
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Dragon Master

      



    




Dragon Collector Book 2

    

    




      
        Simon Archer

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        4. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        10. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        16. Diana

      

      
        17. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        21. Rebekah

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        24. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        29. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        35. Diana

      

      
        36. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        41. Diana

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        A Note from the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Still half-asleep, I stretched and yawned, sadly disturbing the bodies next to me.

      “Five more minutes.” Bailey-Sue’s sleepy voice commanded, rolling over to bury her face in my chest.

      Chuckling, I ran my fingers through her emerald green hair.

      “Mmm.” I let my gaze roam over until they landed on Rebekah, who was curled up with Alona, their red and brown hair mixed together.

      “Come on, girls. It’s time to get up.” I gently shook Bailey-Sue and grabbed Alona’s glasses off the side table, handing them to her as she groaned, sitting up along with Rebekah.

      The door to our upstairs bedroom in the Rowdy Peacock Inn slammed open and the smell of fresh eggs and coffee floated in, causing Alona and Rebekah to immediately perk up.

      “Good morning you sleepyheads.” Diana chuckled, leaning against the doorway with a smirk on her face.

      Alona groaned, “How are you so awake? It’s too early to be this loud.”

      Diana laughed again, moving forward to kiss me before helping me up, “I would think Mr. King of Dragons here would be more tired than all of you considering I didn’t see Gina leave here until the sun had barely begun to rise.”

      I wrapped my arms around Diana, “Well, I couldn’t just leave my girls.”

      Bailey-Sue smacked my ass as she stood up, “Damn straight.”

      As we headed downstairs to the kitchen, Diana pulled me aside.

      “What is it, Diana?” I stared into her dark eyes.

      She leaned in close and whispered in my ear, making my body shiver, “Gina never left. Apparently, you promised her a story.”

      I grinned, “I did. Want to help me tell it?”

      A soft kiss gave me my answer and we walked out to the main area of the Rowdy Peacock Inn where my girls were already situated with food.

      Gina and her brother and their friends sitting on the floor, staring with wide eyes at…

      “Ffamran, how many times do I have to ask that you not eat on the couch. It’s hard to take the stains out.”

      The dragon hummed, and I laughed as he continued to eat.

      “So, you guys came back.” Rebekah sipped her coffee, looking over the people sitting before us.

      “Well… before…” Gina’s brother looked over at her, as Gina blushed a pretty pink and averted her gaze, “That, you were telling us the story about how you became the King of the Dragons and now that we know it’s you!” The others started to shift as they grew excited, “We want to hear the rest.”

      I laughed merrily, kissing Alona as she placed a cup of coffee into my hand before going to gather my other paintings to place in the main area of the Inn.

      “Okay, so where was I?”

      Bailey-Sue called out from where she had migrated to sit leaning against Ffamran’s couch, “The flight after you formed the Clan and made the agreements with King Atlus.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, you see, after that flight with the dragons, I had to attend a little girl’s birthday party.”
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      My hands were covered in white. It coated my fingers and dusted the top of my arms like lightly fallen snow. It was a sign of a job well done, albeit a messy job.

      I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. A smile burst from my lips as I stared at my creation. The cake wasn’t pretty. It slumped to one side and threatened to tumble over. It was sprinkled with sugar and a slippery icing that dripped off the edges. Baking without a standard oven was difficult, but luckily, I had Vanna to guide me through it.

      Vanna was a lanky woman with long black hair that reached the middle of her back. Unlike mine, there wasn’t a speck of sugar in it, and it retained its shape in the elaborate braid her daughter had done for her this morning. She returned my smile, though hers was less enthusiastic. More kind with a side of pity.

      “You did well,” Vanna said through tight teeth.

      “I think so,” I said with bright enthusiasm. “I’ve never made anything like this before, let alone in a stone oven. It’s less labor-intensive where I come from. I mean, depending on how elaborate you get.”

      I gazed again at the lumpy mess I’d managed to pull together, and my smile widened. A sense of pride swelled in my chest. It was an ugly little pastry, but it was my ugly little pastry.

      “It’s gotta taste good, right?” I asked, a little hesitantly. “That’s ultimately what matters.”

      “That and that you tried something new,” Vanna said as she gripped my shoulder. “You did good, Martin. Maji will love it… and if she does not, that is what mine is for.”

      I laughed and looked at the pristine cake Vanna had baked alongside mine. She taught me as we went, using churned butter and fresh eggs from a local chicken coop. It was a gorgeous thing and caused me to feel a twinge of jealousy. Then, I reminded myself that I’d only been in this world a couple of months and was still getting used to the lack of modern amenities. However, Vanna was a mother of four, cooked regularly, and had the patience of a saint.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said, looking at her. She was tall, so  I could easily look her in the eye. She met my gaze and grinned back.

      “No, my dear, I do not believe you could have,” Vanna agreed.

      I pulled away from her and pretended to be offended, with an exaggerated gasp and a hand over my heart. She chuckled as she bent down and slipped two hands under the platter carrying her cake.

      “Come now,” she instructed. “We have a crowd to feed.”

      I mimicked her and stuck my own hands under my plate. Despite my nervous jitters, I managed to hold the cake steady and follow Vanna out of the house and into the woods.

      The edge of the Marked Woods came up to the back of the Dyers' house, so we didn’t have to walk that far to get to the clearing where the party was. Maji’s twelfth birthday party was quite the sight to behold. All her family members were there, including her three siblings who sat beside her, excited and eager. Her father, Styu, stood beside his daughter on her right-hand side. He had a hand on her shoulder and was looking proudly on as his children played a game of cards.

      Joining the children in their fun was Alona, caretaker for the palace Zoo and one of my dearest friends. She had trouble keeping up with the children’s speed. She constantly whipped her head back and forth, trying to catch all their moves, and that caused her glasses to slip down the bridge of her nose. Alona had to keep pausing to push her glasses back up, which caused her to fall further behind.

      Next to her sat the other caretaker, Bailey-Sue. Her emerald hair danced in the sunlight as she laughed at Alona’s continued mistakes. She squeezed her white eyes shut, on the verge of tears from the humor of it all.

      The other humans at the party were Rebekah, captain of the king’s guard, whose red hair was blazing in the sun, looking almost like it was on fire, and Diana, the second in command of the king’s guard. Rebekah was sitting in a wooden chair off to the side, watching everything with a careful eye, while Diana, not actively involved in the card game, bounced on her toes at the end of the table, ready to jump in. There was a small twitch at the corner of her mouth that I just wanted to kiss away.

      A few weeks ago, Diana and I had shared an intimate kiss in a cave. There had been some confessions, but we’d been in the middle of an intense, life-threatening situation at the time. However, we had stolen more kisses since then, mostly during our daily morning training.

      So I watched her with a goofy smile on my face as we approached, a smile that Ffamran caught.

      “Do you want everyone to know you are snogging her in the weapons room every week?” the dragon said in my mind.

      Ffamran fon Desca of the Verio Clan lounged on the edge of the clearing. His large, soft purple form was spread out comfortably, wings relaxed and tail swaying with the breeze. He was the only dragon present at the party, but other creatures roamed about, like Sloan the sphinx, Altair the firebird, Harmony the flutterbird, Zander the bat, Fipmly the goat, along with a snake, another flutterbird, a goldfish, a chipmunk, and a black cat with violet eyes.

      But what made Ffamran truly special was that he was my Merkin. He and I were bonded together and thus shared a mental link where we could communicate with each other without anyone overhearing. It was useful on many occasions, like strategizing or warning one another. On occasions like these, when he just wanted to send sassy comments down the line, it was downright annoying.

      “Shut up,” I snapped back. I made sure to wipe the silly smile off my face for good measure.

      “I said nothing,” Ffamran countered. “I merely thought it.”

      “It’s the same thing, and you know it,” I said, not buying his semantics. “But, all the same, would it be a problem if people knew?”

      “I think it would be a problem if Alona or Rebekah knew,” Ffamran said, his tone a warning.

      I looked from Diana to Alona to Rebekah, and my heart thudded faster. While there was clear physical chemistry between Diana and me, talking was harder between the two of us. Sure, we had our moments, but it was nothing compared to the conversations Alona and I had. I enjoyed her company, which was good considering we worked together every day in the Zoo. Even after my status in the court increased, and I was no longer required to do so, I insisted on keeping my job there, if for no other reason than to see Alona and Bailey-Sue every day. And Diana was second in command to Rebekah, who I had gotten very intimate with within minutes of meeting her.

      Amid my thoughts about Alona, I forgot to pay attention to where I was walking and almost dropped the cake. I managed to right myself, but not before everyone in the group turned to look at me.

      I recovered and straightened myself. “Ta-da!” I said in an attempt to relieve the tension my body had just experienced.

      Little Miji began to clap, and soon the younger Dyers, Meeja, joined in. The card game halted momentarily as Vanna and I approached with Maji’s cakes.

      “Happy birthday!” the group chorused. We set the deserts down on the table, and Maji blushed, appreciatively.

      “Thank you,” the young girl said sheepishly. She wasn’t one who liked the spotlight. She was the quietest of the Dyers’ children and kept mostly to herself.

      Maji had the gift of foresight, able to know things that were to happen before they did. While her family encouraged the gift, Maji was often scared of it and didn’t vocalize all that she saw.

      “It is mostly little things,” she once told me. We had been cleaning dishes after a family dinner that Styu had invited me to. While her siblings were playing, Maji and I were washing up.

      “Like when visitors come calling or when Miji is going to drop something. I try to warn them when it is important, but it happens so often that my warnings just become annoying.” She hung her head when she said this, a small blush of shame crawling up her neck.

      “But I’m learning,” Maji confessed. “Like when I saw you getting hurt, I knew I just had to tell someone. That it was too important to ignore.”

      I thought back to the time when I had used my gift to its capacity, and it had knocked me out for three days straight. I still argued it was for a good cause, cleansing a town of the corruption, but my friends made me swear I wouldn’t overuse my gift like that again. Diana later told me that Maji had warned her and Rebekah, the captain of the guard, of my impending injury. The young girl had rushed the palace gates to warn someone, anyone about my fate.

      Since hearing that story, Maji and I had grown closer. She had watched out for me when she didn’t have to. Maji had only met me once before that vision occurred. Yet, she still looked out for me, so the least I could do was return the favor.

      In the middle of drying a plate, I asked Maji about her power. It was a question that seemed delicate, almost forbidden, mainly because the answer could have dire consequences.

      “Maji,” I wondered cautiously, “have your visions ever been… wrong?”

      Maji sighed and carried a dish to its place on a shelf. She didn’t say anything as she moved back to my side at the counter. She strung out the wet rag, choking little droplets of water out of the fibers.

      “No,” she finally said. “Not yet, anyway.”

      A shiver ran up my spine and chilled my neck. There was such power in her statement. Such a proclamation had consequences if ever discovered by someone outside of those who loved her dearly, like her family and me.

      The smile that broke over Maji’s face over having two delicious sweets to eat snapped my thoughts back to the present. While it was a humble celebration overall, it obviously still brought joy to the young girl.

      It was the first birthday celebration I had attended in Insomier, and surprisingly, there wasn’t much difference between the parties here and the ones back on Earth. Gifts were usually exchanged, and sweets were consumed. It was me, though, who had insisted on a cake. Normally, smaller pastries like sweet rolls or beignet-like treats were made, but I wanted to learn how to bake in this medieval culture, so Vanna obliged.

      The one major difference, however, was the lack of birthday candles or wishes. When I first asked Vanna about it, she looked at me like I had three heads.

      “We do nothing like that here,” she said. “We sing and then eat. There is nothing for the guest of honor to do, really.”

      A weird sense of duty struck me, and I wanted more than anything to get some candles for Maji’s birthday cake. That moment before blowing out the candles had always been so important to me as a kid. It was a chance to wish for something different, something special for the next year. Granted, some of my wishes were superficial, like a new bike or a puppy, but as I grew older, I used those wishes as opportunities to wish for grander things. Happiness. Adventure. For my parents to come back.

      And, most recently, I had wished for a new place to live, love, and create.

      Hence, here I was, in Insomier.

      Needless to say, I was a firm believer in wishes and wanted to ensure that Maji and the rest of the Dryers kiddos had every opportunity to make wishes. To discover their hopes and pursue their dreams. I knew it was cheesy, but as someone who recently had a wish come true, it was powerful stuff that deserved to be shared.

      So a few days ago, I’d scoured the city of Insomier for the wax merchant and asked him to make me twelve small candles. When I eventually told him what they were for, he’d laughed.

      “You are going to stick these in a cake?” he’d said through fits of laughter. “You know you cannot eat the wax, right?”

      Despite assuring him that I knew you couldn’t eat wax, he still continued to laugh at the idea. Nevertheless, he completed my order, and soon, I had twelve thin, white candles for Maji’s birthday cake.

      I pulled them out and set them on the table. Carefully, I unfolded them from their cloth covering and placed them, one by one, in the cake I baked. A curious silence fell over the group as they watched me stick one candle after the other around the edge of the cake.

      “So, this,” I began, “is something we do where I come from.”

      Maji watched transfixed as I straightened the candles. “Why?”

      “We put a candle for each year of your life in the cake,” I explained. “They represent you. Then we light them, and you get to make a wish. Once you’ve made your wish, you blow out the candles.”

      Mark, Maji’s younger brother, huffed from beside me. “I don’t want to eat a cake if it has Maji’s spittle all over it.”

      “You can have a piece of the other cake if you care that much,” his mother scolded. “Let Martin finish.”

      “You have to blow out all the candles, or the wish won’t come true,” I warned.

      Maji looked nervous then. She took this so seriously that it was strange to me. I was used to children taking their birthday wishes for granted, whereas Maji stared into my eyes with such sincere commitment. I softened my expression to reassure her.

      “How come Maji gets a wish?” Miji asked, as only an indignant little brother could. “I want to make a wish.”

      “You can do that on your birthday,” Vanna informed him.

      “But my birthday is so far away,” Miji said with a pout. He put his chin in his hand and stuck out his bottom lip. Bailey-Sue covered her mouth, so she didn’t share her giggles with the group over Miji’s cuteness.

      I struck a match and lit the candles one by one. Maji’s face glowed as the light from the flames flickered on her skin. She looked directly into the twelve little fires on her cake and pondered. We watched patiently as Maji contemplated her wish. White wax bubbled and dripped down the side of some of the candles as she paused.

      “Ew!” Meeja exclaimed. “It is getting on the cake!”

      “Hush,” Styu told his daughter. Then he turned to Maji. “Honey, do you know what you are going to wish for?”

      Maji opened her mouth to respond, but I cut in. “You can’t tell anyone, or it won’t come true.”

      “There seems to be a lot of rules to this wish-making,” Diana noted with a chuckle from the other end of the table.

      Rebekah chortled along with her, “So it would seem.”

      I sent a playful sneer their way to which Diana responded with a smirk. I looked away before my ears turned pink.

      Maji tugged on the ends of her hair and looked up at me. She wanted to say something, I could tell, but didn’t seem to know how.

      “What is it, Maji?” I prompted.

      “Will you do it with me?” she asked. “Is that allowed?”

      “It’s your wish, though,” I said.

      “I know,” Maji replied, “but I am nervous. Maybe I could share just this one with you.”

      Honored, I crossed to Maji’s side and put an arm around her. I pulled her into a side hug and kissed the top of her head.

      “Of course,” I answered. “We can do it together. Do you have your wish?”

      Maji nodded vigorously.

      “Okay, I just need a second to think of mine.”

      Now, on the spot, I had to come up with something. I looked about the group and saw the faces of all these people and creatures I had come to love. They welcomed me, in their own time, into their homes and their lives. I would be forever grateful to them.

      I knew there was still a long way to go. Insomier’s outer towns and the Marked Woods were still affected by the corruption. I was the only person with the power to save them. And save them I would.

      I had made a promise months ago to protect this world and to make sure that no one would feel the loss of their home or loved ones if it could be helped. So far, we had been doing well, combating the corruption. But we would need to do more if we were to defeat it completely. Right now, the plague was manageable and restrained to the outer realms of the kingdom. I hoped we could not only keep it that way, but eradicate it completely.

      Suddenly, I had my wish. I looked Maji in the eye and nodded, indicating as such to the young birthday girl. She got the message and inhaled sharply.

      I mimicked her and held my breath for a single thought, long enough to make a wish. I spoke the words in my head. I wish for the power to make the kingdom of Insomier healthy again.

      Then, together, Maji and I blew out her birthday candles with one swift breath.
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      It turned out that medieval baking wasn’t my strong suit. Everyone was kind about it, save for the youngest two who always spoke their minds.

      “Bleh,” Miji said as he stuck out his tongue with traces of cake still on it.

      “This is gross,” Meeja said. She stuck the fork in her slice of cake and then pushed the plate away from her.

      “Come on,” I reasoned, “it can’t be that bad, can it?”

      I looked about the group, and no one would meet my eye. Bailey-Sue poked at crumb-sized pieces while Alona pushed the slice around her plate. Rebekah was staring at a piece she had on her fork, not putting it anywhere near her lips. Diana was still chewing her first bite and wouldn’t, or couldn’t, swallow. Vanna hadn’t even tried it.

      A little terrified, I put a forkful in my mouth. It was chalky and crumbled instantly. The whole thing was so dry that even the overly sweet icing couldn’t save any moisture. I coughed, trying to clear my throat of the taste, but was unsuccessful. I turned and spat out the flat sand-like substance out of my mouth.

      Laughter erupted around me. Everyone sitting there proceeded to clear off their plates, dumping the pieces of cake, if that’s what you could call it, back onto the original platter. Vanna proceeded to slice and serve her immaculate masterpiece.

      “Man,” I said disappointedly. “I really wanted that to be good.”

      “You have many good qualities,” Styu complimented. “Baking, however, is not one of them.”

      “Apparently,” I relented.

      “Oh, come on, Martin,” Alona said. “Do not be so upset. You are good at many things. Blinding everyone when you explode with light, for instance.”

      “Or controlling seven dragons at once,” Bailey-Sue joked.

      “Or angering kings by threatening to take their crown,” Diana added, jumping into the playful ribbing.

      My three friends laughed, and even Styu snickered a little. I pursed my lips indignantly at the group of them. I narrowed my eyes in an attempt to be menacing, but I couldn’t hold it for very long. I quickly put on the defensive, so as to not burst into laughter myself.

      “For your information--” I began, but Diana interrupted me.

      “Oh, here he goes.” Diana leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest expectantly.

      Maturely, I stuck my tongue out at her before continuing. “I have been working on mastering the light, okay? All three of you know it. It may have gotten a little brighter, but that doesn’t mean I’ve blinded anyone.”

      “At least you can heal people without knocking yourself out for three days,” Alona said considerately.

      “Thank you,” I said as I pointed enthusiastically in her direction. Alona nodded in response. “See? I’m getting better. And the dragons and me, we’re working on it.”

      “That is an understatement,” Ffamran chided.

      “Hey.” I shifted my finger, so it now pointed accusingly at Ffamran. “You shut it over there. Things are going fine.”

      “They still will not relinquish their gifts to you?” Diana asked.

      “What do you mean?” Mark chimed in, ever the curious one. Mark wanted to work in the Zoo someday and become a caretaker. He was particularly fond of the dragons and liked to visit them as often as his mother would allow.

      “Well,” I started, hesitant and a little embarrassed. “So, a couple of months ago, I bonded to the six other dragons in the clan.”

      “Yes,” Mark said. “I know that part, but I thought that as a part of the bonding, you were automatically given gifts from each of the dragons.”

      “You would think so since that’s typically how it works,” I explained. “Apparently, not after the first one, anyway.”

      Alona leaned across the table to speak directly with Mark, who had become something of a protege for Alona. “We have found that the new dragons have a bit more control over when their gifts are bequeathed to Martin since none of them is his primary bond.”

      “What does ‘bequeathed’ mean?” Miji asked with a mouthful of cake.

      “Give something to someone,” Vanna answered patiently.

      Miji swallowed. “Oh.”

      “Mama, can we go play?” Meeja asked. “This is boring.”

      Styu laughed at his child’s honesty. He kissed the top of her head, then lifted her out of her chair. “Absolutely, dear. You and Miji can take turns feeding Fipmly Martin’s cake.”

      “Even Fipmly won’t eat that,” Meeja said with her nose crinkled in disgust.

