks back over, pulls the left drawer loose, and shakes it. There’s a slight clanging inside as he rocks it back and forth. He grabs the letter opener and uses it to pry up the bottom of the drawer. It pops free, and sitting beneath it, against red velvet, is a key. Amir turns it over in his hand, his mind running wild. What could this be for? Why bring it all the way to Radon?

“The simplest solution is often the right one,” Amir mutters, echoing his father’s words.

With the key in his hand, Amir walks over to the trunk. He tries the key in the lock and laughs to himself when it’s a perfect fit. He puts everything back inside the trunk and uses the key to lock it.

Okay, that wasn’t so bad. It makes sense to hide a key securing a trunk full of gold. You don’t have to be evil to do that. Just reasonable.

Amir’s hand shakes as he removes the drawer from the right side of the desk. He just has to check this one drawer, and if it’s clean, then he’ll never suspect his father again. Using the letter opener, Amir pops out the false bottom.

Amir lifts it slowly. The drawer contains only one thing. It’s another letter, but this one is unopened, sealed with the Teusea crest. If Amir opens this letter, his father will know someone came snooping, but what other choice does Amir have?

The letter is addressed to someone Amir’s never heard of, which is strange, seeing as Amir thought he knew all of his father’s associates. With shaky hands, he opens the letter, and begins to read. It’s a bill, a series of prices and corresponding descriptions for things like wheat and ale. If that’s all this is for, then why is it hidden? Why leave it sealed?

What catches Amir’s attention is the value at the bottom of the list. It’s a far greater number than any of the others, the kind of money you spend on a new carriage or food for a feast with hundreds of people.

Amir scans across the page, to the description of the cost. 
The only thing listed is three letters:

 

ELB


 
. Amir shakes his head violently. What does this mean? What’s

 

ELB


 
?

 Suddenly, he remembers the name on his father’s letters. Amir begins to sob as he makes the connection.





ELB


 
. Elena Leonor Baar.
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IRENE






I

 
rene’s sitting in her favorite chair in King Baar’s office, her posture as pristine as ever. Neven is beside her, sitting in an identical chair, avoiding eye contact with her. King Baar called them here to discuss



the duties that come with her and Neven’s new positions.



“So how is this going to work, exactly? Won’t people ask questions if

 

he’s


 
your highest protector but I’m the one accompanying you everywhere?” Irene asks, gesturing to Neven.



“I’ve thought of that, of course. The answer we’re going to give should people ask, is that Neven is training you to take over for him should anything unfortunate happen to him,” King Baar states.



“I’m

 

his


 
trainee?” Irene chuckles. “You think people will believe that?”



“They’re going to have to, because it’s the only answer we’ll give,” King Baar states.

“It makes sense,” Neven says, looking at Irene for the first time. “Because of everything that happened with Havardur. We’ll say it was a mistake not having a second trained from the beginning.”

Irene hates to admit it, but it does make sense. She turns to face King Baar. “What will my duties be? I understand I’ll be the physical protector, but am I expected to follow the two of you around all day, just hovering in a corner until someone tries to attack you?”



“I know it’s not the most glamorous position, but to be the highest protector in any regard is a remarkable achievement. To many, this position is the ultimate goal, and it should be respected as the great honor it is,” King Baar says. “As a bonus, you’ll get to witness and participate in all of the less exciting aspects of the job, so should you

 

actually


 
want to be trained for that, you’ll have the opportunity to do so.”






Damn it


 
. What’s wrong with her? Just a few months ago she would have been weeping on the ground, preposterously grateful to King Baar for showing any amount of appreciation to her. She would have been walking on air, her life utterly complete knowing he thinks highly enough of her to allow her to protect him. So, what changed? Why does it feel like an obligation now? How is it that something she once wanted so adamantly has become something she resents the thought of?




A knock at the door startles her out of her thoughts.




“Come in,” King Baar booms.



A footman enters holding a silver tray, a letter sitting on top of it.

“Pardon the interruption, Sir. This came for the girl,” the footman says, handing the letter to Irene.

“Oh. Thanks.” She glances at it quickly, then slides it into her jacket pocket.

“What is it?” Neven asks as the footman exits the room.

Irene shrugs. “I don’t know. I didn’t recognize the name on the front. I’ll check it later.”

Irene looks up at King Baar expectantly, ready to continue their conversation. She goes still when she locks eyes with him. His face is as pale as her bed sheets. Beads of sweat cling to every part of his face. Suddenly, he falls forward, grabbing hold of his desk in an attempt to keep himself steady.


Irene springs to her feet. “Sir?”



King Baar puts his hand over his heart, and tries to speak, but only broken murmurs and wheezes come out.

Irene moves around Neven, who’s frozen in his seat, his mouth agape. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

She reaches King Baar just as he begins to fall. She puts her arms out, but he’s too heavy, and they both collapse to the ground. Using all her strength, she pushes him off her and flips him onto his back. “How can I help?” she cries out.

Suddenly, Neven is beside her, crouching at King Baar’s side. Neven grabs King Baar’s arm and places his fingers against King Baar’s wrist.