      The table had another round of laughter at my expense, me included. Hey, if you can’t laugh at yourself, who can you laugh at? Given their leave, the two youngest raced off, with Miji picking up his garter snake and the flutterbird following behind Meeja. They proceeded to begin a game that involved lots of running through the nearby trees.

      “So are the other dragons’ gifts a double test?” Mark said, figuring out the parts of it all as he spoke. “First, the dragon has to choose to bond to you, and then they have to decide if you are worthy of their gift?”

      “Pretty much,” I said. I rolled my lips over my teeth and stared at the ground.

      “It has been a point of contention, to say the least,” Ffamran commented.

      “Hey,” I said, a thought occurring to me. “At least I got King Atlus to agree to let the dragons reside in the Gardens. It has become a sanctuary of sorts for them.”

      “That is true,” Ffamran conceded. “Of that, they are grateful. Well, mostly, anyway.” He smirked. “They are not pleased that Rebekah has to stay there and watch them.”

      “I am not pleased either,” Rebekah piped up from her seat, though the smile on her face showed that her comment was all in good fun.

      I ran a hand through my hair as I thought about the captain of the king’s guard being reduced to dragon-sitter. “But it’s as much for their protection as anyone else’s.” I met Ffamran’s eyes. “After what happened to you, I don’t dare leave any of the dragons alone.”

      “Fair enough,” Ffamrin said with a sigh.

      “Rebekah’s presence with the dragons is why you got King Atlus to agree to let them remain,” Diana said dubiously. She took a sip of her water and hid behind it from my glare. “Not that he really had much choice in the matter.”

      Rebekah made a noise of affirmation.

      “I thought we were celebrating Maji’s birthday,” I said in an attempt to change the subject. “As far as I know, this was not ‘Pick on Martin Day.’”

      “You are such an easy target, though,” Bailey-Sue said with a smile.

      “Is he still giving you trouble, Martin?” Styu asked sincerely. “The king, I mean.”

      I huffed out a breath. “In so many words, yes, but in my defense, we haven’t been hashing this out for long.”

      “He is still concerned he will attack with the dragons and make himself king,” Diana answered for me. She would know, having been in nearly all the meetings between the king and myself. Rebekah and Diana were supposed to be there to protect the king from me, but it nearly always ended up being the other way around.

      “I don’t know how many times I have to tell them that I have no interest in running the kingdom,” I said, exasperated. “I only want to help save it, and he needs me to do that, or he won’t have a kingdom to rule over.”

      “It is hard for him, I bet,” Styu said, a hint of sympathy in his voice. “He sees you as a threat because you and the clan could obliterate him and the entire court in five seconds.”

      “I don’t even think it would take that long,” I muttered under my breath.

      Styu continued, unphased by my comment. “So, he feels he must listen to you and do what you say, which undermines him as king. He might feel trapped.”

      “I don’t know how to not make him feel that way,” I confessed. “I have talked him through every single thing I have done for the kingdom. He sends guards out with me to the outer towns when we hear of corruption. We hold meetings weekly. He knows everything I’m doing when I’m doing it.”

      “Not everything,” Ffamran murmured.

      I shot the dragon a glance and mentally told him, “Shut up.”

      He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly and rested his head on his front legs. I envied his ability to disengage and lounge about, uncaring and unphased.

      “What does he mean?” Styu asked, throwing a thumb back to indicate Ffamran.

      “Well…” I started, then cleared my throat, suddenly uncomfortable about discussing so much politics in front of the Dyers. “There might be a secret group that the king doesn’t know about.”

      “What kind of secret group?” Styu questioned with a raised, interested eyebrow.

      “Styu!” his wife scolded.

      “What?” Styu replied defensively. “I am curious, and honestly, I want to make sure Martin is not putting himself in unnecessary danger.”

      I melted a little at the evidence of Styu’s concern. It was so kind of him to speak of me as he would his own children. While he and Vanna were not too much older than me, they had become surrogate parents in a way, always making sure I was fed, sleeping enough, and all-around okay. We all knew they would never replace my parents, but I considered them like a close aunt and uncle.

      “It was my idea,” Diana chimed in. “There are not many of us in this group, but we scout out corrupted towns that the king hasn’t prioritized. We assess the damage and then tell Martin so he can help them in addition to the places King Atlus has found.”

      “Or we bring the afflicted people to the Zoo,” Alona added. “Then he visits them in his spare time and heals them there.”

      For the first time since bringing out the cakes, Vanna sat down. “Martin, that is a lot of work. Between the dragons, the king’s orders, and your own missions--”

      “Do not forget his continued training with me,” Diana interjected.

      “And his training with me, as well,” Rebekah spoke.

      “Or his daily work at the Zoo,” Alona added.

      “How do you rest, dear?” Vanna asked.

      I gulped audibly before I answered her. “I don’t rest much, but it’s enough for now. I mean, I can rest when the corruption is gone, right? Isn’t that the point?”

      “You will be of use to no one if you do not take care of yourself,” Vanna said. She reached out and took my hand in both of hers. “There is already enough pressure on you since you are the only one who can directly fight the corruption. Do not do more harm to yourself by wearing yourself down.”

      “I can handle it,” I said with more confidence than I had. I squeezed Vanna’s hands and then pulled away, trying to be gentle. I didn’t want to insult her kindness, but I knew what I was doing. Well, sort of. I was getting by and improving all the time. Rest would come when the world was saved.

      “At least the corruption has stayed in the outer sections of the kingdom,” I said, trying to brighten Vanna’s concerned face. “We’ve managed to keep it from the city this long, and we’ll keep doing so.”

      “That is untrue,” a soft but mature voice said.

      All heads turned to the head of the table where Maji had sat silent this entire time. The girl’s face had gone ghostly white, and her eyes were glazed over, shimmering pearls in her sockets.

      Upon seeing her daughter’s expression, Vanna stood and rushed to Maji’s side. She gripped Maji’s shoulders, anchoring her to the chair.

      “It is a vision,” Vanna announced to the rest of us. “Sometimes they cause her to spasm. Styu, please.”

      The Dye master didn’t have to be told twice. He was at his wife’s side and held Maji’s legs to the chair. I watched the terrified looks cross both Vanna and Styu’s faces, fear that their daughter would hurt herself mid-vision.

      “The corruption has come,” Maji said. However, this voice was not her typical, melodic tone. This one burst from her like a thunderstorm and had an intimidating nature to it.

      The rest of us were on our feet now, frightened by the girl and her creepy voice.

      “What does she mean?” Bailey-Sue asked, her voice quivering. “Does that mean the corruption is in the city?”

      “She cannot answer questions in this state,” Vanna explained. “It will end when she speaks her peace, but she will not be able to respond to us before then.”

      “The corruption is here,” Maji said in her distorted voice. “The corruption is now.”

      Several things happened all at once. Maji collapsed, going instantly limp in the chair. She slumped over to the side, but Styu caught the young girl. He lifted her into a fireman’s carry and moved to take her into the house. Mark followed his father and sister, ready to help.

      Simultaneously, a high-pitched scream came from the edge of the trees.

      I darted forward, behind only Vanna. The mother recognized her child’s cries and bolted faster than I had ever seen her move. Ffamran rose on all fours, alert and scanning the skies for a threat. Altair shrieked as he flew up to search as well. With Rebekah surging out of her seat and tensing up. She shared a look with Diana, nodding to indicate she would stay to make sure the others were safe. Diana unhooked a knife from her belt and held it out as she ran behind me.

      The group of us approached Meeja, who was crying loudly. At her feet lay Miji, the garter snake lashing out at us as we drew near.

      Without being asked, Bailey-Sue soothed the snake and ran with it back to the house, desperate for it to calm down. Vanna and I flanked Miji’s body.

      “Meeja, what happened, baby?” Vanna asked, while her hands roamed about Miji’s body, checking for any sign of life. Unsurprisingly, her voice was steady, her whole demeanor calm. This mother seemed accustomed to crisis and immediately commanded the area.

      “He just fell,” the young girl explained through fits of tears.

      “Was anyone here?” Diana asked, her voice a little harsh towards the sobbing six-year-old.

      Meeja cried harder, and Diana stepped back, frightened by her waterworks. “I am going to scour the woods,” she said and took her leave, knife stretched out before her.

      Alona bent down next to Meeja and got on her level. “Meeja,” she said, her voice the exact opposite of Diana’s, kind and gentle. “What happened to Miji?”

      “He fell!” she wailed again. “After he ate the honeysuckle, he fell.”

      I looked back at the ground around us, and sure enough, beautiful white honeysuckles were growing at the base of some of the trees. Alona caught my eye and gave me a single nod. Vanna seemed to catch on, too, because she gasped loudly and put a hand over her mouth.

      “It cannot be,” she exclaimed in a shocked whisper. “My children snack on those flowers all the time. Styu and I had some just this morning. Oh, God.”

      “Vanna,” I said seriously, “I’m going to need you to step back.”

      She shook her head and adjusted her seat in the grass. “I am not leaving him. Alona, take Meeja back to the house. Tell Styu and Rebekah what is going on but do not tell the children.”

      “Mama!” Meeja cried. Alona scooped up the girl, and she wailed again, “Mama!”

      “It is okay, baby, everything is going to be okay,” Vanna called after the pair of them.

      We heard Meeja’s screams all the way back to the house. I tried to drain them out and focus on the light. I asked it to come forth and help me. As the thought occurred, streaks of light glowed against the skin of my hands and receded up to my forearms. Like a doctor preparing for surgery, I held my hands up and away from me.

      “Vanna, you can stay,” I warned, “but you will have to keep your eyes closed. Please.”

      Vanna nodded and closed her eyes. She clutched Miji’s hand and held it steady against her lap. Slowly and silently, her lips moved as if reciting a prayer.

      I turned my attention back to the light when I saw a large shadow cover the scene. I looked up at my djer and offered him a soft smile. Ffamran’s face, in contrast, was grim and gaunt.

      “Is it the corruption?” Ffamran asked the million-dollar questions.

      “I guess I’ll find out,” I said.

      Then, I placed my hands on the center of Miji’s chest and delved into the light. The streaks transferred from my body to his and spread out like roads on a city map. My inner eye examined the inside of the young boy’s body, trying to find the source of his sudden ailment. Unfortunately, the search did not last long.

      At the base of his throat, right where it met the stomach, a black mass swirled and wrapped around his organs. It elongated like a spider stretching its legs. It was a putrid, disgusting thing, though smaller than I had seen in other bodies.

      Immediately, I wrapped the light around it. The first step was to contain the corruption, to keep it from spreading. This was something I could do more easily than destroying the corruption altogether. That battle took more light and, consequently, more effort from me. While I had gotten practice since the first time when I had healed Ffamran and the entire town of Remklat, it was best to stage the battle, first cutting it off to weaken the corruption, then gathering my reserves to go in for the kill. If I didn’t, well, I could still knock myself out as I had those times before.

      Nerves crept along my skin, and I wiggled my fingers a bit to shake them off. A sudden chill accompanied the nerves. The cold seemed to grow as I urged the light to approach the corruption. With each millimeter, the itchy feeling intensified along with the freezing air.

      In the brief moment before touching the corruption, I knew something was wrong. My body screamed at me that this corruption was different from the previous types I’d encountered. Something about this version of the disease was dangerous, and here I was, about to poke it.

      Nevertheless, determined to heal Miji, I ventured on and disturbed the corruption. Upon contact, my vision left me and transported me into an oh-so-familiar white space. My body soon followed, with the light trailing in waves behind me.

      I stood stock-still as I observed my new surroundings and my new guest. Before me was a thin gentleman with salt and pepper hair, wearing an all-black ensemble.

      “It is good to see you again, Martin,” said King Hennar, creator of the corruption.
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      “You have got to be kidding me!” I exclaimed.

      “I assure you, Martin, this is no joke,” Hennar said with a smirk. “And I meant it. It is good to see you again.”

      “No, it’s not, you lying piece of shit,” I snapped.

      “There is no need to be so hostile,” Hennar said pleasantly.

      “You haven’t seen hostile,” I sneered. I took a single step forward, and the minute I did, all the light in my hands snuffed out. “What the hell?”

      “I suggest you take a step back,” Hennar said.

      Wearily, I did as I was told. Immediately, the light returned in full force. It slivered and swayed up my arms. I wiggled my fingers just to comfort myself, and the light followed their movement.

      “That is just a precaution,” Hennar explained. “I do not want you to come much closer to me unless you have agreed.”

      “Unless that agreement is for you to stop the corruption, then I’ve got nothing to discuss with you,” I said. Then I held out my hands, threatening to blast him as I did before when I healed Ffamran from the same illness.

      “I want to play a game with you,” Hennar offered.

      I surged the light from my palms, visibly building it up. “I told you. I’m not interested.”

      “Then I will just have to kill this boy.” As he said that, Hennar’s own hands started to glow. Instead of bright light, they shimmered with an inky blackness. It looked like moving tattoos as they circled and vibrated off his skin.

      “Over my dead body,” I said. With that, I blasted Hennar with two heavy beams of light.

      At the center point between us, his dark met my light, and they clashed. When they collided, a thunderous roar echoed in the white space, like a giant gong. They splattered against one another, like paint. They pushed and pulled as Hennar and I battled for dominance.

      I stretched out my legs to adopt a stronger stance, yet I couldn’t make any headway. We strained against our stalemate. Well, I strained. Unfortunately, I didn’t see Hennar break into any kind of sweat. If anything, he seemed bored.

      “What’s your game?” I shouted over the clatter of the elements. I figured I could hear him out rather than continue to drain my resources in this unmoving game of tug-of-war.

      “What was that?” Hennar said.

      “I know you heard me, old man,” I shouted, not wanting to repeat myself.

      “I will let you know if you relent,” Hennar bargained.

      “On the count of three?” I offered.

      “If you insist,” Hennar agreed.

      “How do I know you’re not going to consume me if I let this down?”

      “My word,” Hennar said, exasperated.

      “Like that’s worth much,” I replied, though it wasn’t like I had much else to go on.

      “One,” Hennar shouted, beginning the countdown. “Two. Three!”

      Taking one of the biggest risks of my life, since following a dragon down a well and transporting myself to a different world, I ordered the light back into my hands. I dropped the defense and hoped I wasn’t about to get eaten alive by blackness.

      Instead, I saw Hennar’s face across the way. He had also dropped his attack and stood as he had done moments before. It was like nothing had ever happened. Apparently, Hennar wanted to treat it as such.

      “Would you like to begin again?” Hennar offered with a half bow.

      “Just tell me what you want,” I said, exasperated. I had no desire to play this wicked man’s games, but if he was going to put up that kind of defense against my light, I was in deeper shit than I thought.

      “I want to play a game with you,” Hennar repeated, this time slower.

      “What game?” I asked.

      “You will find out once you agree,” Hennar said, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “No dice.” I shook my head. “I need to know what I’m getting into.”

      “I didn’t think it would matter,” Hennar taunted, “if I offered the boy’s life as your prize for winning.”

      Admittedly, that offer gave me pause. I stopped for a moment and cocked my head at him. I had a sinking suspicion that anything I agreed to was going to screw me royally, but what choice did I have? Miji Dyers was one of the people I cared about most in the world of Insomier, and I wasn’t going to let him die because I didn’t accept Hennar’s challenge.

      “If I win,” Hennar went on to say, “you will give me a strand of light.”

      “That’s not a thing,” I said because I really believed it wasn’t. “I don’t even think that’s possible.”

      “Did you think it was possible to shoot light from your hands when you first came here? Did you think dragons were real?” Hennar said with malice. “No, you did not because they did not exist in your world.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tried to say with a defensive tone, but I couldn’t convince even myself. How the hell Hennar knew I wasn’t originally from this world baffled me. I could count on one hand the number of people that knew that information, and this asshole sure as hell wasn’t one of them.

      “This game is going to require honesty,” Hennar said, “so you should get used to that now.”

      “Thanks for the hint,” I said. Then I thought back on his words and wondered something. “Wait, you just want a strand of light. You don’t want to kill the boy?”

      “Not unless I have to,” Hennar said with a shrug. “He is more leverage than anything else… as will the other ones be.”

      “Other ones?” I leaned my neck forward and blinked several times in surprise. “What other ones?”

      Hennar released a chilling laugh that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “Did you think this would be the only time we see each other?”

      “I really thought it was going to be a one-time thing,” I admitted. “Since that wasn’t really you, I’m guessing this isn’t either.”

      “You would be correct,” Hennar confirmed. “But as I mentioned before, each part of the corruption is a part of me so I can visit anytime I want to. I have started to get lonely, so I thought I would see what my favorite dragon king is up to.”

      At this revelation, I stared with an open mouth. The fact that the last remaining dragons claimed me as their king was something I had told no one. Literally not a living human. The only beings on the planet that knew were me and the seven dragons.

      “What the actual hell?” I asked. “Who are you?”

      With a flourish, Hennar bowed. “King Hennar, who requests an audience with King Martin.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snapped.

      “You do not like your new title, my lord?” Hennar taunted.

      “No,” I snarled, “you do not deserve the right to call me that. You have no right to address me at all as far as I’m concerned.”

      “What do you say, Martin?” Hennar said, reverting back to my real name and not my title. “Want to play?”

      I openly rolled my eyes and didn’t bother to hide my irritation. I sucked my teeth and glared at the man standing feet from me.

      While he had appropriately monologued the last time we met, I still didn’t quite understand why he was doing what he was doing. The desire to hurt people was incomprehensible to me. He claimed it was to make the world as he wanted, and that this whole thing was a selfish act. Where did those urges come from, unless from some broken psyche? Apparently, fantasy worlds had their own brand of psychopaths.

      Curiosity pricked at my brain. I wondered if I could bend Hennar’s own rules to my benefit, if I could pry information out of him that could help us defeat him.

      “I have a condition of my own,” I proclaimed.

      Hennar’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Go on.”

      “Every time we play a game, I get to ask you a question, and you have to answer me honestly,” I said.

      “As long as you agree to the same,” Hennar said, the wrinkles around his eye deepening with his sick smile.

      I expected as much from him, so I quickly agreed. “Sure. I can handle that.”

      “Then you agree to the game?” Hennar double-checked.

      “Let’s play, I guess,” I confirmed.

      Hennar flicked his wrist with a flourish. A two-person dining set appeared before us. It was as black as his robes and looked rigid and uncomfortable. Atop the small square table was a chess set.

      My face fell. “Seriously?”

      “You do know how to place, don’t you?” Hennar asked as he crossed to the chair closest to him and sat down.

      “I mean, yeah,” I said, letting my unease slip through.

      It had been a long time since I’d played. My father had taught me at a young age since he’d been captain of his chess club in high school and college, but I didn’t have the patience for the game. He used to tease me that I could sit at a canvas for hours on end, but I couldn’t sit still for one game of chess. I tried to explain to him that when painting, my hand was always in motion, and my mind always active. In chess, there was a lot of waiting and plotting. I didn’t like being dependent upon others to make their move so I could make mine. Painting was a solo art for a reason. Still, we’d played a lot together, and I remembered getting relatively good at it.

      Hennar opened his hand, inviting me to sit. Cautiously, I pulled out the chair and sat. As predicted, the chair was stiff and hard against my body. I shifted a bit and tucked my legs atop it, crisscrossed. I slouched a little and leaned my elbows on the table and then my head in my hands. I chanced a glance up at Hennar, who looked at me with one raised eyebrow.

      “What?” I asked.

      “There are some things so obviously foreign about you,” Hennar commented with a straight face, “but then there are times you seem so familiar to me.”

      Now it was my turn to look at him strangely. “Okay,” I said, unsure how to take that.

      Hennar brushed the comment away like dissipating a puff of smoke. “Please disregard my nostalgia. Now, shall we play? Black or white?”

      I looked down at the wooden pieces, painted in a pearl white and a black opal, respectively. The pieces were polished and intricately carved, with decorations on the knights and the spires on the bishops looked as sharp as needle points.

      I plucked a white pawn and a black pawn off the board and switched them about in my hands under the table. Then, with closed fists, I offered my hands out to Hennar. “Pick one.”

      He pointed to my right hand, so I opened it. Inside was a black pawn. I put both pieces back on their place on the board. Hennar then spun the board so that the white pieces now faced me, and the black faced him.

      Without hesitation, I placed the pawn in front of the king two spaces out to the center of the board. The game had begun.

      “Were you a chess player in your other life?” Hennar wondered casually.

      “Am I going to have to endure a conversation with you as well as a game?” I asked as he mirrored my movement and placed his pawn to meet mine.

      “We can play in silence if you prefer,” Hennar offered. “I find a simple conversation makes the game go by faster, and if we are going to be spending this much time together, it makes sense to get to know one another, don’t you think?”

      “How often do you expect to be seeing me?” I pushed out my bishop to the side of the board and eyed him.

      “Is that your question? The one you wish me to answer honestly?” Hennar said as he moved another pawn to come out and stand next to the first one, putting my pawn in danger.

      “I don’t know,” I replied as I ignored his pawn and instead moved my queen out into the fray. “I just want to know how many more people are going to get hurt.”

      “Quite a few, I am afraid.” Hennar as he studied the board for a moment before taking my pawn.

      “Then you’ll have many more chances to beat me, Hennar.” I smiled at him. “This time, though, you’ve lost.”

      “What?” Hennar looked down at the board, shock written on all his features. “What do you mean?”

      I picked up my queen and slid her along diagonally toward an open spot near his king, where the pawn he had used to take my piece had once been. I took my finger off the queen. She wobbled a little and then righted on the square, ending the whole game.

      “Checkmate,” I announced.

      The queen put the king in check, but there was nowhere for him to move his king. He had to take the queen, and he moved his king to do so.

      “Ah, ah, ah,” I warned with a single finger. I tapped the top of the bishop I’d moved early on, who was protecting the queen.

      Hennar slumped back in his chair and let his legs fall to the ground. “You played me.”

      “That’s the point of the game,” I said without a hint of remorse. “You will leave Miji alone now?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “He will be fine now?”

      “Yes, the corruption will be contained and will not grow,” Hennar growled at me. “Next time, though, I won’t lose so easily.” He glanced at the board, and the look he gave it made me wonder if he’d let me win because it reminded me of pool sharks. The kind who would let you win a few rounds before getting you to bet something that really mattered.

      “Hang on,” I said abruptly. “You said you would heal him. That you wouldn’t kill the boy.”

      “I never said I would heal him,” Hennar corrected, finally meeting my eye. “I said I would not kill him. The corruption will not kill him, but it will sicken him.”

      “That’s not…” I growled, but Hennar cut me off.

      “Until next time, King Martin.” He smirked at me. “Maybe you can play for that next time.”

      With that declaration, Hennar disappeared before my eyes. Slowly, the whiteness dissolved before me and morphed back into the world of Insomier. I was back by the trees, kneeling over Miji’s body with Vanna across from Ffamran guarding over us and me.

      “Martin!” Vanna exclaimed. She didn’t move toward me as she cradled Miji in her arms. “What happened? Where did you go? You looked like Maji, caught in a trance.”

      “I tried to heal Miji, free him from the corruption,” I said, my own voice foreign to me.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Vanna asked, worry coating every word.

      “For a while, yeah,” I said.

      As if on cue, Miji’s eyes fluttered open. “Mama?” his weak voice croaked.

      Vanna released a cry and hugged Miji to her breast. She rocked him back and forth and kissed the top of his head repeatedly. I watched Vanna’s relief and joy and tried to feel the same. Instead, dread had made a home in my stomach, and I didn’t think it was going to vacate any time soon.

      Ffamran seemed to catch on to my distress because he paged me mentally. “What happened? Did you kill the corruption?”

      “Not exactly,” I responded.

      “Well, did you learn anything new?” Ffamran asked, clearly trying to find a silver lining among my worry.

      “Yeah,” I said, “I need to get better at chess.”
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      I crept through the trees, with my bow and arrow drawn. Sloan, my sphinx Merkin, flanked me across the clearing. He had his nose to the ground, sniffing like a dog. Even though he was part-lion and not a bloodhound, Sloan had a keen sense of smell and was an excellent tracker.

      We had burst into the forest the minute Martin announced that the corruption had struck the young Dyers boy. There was no immediate sign of what had brought the corruption. So, we quickly changed tactics and quieted our steps, in case the perpetrator was still close by.

      Since we’d begun studying the corruption, we’d found that it had to be planted. It would begin in some water source or plant and then could spread to humans through ingestion. However, the corruption did not spread on its own. It had to be fed. The source had to be consistently infected, like the well in Remklat. We estimated that the man and his harpy Merkin had come no less than six times to make the well as deadly as it was.

      If we were able to catch the corruption in the early stages, it was easier for Martin to heal. It took less out of him, and the sickness did not affect as many people. Hopefully, whatever Miji had eaten was something only infected once.

      “There is nothing here,” Sloan reported silently. We rarely used the mental link provided by our bond, but it was undeniably useful in these covert situations.

      “You do not smell anyone?” I checked disbelievingly.

      “Save for the Dyers children, their Merkins, and the parents, there is no one,” Sloan said. “Other than natural forest smells, of course.”

      “Of course.” I rolled my eyes, though he couldn’t see me. “Sloan, how is that possible? Normally you can smell even the corruption, but there is no trace of that? Not anywhere?”

      “It was in the original honeysuckle, but it wasn’t even in the plant as a whole,” Sloan explained. “It did not go down to the root. It was only a few droplets on the petals themselves.”

      That assessment made me pause. If it wasn’t in the root, then it hadn’t been absorbed into the rest of the plant. It had just been placed on the plant recently with no time to seep, to fester.

      I leaned against a tree, my back slamming against it. I tried to clear my thoughts, but the forest was always full of noises, like a rushing creek or buzzing bees. Amid my ruminations, another deadlier realization hit me.

      “This was a targeted attack. This was deliberate.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Sloan confirmed. “There have never been any cases of the corruption so isolated.”

      “Or so fresh,” I added. “We have always come to it later in the stages when it has a chance to be infected two times or more.”

      “Who could have gotten so close to the Dyers’ yard?” Sloan asked. “Surely they would have noticed if it were someone strange prancing about?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. It could not be. I did not want to believe it to be true.

      “Sloan,” I said slowly as if holding back the thought would cause it to be less true. “I do not believe it was anyone strange. I believe that whoever infected the honeysuckle would have been someone they trusted to be in their yard.”

      “Diana,” Sloan said, drawing out my name into two syllables. “You cannot be sure of that.”

      “I do not wish it to be true, Sloan,” I argued, “but it makes the most sense, does it not? Whoever infected the plant was someone they knew, someone that probably lives in the city.”

      “The corruption has entered the city and not in a way we ever anticipated,” Sloan finished the thought for me.

      “It is a citizen,” I said. “A citizen of Insomier has brought the corruption to our doorstep.”

      “We’re going to have to warn Rebekah,” Sloan advised. “And the king.”

      “One thing at a time.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, sighed, and ran a hand through my hair. The gesture knocked the hood of my cloak back, so I quickly pulled it back into place. “We need to scour the area and see if they corrupted anything else nearby.”

      “Do you really think they did?” Sloan questioned. “This really feels like a targeted attack. They put it directly in the Dyers’ yard, on an edible plant. They could have put it anywhere, and they chose that specific honeysuckle in that specific place?”

      “I know, I know,” I rushed through the words, my thoughts flying faster than my voice ever could. “But why? What have the Dyers ever done to Hennar and his followers?”

      “They befriended Martin,” Sloan stated, his voice hollow and informative.

      “No,” I said with a deliberate shake of my head. “There has to be something else.”

      “Do not let your heart get in the way of sense, Diana,” Sloan scolded. He made his way across the woods, so we were back in the same area.

      I could see his narrowed eyes and pursed lips. He did not approve of my relationship with Martin, claiming it would only bring me trouble. He thought I was incapable of merely having fun with him.

      “You are in too deep for that,” Sloan had told me when he first found out about Martin and I. “You have cared about him too much for too long already.”

      My inability to think clearly right now was only proving him right. I had to sort out my thoughts and address the clear problem at hand. The Dyers were highly thought of in Insomier, and nothing in their lives had changed to put them in danger. The only sensible thing was Martin. It had to be.

      “We talked about this, Diana,” Sloan reminded me. “You, me, Rebekah, and Altair. Do you remember?”

      “Of course I remember,” I said, slightly insulted. “We anticipated the consequences of Martin’s growing presence in the kingdom.”

      “And we talked about it again when he told us Hennar had seen and confronted him when he’d healed Ffamran,” Sloan added. “Hennar is vengeful and thinks himself king. While he does not wear a literal crown, he will see Martin as a threat. He will not let him and his light go about healing things and wrecking his plans without consequence.”

      “I know we were expecting some kind of threat or attack,” I mused, “but I really thought it would affect Martin directly.”

      “We should have anticipated this too,” Sloan said with a scowl. He sat on his hind legs, and his tail swished in tight, even strokes like he was keeping time to a song. “I am ashamed we did not.”

      “Hennar likes to go for the less obvious route with the maximum damage,” I said, thinking through our strategic conversations. “It’s why he goes for the farms and not the city, even though it has the most people. He knows that if he attacks resources that are far from the center of the kingdom, it’s harder for us to monitor but will also damage us in other ways, like food and water shortages.”

      “He would have thought it too easy to harm Martin directly,” Sloan continued my train of thought. It was almost as if I could see the calculations running through his eyes, especially when his blonde eyebrows creased like they were doing now.

      “So Hennar planned to go after those he cared for and loved, like the Dyers,” I concluded. “Anyone who associates with him is in danger.”

      “Including us,” Sloan pointed out.

      “I am not worried about us,” I said without thinking.

      Sloan’s eyebrows, once crunched together, jumped up and apart in surprise. “Damn, Diana, you are terribly in love with this man.”

      “No, I am not,” I protested. “I am a soldier, and he is the only one who can save our kingdom. I am duty-bound to protect him.”

      Sloan shook his head disappointedly. “You can tell yourself that over and over again, but it will never change your feelings for him.”

      “I do not have feelings for him,” I griped, my fist tightening around my bow. “Martin is the best chance we have had at riding the kingdom of Hennar and the corruption. He needs to be protected at all costs.”

      “You swore to protect Insomier, Diana,” Sloan said sternly.

      I slammed the bottom tip of my bow into the ground with frustration. “What do you think I am doing, Sloan? I am protecting Insomier by protecting Martin. How come you cannot understand that?”

      “I want to know how kissing him is protecting him,” Sloan said, keeping his voice even but sharp.

      “At least I am with him in the evenings that Rebekah is not,” I reasoned, trying not to let the insult behind Sloan’s words impact me. “So, he is never alone.”

      “Your excuses are thin,” Sloan said, still keeping his voice tight, but his nose lifted into a slight snarl. “Rebekah is more than enough to watch over him and keep his bed warm. This boy jeopardizes your priorities, and if you continue down this path… Well, it matters not what I saw. I fear there is no stopping you.”

      With that, Sloan rose to his feet and padded away from me. He refused to turn around and spare me another glance.

      I snarled at him and wished for the briefest of moments to shoot an arrow through the back of his head. I would never actually do it, but the thought of shutting him up comforted me. I exhaled, purging that feeling as I tried to remind myself that Sloan was only looking out for my best interests. He never had class when it came to telling me what I was doing wrong, and this had been the way it was ever since I was a child. The two of us were one of the oddest bondings I had ever witnessed. We were probably the only two that did not get along like best friends. I did not believe that he nor I knew how to show any affection for the other.

      More times than I could count, I had wished for a different Merkin. I wanted a bond like the one between Alona and Harmony. They confided in one another and strengthened their bond. Alona even had an admirable gift that could be used more often than she ever would. It was a skill wasted on such a passive, non-confrontational person.

      I, on the other hand, was gifted with something rather useless. I stopped advertising my gift to others because, more often than not, once they found out what I could do, they almost always abused it. Save for Alona, who never touched me without asking or tried to befriend me just for my gift.

      I was grateful to have my old friend back in my life again. However, at the thought of her, my throat closed. She, too, was close to Martin as he was the main reason that we were able to reunite. This meant that she was in danger and a new target for Hennar.

      No matter what Sloan said, I knew that I had a stake in Martin’s protection. His safety meant the safety of other people, like Alona and Bailey-Sue and the Dyers, all of whom I had grown to adore, not to mention the fate of Insomier itself. I would do whatever was needed for him, whether that was having his back in a meeting with the king or kissing away the worries of his day.

      A rustle from the trees interrupted my thoughts. My head snapped up in the direction of the noise, due south, and my eyes darted about the setting. There, no more than twenty feet from me, crouched a humanoid figure hidden by a green cloak. However, the green did not match the leaves surrounding it. It was darker by at least three shades, and smoother. The figure held out a vial, the glass glinting against the sun as they held it above another flower.

      My brain raced to put the pieces together. However, my arms acted first. I raised my bow and pulled back an arrow. Practiced as I was, I knew I had to make this routine motion slowly enough as to not make a sound. As if by some premonition, the figure lifted its head and dashed into the forest the moment my arrow was in position.

      Unable to stop the motion, I released the arrow. It whizzed through the air and sliced the top of the flower off the stem. A sizzle radiated into the air, and a plume of black smoke rose from the decapitated plant.

      I didn’t hesitate a moment and pursued the figure.

      “Sloan,” I called in my mind. “Something is here.”

      “I hear it,” he replied. “It is headed south of you. Two legs, light-footed, clearly running.”

      “Understood,” I reported back and picked up the pace.

      I followed the sound of rustling branches and the patter of footprints. Sloan had been right in that this figure was light on their feet and pranced about the forest like they could anticipate every rock and root.

      “He is headed west now,” Sloan announced.

      I adjusted my direction and finally caught a glimpse of the figure I was following. He was on the shorter side and slight. He had a hood over his head, and I could only see slick brown leather boots under his green cloak.

      I held my ground and kept the figure in my sights as I inhaled and raised the bow up to my shoulder. Pulling the arrow back, I aimed for the flicking edge of the cloak, intending to nail it to the ground.

      Once again, just as I was about to release my arrow, I was interrupted by an unexpected pinch of pain in my hand. I yelped from the sharpness of it as I involuntarily released the arrow. The projectile flew wildly in the wrong direction.

      I ignored the throbbing pain in my hand and continued onward. The figure was no longer in my sights, and I quickly lost the trail, as the forest fell into a rare silence.

      I roared, releasing my pent-up frustration and the pain in my hand. Finally, I dared to look down at the wound that ruined my chances of catching this traitor. A small red bump rose on my skin between two knuckles. Sticking up from the center of the bump was a needle-thin, black twig. It looked to be no bigger than an eyelash.

      With a swift movement, I removed the bee stinger and huffed. At least the little bastard was dead and could not ruin any more good shots. I would tend to the throbbing once I got back to the castle, but first, I ventured back the way I had come to admit my defeat to my Merkin.

      I approached the section of the woods I had been in when I spotted the figure. Sloan was there, sitting by the poisoned flower. The petals were reduced to ash by the corruption, but I knew the small individual plant would not bloom again. There was no hope for it at all.

      “This seems like an odd thing to corrupt,” Sloan commented, looking down his nose at the flower. “There is nothing around here.”

      I observed our surroundings and nodded my agreement. “You are not wrong. Why would they choose this spot?”

      “I wonder…” Sloan mused, but then he trailed off.

      “What is it?” I asked. We were speaking aloud now, not worried about being overheard as we both figured the traitor to be long gone by now.

      “I wonder if they intended to attack us,” Sloan suggested.

      “I thought the same, but then why would they attack this flower and not either of us directly?” I asked. I kicked the disintegrated petals with my boot. “These are not typically consumed raw like this.”

      “I know, but I cannot help but think that the only reason to attack this area was that we were here,” Sloan said, staring me in the eye.

      Eye contact with Sloan was always intimidating, so I quickly broke it. My gaze naturally traveled to the bee sting on my hand.

      “Are you hurt?” Sloan asked, more out of politeness than actual concern.

      “Nothing that a simple salve cannot fix,” I said lightly.

      “We need to tell Rebekah about this,” Sloan advised.

      “I believe we need to tell not just Rebekah, but Martin and the king as well,” I relented.

      “Do you actually plan to tell them all?” Sloan questioned. “Or will you just tell me you are going to tell them and then keep the information to yourself?”

      “I will tell them,” I assured him. I understood his concern as I had been known to toy with newfound information until I was ready to present it or until I had eliminated the threat myself.

      “I want your word,” Sloan demanded.

      “Honestly, Sloan,” I said, insulted. “Do you not trust me? Even after all these years?”

      “I do not trust you when it comes to any matters regarding Martin Anthony,” Sloan admitted without shame. “Now, swear to me that you will tell them or I will, and believe me, you do not want my account of events. Especially when it comes to the part where you lost the traitor because of a bee sting.”

      I exhaled audibly and slung my bow over my shoulder. I bit my tongue between my teeth. I did not expect this promise to be so hard.

      Sloan raised his eyebrows expectantly. I swallowed and finally opened my mouth.

      “I swear to tell King Atlus, Martin, Rebekah, and the rest of the council about the threat we saw here today.” I gave him my best fake smile. “There? Satisfied?”

      “Yes,” Sloan said. “They deserve to know, Diana. The threat is closer than any of us thought.”
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      “So, let me see if I understand this correctly,” Alona said, lifting her head from her hands. “Hennar plans to challenge you to a game of chess every time you go to heal anyone infected with the corruption. If he wins, he takes a piece of your light, and if you win, he will heal the infected person. Do I have it right?”

      “Pretty much,” I confirmed.

      We left the Dyers after the corruption fiasco. We assured Vanna and Styu that Miji was going to be okay. While he still had the corruption, it was contained and wasn’t going to grow anymore. I promised them a thousand times over that I was going to find a way to heal Miji completely. Despite their weak smiles and assurances that they believed me, I couldn’t get their gaunt expressions and sad eyes out of my mind.

      Bailey-Sue, Diana, Alona, Ffamran, and I reconvened back at the castle and quickly called a meeting of our closest allies. We met at the center of the hedge maze in the Gardens of the castle, one of the few places that could easily fit a group of humans and half a dozen dragons.

      King Atlus had agreed to let the Gardens become a home for the dragons, though they were still able to come and go as they pleased. Each of the clan members had found their sections of the Garden, making their nooks a temporary home. Because of this reason, most humans refused to come out to the Gardens anymore, afraid of the dragons as they were. We used their fear to our advantage and met in the Gardens often.

      There were seven dragons in total. Ffamran was my main Merkin. He was a purplish color, with shaggy white hair that he couldn’t stand anyone touching. Maximus was the largest of the group and blazed a fiery red with piercing yellow eyes. Kolo, the smallest, was black and orange with a spectacular array of horns that stretched above her head like antlers. Sayles was a grayish-white, with webbed feet and jellyfish-like skin. Ninji was a blushing pink with unicorn-like horns. The last two were Jin, a navy blue so dark it was almost midnight, and then Johan, who was forest green with bright sapphire eyes.

      Besides my three friends and myself, the other humans were Zensa and Korey, two guards who served under Diana, my chambermaid Mora, and the captain of the guard herself, Rebekah Ko’aning. Her Merkin was a firebird, Altair, that floated overhead, scouring the skies for anyone who might be listening in. The other Merkins were bonded to the other three humans, were a jaguar, a pigeon, and a palomino horse.

      We made quite the motley crew.

      “Why would Hennar do this?” Diana asked. “Why would he play with Martin this way?”

      I thought the same thing and wished I had any sign of an answer.

      “He wants something specifically from you,” Rebekah replied, her tactical knowledge coming through. “My guess? Your power.”

      “He wants my power more than he wants to destroy the world?” I said skeptically. “Last time we met, Hennar told me he wanted to create the world he wanted to rule over.”

      “Maybe he needs your gift to do it,” Bailey-Sue offered.

      “Like I need another target on my back,” I said with a sigh. I ran my hand through my hair and paced back and forth along the grass line. “Okay, but why doesn’t he just take my power? Or something more drastic than this silly game?”

      “You have to give it to him willingly,” Maximus explained. He lowered his head a little and softened his voice. “You have to be willing to give it to him, and he knows he could not get you to give it to him all at once.”

      “So, he created a plan where he could take it, little by little,” Jin finished. “It must have annoyed him that you beat him. Though from the sound of it… he didn’t try very hard to win.” She picked at a spot on her skin using one of her large claws, looking utterly bored. Her disinterest in the situation bothered me, but I didn’t comment on it because I didn’t think now was the time.