Neven is silent for a moment, then says, “His pulse is weak.”


“What does that mean?”




Neven exhales a shaky breath. “He’s dying.”




“I should call for help,” Irene says, beginning to stand.



She’s stopped by Neven grabbing her wrist. “And have people know he’s weak? The Teusea’s are still here, Irene, and they won’t leave if they know they have a chance to take Radon.”

He’s right and she knows that, but there’s a man dying in front of her, and she wants nothing more than to save him, to show him how well she can do her job and keep him safe. To prove she’s worthy. Maybe then everything would feel right.

Irene only starts to truly panic when King Baar’s breath halts. Neven notices too, and without missing a beat, he throws one leg over King Baar’s waist and straddles him. Neven places his hands over the King’s chest, and begins to push, in and out, over and over and over again.


“What are you doing?”




“CPR. Didn’t they teach you how to do this in Sephis?”



Her eyes go wide. “No, of course not, Neven! We were children they trained to be murderers. If they taught us how to save lives, we might try and bring people back after we’ve killed them.”

He leans forward and presses an ear to King Baar’s lips, then shoots her a glare. Apparently, now isn’t the time for a riposte.

Irene feels helpless and small as she watches Neven. He repeats his pattern of chest compressions and checking for air fifteen times before Neven collapses beside King Baar. “I can’t do it anymore,” he says through scattered breaths. His hair is dripping, sweat showing through his shirt.


“Is he…” Irene asks tentatively.




“He’s dead.”





IRENE, MAL AND Kai are huddled in the hallway, waiting for Elena and Neven to return. They went off to see the King about an hour ago, whose body has been moved to the room upstairs. Irene can’t imagine what the two of them have been doing sitting next to a corpse for this long.

“Doesn’t this look suspicious? The three of us just idling here?” Mal asks, checking the hallway.

Irene’s not sure what to do, her training never covered anything like this. She learned how to take orders—how to kill, but she’s never been taught how to think for herself, or how to lead.

“We’re just three old friends chatting in a hallway. What’s weird about that?” Irene replies.


“So, Teusea definitely did it, right?” Mal asks.





“We still have no

 

actual


 
evidence,” Kai reminds her. “I just can’t figure out how it happened. King Baar hasn’t eaten anything that wasn’t tested for poison, and he’s had guards with him around the clock.”



Mal sighs. “There’s no sense trying to work out how this happened—not when we’re dealing with people who can disappear into thin air. What we should focus on is that we’re officially in a hostile environment. What’s our move?”


“We have a wedding,” Elena says from behind them.



The three of them whirl around, watching Elena and Neven as they join the circle.


“What are you on about, Baar?” Mal asks.



Elena runs a hand through her hair. “Because of Radonian law, I’m not entitled to the land until I’m married. Which means if Emperor Teusea finds out my dad is dead before he leaves, and I’m unmarried, he has every right to claim it.”

“Why can’t you just say you’re married?” Mal asks. “Why do you actually have to do it?”

“Marriage in Radon is considered sacred. There’s not a single witness here you could convince to lie about it. They would sooner die,” Elena explains.


Mal turns to Neven. “You’re okay with this?”



Irene holds her breath, scanning Neven’s face, waiting for his response. “No. But I don’t have a choice. Neither of us do,” he says, gesturing between him and Elena.

Mal shrugs. “Maybe they won’t find out. Maybe they’ll just pack up and leave and everything will be okay.”

Elena places a hand on Mal’s arm. “I can’t risk my family’s legacy, our kingdom, on a possibility that slim. They might not ask questions tonight or tomorrow morning, but what happens when my father doesn’t show up for their send-off dinner? Nothing could justify that. Besides, this was always going to happen, and now that my father’s dead, there’s no reason to wait. Us putting it off puts us at risk, not just from the Teusea’s, but from anyone who wants our territory.”


“Okay, so we’re having a wedding,” Kai says.



“When do we do it?” Irene asks, speaking for the first time since the announcement.

“Tomorrow morning.” Elena says. “We need to do it as quickly and quietly as possible.”


“In the meantime,” Kai says, “everyone needs to pack a bag.”




“What for?” Neven asks.



“If this goes sideways, and we have to get Elena out, we need to be prepared,” Kai replies.

“Aren’t you supposed to go back to Sephis?” Neven asks.

Kai shifts on his feet, visibly uncomfortable with the question. “Yes. But until then, keeping Elena safe is what I was sent here to do, and I intend to do just that, by any means necessary.”

“Me too,” Mal says squeezing Elena’s hand. “I’m in. Whatever you need.”

“Great. Tomorrow, we’ll do the ceremony. Tonight, everyone should go to their rooms and try to get some sleep. Pretend everything is normal and get your bags ready. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.” Kai says, putting his hand into the circle.

Mal and Irene immediately join in, laying their hands on top of Kai’s. Neven and Elena look between each other, unsure of what to do, then follow the others’ lead.


“To keeping each other alive,” Kai says.