      “It is not as though he is going to run out of subjects to corrupt,” the navy blue dragon continued, oozing apathy with every word. “He is manipulating you into saving people so that you will play with him and lose your power to him.”

      “It’s not like I can just let those people die,” I argued back, my irritation growing.

      “Exactly, so you will end up doing what he wants anyway,” Jin explained with the shrug of one shoulder. She proceeded to look away from me and go off into her own little world. “It is multilayered, certainly, but rather ingenious.”

      I clenched my fist to restrain myself from saying something I would regret later.

      “In all honesty, that is my greatest concern,” Rebekah said, stepping in between Jin and me as if she knew I needed a physical barrier from her. “It would appear that Hennar is poised and ready to attack the city. The corruption is getting closer, but we cannot let it reach the city proper or the court.”

      “It is already in the city proper,” Bailey-Sue argued. “It was in the honeysuckle, right behind the Dyers’ house.”

      “It is good that we know that so we can contain it,” Rebekah said, “but we must prevent it from spreading further into the main population’s food and drink. We are lucky it has only hit the Dye Master's shop. What if it had hit the baker or one of the traveling fish merchants? There would be more city folk ill right now than a little boy.”

      “Right now, the corruption is manageable,” Diana jumped in. She sat on the edge of the platform that held King Garham’s statue and marked the true center of the maze. “We are able to travel to the outer towns and contain it or kill it off completely. But if it were to strike the city, the infection would spread faster. I am not sure we would be able to keep up.”

      To her credit, Diana did not put all that burden on me, even though it was one hundred percent mine. I was the only one who could destroy any traces of the corruption, and Diana was right. If it hit the city, I wouldn’t be able to keep up. People would die before I could get to them, and I couldn’t let that happen.

      “So, what do we do?” Zensa asked.

      My eyes shifted from face to face as they looked to me for answers. I tried to explain to them all on multiple occasions that this was a democracy. That had proven difficult to do for a group of people who had only ever lived under a monarchy. The entire concept of democracy was alien to them. I wanted someone like Rebekah to be in charge of this operation, but because I was the one with the glowing, all-healing powers, that role defaulted to me.

      I avoided their gazes and stared at the ground. I thought my way through the scenarios, trying to assess the most prevalent to the least. Rebekah must have seen me struggling because she kindly inserted herself into the conversation.

      “May I suggest something, Martin?”

      “Please do,” I said, my voice perhaps too eager for her advice.

      “We need to destroy the current source of the corruption and keep a vigilant watch over the city. We can talk to King Atlus about increasing guard patrols in the city, on the lookout for anyone who might show signs of illness.” Rebekah put her hands on her hips. She looked so authoritative in that stance that everyone was nodding along with her plan, ready to take action.

      “In the meantime,” Rebekah continued, “I believe you need to study some game theory. There are books from King Garham’s personal library that would be of use to you.”

      “King Garham played chess?” I asked, though as I ventured the question out loud, I realized I wasn’t surprised by this information.

      “Played chess?” Zensa laughed at my apparent ignorance. “He invented the game.”

      My face crumpled into a confused expression, and I held up a single finger, preparing to contradict her. “I’m sorry. You’re telling me that King Garham invented one of the most complex and intricate games in the known universe. I don’t believe that.”

      “It is true,” Rebekah confirmed. Skepticism blanketed my face, and Rebekah shrugged, relenting. “You can read about it yourself.”

      “Do you plan to tell the king about any of this?” Ffamran asked gingerly.

      I huffed out a breath, hard enough to make my lips flutter. “I really don’t want to, but I feel like I should warn him at least that the corruption is getting closer to the city.”

      “Maybe he will actually enact that policy you created,” Alona suggested.

      “Which one?” I chuckled. The king had an annoying habit of shooting down nearly every suggestion I ever made. To top it off, he would work the idea around to make it seem like it was his in the first place.

      “The one about marking and checking all items, particularly food and drink, that enter the court,” Alona said.

      “Yeah, he’s not going to do that,” I groused. “He always makes up some excuse about manpower or whatever.”

      “However,” Mora said, holding up her hand, “all of the king’s food is now exclusively made in the court kitchens. They do not outsource anything if they can help it.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, privilege at its finest,” I announced sarcastically. “I will request an audience with him tomorrow morning. Is everyone clear on the plan for now?”

      “What would you like to do about the scouting mission scheduled for tonight?” Korey questioned from her spot by one of the entrances. She leaned casually into the hedge with her arms crossed.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Which one was that again?”

      “We were headed out after sunset to explore Sooman,” Korey informed me. “We received reports of several of their livestock falling ill.”

      “Right, uh,” I muttered. Everyone waited for my response, and instead of answering right away, I thought about what to do so I could answer Korey confidently.

      “Yeah, you all can go ahead. If the cows are contaminated, send word back, and I’ll head out as soon as I can.”

      Korey accepted the order with a solid nod. The pressure of all this new information and being the one to make all the choices suffocated me.

      “Are we good?” I asked the group, not giving them much time to answer. Quickly, I barreled on. “Great. We’ve got a plan, and we’ll meet again next week. Goodnight, all, and safe travels, Korey.”

      I tried to send a smile her way, but she did nothing but scoff in response. She turned and walked into the hedge maze without another word. Several of the dragons lifted into the air, one another the other until only Maximus and Ffamran remained. Predictably, Jin was the first one to launch.

      Bailey-Sue gave me a hug before heading out, which I half-heartedly accepted. “You are doing great,” she whispered in my ear. “Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

      “Okay,” I whispered back. She squeezed me tightly and then let me go. She waited at the south entrance for Alona, who approached me after Bailey-Sue stepped away.

      She reached out as if to touch my shoulder, but hesitated and let her arm fall back down at her side.

      “You can take the day off tomorrow if you need to,” Alona offered. “I know these days kind of take it out of you, so if you need--”

      “No,” I interrupted her. “I need the distraction. I’ll be there.”

      Alona’s face instantly brightened. “Great, then I will see you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning.” I pointed both fingers at Alona, trying and failing to be cool because the action was lost in translation. Alona’s eyes twitched in confusion, but she just smiled and joined Bailey-Sue at the hedge’s exit.

      Finally, it was just me and the two dragons left at the center of the maze. Disappointment hit me square in the stomach that Diana hadn’t said goodbye. Despite our private meetings over the last couple of months, Diana had been more distant in public. It was as if she was afraid to act natural, and that if she got close to me, then everyone would know we were hooking up.

      I swallowed my disappointment and looked at the dragons. “So, be honest with me, how bad did that go?”

      “It accomplished something,” Maximus said pleasantly. “There is a plan in place, however temporary it might be.”

      “You’re just being nice,” I countered, not believing the red dragon’s positivity for one moment.

      “Being a leader is a learned skill,” Maximus said, with a teacher-like voice. “It takes time, just like your other training.”

      Frustration bubbled inside me. I looked away from Maximus and glanced at the statue of King Garham. He stood stoic and tall, with a small crown atop his head. He held a book in one hand, and his other hand was held up like he was swearing an oath. Engraved upon his palm was a symbol I had come to associate with him. It was a circle with a jagged line, like a lightning bolt, running through the center of it.

      Depending on the day, that symbol and I were both friends and enemies. It helped me uncover my gift, it helped me find my way, and pretty much always indicated that some shit was about to go down. For better or worse, I was never really sure.

      Right now, the symbol felt like a taunt. It felt like an example of a leader I would never be.

      As if he could read my thoughts, Maximus said, “He had to learn it too. Granted, he had a lifetime of preparation, but it did not happen instantly for the young king either.”

      “Sure,” I said doubtfully.

      Maximus gazed down at me, blocking my view of the statue with his large, red snout. “Hear me when I say, my lord, you will grow into your role. It is a journey like so many of you have been on before.”

      “I hear you, Maximus,” I said.

      The dragon sighed, and I felt the hot air on my face, pushing my hair back. He lifted his head, righting it above his body. He spoke then to Ffamran.

      “Maybe you will have more success than I.”

      He nodded to each of us in turn before spreading his wings and flying away into the air.

      “I am not going to be able to say anything to ease your anxiety right now, am I?” Ffamran asked.

      “Probably not, if I’m being honest,” I answered with a gloomy look.

      “Alright then, Martin.” Ffamran stretched out his own wings. “I wish you goodnight. Maybe you will feel better after a night with one of your guards.”

      My neck cracked as I whipped it around to face Ffamran. It was the first time I looked away from the statue in a solid minute. “Diana is waiting for me? Or is it Rebekah?”

      Ffamran released an exasperated eye roll. “You’ll find out when you go to your quarters. Go to her, relax a little.” My dragon flashed me a coy smile. “I will see you tomorrow, yes?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed, “you and the rest of the clan.”

      “Goodnight. Martin,” Ffamran said.

      “Goodnight. Ffamran.” I smiled at him and watched my Merkin fly, full of glory and beauty against the multicolored sky. I waited until he was a small speck before I dashed off toward the castle, toward my room where I suspected that Diana awaited.
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      I slipped into my bedroom and locked the door behind me. There, leaning against one of the bedposts, stood Diana. She looked casual, albeit a little ruffled, with her hair tousled and her arms across her chest.

      I waited in the doorway and smiled at her. “Hi.”

      “Hello,” she responded with a closed-lipped smile of her own. “How are you?”

      “Fine,” I answered, trying to be nonchalant.

      Diana eyed me suspiciously. “You are merely fine? After the day we have had, you are fine?”

      I cracked my neck from side to side. “Yes, I am fine.”

      “I do not believe you,” Diana said with a shake of her head.

      “You don’t have to,” I shot back, not knowing why I was so irritated all of a sudden.

      “I am not your enemy, remember?” Diana said.

      “Not anymore, you’re not,” I quipped.

      Diana scoffed. “I never really was.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I said as I mimicked her posture by leaning on the protruding door frame and crossing my arms. “I would have bet so much money that you hated me.”

      “You would have bet incorrectly,” Diana pronounced. “I never hated you.”

      “You didn’t trust me, though,” I countered.

      “That I will admit,” Diana said with a dismissive nod, “but that is in the past.”

      I swallowed my next sentence. I didn’t believe that she fully trusted me. Yes, she trusted me to heal the land. She trusted me with the information she obtained. She trusted me with her body regularly. However, there was something about Diana that I didn’t know and that she never offered to share. It bothered me since I had been here so long, and we had grown close.

      I didn’t know what Diana’s gift was.

      When humans bond with their creatures, they become Merkins to one another. The creatures are gifted with intelligence and language, and humans get a supernatural ability often related to the creature in some way. It was like how the light within me matched the color of Ffamran’s fire, or how Bailey-Sue could see in the dark because her Merkin was a bat.

      I knew many people’s gifts. In fact, most of the court was proud of their gifts and liked to show them off. I could rattle off all the Dyers children’s gifts, as well as many of the citizens of the city I had met. Normally, it wasn’t kept a secret.

      Diana, on the other hand, was tight-lipped about her gift. Consequently, so was everyone else around her. After I had struck out asking Diana directly, I asked Rebekah.

      “That is her business, Martin,” Rebekah warned. “She will tell you if she wishes to.”

      So far, she hadn’t. And whenever I thought about it, which was admittedly a lot, it wounded me. To me, that information was a sign of trust, and while Diana trusted me, she didn’t trust me completely.

      I could have easily brought it up again. I could have held my information at bay until she relinquished her secret. Though, something told me I would get nowhere with it.

      And honestly, I wanted her. I wanted her right now, and I knew that bringing up any sort of secret-keeping was not a good way to get her to take off her clothes.

      “Do you really want to know how I’m doing, or are you just asking to be polite?” I asked, daring to take a step forward.

      “I really want to know,” Diana said as she pushed herself off the bedpost and took a step towards me. “We can talk about it if you wish.”

      “I don’t really want to do much talking if I’m honest,” I challenged with another step forward.

      I held out my arms, and Diana stepped into them. Wrapping my arms around her, I breathed in her scent as her hair tickled my face. Her own face was pressed into the crook of my neck, her breathing letting me know she was taking in my scent as well.

      Familiar scents of pine and wildflowers wafted to my nose, and I couldn’t get enough. I inhaled again, deeper this time, and consciously released the tension in my body.

      I turned my face slightly so I could give her a quick kiss behind her ear. I hadn’t meant it to be such a sensual gesture, but taking in her scent made my lower body jump excitedly. My lips buzzed from the contact with her skin. So, I did it again, this time lingering close to her.

      Diana responded in kind, bringing her mouth to my neck and nuzzling me there. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sweetness of her kisses. I leaned into the sensations radiating from where she touched me, letting them take me far away from the stress of the day.

      The soldier’s lips traveled down my neck, along my collarbone. She tugged at my shirt and pulled it up. I helped her along as I tugged it over my head until I was bare-chested. Diana continued the kisses along my shoulder, nibbling with her teeth every so often.

      Meanwhile, her other hand roamed along my back and slid that hand up my spine. A small groan escaped from my lips. It made Diana look up and meet my eyes with the slyest of smiles.

      “I have not done anything to you yet, and you are already making sounds of pleasure,” Diana commented, her voice low and tempting.

      “I didn’t want to talk, remember?” I said, lowering my voice to her level and giving it a commanding tone, trying to play off how affected I was by Diana’s ministrations.

      “Oh, yes,” Diana said as she straightened herself so that her lips were breaths away from my own. “I am terribly sorry. I forgot.”

      “How dare you?” I teased, but Diana swallowed the rest of my words with an arresting kiss.

      Our lips found one another and fell right into a familiar, feisty dance. They toyed with each other, molding to fit the shared eagerness. She licked my bottom lip, silently asking permission to enter. I opened my mouth slightly and welcomed her tongue. It twirled along mine, and the sensation sent shivers directly to my groin. I pushed myself into her, to touch her, grope her, envelop her into my very being.

      Our hands roamed over bodies. We teased with fingertips, then clawed with fingernails. We continued kissing, stroking, comforting until I could feel myself grow tight between us.

      I pressed into Diana and rolled my hands down her back to her ass. I used it to shove us closer together. She broke the kiss this time in order to grip my shoulders and maneuver me towards the bed. It collided with the back of her knees so that she was forced to fall upon it.

      Her hair fanned out beneath her, and she raised her arms over her head. I looked down onto the bed and then began untying my belt and unbuttoning my pants. She went to remove her own shirt when I grabbed her wrists, stopping her.

      “Please,” I said, breathless, “allow me.”

      She put her hands back over her head and arched her back so that I could shimmy her out of her shirt. As I did so, I kissed feather-light kisses along her stomach, and she squirmed joyfully. I dipped my tongue into her belly button, and she giggled.

      “That tickles,” she said softly.

      I looked up at her and caught her gaze with sultry eyes. “No talking, remember?”

      She closed her mouth dramatically and nodded.

      I lifted myself onto the bed and proceeded to straddle her. Once her shift was removed, that left only her bra and her pants.

      She removed her bra with a flourish, sliding her arms out of the straps so that it tumbled off her breasts and down her stomach. I quickly removed it and dove towards her so that I could kiss her sternum. I moved my arms beneath her so I could lift her ever so slightly, just enough for me to reach my lips to her nipple.

      She leaned her head back and released a moan as my tongue circled her hard nipple. Then I pinched it softly with my teeth, releasing another moan from her lips. My fingers twirled the other one and elongated it with gentle strokes. Soon, I moved my lips back to hers and used both of my hands to massage her swollen breasts. My thumbs rolled around the tips, and I swore she almost came right then, with the breathless sounds she was making.

      I rolled off her to better remove my pants. As I did so, she leaned on her side and reached down to stroke me. Already hard and well-endowed, she tested the waters with her fingertips, causing me to close my eyes with bliss upon her touch. With that approval, she proceeded to grip my shaft and rub it with steady and measured strokes.

      “Diana,” I moaned, eyes still closed. “You are going to make me come too soon if you keep that up.”

      She listened and removed her hand after one last caress. A visible shiver went through my entire body, and I caught her smiling smugly. She seemed to relish the power she had over me. She could make me weak at the knees, and she knew it, while I could do the same to her. The knowledge we gained went both ways.

      Neither of us was a newcomer to the ways of making love, but over our several weeks together, we learned the ways to pleasure one another. She found hidden spots on my body like the inside of my wrist, which made me growl with desire, while I performed tricks with my tongue that she had never experienced in her life. There were bumps in the beginning, as there usually were, but we had gotten into a comfortable rhythm. It was just enough to whisk me away, transport me somewhere else for a little while. Or sometimes a long while, depending on what kind of day we’d had.

      My favorite visits were after Diana returned from scouting missions. It often took days to venture across the kingdom, and I found myself missing her when she was gone. While Rebekah was always welcome, always there to help fill the void, I found more and more that I yearned for Diana as well. Her absences made the reunion all that sweeter and more passionate.

      Now that she had brought me to the brink, it was my turn to return the favor. I returned Diana’s smug smirk as she began to stand, and I caught her under both arms. She almost let out a yelp as I hauled her the rest of the way to her feet and drew her in. The huntress respected strength, and I had gained that in the past months, so that yelp of surprise turned into a gasp of pleasure as I pulled her in with that strength. Using that intimate knowledge of her body, I drove my throbbing erection right into her slick folds as I captured her mouth with my own.

      It was a clash of bodies as she instinctively pushed into me, her breasts crushing against my muscular chest, her nipples as hard as diamonds as our tongues clashed. Diana matched my thrusts by grabbing hold of my shoulders and digging her nails in, a delicious pain that made the moment that much better. It was almost a struggle of dominance as she tried to twist us towards the bed, but I was now the stronger one. I took control as we started to fall towards the mattress, and when we crashed down on top of it, I was on top, pumping hard as I worked her into a frenzy.

      In that moment, I forgot my worries and responsibilities, the weight of the kingdom’s fate on my shoulders, and found release, well, inside of Diana. As she let out a scream of ecstasy as she reached her climax, I held on for just a moment longer before letting go myself. A growl of pleasure rolled out of my throat as I filled her with my seed.

      Finally, we broke apart and laid on either side of my bed, worn and satisfied, staring at the curved maroon curtain draped across the four-poster. I sighed and closed my eyes as I tried to hold on to the distracting sensations for a moment longer. But as my body recovered, the endorphins dwindled, and the responsibilities of today trickled back in.

      Desperate to get away from them, to return to that peaceful feeling of serenity, I rolled over and kissed Diana. She kindly returned the kiss, but I felt her exhaustion.

      “Martin,” she said softly, “I cannot, I am sorry.”

      I rolled onto my back and placed my hands on my stomach.

      “I can hear you thinking over there,” Diana teased.

      I didn’t bother apologizing. Instead, I opened the blankets and slid myself between them. I shifted onto my side, away from Diana. It wasn’t an insult, but I didn’t want to worry her anymore with my ‘audible thinking.’

      Surprising me, Diana dipped under the covers as well and wrapped herself around me. She pressed me into her and held me there.

      “Is this alright?” Diana asked, indicating the cuddling.

      While we had not previously cuddled, I found myself oddly okay with it. The whole set up was a lot more intimate than we had done in the past, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy it. Just this once, at least.

      “Are you sure you do not wish to talk?” Diana checked again.

      I shook my head, not even wanting to open my mouth for fear of all my emotions and worries and speculations to come pouring out of me.

      “Alright,” Diana said as she shifted a little to get more comfortable. “Will you blow out the candle?”

      I leaned up a little and puffed, knocking out the small flame. The room plunged into darkness, finally allowing us to sleep, though my mind had no intention of letting me do so.
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      The next morning, I awoke after sunrise. My immediate reaction was panic. Normally, I met Diana right before the sun came up for our morning training session. Since Diana started training me all those months ago, my body had improved drastically. I could keep up with her running and managed to take her down in hand-to-hand combat nearly every time. I was getting better with weapons, but I found that I preferred my light.

      Here I was, though, for the first time since I don’t know when, waking up past my normal time. Diana was probably furious. I wondered why Mora hadn’t woken me and thought to talk to her about it once I saw her. I bolted out of bed and heard an unfamiliar sound. A piece of parchment paper fell to the floor next to me, rustling the whole way down. Curious, I bent down and picked it up.