IT DOESN'T TAKE Irene long to pack her bag. Once she’s finished, she sets it on the ground, and pushes it under her bed, ensuring it stays hidden unless she needs it. She settles herself onto her bed and closes her eyes, willing herself to sleep.

She should be grieving the King, or worrying about playing defense tomorrow with the Teusea’s, but the only thing running around her brain is Neven and Elena’s wedding in the morning. Strategically, it was the right call, so Irene didn’t fight it. She knows it’s her fault she and Neven haven’t talked much, yet she can’t shake the dread she feels knowing that in just a few hours, Neven—her Neven will be married, and the lines that for so long have been blurred between them, will become clear as day, marked down in history books as a happy and loving marriage securing Radon’s future.



At the very least, she should tell him how she feels. After everything he’s done for her, shouldn’t she give him that? Let him go with the knowledge that what he feels isn’t one-sided, that all she’s wanted since the day they met is

 

him


 
.



It took her a while to realize it, but it’s glaringly obvious now. She wants to be close to him, to stand beside him and tackle the world together. She never feels more accepted, alive, or like herself than she does when she’s around him. All he has to do is smile at her, and she feels the world stop—as if the universe was created just for them. Yes, all she has to do is tell him how she feels, and then she’ll be able to put her feelings aside.

It doesn’t matter how much she wants him, and it doesn’t matter if he’s not in love with Elena. Marriage is a pact she isn’t willing to break by confessing these things after the fact. So, if she’s going to tell him, she needs to tell him now.



SHE'S MORE ANXIOUS than she thought she would be walking through his door, her hands clammy and shaky.


“Is everything okay?” Neven asks, his voice strained with worry.



She nods, her throat suddenly very dry. “I have something to say to you.”


He smirks. “Okay, what is it?”




“I just—I wanted to tell you that I…”



“That you what?” He’s pushing, but delicately, the way he’s learned works with her.

She steadies herself by folding her arms across her chest. “It was unfair of me—to end things the way I did, not because I was wrong for doing it, but because I wasn’t being entirely honest about why I did it.”


His smirk widens into a smile. “I’m listening.”



She looks away from him, finding it hard to concentrate when his eyes are fixed on her. “What I should have said that day, is that you’re not alone in what you feel. I don’t understand what it is, exactly, but it’s not just you. I think you knew that already, but I wanted to tell you. I felt like I owed you that much.”

He takes a step toward her, his eyes darkening. “You don’t owe me anything, Irene. You never have and you never will. But why are you telling me this now?”

Irene sighs. “You’re getting married in the morning, and I knew that I’d need to get this off my chest eventually, so better to do it now than when you’re somebody’s husband.”

Slowly and deliberately, he closes the gap between them. Gently, Neven tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. Irene closes her eyes, submitting to the pleasant feeling that overtakes her. “Irene,” Neven whispers, “I really want to kiss you.”

She opens her eyes into his, studying the way they light up when he’s looking at her. Her voice is raspy when she speaks, “You shouldn’t.”

He places his forehead against hers, the same way he did that night they danced together. “I know.”

She shouldn’t have come, because he mutters those words, and she knows they’re right, that kissing will only lead to more heartache when the time comes to say goodbye. But then he slides his hand behind her back, and pulls her into him, and every rational thought she has subsides. In that moment, the only thing that exists to her is the feel of his body against hers, and she wants more.

She watches his lips as they move closer to hers, only closing her eyes once their lips meet. At first, it’s soft and gentle, but her need for him intensifies, so she pushes her lips harder against his, every nerve in her body drawing her to him. She pulls back slightly, reaches down, grabs the hem of his shirt, and lifts it off his body.

She takes a moment to look at him, to appreciate seeing him in such an intimate way. She wants to learn every mole and scar, wants to caress every inch of his skin. She pulls her own shirt off, tossing it carelessly to the floor. He smiles before leaning in and kissing her again, this one somehow more heated than before. He wraps his hands around her thighs and lifts her off the ground. She links her legs around his torso, using them to steady herself as he walks them to his bed.

Irene laughs as they land against the mattress and Neven laughs in return. Irene sighs, suddenly overcome with gratitude for the boy in front of her. She kisses him gently, doing her best to convey all her emotion for him in that one movement. Neven smiles against her, then his hands begin to explore, feeling everything from her neck to her thighs. Irene closes her eyes, relishing in the feel of him. His touch will be gone too soon, and she’s torn between trying to memorize it exactly as it is and forgetting everything, allowing herself to be completely immersed in the moment.


“Should we be doing this?” he asks, his voice hoarse.



She doesn’t think of the words before they come out, only understands how true they are as she hears them. 

“I was always going to burn, Neven. At least this way I get to burn with you.”
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KAI





K

 
ai doesn’t know why he wants to, but he needs to say goodbye. He and Amir haven’t necessarily come a long way since their first meeting, and he still wouldn’t call them friends, but he wants to say



goodbye all the same.