      Scrawled with hurried handwriting, it read:

      Good morning, Martin,

      I figured you could use a morning off, considering the exertion of the previous evening. I will see you later for the weekly meeting with the king. Try not to get overly excited about it.

      Diana

      I chuckled at the note and set in the nightstand drawer. Grateful as I was for the morning off, I was itching for another distraction. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sit here and enjoy the time. Relaxation felt like something I had forgotten how to do long ago.

      So I quickly dressed and headed to the Zoo early. Alona and Bailey-Sue would surely have something for me to do, even if I were literally hours ahead of my normally scheduled shift.

      I left my chambers and ventured out into the court. The court resided inside the inner wall that separated the city from the nobles. Within the wall, there were many parts to the castle. Various stone hallways wove the structure together, and they all ended up at the large courtyard in the center. Noble families lived within the castle walls, but the king was the only one who lived in the castle proper. The rest of the rooms in the main castle were empty, waiting to be filled by guests, or were all business-related, like parlors or meeting rooms.

      When the king and I met weekly, we often met in his study. This was when the group was smaller, around four or six people. There were times, however, when he wanted to include all the ministers who ran the different departments in the kingdom. Then we would meet in this medieval-style boardroom, with a long wooden table where many arguments were held.

      After wasting several hours in that room, I suddenly understood the revolutionary aspect of King Arthur’s round table.

      No matter what room I visited within the castle proper, King Atlus was always at the lead of it. He had the largest chair or sat at the head of the table. There was never any doubt that this man was ultimately in charge. If he had it his way, no one would ever refute that.

      Then there was me, a constant and rather unrelenting threat. I tried to be as honest and open as possible with Atlus, but his paranoia was constant and perpetually got in the way of anything I said to him. It created an automatic distrust and made everything more difficult.

      Hence the side council I started. While we were in line with the king’s wishes, which were supposedly saving the kingdom, we didn’t share his methods. There was an underlying classism to his orders, and I refused to let his prejudice cause people to die. So, we vowed to help all members of the kingdom of Insomier, regardless of where they lived.

      Because of this vow, I had spent more time outside of the castle walls than within it. Sure, I trained with Diana, worked with the dragons in the Gardens, and helped out in the Zoo, but it wasn’t the same. While my chambers might have resided in court, I knew little to nothing about it.

      That was why it was such a big surprise to me when I walked out of my room and into a bustling courtyard. Various people were walking about and chatting. Some people sat in shaded chairs while others leaned against walls. All of them were dressed in the latest fashions, including large skirts and corsets for the women, with long, pulled back hair and buckle shoes for the men. The most surprising part, however, were the vendors.

      It was like a regular farmers market here. Each merchant had a separate cart, all to themselves, where they sold their wares. Fruits, vegetables, trinkets, clothes, and all sorts of shops were littered about the yard. It was like a cleaner, more organized, and quieter part of the city outside had been brought inside.

      My room was on the second level of the court, so I got a decent view of the scene before me. As I scanned the crowd, I recognized one of the vendors as Raiyna, the seamstress and one of Bailey-Sue’s friends. She had outfitted me for many clothes, including a couple of presentable outfits for when meeting with the king. In exchange, I shared some secrets from my world with her. We were currently trying to figure out how to manufacture a zipper.

      I darted down the stairs and made my way over to her stand. “Raiyna!” I called out with a wave.

      The woman turned at the sound of her name and smiled upon seeing me. Raiyna had the biggest mane of hair I had ever seen. It puffed out from her head like a bird’s nest in curly, messy waves. It was a milk chocolate brown and fell to her lower back. The whole thing must have weighed a ton, but she at least kept it out of her face with exotically patterned scarves tied around the top of her head. The whole ensemble made her look like a Romanian gypsy, and easy to spot in a crowd.

      “Martin, darling!” Raiyna called out to me.

      I approached her, and she brought me into a solid bear hug. “I did not know you would be here.”

      “I live here, well, kind of,” I admitted bashfully. “My room’s on loan from the king.”

      “I see,” Raiyna said with understanding. “It is a pleasure to see you. I have yet to see you on market days like this.”

      “Normally, I’m in the Zoo with Bailey-Sue or training. I’m hardly in court at this time of day.” I looked around at the groups of people shopping around us. “Does this happen often?”

      “Eh,” Raiyna said with a shrug. “At least once or twice a week.”

      “Once or twice a week?” I blabbed in shock. “Well, if you’re here, then who is running your shop?”

      “No one,” Raiyna answered definitively. “It is closed when I am here.”

      “Wait,” I paused, trying to wrap my head around this. “You’re losing business to be here?”

      “I could be, yes,” Raiyna said.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, feeling like I was touching on something rather sensitive. “I mean, you have a shop for a reason. You don’t really need a traveling one, do you?”

      “I need one for the days when the court orders us to come and sell our wares within the castle walls,” Raiyna explained.

      I looked about the square and realized something. Most of the vendors were city folk with shops I’d seen before in my wandering about the city. There was my favorite baker who made the best donut-like sweets, a leatherworker whose shop was the best to stand in front of, just for the smell, and a florist who offered me a chrysanthemum every time I visited her.

      “Raiyna,” I said her name slowly, unsure I wanted to hear her answer. “Are you telling me that all of these city vendors were ordered to bring their shops inside of the castle walls so that the nobles don’t have to venture outside of the wall to shop?”

      “In so many words, yes,” Raiyna replied, her voice lowering conspiratorially.

      “Their sheer entitlement knows no bounds,” I muttered so only Raiyna, and I could hear my insult.

      My mouth filled with bile, and I fought with myself to squash it down. This whole setup was absurd, and I wondered how I hadn’t even seen it before. Granted, like I had told Raiyna, I wasn’t around. I was elsewhere in the court and never experienced the lives within them. While we had promised that we would save all Insomier, regardless of where they lived, it was moments like this that really made me wish we didn’t have to save these people.

      “Have you sold anything?” I asked.

      Raiyna offered me a light shrug. “Some, not much. But some.”

      “Some is good,” I said, trying to find the positive. “Can I help? What can I purchase off you to make this day worthwhile?”

      “Oh, Martin,” Raiyna laughed at my offer. “You are too kind for your own good, but I assure you that you do not have the funds to make this day worthwhile for me.”

      I hung my head. It was no secret that I was broke. All my exchanges were based on merit and a trade of goods and services, not money. I would babysit Styu’s kids so he could make me paint for my art, or I would heal the baker’s dog for a sweet treat. The king covered my amenities, and as much as I hated to say it, I kind of needed them in this world.

      All my skills, of which I didn’t have many, applied to art, fighting, or healing. Other talents, like being able to fit a dad joke into less than one-hundred-and-forty characters on Twitter, just didn’t apply here. Striking out on my own without the generosity of the king and the kindness of others would have made surviving in this realm a lot more difficult, even without the corruption and an evil king who wanted to steal my powers.

      “I am sorry,” an airy voice interrupted. “I could not help but overhear. I would very much like to help.”

      Both Raiyna and I turned to locate the source of the voice. Before us stood a petite blond with Shirley Temple curls, pinned back into an elegant updo. She wore a lavender dress with a loosened corset and gold embossed slippers. Her hoop skirt ended just above her ankles and rippled a little as she stood there.

      She was unnaturally pretty, with symmetrical features and rosy cheeks. Her nose sloped at an attractive angle, and her eyebrows were darker than her light hair. She coated the lids of her bright blue eyes in charcoal, adding a winged tip that was a style ahead of her time.

      “Help how?” I asked, unable to hide the suspicion in my voice.

      “Well,” the young woman stammered with a bright, but nervous smile, “the seamstress here, Raiyna, yes?”

      Raiyna nodded a confirmation.

      “Raiyna said that you did not have the funds to make her travels into the court worthwhile. However, I might.” The woman untied a pouch hanging from her belt. She held out the small, purple sack with a straight arm. “Would this be enough?”

      Cautiously, Raiyna took the pouch from the woman. She pulled it open and stuck her nose down into the center. Her mouth dropped, and her hazel eyes shifted from the young noble to me and back again. From her reaction alone, I figured the money was more than enough.

      “Yes,” Raiyna stuttered. “Yes, it will be plenty. What can I offer you, Lady…?”  Raiyna trailed off, waiting for the noblewoman to fill in her name.

      “Lady Maria Poulis, daughter of Raina and Helena Poulis,” Maria said with a small bow of her head.

      “The daughter of Minister Poulis?” Raiyna’s voice quivered, not exactly in fear, but something closer to awe. It was like a young fangirl meeting her hero.

      “Who is Minister Poulis?” I asked in a mock whisper.

      “She is the Minister of Forestation,” Raiyna explained excitedly. “She is one of the few nobles who actually ventures outside of the castle. She has shopped with me several times, and I adore designing for her.”

      “She has spoken of you,” Maria interjected. “I would like you to make a dress for me as well. If you are willing.”

      “Willing?” Raiyna’s eyes bugged out of her head. “I would be more than willing. I would be honored.”

      The seamstress stowed the bag of coins in a small drawer in her cart. Out of the same drawer, she pulled a measuring tape made of a white ribbon. She rolled an end around her finger and stretched the rest out tight.

      “If you want to step over here, I can take your measurements,” Raiyna offered with a corner smile.

      “Absolutely,” Maria said as she stepped forward.

      “I will see you soon, Martin,” Raiyna excused me with a giddy smile, ready to get on with her work.

      Martin held out a hand, pausing the seamstress. “You are Martin Anthony?”

      “Uh…” I blinked, unable to think of my own name for a second. “Yeah, I am.”

      “Wow, it is amazing to meet you,” Maria said with a dazzling smile. “You are much taller than I thought you would be.”

      It was true. While I was tall, at six-foot-two, I wasn’t towering, but to someone so tiny, I might look larger than normal. I was broad, with blond locks atop my head. My clothing didn’t match the other residents of the castle. I stuck mostly to pants and loose tunics, the closest I could get to a hoodie and jeans.

      Compared to this put-together girl, I was a hot mess.

      Since living on my own in my van, I learned to care less about my appearance. However, living in Insomier, the desire to impress, to feel good about how I looked, returned. It was to a smaller degree than Maria Poulis, who obviously had a team of servants looking out for her and her style, but it was enough to show I cared.

      I polished my boots myself, washed my clothes without help, and even patched up the ratty holes I ripped into the fabrics. Maria looked like a doll, something kept pristine on a shelf. A weird urge to push her into the dirt, to muddy her up just a little, overcame me. I clenched my fist and bit my fingernails into the palm at my hand.

      “You should see him on his Merkin,” Raiyna added, also commenting on my height. “He looks like a king.”

      “Do not let King Atlus hear you say that,” Maria said conspiratorially. “He is already threatened by you enough.”

      My eyebrows shot to my hairline in surprise. “How do you know that?”

      “Oh, my mother,” Maria said as if deep castle politics was something her family spoke around the dinner table. For all I knew, they were. “The king is not your biggest fan.”

      “No, he is not,” I conceded.

      “Well, my mothers and I adore you,” Maria said as she reached out and touched my upper arm. “You are doing so much for the kingdom. The corruption is a real threat. It is so sad that it took the infection of the citizens for the king to finally take notice.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, encouraged by having someone on my side. “From what Diana says, it has been infecting the landscape long before now.”

      “She would know,” Maria said. “She has been fighting it for almost as long as she’s been in the guard. Since we were practically children.” The noblewoman released a short giggle. She politely raised her hand to her mouth to cover her laugh. “I remember she would rant and rave about the plants. My mother used to joke that she was the only one who could keep up with her when talking about the flora and fauna of the kingdom.”

      “You know Diana?” I asked, surprised again by Lady Poulis.

      “Of course,” Maria said, her shoulders rising giddily. “When she moved here from Absolum, such a terrible tragedy, my family often watched after her and Alona until they were old enough to be on their own. You know, with Rebekah so busy with her duties in the Guard.”

      My eyes widened involuntarily. I couldn’t believe that both Alona and Diana had left out a crucial part of their childhoods. Something like becoming close to the Minister of Forestation and her daughter seemed like something they would have mentioned. And I wouldn’t have minded knowing about her sooner. She was a beautiful woman, after all.

      I knew both of them had their fair share of trauma with regard to their childhood. They were the only survivors when the contamination wiped out their small town of Absolum. With nowhere to go, the two young girls migrated to the main city. They never told me what happened to them afterward, just that Diana joined the king’s guard and Alona became a caretaker in the Zoo.

      “Funny,” I said, wanting to know more about this mysterious, petite girl. “They never mentioned you.”

      “Ah well,” Maria said, her smile dipping ever so slightly. “We have all grown up, have we not? It was a pleasure to meet you, Martin. Keep doing your work. It has a great impact.”

      The young noblewoman turned back to Raiyna, and I got the distinct impression that she didn’t feel like being nostalgic anymore. She held out her arms, straight and to the side, as if she were about to be pinned to a cross. Maria lifted her delicate chin ever so slightly and closed her eyes.

      “I am ready, Lady Raiyna, when you are.”

      Raiyna proceeded to stretch out her measuring ribbon and start at the tip of Maria’s right finger. Feeling intrusive, I pulled back and gave Raiyna a little wave as I left. I bobbed and weaved my way through the carts of merchants until I made my way to the Zoo.

      Before I could approach, someone tapped me from behind. I whirled around and came face to face with Korey. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a severe bun that rested on the top of her head. It yanked her features back, tight and sharp.

      I jolted a little at the sight of her. “Hey, Korey,” I said, trying to mask my surprise.

      “I need you to come with me,” she announced with no pleasantries.

      “I was just about to head into work--” I began, but Korey grabbed my upper arm, stopping me. Her grasp was nothing like Maria’s gentle touch before. This was something fierce and almost painful.

      I yanked out of her grip and stared at her incredulously. “Is there a please in that command somewhere?”

      “The king does not request,” Korey said, annoyance apparent. “He commands. He needs you to see him. Now.”

      “Tell him I’ll see him this afternoon,” I replied, having no patience for the king’s immaturity right now. I wanted to spend my extra free hours in the Zoo with Bailey-Sue and Alona and the animals. Mainly with Alona, so I could ask her about Maria Poulis.

      “No, Martin, you do not understand,” Korey said, her voice growing desperate. “Something has happened.”

      I stared into Korey’s eyes and knew that whatever “something” she was referring to was urgent and dire. I squinted, trying to decipher exactly what was wrong. Instead of pulling it all apart, I decided to trust Korey.

      “Lead the way.”
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      I knew the court had plenty of places I had never been. However, I didn’t realize how much of a maze the whole thing was. In one way, it was like walking around an apartment complex. There were different sections of the court belonging to different noble families. Then, in other ways, it was like dipping around back alleys in a sketchy neighborhood. We ran into servants rushing and soldiers marching. Some people tried to greet Korey, catch her eye, but she barreled on.

      I tried to greet everyone and be polite, but Korey’s speed made it nearly impossible. I also tried to get more information out of the soldier, but she remained tight-lipped and continued her mission to get me to wherever we were going.

      So I followed. Korey led me down several flights of stairs and around a couple of bends. The lower we went, the darker and darker it got. Despite it being still morning when we descended, it looked as though we crept into the middle of the night. Torches illuminated our way, evenly spaced along the walls.

      “Are we headed to the dungeons?” I asked, a little scared to venture the question.

      “Yes,” Korey said, answering my first question in the whole time we’d been walking.

      “Why?”

      “I told you. The king ordered you to come right away.”

      “Is he planning to kill me down here?”

      Korey stopped abruptly. She spun around on her heel, and I nearly ran into her. I shuffled a couple of ungraceful steps backward. Shadows flickered on her face, bouncing from the firelight.

      “Look,” Korey said, her intense gaze magnified by the firelight. “You need to realize that while the king may not like you, he needs you. You are the only thing standing between this kingdom and total annihilation. How do you think he feels, knowing that he cannot help his kingdom and has to trust a total stranger to do it for him?”

      “Honestly?” I asked. “I didn’t think he cared that much.”

      Korey scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You obviously do not know him well, then.”

      “What I do know is that he cares way too much about his crown and not enough about the people out there.” I pointed arbitrarily away from the pair of us to emphasize my thoughts.

      “I do not know if you noticed,” Korey said with a low, threatening tone, “but humans tend to be more complicated than you give them credit for. Not everyone is as one-note as you believe.”

      With that nugget of wisdom, she spun on her heel and continued down the dank, descending hallway. I reached out and mock-choked her with tense fingers and a scrunched, irritated expression. I exhaled my immediate anger and followed her.

      I recognized that King Atlus had layers. People were like onions, don’t judge a book by its cover, and all that jazz. Those cliches were true, but King Atlus’s actions had done nothing to prove me wrong. He continued to let the outside citizens suffer, and instead of facing the problem, he hid from it. Well, until I showed up and threw the problem directly into his face.

      The one thing Korey said that kept nagging me was the part about me being their only hope. I recognized that I was the only one with the power to confront Hennar and the corruption, sure, but I didn’t like being reminded of that. Every time it happened, the weight on my shoulders grew heavier. The fear of failure returned and twisted my stomach into knots.

      As much as I wanted the king’s help, the truth of the matter was that he couldn’t help me. Atlus and the rest of Insomier were rather helpless when it came to fighting the corruption head-on. They had been able to find ways to detect the corruption, but curing anyone or anything of it had never happened before my arrival. It was a slow, deadly infection that plagued the land. Maybe King Atlus was doing the only thing he could. He offered the kingdom a distraction from the knowledge that they were all on borrowed time.

      My musings were soon interrupted when Korey led me to a steel door. There was a small square slat near the top, with three cylindrical bars blocking most of the firelight. She rapped on the door with her knuckles and waited at attention next to it.

      A salamander crawled up through the small slat and stuck its tongue out into the air. It shifted its head back and forth like it was trying to find a cell phone signal. A second later, the creature darted back to the other side of the door, and we were left alone.

      The lock clicked, and the steel door swung inward. Korey remained outside the door and motioned with her hands that I should go in. I didn’t move.

      “What are you doing?” Korey said out of the corner of her mouth. “Go!”

      “I’m still not convinced I’m not going to die down here,” I muttered, nerves stealing my voice.

      Korey released a groan that echoed throughout the stone hallway. It amplified not only the loudness but also her clear annoyance. She stomped over to me and shoved me forward with two hands flat on my back. I stumbled into the room, unwillingly, and teetered in an attempt to catch my balance.

      The room behind the steel door was clearly a cell. There was a patch of hay on the floor, an empty chamber pot, thank God for that, and no windows or places for light sources of any kind. The only light blazed off torches held by four guards in a makeshift square. Within the illuminated section of the room, there was a long table where a figure lay on top of it. Circled around the figure were three nobles, dressed in layered finery. Finally, standing at the head of the slab was King Atlus himself.

      He was a young king, only a few years older than me, with a kind face and round eyes. I struggled with looking at Atlus straight on because when I first met him, I was utterly convinced that he believed in his kingdom and wanted it to succeed, wanted it to thrive. However, at a dinner party some weeks later, he showed a completely different side of himself. It was disgusting and elitist and one that I had no desire to serve. It didn’t get much better when he made me public enemy number one and banished me from court. It was only when I showed up with six dragons and some flashy light tricks did he finally listen to me and show some real concern.

      Rebekah tried to convince me that King Atlus was a good king, but also a scared king. Diana did too, depending on the day. She at least acknowledged the king’s elitism. Apparently, Korey believed the same thing about Atlus. I wondered if it was a bias coming from the guards or if there really was more than met the eye when it came to the king of Insomier.

      These thoughts came to me in a rush upon seeing King Atlus cradle the head of the figure on the slab. It was a human woman, pale and shaking. The woman’s forehead was coated with sweat, and she wore only a thin nightgown. She was thin, with bones poking out from the skin. She gasped for air, wheezing like she was trying to breathe in the midst of a house fire.

      King Atlus’s lips moved, whispering encouragements to the young woman, who, I now realized, was younger than the both of us. She looked only to be about sixteen or seventeen, though her hair fell in small strands through King Atlus’s hands. The kid had the fragility of an infant. The sight of her weakened my heart.

      “Sire,” Korey announced our presence.

      The other three people looked at us, but King Atlus kept his concentration on the girl. There were a man and woman who clutched onto one another as if they were life buoys in a storm. An elderly woman also stood there, hunched over a cane, resting both hands atop the curved raven’s head carved into the wood. Her gray eyes pierced through me, as sharp as a knife, and I recoiled from her.

      “Skittishness will not serve you here, boy,” the older woman warned. Her breath was harsh and came out so fast that it whistled a bit through her teeth. “Only courage will do.”

      “I’m not scared of the corruption,” I replied indignantly. That much was true. What I was scared of was having to interact with Hennar again if what he said about our continued chess matches was to be believed.

      The woman crying into the man’s shoulder released another shudder and buried herself further into him. The man’s large hands wrapped around the back of her head and held her with surprising gentleness.

      “Are you Martin Anthony?” the man asked, looking over the woman’s head to meet my eye.

      I heard the hope in his voice and gulped. “Yes.”

      “Then you can heal her?” the man asked desperately. “With your light?”

      “Well, the light isn’t mine exactly,” I answered nervously. “It’s like a gift that’s on loan, but I don’t actually own it…” My voice trailed off when I realized I was getting into semantics and technicalities just to keep from replying to the man and to keep my own fears at bay. Neither was working, so I just straight up answered. “I will try to heal her, certainly.”

      My gaze fell to the skeletal girl, who shivered constantly. I wanted to throw a blanket over her and tuck it under burrito-style like my mother used to do when I was sick. Exposed as she was to everything, it was no wonder she was cold.

      “She should be covered,” I suggested. I took off my top layer, a simple sweater to help counter the oncoming fall wind, and laid it over her.

      “Now is not the time to think of modesty,” the older woman snapped.

      “You’re right,” I agreed without looking at the woman. I focused on wrapping the jacket around the top of the girl, covering as much of her as I could. “I am thinking of the fact that she is clearly cold.”

      “She does this sometimes,” the man informed me. “Shakes. It stops after a spell, but we cannot reach her when she is in this state. Sometimes, when he is available, Atlus can calm her, but it is an inexact science.”

      “Who is she?” I asked as I gazed upon the hollow face of the girl.

      “Emerald Julius, daughter of Ravenia and Walnes Julius,” the older woman proclaimed like she was introducing the girl to a ballroom full of people.

      “We call her Em,” the crying woman sniffled.

      “I guess you two are Ravenia and Walnes?” I asked, indicating the two adults.

      Ravenia nodded. “I wish we were meeting under different circumstances.”

      “Same,” I said through tight lips. My prejudice against the nobles flared, but I tried to temper it. I endeavored to view these parents as just that, parents of a sick child who shivered and withered before them.

      “Is that what he’s doing now?” I asked, tipping my head towards the king who still had yet to acknowledge my arrival. “Is he trying to ease her fit?”

      “Yes,” Walnes replied. “This fit has been going on longer than normal, and the minute Atlus tried to calm her, he commanded that we bring her down here.”

      “He said she had been corrupted,” the older woman said with a straight face.

      I looked over my shoulder at her. “I didn’t catch your name. Who are you?”

      The old woman’s thin, white eyebrows shot up. She did her best to lift herself into a more imposing stance. Pride swelled inside her, and I realized everyone would know this woman on sight… except for a guy not born in this kingdom who had only immigrated a short time ago, of course.

      “I am Parri Firewis, daughter of Lewis and Deenan Firewis. Sister to Anais Firewis, Atlus Mason’s mother.”

      “So, you’re the king’s aunt,” I said, mentally constructing a family tree. “And you two are his cousins, so Emerald is like his second cousin?”

      “Regardless of the titles, we are family,” Parri said, never losing the sharp clip to her words. “And we will be treated with the respect of a royal family, even from an insolent, ignorant foreigner.”

      “Mother!” Ravenia scolded, though the effect was lost due to her scratchy voice from all the crying.

      “It’s okay,” I said with a shrug. “Where I come from, respect is earned, not given freely. I will do what I can to show you I am worthy of your respect. I hope you endeavor to do the same for me.”

      The elderly woman clenched her jaw. I suppressed a smirk, pleased with myself that I had annoyed her so. Then she turned with surprising speed and grace. She made her way to the door, the cane tapping along the floor with each of her steps.

      “Tell me when the foreigner is done here,” she said. “I refused to breathe the same air as him any longer.”

      Korey opened the door for the lady and bowed her head slightly as Parri passed. The woman didn’t even acknowledge the soldier. Instead, she disappeared from the room without another word.

      “I am sorry,” Ravenia said. “She does not handle her emotions well, and this is a dire time for all of us.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “We have prickly old ladies in my world too.”

      I wondered if I crossed a line, insulting the late king’s sister-in-law in that way, but Walnes’s eyes lit up like he wanted to laugh but couldn’t. I decided to be satisfied with that response for now.

      “Martin.” Someone saying my name broke my rapport with Ravenia and Walnes, and we turned towards the source of the sound.

      King Atlus finally looked up at me. Our eyes met, and I had to blink several times to make sure I saw things clearly. Atlus’s eyes looked dipped in gold. The color surrounded his entire eye, branching out beyond the iris and pupil. The sight was slightly terrifying, as it gave him a possessed look. However, the longer we gazed at one another, the more the gold faded. He emerged from whatever trance he was in and acknowledged me.

      “Martin,” Atlus said with a wispy breath. “Thank you for coming.”

      “You didn’t exactly give me a choice,” I said with a sharp shrug.

      He sighed and hung his head. “You will understand why.”

      The king stepped away from the young girl and crossed to me. He was dressed simply, something I would expect from a commoner, rather than the ruler of this land. His shirt was damp and loose around his torso. It was only half-tucked into his pants, and the string meant to tighten the neckline hung lopsided. I never expected to see the king so disheveled.

      “Rough night?” I jabbed.

      His eyes flashed up to me, warning me that this was not a joking matter. I swallowed the rest of my sarcasm and refocused. Apparently, Atlus cared rather desperately for the girl on the table, and I was rather insensitive to make light of such an obviously heavy matter.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, checking myself.

      King Atlus waved a hand at me, dismissing my apology. “Levity is your vice in situations like these. I understand this about you. Nevertheless, know this: This young woman is my cousin, and her illness means so much more than you could imagine.”

      “I know what the corruption can do,” I said, unable to hide the sharpness in my voice. The fact that Atlus would suggest that I didn’t understand the gravity of the situation annoyed me. While I may have told him about all of the sick people and afflicted lands I worked on the past several weeks, it was he who had never ventured beyond to see the devastation. It appalled me to think that he had more understanding than me.

      “No, Martin, listen to me,” King Atlus said with a grave expression. “Em has never left the castle. She cannot due to a different illness. Being infected by the corruption means not only that her life is in danger, but so is the whole of the court.”

      Pieces clicked into place in my head, and I used my words to slow them down before they came to an alarming conclusion. “She has never left the castle?”

      “No.” King Atlus shook his head. “Her constitution is weak. She sickens easily, so we keep her isolated. Comfortable and happy, but away from all but a select few. Her medicines are prepared in house only, plants grown only in the castle greenhouses. Whatever she consumes is closely monitored and regulated.”

      I closed my eyes and pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. If what the king was telling me was true, that his cousin Em was one of the most remote and monitored people in the kingdom and if she had gotten corrupted, then…

      “The corruption has entered the castle walls,” I said, opening my eyes.

      King Atlus nodded, confirming my proclamation.

      “And,” I added hesitantly, “whoever brought it here is a member of the court.”

      “We have a traitor in our midst,” King Atlus announced.
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      “And the plot thickens,” I whispered to myself.

      “What was that?” King Atlus asked.

      “Nevermind,” I said, waving a hand at him. “And you’re sure this is the corruption and not just another one of Em’s seizures?”

      “Seizures?” The king looked at me quizzically. “Do you mean her fits?”

      “Yes,” I said and then closed my eyes, exasperated. Sometimes there were amazing things about living in a world with mythical creatures and magic. Sometimes there were some really annoying things, like lack of basic medical knowledge. I didn’t have time to explain neurological disorders and immune systems to the ruler of a medieval land. So I proceeded with his language.

      “How do we know this isn’t another one of her fits?” I repeated the question.

      “Those never last this long,” Ravenia stepped in, finally detaching herself from her husband. “And they don’t come with sweats like this.”

      “Plus, I identified the corruption,” King Atlus added.

      “Right.” I sighed. “You have a way to do that.”

      King Atlus nodded, and I expected him to elaborate. To finally divulge to me that method of figuring out what parts of the kingdom were corrupted or not. It was one of the few pieces of information he kept close to the chest. It was probably his security blanket, knowing that he held some bit of information over me. It wasn’t as though I couldn’t identify the corruption. I just had to be touching the person. But there was no way I could do it from long distances, or at least, I hadn’t tried doing that yet.

      When King Atlus remained silent, I puffed out some air and made my lips flutter. “Well, then,” I started, “I guess I get to play another game of chess then.”

      “Chess?” King Atlus stopped me from approaching Em by catching my arm. “Do you think her life is a game?”

      “No,” I said, jerking out of the king’s grip, “but Hennar apparently does.”

      “What do you mean?” Atlus eyed me suspiciously.

      My gaze snapped to Em’s parents and then back to the king. “I planned to tell you later today, during our meeting.”

      “Tell me now,” King Atlus demanded, with his hands on his hips. “I trust my cousins with my life. Whatever you say to me, you can say in front of them.”

      “I don’t doubt your trust in them,” I said delicately, “but what I am about to tell you isn’t something a parent would want to hear. Trust me. I’ve already had to tell two about the gamble on their child’s life. I would like to do it as little as possible, thank you very much.”

      “We want to know what is happening to our daughter,” Walnes said, taking a big step forward. It was the first time either parent dared to leave their child’s side. “Please, Lord Anthony, tell us what is going on.”

      The two of them clasped hands, and the sight of it brought bile to my throat. I wanted to tell them something good, to give them more hope than I had to offer. Yes, Em had less of a chance of dying, but if Hennar showed up like he promised, I would be able to heal her if I won. If not, the infection would subsist and bite away at her slowly. Because it had only been less than twenty-four hours since I last saw our collective enemy, I had no time to prepare, much less improve my chess skills. And yeah, I’d won last time, but I couldn’t help the niggling feeling that he had let me win.

      However, their eyes told me neither would let me lay a hand on their daughter if I didn’t tell them the truth, if I didn’t admit to the impossible situation that we’d all been put in.

      I closed my eyes, so I didn’t have to look at them. It was cowardly, but I couldn’t stand the change in their expressions as I spilled the beans about our predicament.

      “Last time,” I began, “I fought the corruption, Hennar showed up, and challenged me to a chess match.”

      I decided to leave out the part about me having to sacrifice a piece of my light if I ever lost. They didn’t care about that part of the bargain. They only wanted to know what was going to happen to Em, whether she would live or die.

      I reopened one eye, like peeking at a present on Christmas, though this sight was a lot less pleasant. Predictably, Ravenia started the cry again, and Walnes held her tightly. King Atlus looked as though I had smacked him in the face with a frying pan. Which, admittedly, I had imagined on more than one occasion.

      “The Dragon Killer wants you to play chess with the lives of my citizens?” King Atlus clarified.

      “Essentially,” I said. “And when did you start calling him ‘The Dragon Killer’?”

      “It is what my father called him,” King Atlus said. “In the stories that he told me, Hennar was always The Dragon Killer. I believe he thought it was more sinister than his name, and he refused to acknowledge any other king than himself.”

      “Which is completely understandable,” I conceded. “Anyway, I need to see what I can do because, chess game or no, I’m not going to let Em suffer like this.”

      “Can I come with you?” King Atlus asked, surprising me. “When you go wherever you do to meet Hennar. Can I come with you?”

      I looked from Atlus to the couple comforting one another, back to Atlus. My whole body stiffened with bafflement and confusion.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t really know what happens when I meet Hennar. When I touch the corruption with the light, I go into a sort of trance and meet him in this white space, but I don’t physically transport anywhere.”

      “It is what you described when you healed Ffamran, yes?” King Atlus asked eagerly.

      I had told King Atlus and the council what happened when I healed my own dragon from the corruption, which was the second most successful case. The first was when I nearly obliterated myself decontaminating an entire town. Since then, I managed to temper my healing abilities, so that I didn’t become completely useless for three days afterward.

      “Yeah, it’s the same space,” I confirmed.

      King Atlus put a hand to his chin and stared at the ground, deep in thought.

      “Why do you want to come with me?” I ventured the question, unsure if I should be considering the possibility.

      “Because I am a wicked chess player, and if winning a match is Em’s best effort, then I am the best chance in the entire kingdom,” King Atlus said. It was a matter-of-fact statement, rather than something he was bragging about. “And from what I’ve heard of Hennar, he was very, very good.” He looked right at me. “Are you very, very good, Martin?”

      “No. I’m a passable amateur.” I sighed as I looked at the king, “But you’re not, are you.”

      “I am not an amateur,” Atlus said. “It was King Garham’s game, so he taught every member of the family strategies that have been passed through generations. My father and I often played together, and after he passed, I kept up with the game.”

      “Well, that’s more than I know,” I admitted. “I just learned some from my dad, a few basic strategies and whatnot, so if you come, that would be better.”

      “Do you think it is possible?” King Atlus wondered. His gaze shifted desperately from me to Em. “Can we not at least try?”

      “I mean,” I said, throwing my hands up in the air, “you can touch my shoulder while I heal her and see what happens.”

      “No one has touched you when healing someone?” Atlus asked, curiously.

      “It’s a bit of an intimidating sight,” I said. I flared up the light for emphasis. The strands wrapped and spun around my fingers and up my arms. They tucked into the recesses of my shirt, and I could feel the warmth spread up to my shoulders. “You know that as well as anyone.”

      “Don’t I,” the king muttered, sharing my thought back to when I threatened him across the courtyard and threw a ball of light or two in his direction.

      Ravenia and Walnes returned to their daughter’s side, the woman touching her head and the man gripping the girl’s hand. They were devastated by the whole situation. I knew that parents should never see their children this way. It was a torture I wished on no one.

      I stood opposite from Walnes and hovered my hands over the child’s chest. While she was only ten years or so younger than me, she looked like a mere kid. With her frail air and thin skin, Em looked ready to blow away.

      King Atlus put a gentle hand on my shoulder. I glanced over at him, and he nodded, affirming his willingness to participate in this mad experiment. We had no reason to believe that this would work. It was the first of many trials unless we hit the nail on the head on the first try. I sure hoped so, because the prospect of losing to Hennar again dug under my skin, seeped into my blood, hot enough to make it boil.

      With wide fingers, I laid my hands on Em’s stomach and willed the light to surge forward. It compiled and searched her body for the corruption. The room was consumed by a tense silence that waited to be broken by the proclamation of good news. They were stuck in a state of anticipation, their breathing quickened and muscles stiffened.

      I closed my eyes to block them all out, to follow the light as it traveled about Em’s body. It was clear that this was a sick individual. From what I could tell, it was her immune system that was compromised, and she could get sick in the blink of an eye. The seizures were abnormal, like there was too much pent-up electricity built up in Em. I wondered if her gift had something to do with electricity, and the whole thing had backfired on her. I wondered if it was something that attacked her rather than attacking for her.

      The light and I ventured on and couldn’t seem to find the corruption anywhere. We did as much as we could to clear up the cells and refresh them. However, with the basic chemical imbalance, we were doing more than putting a band-aid on a gun wound.

      We searched each bone, dove behind every organ, and sailed along her veins. The source of the corruption was never this hard to find. Usually, the black mass jumped out, as if to say, “I’m moving in!” It flashed a black opal color and simmered below the surface. However, in Em, we couldn’t find anything.

      “Uh, Atlus,” I stammered, still with my eyes closed.

      “Yes?” I heard him answer from behind me, his voice soft and hesitant.

      “Are you sure she’s corrupted because I can’t--?”

      I cut myself off upon the sight of a floating black dot. It circled around the streams of light, teasing them like an annoying sibling.

      “Martin?” The king asked urgently. “What is it?”

      “It’s smaller here,” I said absently. “I have to catch it. Hold on…”

      The room devolved back into silence, and I zipped about Em’s body. The light zoomed and dipped, curved and crossed in order to try to trap this speck of corruption that was apparently enough to damage this poor, already ill girl.

      “Come here, you bastard,” I muttered between my teeth.

      I willed the light to wrap itself into a type of web around the speck, limiting its movement. The dark dot darted about, repelling off the sides of the light, never really touching it until it had nowhere left to run.

      “Gotcha,” I whispered. With an exhale, I asked the light to reach out and touch the corruption. It jabbed, like the strike of a saber, and attached to the darkness.

      Immediately, I found myself warped into the white space. It was populated, once again, by Hennar, who apparently never changed clothes.

      “For a king, you sure have a meager wardrobe,” I commented, resorting back to my comfortable snark.

      Hennar held out his hands humbly. “I choose not to get fancy with incorporeal projections of myself.”

      “You should think about it,” I suggested, preferring to talk about his fashion than get to the matter at hand. “The black looks so stark against this background.”

      “And what background do you see?” Hennar asked with a slim eyebrow raised.

      “Is it different from what you see?” I answered with a question. I didn’t want to reward this villain with any unnecessary information.

      “Possibly,” Hennar responded casually. He waved his hand in the same gesture as before, and the table and chairs appeared again. The same chess set teetered atop the table. “As long as you can see the game, I couldn't care less about what our landscape looks like. Are you ready?”

      I whirled my head about our blank surroundings and realized that it was, indeed, blank. There was no sign of Atlus anywhere, and I scrunched my face up in disappointment. Hennar caught my change in expression.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” I murmured disappointedly. I recovered quickly and addressed Hennar directly. “I just don’t feel like playing this again.”

      “Would you prefer to do something else?” Hennar offered.

      “Are you saying I have a choice?” I asked with too much hope in my voice. So much for not giving him any unnecessary information.

      “We could go back to this.” Hennar lifted his hands into the air above his head and then spread them out wide. Above him, a projection played of the two of us, battling it out at an impasse. His darkness and my light pushed and pulled from one another.

      I watched the sweat trickle down my face and knew that when it came to that battle of wills, I weaken and lose eventually. I might not have had much chance at chess, but at least I didn’t waste energy and power during it.

      In response, I walked up to the table and reluctantly pulled out the chair. I plopped into it and crossed my arms. Hennar responded by sitting across from me. He paused and studied my face. I tried to keep it as neutral as possible, but it was difficult to keep my anger at bay.

      Hennar leaned back. “Come now, Martin, tell me. What is troubling you?”

      “Really?” I snapped. “You want to know what is troubling me?”

      “I asked, didn’t I?” Hennar said gently.

      “I should think it’s obvious,” I answered. “I don’t want to play these stupid games with you. Not when it means gambling people’s lives.”

      “You don’t want to play any games with me or this game with me?” Hennar asked for clarification.

      “Truthfully?”

      “I won’t accept any less.”

      “I don’t want to play any games, but especially not this one.”

      “Why not?” Hennar leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, lacing his fingers together.

      “Because it is not our right to be toying with people’s lives like this,” I said. I went with the more philosophical answer rather than the petty one.

      “That is admirable, but knowing you as I do--”

      “You don’t know me!”

      “--that is not the real reason,” Hennar plowed over my objection. His eyebrows creased together and pondered. “Do you like chess, Martin?”

      “No, Hennar, I don’t,” I answered as I leaned forward. “And frankly, I think the fact that you want to hide behind a game makes you a coward.”

      “A coward?” Hennar said with genuine surprise. I expected the word to insult him more, but if it did, he didn’t show it.

      “Yeah, a coward,” I said in a rush of courage. “Because forcing me to play a game instead of fighting me means that you’re afraid of me.”

      I spat the words in his face, leaning as close as I dared. My intimidation skills were limited, but I played into this man’s ego. He said he wanted to take over the world simply because he could. But the first time we had ever met in this manner, he was looking for a challenge. He was looking forward to a challenge. Within the parameters Hennar had set, I couldn’t give him one.

      “You like the thrill of the game or the close call,” I deduced. “It’s why you haven’t just obliterated everyone all at once. It’s why you creep in, using sickness to destroy them. You want us to fight back so that it’s more fun for you. Otherwise, what’s the point?” I smirked and decided to try for a longshot of a plan. “It’s why you let me win that first game. You wanted to see if I was worth playing.”

      “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      “Yep, and here’s where I tell you that you will be sorely disappointed if you go all out against me at chess because that was pretty much the extent of my ability.” I stretched my smile into something sly and challenging, confident that I actually had a hand to play here and not just a bluff.