Kai checks the library first, but there’s no sign of him. It’s possible he’s asleep already, so Kai decides to go and check his room, but no one answers when he knocks. As Kai walks back through the palace, he notices an eerie energy that tugs at him, causing goosebumps to rise on his skin. Kai quickens his steps.

He’s walking through the main corridor, heading for the dining hall when a sudden movement in his peripheral vision makes him freeze. He steps toward the window, looking out at the gardens, searching for whatever it was that shifted outside. He scans the entirety of his view but sees nothing. He steps back, baffled. He could have sworn there was something moving in the darkness. He shakes his head and begins to turn away but stops when it happens again. His head whips back toward the window, and there, standing in the shadows is Amir. The motion Kai perceived must have been Amir moving past the window. Kai waves, but Amir doesn’t see him, so Kai decides to meet him outside.

Kai’s hand is on the door when, through the glass, he sees something that sends a shiver up his spine. Amir lifts his hands then moves them in a circle around each other. As he does this, faint shadows rise from his skin, clouding his hands like a charcoal fog. Kai’s breath catches in his throat. Kai suspected Amir might have had something to do with the poisonings, but he never thought Amir could be a tasma. Is that how Amir knew so much about them? Is that why Nyssa disappeared that day when Amir showed up? Amir’s hands stop moving, and the shadows disappear. Amir opens his palms and Kai sees something long and gleaming resting inside them.

Kai, not thinking about all of the possibly lethal outcomes of confronting a tasma he has no idea how to kill, pulls the door open with such force that Amir immediately notices him.

Amir smiles at Kai as he walks out onto the patio. “What are you doing up so late?” Amir asks nonchalantly, tucking his hand, and the shiny object into his pocket.


“Drop the act, Amir,” Kai replies, coldly.




“What are you—”



“I saw you,” Kai spits, “when you did your little magic trick just now.”

Amir’s face falls. Kai expects Amir’s expression to shift into something dark, something evil, now that he’s been caught, but Amir looks at him with a heady fear in his eyes. “It’s not what you think,” Amir says.

Kai huffs. “I’d ask you to explain, but I think I’ve had enough of your stories for one lifetime.”




Amir’s face hardens slightly. “I’ve

 

never


 
lied to you.”





Kai glares at him. “An omission of truth is a lie, Amir. Why is it that when I was questioning you about tasma you didn’t think to mention you 
are

 a tasma?”


“I’m not a tasma, at least not fully,” Amir says, quietly.



Kai, exasperated, throws his hands into the air. “What the hell does that even mean?”



“It means, that because of all my research, I’ve learned how to control it. It’s hard to explain, but it’s like I can give up these small parts of myself, and in return I get little bits of the powers. I’m not as strong as a tasma

 

,


 
and I don’t have most of their capabilities because I’d have to give up my humanity for that.”



“Is that supposed to make any of this okay? How am I supposed to trust you now knowing that you lied to me?”


“I don’t expect you to,” Amir says. “But Kai, you were right.”




“Yeah. Clearly,” Kai says, gesturing to Amir.



“No, not about me. About my father. Look, I found something in his office. It’s a ledger, and it—”

Kai cuts him off. “Save it, Amir. Whatever it is, is probably just another lie.”

Amir sighs. “I’m trying to tell you that you were right about my father. He tried to kill Elena, and I found proof.”


Kai takes a step back. “Go on.”



“In his office, there was a bill, sealed and hidden in a drawer in his desk. I opened it and wondered why he bothered to hide a bill for dull things like corn and horses, but at the very bottom, there was an entry for an obscenely large amount of money. That’s what drew my eye to it. The 
description for it was for was only three letters:

 

ELB


 
.”



Kai, distracted by the painfully intense feeling of betrayal, doesn’t understand the implication at first, but then he remembers his talk with 
Elena in the graveyard, and her mother’s name. “Shit,” Kai says when it clicks.

 

ELB


 
must be Elena’s initials. “Where is it?”




“I told you, it’s in my father’s office.”




“Let’s go get it.”



Amir shakes his head. “We can’t. He’s in there right now. Why do you need to see it, anyway? I told you the important part.”


“Forgive me for not taking your word for it, Amir.”



“I’m telling the truth.” Amir looks at Kai hopefully, and Kai wishes he could believe Amir’s words, but he knows better now.

Kai clenches his jaw. “I’m going to say this one time, and one time only. You are a suspect. Your father is a suspect. You are a liar, and your word is not good enough anymore. I need to see the letter.”

Amir swallows. “I can get it in the morning. He’ll be in his room by then.”

Kai shakes his head. “You’re not leaving my sight until I have that letter.”


“Why?”



Kai scowls. “Because I’m thinking that maybe the letter doesn’t actually exist and you’re lying to further some plot. And if that’s the case, maybe you need the night to make a fake letter to show me, so I don’t suspect the truth.”



Amir rolls his eyes. “What plot could I be contriving that would require me to point the finger at my father? I love him, Kai, and being honest about this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Coming to terms with the fact that my father tried to murder an innocent 16-year-old girl is killing me. I am

 

not


 
lying about this.”




“That’s not enough.”