      “I’ll tell you right now, Hennar, I will be the greatest challenge you ever faced. I will give you a run for your money. If you save this girl right now, as a sign of good faith, then I can train and become much better at chess. If you hold off on corrupting anything new for a little while, then I can improve my game and actually give you the challenge you’ve been craving.” I shrugged. “Or we can play a few more games where you toy with me until you’re bored. Your call.”

      I caught Hennar’s malicious eye and held still, like a hunter zoning in on its prey. My muscles clenched in anticipation, but I kept my face serene and confident. I stitched that challenging smile on my face and waited.

      Hennar gave nothing away. His features remained as still as I hoped mine were. We waited in shared breaths, for one of us to break, to relent. I was stubborn, but my sense of impatience poked, pricked, and prodded me to just move that first pawn and get this over with. There was no way he was going to bite, to agree to my counter-bargain. It was clearly a move to stall, so Insomier could have a reprieve from the corruption, and we could figure out how Em got contaminated in the first place. Surely, he could see my whole ploy, couldn’t he?

      Then, to my utter surprise, Hennar stood from the table. “You have until the first snowfall.”

      He placed the tip of his finger on the king and tipped it over. The wooden piece clattered against the board, signaling his forfeit.

      Hennar disappeared in a swirl of black smoke, and the whiteness dissolved around me. My vision returned and plopped me right back into the dungeon. I gulped for air, like coming out of a lake. Simultaneously, I heard another set of lungs violently gasp for air.

      Em jerked forward into a sitting position. Color returned to her skin, and her eyes finally had a semblance of life in them. Our eyes connected, and for the briefest of seconds, I could have sworn I saw something like fear and then anger. I thought she was going to start yelling at me, this strange man she had never met before, that wasn’t supposed to be near her. However, the sight left when her parents threw their arms around her. Seeing them, Em softened and held them back.

      I fell on the ground, disengaging from the whole overwhelming situation. “I can’t believe that just worked.”

      In a blink, King Atlus was at my side. “What worked? Martin, what happened?”

      “I just bought us some time by saying that I sucked at chess.”
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      I arrived early for our weekly meeting with the king and his council, hoping to catch Martin and get a moment alone. Since I let him skip our training this morning, I did not get a chance to tell him about what Sloan and I discovered in the forest after Maji’s birthday celebration. I debated whether or not to bring it up at the meeting with our closest allies, but I decided I wanted to get Martin’s impression first.

      Then I meant to bring it up last night, but I was thoroughly distracted at the sight of him. He was his typical handsome self, but I could also see the weight of the day hanging off him like shackles. Once again, I made the decision to hold off and help him in other ways. I satisfied myself with being his distraction for the evening and resolved to tell him tomorrow.

      My plan backfired once again when Martin entered the room with King Atlus. Unable to hide my surprise, I was struck dumb by the sight.

      The two of them could not stand one another and did everything in their power to avoid each other as much as possible. Yet, here they were walking in the door together. While they were not speaking, it was clear that the two of them had come to this meeting together.

      Curiosity and concern stirred in my stomach like a blended wine. It was a dangerous concoction, especially when it was directed at my king and my lover.

      Once again, Martin looked worn and weighed down. I recognized that curved posture, the heavy eyelids. He had just used his gift to heal someone, and he was recovering from the effort. I had seen him do it numerous times on our scouting missions to the outer part of the kingdom, so I could tell when the light took something from him.

      I had tried to get him to take a step back before, to pause all the continuous healings. Immediately, I knew it was the wrong suggestion. He nearly bit my head off before I finished my sentence.

      “If I don’t do this, people will die,” Martin had snapped at me. “More towns are going to end up like Absolum? Do you want that?”

      “Absolutely not,” I had argued. “However, I do not want you to die either. Then you will be of no use to anyone.”

      “I’m fine,” Martin said then, the words slicing through my rationale. “I have to be fine.”

      Looking at him now, Martin did not look fine. He looked worried, tired, and a little angry. All of that, though, was hidden behind a stoic exterior and hard eyes. Getting to know him as I had over the course of these past months, I had witnessed Martin Anthony with his walls down and was beginning to learn how to see through those cracks to the human beyond them.

      The sight of him like this made me want to rush to him and take him straight to bed. I would simply hold him as he fell asleep, so he could dream away the worry and replenish his energy.

      There was no chance of that, that much I knew. Martin would never let me get near him, not so intimately in such a public space. He did, however, venture to stand next to me in the room, in the center of the long wooden table, while King Atlus took his seat at the head.

      “Hey,” Martin whispered to me with a small smile.

      “Hey,” I said back. Apparently, my concern was as plain as day because Martin served me an eye roll.

      “I’m fine, Diana, really.”

      “I believe you,” I said, though it was obviously a lie.

      Martin scoffed. “Sure, you do.”

      “We can skip training tomorrow, too,” I offered as a pitiful suggestion. “If it would allow you to get some sleep--”

      “I refuse to miss training with you two mornings in a row,” Martin interrupted. He turned so she could look me straight in the eye. “We have bigger problems right now than my sleep schedule.

      As if they had timed it, King Atlus decided to begin the meeting.

      “Council members,” the king said. In response, the room, once filled with chatter, quieted, and all attention refocused onto the king. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us again today. We have some troubling updates about the corruption.”

      “How troubling?” Mister Salune, Minister of Education, asked.

      “Everyone should have a seat,” the king invited. He did so himself, signaling that everyone should follow his lead. Everyone sat, including Martin and me.

      I moved my leg closer to hiss beneath the table in an attempt to remind him I was there if he needed me. Quickly, as if I had shocked him, Martin shifted away from me and faced the king. I also faced the king, but with more of a disappointed scowl on my face than before.

      Around us sat the entirety of the Insomier council. There were ten of them total, each in charge of a different portion of the kingdom. King Atlus was the ultimate decision-maker and tiebreaker, but the ministers overseeing the various departments allowed him to divide and conquer the tasks of running a kingdom.

      I looked around the table and observed each of the ministers, noticing the absence of one. The Lead Caretaker was not present. Apparently, I was not the only one to note the lack of the caretaker because Madame Ella, the Minister of Finance, brought it up.

      “Should we wait for Perce’s arrival?”

      King Atlus glanced about, seemingly to notice the lead caretaker not sitting among them. “Has she struck ill again?”

      This question was directed at a squat man with greying hair and tiny spectacles. They sat balanced at the tip of his pointed nose, one end connected to a gold chain that looped to a clip on his collar. Mister Moorly, the Minister of Health, cleared his throat and licked his lips before answering.

      “Yes, sire, I am afraid so. I sent a message to her second-in-command, inviting her to join us,” Mister Moorly said with a mouse-like voice.

      “When was this?” Atlus asked.

      “This morning,” Mister Moorly replied as he adjusted his glasses nervously. “Hopefully, she will be arriving soon.”

      “We can always inform her at a later time,” King Atlus said. “I am concerned this matter may not be able to wait any longer.”

      “Sire,” Madame Vike raised her quill into the air. She was the only one who ever took notes. “We must account for the rest of the council, regardless. For the record, you see.”

      “Ah, yes,” King Atlus relented. “Proceed with the attendance, Madame Vike.”

      Martin’s fingers tapped the table, a consistent and impatient beat. Apparent irritation plastered across his face. He loathed the formality of these meetings and always argued they could have so much time to work without the pomp and circumstance.

      “If I could just tell them what needed to be done,” he’d argued to me once, “and then they would do it, everything would be a lot less complicated.”

      “The king has every right to do that,” I reasoned, “but that would make for a less efficient government. He has a council for a reason. While King Atlus may be the ultimate voice, having other knowledgeable advisors at his disposal makes him a better ruler.”

      “I understand that,” Martin relented with a gigantic eye roll. “But why does it have to take us so much time?”

      Right now, as the council members took their turn announcing themselves to a room that already knew each and the entire process was tedious for everyone, save for maybe Martin, who still could not name all the departments, let alone who ran what. It was especially aggravating when the king clearly had some dire news to share.

      “Madame Elainne Vike, daughter of Olner and Brenda Vike, Minister of Law. Present,” Madame Vike recited with crisp syllables and a bold volume. She was a narrow woman, with a boney face and papery skin.

      Around the table they went. Next was a beautiful woman with golden hair that fell to her mid-back, brushed to shiny perfection. Her round eyes blinked about the room with kind confidence. “Madame Helena Poulis, daughter of Juniper and Incarus Poulis, Minister of Forestation. Present.”

      “Mister Ker Moorly, son of Grego and Ursula Moorly, Minister of Health. Present,” the rat-faced gentleman said in his squeaky voice.

      “Madame Zara Sachen, daughter of Wicker and Seena Sachen, Minister of Agriculture. Present,” a bright-eyed woman, younger than both Martin and I, said. Her smile was too wide for her face, full of teeth, and it did not go quite all the way to her eyes.

      “Madame Hansell Ella, daughter of Vincent and Xanthius Ella, Minister of Finance. Present,” a stoic woman with high cheekbones and a bush of a graying hair said.

      A woman with large round spectacles and the most disheveled ensemble spoke next. She startled a little bit, seeming to forget her own name. “I am Madame Quincy Michell, daughter of Zacharias and Erin Michell. Minister of Magical Affairs.”

      Madame Michell trailed off, and the room waited. Madame Vike coughed into her hand as a gentle reminder. Madame Michell jumped as if she’d been startled by a loud noise.

      “Oh, yes! Present!” she said with too much false enthusiasm. Quickly, she returned to a glassy-eyed state, something like a daydream.

      “Mister Rahonas Salune, son of Lukas and Derek Salune. Minister of Education. Present,” said the oldest man in the room, with crows feet picking at the edges of his eyes and cracked lips. He had no hair and instead wrapped beautiful, embroidered scarves around his head.

      “Mister Jack Gayong, son of Beverly and Timoon Gayong. Minister of External Affairs. Present,” said a stern-faced man with a crooked nose and large forehead.

      Finally, the announcements got around the table to Rebekah, me, and Martin. With her captain’s voice, Rebekah proclaimed, “Rebekah Ko’aning, daughter of Polly Trayn and Naxinillian Ko’aning. Captain of the guard. Present.”

      Martin and I were the only ones in the room that were not official council members. Martin worked his way in by being such a valuable asset, despite his best efforts to be a pain in the king’s ass. I was there by Martin’s request. He threatened not to attend at all if I was not allowed to come.

      “I need someone who will translate all of this for me,” Martin said to me in private. “Someone I trust to tell me what is really going on in there.”

      Regardless of our unofficial status, Madame Vike made us proclaim ourselves all the same. It was a sore spot for me because it reminded everyone in that room that my family name was unrecognizable. I was born from a low-level town, and I was only here on a fluke. Martin, who had no notion of these types of classist politics, never cared about the introduction. His only gripe was that it took up so much time.

      “My name is Diana Nobaskeek, daughter of Arin and Rina Nobaskeek. Second in command of the king’s guard. Present,” I said with a strength I did not have and pride I did not exactly feel at that moment.

      I stared at the center of the table, not wanting to catch the disapproving glares from some of the elite, noble lines sitting at this table. It was already difficult for me to have to be in the same room as them, but for them to have to treat me as some kind of equal was beyond the pale.

      “And I’m Martin Mark Anthony, son of James and Nina Anthony. Resident healer, dragon Merkin-haver, and all-around badass,” Martin said, creating a new colorful way to introduce himself. “Present.”

      King Atlus sent Martin a short but effective glare, a comment on his disrespect before speaking.

      “King Atlus Mason, son of Eleanor and Pollet Mason. King of Insomier. Present,” Atlus said. “Let this meeting commence. I would like to begin with a new development about the corruption that was discovered this morning.”

      Immediately, the room buzzed with anticipation. Everyone knew better than to have side conversations at meetings as important as this. Nevertheless, the electricity of nerves crackled in the air. I could see the sweat break out on Mister Moorly’s forehead, which he dabbed at with a royal blue handkerchief. Madame Vike paused the scribbling with her quill and pressed it so hard against the parchment that it bled a black dot onto the page.

      “It is with a heavy heart that I announce to you all that the corruption has reached the court.” King Atlus held his head high, as if his sheer will could dampen the inevitable panic this new would bring.

      Sure enough, the exclamations and reactions burst like a series of firecrackers. Madame Ella rose to her feet and began to jabber incoherently. Mister Gayong combed his hands through his hair worriedly. Madame Poulis closed her eyes and took meditative breaths. The only one who did not openly react was Madame Michell, who continued to be in her dream-like state. She never seemed to know what was going on around her.

      “That is enough,” King Atlus announced, silencing the jitters from his council. “We will address this as we have every other infection.”

      “Has Lord Anthony healed it?” Mister Moorly asked. “If so, it should no longer be a problem and have no chance of spreading.”

      “However, if it is within the castle walls, there must be a source to it,” Madame Sachen countered. “Have we eradicated the source?”

      “Do we even know the source?” Mister Gayong added. “I know that has been the largest issue for the guards.”

      The jab hit its mark, and I leaned forward on the table, ready to fire back at him. However, a swift kick to my shin under the table distracted me. I shifted my gaze to Rebekah, knowing it was her warning. The captain remained flat-faced and impassive.

      “That has caused us some difficulty. However, we have managed to find the source of numerous corruption sites,” Rebekah responded to Mister Gayong’s open insult diplomatically, which was more than I was going to be able to do. I still wanted to launch across the table and threaten the Minister to do better from his cushy chambers.

      “All of these are valid questions and concerns,” the king interrupted, addressing all the Ministers in one sentence. “Martin was able to heal the corruption.”

      A sigh of relief came from the Minister of Health, and he sat back in his chair. “Well done, boy,” he complimented.

      In direct contrast with Mister Moorly’s reaction, I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I caught Martin’s eye. I was thoroughly confused with how he had managed to heal anyone if he was supposed to be meeting Hennar at each infected person as he promised. Had Martin actually managed to beat the false king at a second game of chess?

      Martin shook her head so slightly that if you hadn’t been looking, you would have missed it. Luckily, I held his eye contact and hardened my gaze. He was not going to get away from me without an explanation, though I realized it would not necessarily be right now in this space.

      “He also was able to guarantee us some time before the next infection,” King Atlus added, looking at random Ministers in turn.

      “And how, pray tell, did he manage to do that?” Mister Gayong directed this question at Martin. He cocked his head mockingly, portraying a clearly false interest in his answer. “Are you able to predict them now?”

      “No,” Martin said cautiously. “I spoke with King Hennar.”

      Martin only called our enemy king to annoy the council. I tried to tell him to back off, but it was such a petty insult, he could not help himself. A visible shudder ripple around the room at the improper title put before Hennar’s name. Martin did not move an inch.

      “You spoke with him?” Mister Gayong leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table, steepling his fingers. “How interesting. I did not know you were in communication with him. As Minister of External Affairs, that would be something I believe I should know about.”

      “I’m telling you now, aren’t I?” Martin argued, not taking any of his sly insults. “And we all know what you do, Jack, you don’t need to constantly remind us.”

      “Martin,” Madame Vike interjected sharply. “How did you speak with Hennar?”

      “It happens sometimes,” Martin said, never breaking eye contact with Mister Gayong.

      “It has happened more than once?” Mister Gayong’s bushy eyebrows rose in mock surprise. “Sire, I would advise caution against trusting Lord Anthony if he is in such frequent contact with the enemy.”

      Martin rolled his eyes and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms, clearly fed up. “Not this again. What’s it going to take to get you guys to trust me?”

      “You are the one who keeps giving us reasons not to,” Mister Gayong argued. “Being the only one to speak with Hennar is quite a feat. And let me guess, no one was witness to this conversation?”

      “Not exactly,” Martin said through gritted teeth.

      Mister Gayong stood and held out a straight arm, pointing directly at Martin. “See, sire? These actions are treasonous.”

      “He has done much to heal and help the kingdom,” Mister Moorly said, rushing to Martin’s defense. “As the Minister of Health, I have seen first-hand what he can do and has done for our people.”

      “And our land,” Madame Poulis added.

      “Yes, absolutely,” Madame Sachen emphasized. “The crops in Remklat, since he healed it, have flourished.”

      Mister Gayong shook his head. “It is not enough, I am afraid.”

      Martin suddenly rose to his feet and made his way to the door.

      The king looked at her in alarm. “Martin? What is wrong?”

      “I’m not going to stick around for this bullshit,” Martin said. “Because that’s all it is. I came here to tell you that the corruption is at your doorstep, and I managed to buy us some time to figure out where it is and who put it there. I didn’t come here to be accused of being a traitor. Again.”

      “Martin, please, not everyone thinks that,” Madame Sachen pleaded. “Rejoin us.”

      “I think I’m good,” Martin said, his nose raising like he had smelled something foul. “You all let me know when you actually want my help, and then we’ll see if I’ll be willing to give it. You know where to find me.”

      With that dramatic proclamation, Martin left the room, slamming the door behind him.

      The council room fell silent for a moment. King Atlus hung his head over the table. I looked at him from across the room, and disappointment filled my stomach. My king had trouble standing up to his own people. If he had defended Martin there, he would not have left. Instead, he let Mister Gayong insult him and berate him. His silence said more than he thought.

      “You all are fools,” I said, speaking to the room at large.

      This accusation caught the king’s attention. His head snapped up, and he looked at me directly, as if seeing me in the room for the first time.

      “With all that he has done for you, for us, and you just let him walk out the door.” I pointed to the door for added emphasis and scoffed.

      “We tried to defend him,” Madame Poulis said. “However, the boy must make his own choices.”

      “Indeed, young girl,” Madame Ella said, not even dignifying me with the use of my proper name. “He chose to walk out over a couple of touchy words. Perhaps he cannot handle this as well as he thought.”

      “He can handle it just fine,” I argued, defensiveness over Martin simmering below my skin.

      “Then he needs to start showing it,” Mister Gayong challenged.

      I paused, considering his words. An idea formed, slow and delicate, in the front of my mind. It grew like a blooming flower and opened up an interesting possibility.

      “How much are you willing to bet that he can?” I threw back at the Minister of External Affairs with a glint in my eye and a smile on my lips.
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      “You should have seen them!” I cried, my voice blasting throughout the cave. “It was such a shitshow. Nothing was going to get done, I just knew it. The king dropped this huge bomb about the corruption being literally on their doorstep, and you’d think that they’d been concerned about that.”

      I continued to pace madly about as I ranted. “But no! Instead, they choose to gripe about the fact that I spoke to Hennar, which I knew was going to be a big deal, but Atlus said it would be fine. We wouldn’t tell them about the traitor, but we would tell them about Hennar because that was important!”

      With a big huff, I stopped and looked over at Zander, Bailey-Sue’s bat Merkin, here in the cave within the Zoo. It was one of my favorite parts of the animal enclosure. Not only was it a beautiful purple-gray color, but the thing stretched and curved about, giving me the perfect place to expel my secrets and frustrations. Something was comforting about shouting in complete blackness. It felt safe and cathartic. The chorus of my irritation echoed off the walls and seemed to carry my annoyance away with each iteration.

      Many of the nocturnal creatures resided here, and it was Bailey-Sue’s favorite spot too. Mainly because her gift was the ability to see in the dark, and the cave was the darkest place in the court.

      Zander flitted about excitedly. The little mammal was the ideal companion to listen to your rants. He was overly sympathetic to my plight, even when he didn’t fully understand them. I especially liked it when he threatened to beat up someone on my behalf, which would be a sight considering his size. Zander was the runt of the litter, as told to me by Bailey-Sue, and his whole demeanor was way more on the adorable side of the scale than menacing.

      He was doing it now, as I raved in the dark to Bailey-Sue and Zander. “I get why you would not tell them about the traitor, but why did you have to tell them about Hennar too? It seems ridiculous!”

      “Exactly!” I agreed. “That stupid Jack Gayong--”

      “Oh, I hate that guy,” Zander said with a sassy undertone. He complimented the sentiment with a click of his tongue, full of disapproval.

      “He’s such a dick,” I lamented, “but that’s not the point. The main thing was that they didn’t even seem to care that the corruption was here. I literally treated it just this morning, which means it somehow got beyond their precious wall.”

      “Did they even thank you for curing that bout of corruption?” Zander asked.