Amir sighs. “Fine. We can scope out his office and wait for him to leave, then we’ll get the letter together.”



KAI AND AMIR are hiding in a corner down the hall from Teusea’s office. Kai has to lean forward and peer around the wall to see the office door, but he’s able to stay out of sight when he does so. Kai’s neck is already straining after staring at the door for what feels like hours.

“You don’t have to do that,” Amir says. “No one else is awake at this time. You’ll hear the door open when he leaves.”

“You’re sure he’s in there?” Kai asks.

“That’s where he’s been every night after dinner since we got here.” Amir blows out an exaggerated breath. “Did you know?”

“Know what?” Kai asks, his eyes still locked on the door.


“About my abilities. Is that why you came to find me?”




Kai clears his throat. “I didn’t know.”




“Then why were you looking for me?”



Kai turns his head to look at Amir, his neck instantly relaxing at the natural angle. “I came to say goodbye. In case I didn’t get the chance to before you left.” It all seems so silly now, how just an hour ago he had wasted so much time debating whether or not to do so.


“Oh,” Amir replies, his tone unreadable.



“I still don’t trust you, but I am sorry I was right about your father. It can’t be easy…accepting who he truly is.”

Amir shifts his eyes to the floor. “It’s not just the stuff about Elena. After I figured out the ledger, I looked over everything again, and he’s been doing some really shady stuff to our people.”


“Like what?”



Amir chuckles humorlessly. “Like burning down crops so the farmers have to come to us for a loan to replant everything and then charging them an unreasonably high interest rate. Not to mention the stipulation in said loan that all of their land goes to the Empire when the landowner passes regardless of a surviving blood relative. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”


“Wow. That’s…harsh.”





Amir nods. “My dad never taking advantage of or hurting our people was the one thing I used to be so sure would never happen. I thought he would sooner lose everything than be that kind of leader.” Amir’s expression morphs into something hard and cold. “He’s caused so much harm…so much suffering. Our people deserve better than that. I need to stop it. I need to stop

 

him


 
.”



The sound of a knock startles Kai. He leans around the corner and sees a Radonian guard standing in front of it. Emperor Teusea opens the door and steps outside. He glances down the hallway. Kai hides himself just in time. After a long moment, Kai leans forward again.



Teusea and the guard are having an animated conversation and Kai is stuck trying to figure out why the guard speaking to Teusea looks

 

so


 
familiar. All of the guards in Radon wear the same uniform, and there are hundreds of them throughout the palace, so why is this one specific guy sticking out to him? It shouldn’t matter, but there’s this gnawing discomfort in his stomach telling him that it does. The guard says something and Emperor Teusea clasps his hand over his mouth. The guard looks down the hallway, and it isn’t until Kai sees his face that it clicks. That’s the guard Irene and Elena picked to keep watch over King Baar’s body,

 which means the guard should be with him now. Kai watches them as they walk down the hallway, away from where he’s hiding, and toward the empty wing, where nothing save for the corpse of the King resides.


“He’s gone. Let’s go,” Amir says, rising to his feet.



Kai doesn’t say a word to Amir, doesn’t feel Amir’s earned an explanation. Amir will find out soon enough why Kai springs to his feet and runs away. Kai should just kill Teusea—stop him before he can take the castle, but death is the last thing on his mind in this moment. Instead, all he can think about is how to keep his friends alive.
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NEVEN






W

 
hen Neven pulls himself out of his bed, it’s still dark outside. He looks down at Irene, who lays sleeping in his bed, gently silhouetted by the moonlight streaming in through his open windows. Spending the night with Irene, falling asleep tangled up together, is something he never thought he’d get to do, and it meant the world to him. It was supposed to be a goodbye before he got married, Irene made that clear, but the thought of doing it again, waking up next to her, laughing together about something stupid fills him with so much happiness it could easily bring him to tears. It’s something he could have every day if he wasn’t the chosen heir to Radon. If he were just a teenage boy, and she were a girl he met at the market, would they be everything they are today? Would they still have this innate understanding of each other?

 Would they be as drawn to each other as they are now?

He reaches down, collects his clothes from the floor and puts them back on. He needs to get out of this room. If he stays here—watching Irene’s hypnotizing features so relaxed and content—he won’t be able to resist reaching out, waking her up, and starting it all over again. He leans down to grab his sock when something catches his eye. It’s the letter that came for Irene while they were in Baar’s office. Neven picks it up and reads the name on the front of the letter. Irene told him she didn’t recognize the name of the sender, but Neven knows it all too well.


It’s a name that’s haunted him for weeks.



He could burn the letter or discard it before Irene remembers it came for her. King Baar is dead. There’s no way to stop that now that it’s happened, so what good will what’s inside the envelope do anyway? If he destroys this letter, though, is he taking something away from her that she needs to be able to heal? Will she ever be able to move on from King Baar’s death without some act of vengeance? Neven shakes his head. He can’t do that to her. He’s hurt her too much already. Maybe if he gives her this letter and she reads it, she can find a way to forgive him.



Neven looks at her again, still fast asleep in his bed. He considers waking her and telling her to read the letter now, but then he realizes he doesn’t

 

want


 
to be here when she opens it. He doesn’t want to see the look on her face when she processes the information on that sheet of paper.



He decides, instead, that he’ll tuck the letter back into her jacket pocket, exactly where it was before, so she can find it when she gets dressed. He takes one last, lingering glance at her and all her beauty. And then he walks away.





NEVEN'S BEEN WANDERING the hallways of the palace for less than five minutes when Kai sprints up to him, a panicked look in his eyes. Neven’s about to ask what’s wrong, but Kai speaks before he gets the chance.


“We have to go,” Kai states.




“What do you mean? Why?”



“Teusea knows. He knows King Baar is dead. So, unless we can get you and Elena married right now…”

Neven’s eyes go wide. “The castle’s under siege. How long do we have?”

“I’d be surprised if we have more than an hour before he locks everything down.”

As if they’ve been summoned by Kai’s words, six Radonian guards sprint past them, running toward the throne room.


“We have to go now, then,” Neven confirms.




“Do you have your bag?”



Neven shakes his head. It’s back in his room. Where Irene is, sleeping, and fully unaware of everything that’s going on. 

“There’s no time to go back for it now. We’ll have to go without it. Where are the others?”

Neven scratches his head. “Mal and Elena are in her room. Irene’s probably in hers.”

“Okay, you get Mal and Elena, and I’ll grab Irene. We’ll meet at the dining hall in thirty minutes. I’m leaving then. With or without you guys,” Kai warns.


“Understood.”




“Great. See you then.”



“See you then,” Neven echoes, watching Kai as he runs off toward Irene’s empty bedroom.

Is he wrong to do this to her? To leave Irene sleeping in his room while the rest of them escape. She’s now officially on hostile land, which would very well be a death sentence if it were him or Elena being left behind, but it’s Irene. She can fend for herself. She can survive anything.

Plus, she’s far too valuable—too talented—to kill. He has no choice but to leave her behind. Once she knows what’s in that letter, everything will change. He just needs more time to prepare for that.





NEVEN DOESN'T BOTHER knocking, couldn’t care less about what he might be walking in on. He just pushes through the door, his breaths heavy and hot from sprinting to Elena’s room. He’s about to yell or shake them, do whatever’s necessary to wake them up, but something happens before he gets the chance. The bell that sits in the courtyard outside begins to ring, summoning every resident of the palace to it. Neven recalls the words Teusea used the last time he rang the bell “

 

The bell shall toll when an enemy rolls”.





Shit.



If it’s Teusea ringing that bell, it only confirms what Kai told him. Teusea knows that Baar is dead, and he’s seizing the castle.

Elena jumps awake at the sound, Mal groaning lightly beside her.


“What is it?” Mal mumbles.



“Neven?” Elena asks, peering through the dark. “What are you doing in my room?”

“I’ll explain on the way,” he says, rushing to her side of the bed and pulling her to her feet. “Grab your bags. We have to go.”

At his words, Mal jumps out of bed, immediately shifting into the version of herself that knows exactly what to do in high stake situations. Mal throws her clothes on so quickly that Neven nearly misses it. Mal looks over at Elena, who’s gaping at her, standing still beside her bed.

“Let’s move, Baar. You heard the boy,” Mal says, grabbing her and Elena’s bags and slinging them over her shoulder.

“What about your stuff?” Elena asks, noticing the absence of Neven’s bag.

He shakes his head. “There’s no time. We’ll have to make do with whatever the two of you have.”

“Wait,” Mal says, freezing in place. “Where are Kai and Irene?”

“Kai went to find her in her room, but I ran into her on the way here. She’s going to meet us at the stables. She’s getting horses ready for us.”


“To the stables, then,” Mal says, moving to the door.



“No,” Neven says. “We have to meet Kai at the throne room first. He doesn’t know I ran into Irene, so he doesn’t know we’re all safe, and that’s where he’s waiting.”

Mal nods in understanding, then together, the three of them begin to move through the palace.





THEY'RE ALMOST TO the throne room. They’re about to round a corner when Neven spots Emperor Teusea, and a Teusea guard headed their way.


“Shit,” Neven says, ducking behind the wall.




“What is it?” Mal whispers from beside him.



“I thought because of the bell they’d all be in the courtyard, but the guards are leading everyone into the dining hall,” Neven replies. He checks the clock on the wall across from him. They have five minutes to get past the guards and into the throne room, but it’s an impossible task. The throne room’s windows are too tall to climb through from the exterior, and there are guards posted at every door inside.

“Sir,” Neven hears from the other side of the wall. “I checked everywhere, but she’s nowhere to be found. She’s missing.”

Emperor Teusea hits the wall, the loud sound causing Elena to jump. “Damn it! Keep looking. She has to be here somewhere. I want her found.”


“They’re looking for you,” Neven whispers to Elena.



Mal shakes her head. “I want Kai with us as much as anyone else, but right now the guards are distracted by rounding people up. We have an opening, and if we don’t leave now, we might miss our chance.”

There’s a heavy silence as they take in Mal’s words. Mal’s right, and they all know it.


“Okay,” Elena says regretfully. “To the barn, then.”





THE ONLY UNGUARDED route they find means they have to jump out of a second-floor window. Neven mutters a curse to himself when his ankles go numb at his landing. He lets out a sharp breath, trying not to focus on the strange sensation. Elena hesitates before jumping down, but Neven catches her before she hits the ground, easing her impact, albeit slightly. She steps to the side and gestures up to Mal, who’s watching from the window. Once she sees she’s clear, she climbs onto the ledge, pushes herself off the windowsill and drops nimbly to the ground. Then together, they run.

Their journey to the stables is a series of close encounters and Neven’s heartbeat grows more intense with each one. Despite Neven’s instincts, they move quickly, Mal assuring them it’s the best way to go unseen.

Luckily, there aren’t many guards posted outside, most of them occupied shuffling the patrons of the palace from their beds to the dining hall. If Neven had to guess, he’d say Teusea’s probably going to announce King Baar’s death in front of everyone. He’ll probably get a kick out of their shock, watching their faces as they realize what it means for them.

Relief rushes over him when they arrive at the stable door but it’s quickly replaced with panic when something rustles in the field behind them. The stables are completely exposed, so there’s nowhere to hide. This is it. They’re about to be caught and executed. They all freeze as the emerging figure steps into the low light of the stables.

Mal runs up to him, squeezing him so tightly Neven wonders if he can breathe. “I thought you were dead,” Mal mutters into Kai’s shoulder.

“Same here,” Kai replies. “I tried to get to the throne room, but it was impossible. There were people everywhere, so I decided to come here instead.”


“That’s what happened with us, too,” Neven explains.




Kai sighs. “I couldn’t find Irene.”



Elena steps forward. “Neven ran into her before getting us. She said she’d meet us here. Right, Neven?” Neven nods.


“Except she’s not here,” Mal says, stating the obvious.




“Do we wait?” Elena asks, looking at Neven.



Neven crosses his arms over his chest. “I don’t want to leave her, but we might not have a choice.” They look at him with mixed reactions. “Kai, what do you think?”

“It’s definitely smarter to leave now, to get a head start on them. But…”


“It’s Irene,” Mal finishes.




“We’ll wait as long as it’s safe to,” Kai says.



The group nods in unison, silently agreeing. Neven nods too, hoping none of them can read the guilt in his body language. Hopefully, they’ll see his lowered gaze as anxiety, as the fear that the girl he loves will be left behind. Elena steps up to his side and places a hand on his shoulder.

Maybe he’s over-thinking this and leaving Irene behind is pointless. It’s possible that envelope has nothing to do with him. Sure, he recognizes the name of the sender, but maybe all it said was that they couldn’t track the buyer of the poison. Neven was smart about the whole thing. He gave them a fake name, so maybe Irene will open it and all that will be inside is the bullshit alias he made up on the spot. Still, he’s not willing to take that chance. Not when he’s so sure Irene would put her dagger through his heart if she knew the truth. He paces now, biting his fingernails, and praying that Irene doesn’t show up, that she didn’t have the same idea as Mal and Kai, and that they’ll find a reason to run long before they find out whether that’s the case.

“Search the stables,” an unfamiliar voice calls from the distance.

Mal and Kai look at each other, reading each other’s minds. “That’s our cue,” Mal says.

Immediately they move, Mal and Kai climbing atop two horses. The sounds of shuffling feet grow louder, and Neven begins to panic. Mal reaches her hand down to pull Elena up onto her horse with her.

Kai looks down at Neven. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

Neven looks up at him, suddenly overcome by the weight of his decisions. All the things he’s done are finally catching up to him. 


“Hey! Over there! Stop,” someone yells.



Neven comes to his senses just in time, pulling himself onto Kai’s horse. As soon as Neven’s seated, Kai clicks his tongue, calling the horse to move. He rides in a fury beside Mal and Elena, letting the voices of the guards calling for them fade into the background.

He looks back at the palace as it disappears against the dark night. A single tear falls from his eye as he whispers, “I’m sorry.”


44



IRENE






I

 
rene wakes with a start, taking a second to process the sound berating her ears. She glances around the darkened room, confused briefly by her surroundings. It all comes back to her at once. She’s in Neven’s room. She fell asleep beside him last night after she confessed her feelings to him. She rubs her face in her hands, trying to wake herself up. The ringing begins again, and only then does she truly understand what the sound is. It’s the bell in the courtyard, but it’s the middle of the night.

 

Why


 
is it ringing? And if she fell asleep in Neven’s room, right next to him, then where is he?



She pulls herself from the bed and gets herself dressed. When she slides her jacket over her arms, a letter tumbles out. She picks it up, remembering it for the first time since it was delivered to her. There are a series of quick footsteps outside the door. She ignores them, turning her attention to the envelope in her hand. She tucks her finger behind the fold, pulling gently on the seal until it tears. Irene jumps back and shoves the letter back into her pocket when a guard pushes Neven’s door open.


“How about knocking?” Irene says.



“All residents of the palace are needed for a mandatory meeting in the dining hall,” the guard says impatiently.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Irene says, her hand still gripping the smooth material of the envelope.


“It’s time sensitive. Everyone needs to come now.”



Irene considers fighting it, but something on the guard’s face tells her it’s best to leave it, that fighting might be best saved for later.


“Okay,” Irene says begrudgingly.





The hallways are packed when she steps out of Neven’s room, guards lined up and down the walls. She suspects what’s happening long before she gets to the dining hall, but it isn’t

 

her


 
safety she’s concerned about. She’s worried about Neven, Kai, Mal, and Elena—all the people she loves, the people she doesn’t want to lose. Neven wasn’t in his room, and now all the residents are being herded like sheep to slaughter. If she’s about to die, her singular hope is that she gets to see them all one last time.



Irene’s shoved inside by the crowd of people behind her. The room is packed, people pushed so tightly into each other that there isn’t a single part of her body not touching someone else. There are guards splitting the room in half, keeping an aisle open and Irene wonders what for. She looks around frantically, but she doesn’t see any of her friends. She pushes her way back through the crowd to the door, intent on finding them herself, but a guard steps in front of her, blocking her path.


“Get out of my way,” Irene demands.



“No one leaves. Emperor’s orders,” the guard says, not even bothering to make eye contact with her.

If the guard is taking Emperor Teusea’s orders, then the castle really must be under his control. Irene lets out a shaky breath. Neven and Elena are in more danger than ever now. The two of them are the only threat to Teusea’s rule over Radon. If they’re not here, then they’re probably captured, locked in the basement somewhere. Or worse…dead.

Emperor Teusea enters the room in a dramatic fashion. Amir trails behind his father, his face set in an angry expression. Once they make it to the front of the room, Emperor Teusea steps up onto the dais and clears his throat.

“Today, a great enemy of mine has been defeated. To celebrate, I’ve had the cooks prepare a special feast. Guards! Bring in our meal,” Teusea yells.

The dining room doors open with a squeak. Six guards walk in carrying a large slab of wood, and resting on top of it, his skin puckered and charred, is the body of King Baar. A red apple sits in his mouth, propping it open at an unnatural angle. The guards set the slab down in the center of the aisle, and step away. Irene takes in the sight, the smell of burned flesh so severe it causes her eyes to water.

“Tonight, we feast on the body of my enemy!” Teusea shouts.

The room goes silent as horrified glances are exchanged. Irene stands, her mouth agape, doing her best to keep herself from vomiting. Teusea can’t actually expect them to eat King Baar’s body, can he? Her question is answered when each guard pulls a knife from their pocket, kneels down in front of King Baar’s corpse, and begins to cut into him. Irene looks down at the floor, unable to watch the ghastly scene in front of her. She crosses her arms over her chest, and when she does, she hears something rustle. It’s the letter, the one she tucked away earlier when the guard surprised her. She pulls it out, desperate for some kind of distraction from what’s happening in the room. Inside the envelope, is a single folded up piece of paper. She opens it slowly.


At the top, is a scrawled message:





Dearest Irene,





I was unable to recall the name of the boy who purchased the poison you inquired about, but as I am gifted with a photographic memory, I decided I should send you a sketch of the young man instead. I hope that in cooperating with your request, you will look the other way in regards to my business ventures.




Sincerely,






Bram Westfield




The words aren’t what shock Irene, but the face on the drawing inside. There, in vivid detail, is a face she knows intimately, a face she spent hours last night trying to memorize. Bile rises in her throat as she comprehends what this means.

Neven killed King Baar. But if he did, does that mean he tried to kill Elena, too? Irene has to find them, has to get to the bottom of this before Neven hurts Elena, if he hasn’t already. She can’t believe she was stupid enough to fall for Neven’s act. He’s probably been laughing at her this entire time, smiling to her face with his knife pressed into her back. She hopes he enjoyed making a fool out of her, because it’s never going to happen again.


From this day forward, she has only one goal:




She’s going to kill Neven Fastolfe.



Irene finally looks up. Her shock only intensifies as she watches what happens next. The world moves in tantalizingly slow motion as Amir steps behind his father, a dagger glimmering in his hand. Before she can let out a breath, Amir moves, slicing his father’s neck open, severing his carotid artery. Blood sprays everywhere, painting the faces of the people in the front room in a dingy red. Irene has time to think only one thing: Amir is now the King of Radon.

Amir steps back as his father’s body falls forward, landing to the ground beneath the dais with a sickening thud. Amir lifts his arms up into the air and shadows erupt from him, like fabric dancing in the wind. The people in the hall go wild, running to the doors and banging on them, but they don’t budge. Soldiers look around manically, having no clue what to do without a command.

All the while the shadows surrounding Amir grow more intense… more opaque. Irene feels as though she’s choking on them, battling them for oxygen like smoke from a fire. It only takes moments before the dining hall is plunged into complete darkness.
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