      “That’s just it! They didn’t!” I threw my hands in the air and slapped them down against my thighs with a satisfying thunk. “Well, Mister Moorly did, but I think he’s just finally happy that he doesn’t have to deal with the greatest health crisis this kingdom has ever seen anymore.”

      “They all should have been singing your praises!” Zander declared. I could feel a whoosh of air as he dashed about my head in passionate circles. “They should have showered you with gold, thrown a holiday in your honor!”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said, feeling sheepish at Zander’s outlandish declarations. “I just wish they would have acknowledged what I did for them, you know? I wish they wouldn’t keep jumping down my throat with every move I make.”

      I sat down on a rock, the emboldened anger deflating. “I don’t know what more I can do to make them trust me.”

      “They should already trust you!” Zander said, still buzzing up in the air. “I still think they should give you a holiday. Maybe a parade!”

      “Zander,” Bailey-Sue said gently. “That is enough for now.”

      The bat huffed and flew to a nook near the top of the cave. “Well, you know I think you are great, Martin. It is a shame that they do not see it too.”

      “Thanks, Zander,” I said with a half-smile.

      “Are you done shouting now?” Bailey-Sue asked from her spot across from me. While I couldn’t see her, I knew she hadn’t moved since I first dragged her to the cave, needing a moment to lament.

      “I think so,” I answered.

      Bailey-Sue struck a match, the hiss quiet enough not to echo throughout the cave. From the little light it shed, I could see her round nose and burst of red hair. Her violet eyes looked bloody in the firelight. She quickly lit the branches between us to strike up a reasonable campfire.

      It took my eyes a second to adjust from the freeing darkness to be able to see my friend sitting before me. She was knitting with obnoxious orange yarn. Vanna had taught Bailey-Sue recently, and she wasn’t very good yet, still trying to get the hang of the hand motions.

      Not-so-gently, she dropped the whole contraption in her lap and gave up. With a deep inhale, Bailey-Sue looked at me.

      “I do not think you are going to like what I have to say next,” Bailey-Sue said.

      “You don’t have to say it,” I joked though I knew it was probably one of those things where I needed to hear it.

      “I think I do,” Bailey-Sue said, with squinted eyes, like she was afraid of hurting me.

      I closed my own eyes and squished my face dramatically. “Alright, go ahead. Lay it on me.”

      Bailey-Sue took a big breath in and then let it out with a slow huff. “You have to make nice with the council.”

      “Why?” I huffed, annoyed at the prospect of making nice with a bunch of pompous nobles.

      “Because you need them,” Bailey-Sue reasoned. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “You cannot have King Atlus feeling threatened and banishing you from the kingdom.”

      “He wouldn’t do that. Not again,” I said assuredly. Bailey-Sue cocked her head and gave me a look that injected doubt into the center of my brain. “Right?”

      “Do not give him a reason to,” Bailey-Sue suggested. “You need to be open and honest with the council. Tell them everything when it happens.”

      “Except the traitor, I’m not telling them about that,” I said definitively.

      Bailey-Sue held out her hands as if to keep me from getting riled up again physically. “That is probably a good idea. But you cannot afford to get exiled. You will not be able to help anyone if you are running from the guard.”

      “Right, right,” I recited like a mantra.

      “It is not only about you either,” Bailey-Sue continued. “You have to think about the dragons.”

      “The clan,” I whispered, a pang going off in my gut at the mere thought of them. “What about them?”

      “They are safe right now, within the castle walls,” Bailey-Sue said. “If you leave, they will have to leave with you and risk getting killed by Hennar as he killed the other dragons. Or you will have to separate yourself from them, and I do not think your bond could take that.”

      “I couldn’t leave Ffamran,” I said without thinking.

      “These are all things you need to consider when you are fighting with them,” Bailey-Sue said, but I jumped in before she could complete the thought.

      “They started it!” I said indignantly. Bailey-Sue shot me another look, and I crumpled under her gaze. “Right, sorry. That’s not important.”

      “No, it is not,” she said. “What is important is Insomier and like it or not, these are the people in charge of Insomier.”

      “You are right,” I admitted softly.

      “I am sorry.” Bailey-Sue pressed a finger behind her ear. “What was that?”

      “You heard me,” I joshed, knocking her hand away from her ear. Bailey-Sue’s laughter rang out throughout the rocks. “They don’t make it easy, though.”

      “No, they do not,” Bailey-Sue sympathized. “Most of them are a bunch of elitist assholes.”

      “See what I mean?” I stuck out my hand, exasperated. “How am I supposed to make nice with them? Sometimes it’s like we don’t even speak the same language?”

      “Well, you better start learning it,” Bailey-Sue countered, “especially if you expect to find the traitor.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I groaned. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “You can check at least six people off your list.” Bailey-Sue held out her fingers and ticked off each name. “You, me, Alona, Diana, Rebekah, and King Atlus.”

      “I’m not even sure about the king,” I said with a weak eye roll.

      Bailey-Sue’s face dropped skeptically. “I seriously doubt the king is corrupting his own kingdom. Especially after his own father worked so hard to keep the crown from Hennar.”

      “What’s the deal with that, anyway?” I asked. “Is that why Atlus is so power hungry?”

      “I do not know the full story,” Bailey-Sue said as she picked at the yarn in her lap. “I do know that the whole reason Hennar went crazy and started attacking the kingdom was that King Pollet refused to give him the crown.”

      “Makes sense,” I said. “Well, in a storybook king of sense. Jealousy can be a huge motivator.”

      “It was that and tradition,” Bailey-Sue explained. “Hennar thought that because he bonded with a dragon, he had the right to be king, just as King Garham had before him, but because Hennar was not born into the royal line, King Pollet and the council denied him.”

      I mused on Bailey-Sue’s words for a minute. It was nice to get some context to this whole conflict. Most people were tight-lipped about the whole thing like it was some embarrassing kingdom secret, a dirty piece of laundry no one wanted to air. That fact alone made me want to tear this court apart in a search for the answer. Then I could wave it back in their faces and maybe knock them down a peg. Or five.

      “Martin!”

      My name echoed throughout the cave, and I rose to my feet in response. Bailey-Sue simply looked over her shoulder.

      “Alona probably wants us to come back and actually work now,” Bailey-Sue said with a shrug. “Come on. You have had your rant.”

      “Martin!”

      My name rang out again, but this time it came from a different voice. More than one set of footsteps bounced off the cave walls.

      “That’s Rebekah,” Bailey-Sue confirmed the second voice.

      “Slow down, you two!”

      “I don’t think Alona and Rebekah are alone,” I said, recognizing the third voice.

      My heart leapt into my throat and raced to a thousand beats a minute at the prospect of seeing her. Outright defiance squashed my heart back into place and forced it to slow down. Our relationship… could I even call it that?... was nothing to blush about. We purposely kept it that way, and I wanted nothing to do with her in public. Things were dicey enough as it was, and I didn’t need to add more problems to my life, like a romantic relationship. Sex worked just fine for now.

      Still, as she ventured down the cave and into the light, my heart skipped a beat. Just one, but it was just enough to be annoying.

      Alona, Rebekah, and Diana approached the fire. They walked side by side, tapering their footing so as not to run too fast down the sloping path.

      Alona had to duck a little so that the top of her head just grazed the ceiling of the cave. Her hair, curly and chestnut-colored, was always pulled back into a loose ponytail. It was a signature look that included her round, gold-rimmed eyeglasses that she perpetually pushed up the bridge of her nose.

      The gesture, which she did right then, made me smile. I adored Alona’s laugh and her insight. She was reliable and had the best listening ear, even more so than Bailey-Sue.

      Rebekah was tall, and she stood straight as a soldier would. She was broad and buff, but in a way that made me think about what it would be like to make her submit. Her face was beautifully angular with striking eyes that complimented her scarlet hair. That hair cascaded in rings down her back, some of the locks entwined with brown bird feathers giving her almost a Viking huntress vibe.

      Diana was Alona’s physical opposite, but similar to Rebekah. Sturdy, Diana was built with muscles. She moved with a learned grace and trained footing. Light blond hair shone when the sun’s light hit it. Her lips seemed to be perpetually pursed as she looked around, and I found myself looking at them now, remembering the taste of her from last night.

      With a couple of quick blinks, I cleared the image from my inner eye and the sensation from my body. I even shivered a little, as if that would erase the building tension in my stomach.

      Diana and Rebekah both paused on their way to the fire, catching my awkward twitch, but it was Alona who asked the question.

      “Are you alright, Martin?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a small shake of my head. “Yes, yes. I’m fine.”

      When I said that, I caught a dark blonde eyebrow raised on Diana’s face. I knew how much she hated it when I used that phrase, but I couldn’t care right now. More accurately, I didn’t want to care.

      “What are you doing here?” Bailey-Sue asked. “All three of you, anyway.”

      It was a valid question. While Alona may have been a Caretaker at the Zoo, seeing Diana in the animal enclosure was a rare sight. In fact, the only time I had seen her in here before this moment was the very first time I had been in the Zoo when she first introduced me to Alona, and Rebekah was even rarer. I don’t think I’d seen her in the Zoo the entire time I had been here.

      “Diana said she needed to see Martin, and Rebekah overheard and asked to come as well. Diana said that it had to do with the corruption,” Alona explained. “I told them you both were here, but they did not know where the cave was, so I escorted them.”

      Behind the three of them, a beautiful flutterbird flew into view. Harmony approached me and flapped her wings once in greeting. I held out my finger, and Harmony landed on to it.

      Alona’s Merkin was one of my favorites, other than my own, of course. She didn’t speak audibly, but communicated through Alona directly. She gifted her with the ability to blend into her background and become practically invisible. It was pretty cool, as far as supernatural gifts went, but Alona rarely used it.

      Upon greeting Harmony, I looked around for Diana and Rebekah’s Merkins. “Where’s Sloan and Altair?”

      “In the sun,” Diana said as she pointed behind her to the cave entrance. “There is nothing you could do to convince Sloan to come in here. He hates the dark and enclosed spaces even more.”

      “Interesting,” Bailey-Sue mused. “I would have thought the cat in him would enjoy enclosed spaces.”

      “Altair is a bird.” Rebekah shrugged. “He’s outside flying around, getting the lay of things.”

      Ever the inquisitive one, especially when it came to animals, Bailey-Sue’s thoughts surprised no one. But she seemed to catch herself and reeled her curiosities back in enough to address the matter at hand.

      “Does this have to do with King Atlus’s cousin getting the corruption?” Bailey-Sue asked.

      I flinched, anticipating the reaction of my female friends at this announcement.

      “What happened?” Alona blurted.

      “That was the corruption within the castle walls?” Diana said, on top of Alona’s question.

      “Martin, is there something you’d like to tell us?” Rebekah seemed to tense and become a statue as her eyes focused on mine.

      “Hang on.” I waved my hands about in the air, as if to clear it of all their questions and the holes in their knowledge. “I haven’t had the chance to really talk to any of you except Bailey-Sue. So if you’ll give me a minute, I can explain.”

      I relayed the story of Korey gathering me from the court and bringing me down to the dungeons. I talked about meeting the king’s side of his mother’s family and his sickly cousin.

      “I know her,” Diana said absently. “Early in my time in the guard, I was assigned to guard her room. She has strict dietary needs, and Mister Moorly would visit her almost every day with medication.”

      At the mention of her knowing someone, the round face and blonde curls of Maria Poulis popped into my head. I made a mental note to quiz the women about knowing her and growing up with the noble girl. I reorganized my thoughts and proceeded with my story.

      I told them Atlus’s theory about the traitor and how I believe he was right, considering Em’s isolation and already compromised immune system. Then I finally told them about the part where I bargained with Hennar.

      “So, we have until the next snowfall to find the traitor and make me an undisputed master of chess,” I concluded.

      “All of that happened just this morning?” Alona checked. “And this is coming off a corruption attack in the Dyers’ backyard? I did not expect the corruption to hit so close to home so soon.”

      “None of us did,” I agreed.

      “While we are sharing,” Diana said, her voice catching in her throat. “When you were tending to Miji, Sloan and I ran into the woods. We spotted someone corrupting more flowers in the forest and managed to stop them before it spread, but it was likely the same person.”

      “Really?” Rebekah sent a quick glare at her companion, which I understood. Rebekah was technically Diana’s superior officer, and for her to withhold information is not something she should have done. “We will speak on this later.”

      “Great, great,” I said, swallowing the words that wanted to rip out of me in frustration. “I was really hoping there wasn’t a traitor.”

      “I do not believe anyone hopes for a traitor,” Bailey-Sue said.

      “Not helping,” I chided.

      She offered me an apathetic shrug in response.

      “The other thing…” Diana said, holding up a finger.

      “There’s another thing?” I gaped.

      “I may have bargained on your behalf to the council,” Diana admitted.

      My eyes bulged from my head as I stomped up to her. “You did what now?”

      “They were not too happy about you storming out of the meeting with little to no explanation,” Diana said, unphased by my growing anger.

      “I gave them an explanation,” I replied, my indignant irritation quickly returning. “They were assholes, and I didn’t want to be around them anymore.”

      Alona closed her eyes, summoning her patience. “Martin, you cannot upset the council like that.”

      “Spare me the lecture,” I said as I held up a hand. “Bailey-Sue already gave it.”

      “And I am sure she did a fantastic job,” Diana complimented, clearly trying to get on with her message.

      “Thank you,” Bailey-Sue said, absolutely delighted. “I did.”

      “Well, at least someone can talk sense into you.” Rebekah nodded and spared a small smile to the girl.

      “What was this bargain?” I asked, returning my attention back to Diana.

      “I promise, you are going to like it,” Diana said.

      “I promise you, I won’t,” I replied, putting my hands on my hips to hold my ground.

      “We are going to introduce you to court,” Diana said.

      Before I had a chance to comprehend her words, Alona and Bailey-Sue burst out laughing. Simultaneously, both of my friends howled with disbelief.

      “I told you he would not understand your plan, Diana,” Rebekah said with a sigh.

      

      “Rebekah’s right. I don’t understand. What does ‘introduce me to court’ mean?” I asked. I pointed to both Alona and Bailey-Sue. “And why are they laughing?”

      “Because that is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard!” Alona said through wheezes of laughter. She actually wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “That was a good one, Diana.”

      “I am completely serious,” Diana said, the redness in her face deepening. “The council needs to see him as a real citizen of Insomier, to believe that he is on their side. He needs to be seen as one of them.”

      “One of them?” Alona shook her head and looked at the cave floor. “He is the furthest thing from one of them.”

      “But he cannot be,” Rebekah argued, clearly having Diana’s back. “Not anymore. Even if it is not a real transformation, we need to make them believe it is.” She nodded to Diana. “It is the best shot we have.”

      “I still don’t know what we’re talking about here!” I announced with my arms outstretched. My gut had a sinking suspicion about the direction this conversation was going, and I wasn’t going to like it at all.

      “Diana is suggesting we present you to the court,” Rebekah explained as she put a hand on my shoulder. “Most young nobles do it when they come of age. You are a little old for the process, but the sentiment would be the same. Once a young noble is introduced to court, they become a proper member of society. Well, of the society within the castle.”

      “Like a coming-out party?” I asked, trying to relate it to something I knew. “Or a debutante ball?”

      “A ball is part of it,” Diana explained. “There are a lot of parts, but it will put you through the proper process and level you in their eyes.”

      “And why would I want to do that?” I arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Well, that’s simple,” Diana said conspiratorially. “To find the traitor.”
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      The plan was simple. I would jump through all the hoops and be introduced to society. Meanwhile, I would infiltrate the court and uncover the traitor who contaminated Em.

      Oh, and King Atlus would play chess with me daily to help improve my skills more.

      “Is he supposed to be an expert?” I said sarcastically. I knew I was already pretty good at the game. I had won against Hennar once already.

      “Yes,” Alona answered. “He is known for it, actually.”

      “Oh,” I conceded, swallowing my next comment about the king not being as smart as he thinks he is.

      “He plays the game to relax,” Diana explained. “King Atlus has been playing since he was a child, and years of serious gameplay is something you do not have.”

      “Why couldn’t Hennar have challenged me to a painting contest?” I said absently. I sighed and turned back to the conversation at hand.

      “Let me get this straight,” I said as I held out my fingers, intending to count and show off all the lessons I was supposed to have. “I have training with you in the morning, working at the Zoo during the day. I still have magical lessons with Rebekah and the rest of the dragon clan in the evenings. Not to mention that now I have to work in court lessons to prepare for all of those challenges.” I was running out of fingers quickly. “Now we want to add chess classes in the middle of that somewhere? There just aren’t enough hours in the day!”

      I didn’t mention the fact that the schedule left little to no time for painting. If I was expected to keep my sanity throughout all of this, I needed to paint. It was my one escape from the craziness of trying to save an entire kingdom. I could travel to the Marked Woods with my paints and clear my head by painting. The woods were full of concrete-like canvases waiting to be drawn on.

      Painting also was the key to my connection with the light. I learned through the perils of Remklat and healing Ffamran that the light responded to my painting skills. To heal people, I had to envision them healed. Essentially, I used the light as my paint and painted them back to the way they should be. It didn’t always work as smoothly as that, especially not now, with Hennar interrupting the process. However, I was convinced it was the reason I had a good relationship with the light, and it did as I asked. I knew how to speak to it, and I didn’t want to lose that.

      “It really is a lot to expect of him,” Bailey-Sue added sympathetically.

      “Thank you, Bailey-Sue,” I said, stuffing as much gratitude in that sentiment as I could. I appreciated that she could see the unrealistic nature of these circumstances. It was impossible to ask me to do all these things. My time and energy would be completely spent.

      “I think you will have to sacrifice working at the Zoo,” Rebekah advised.

      “Hang on,” Alona said, stepping in. “We need him here. He does great work and is learning more about the creatures each day.”

      “I originally assigned him to the Zoo to do easy labor so his muscles could develop, and he could move on the more difficult training,” Diana explained, backing up Rebekah’s decision. “I do not know why he has continued to work there. It is about time he moved on to more important things.”

      “Diana,” I warned, seeing the irritation flare on Alona’s face at Diana’s unintentional insult. “They do good work here at the Zoo.”

      “I am not saying that they do not,” Diana defended. “I simply believe that out of all of the activities you listed, that is the easiest one to eliminate.”

      “What about training with you?” Alona suggested. Her voice was light, but Bailey-Sue and I could tell she was gearing up for her own insult. “Getting up so early cannot be good for his health, nor will he need those skills when he is waltzing around a ballroom.”

      “There’s going to be waltzing?” I directed this question at Bailey-Sue. She only offered an unsure shrug in response.

      Rebekah, who had unintentionally started this, stayed back with her arms crossed, her eyes going back and forth between her second in command and Alona, listening to their banter.

      “Those skills are teaching him to defend himself,” Diana said sharply. She took a step towards Alona, who continued to lean against a cave wall. “They will always be useful to him, especially if he is ever in danger.”

      “And do you expect him to be in much danger when he is in the court?” Alona replied, snark oozing from her.

      “More danger than if he is hiding away in the Zoo,” Diana snapped back.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I interjected and physically set myself between the two women. “How about we let me decide what I get to give up and keep? Considering I’m right here and have been the entire time you’re talking about me. Yeah?”

      As I stepped in between Diana and Alona, I could feel the tension like a humid summer day. Diana and Alona might have been friends in their youth, but a series of broken promises and conflicting philosophies had torn the women apart. They had only recently reconciled, and I didn’t want that already fragile friendship to fall apart again so quickly, especially because I cherished both of them.

      Realizing that I was in the exact physical position I didn’t want to be in metaphorically, I stepped back. Both women seemed to lower their outright anger and temper for the time being. They refused to look at one another, which was preferable to outright arguing.

      Rebekah also seemed to release the tension she had been building up while the two women had been arguing. She turned to face me as the two women fell into silence.

      “It has been a long day already,” Rebekah said. “Martin, don’t we have to get to the gardens to meet with the clan?”

      “Rebekah,” I reminded her, “We don’t meet on council days. So, I was going to head to the Marked Woods to paint. I asked the clan to meet me there. I also thought I might stop by and check on Miji.”

      “That sounds like the perfect thing for you to be doing,” Bailey-Sue advised, ever the peace-keeper, “Not sitting around and listening to women argue on your behalf.”

      Impressed by Bailey-Sue’s boldness, I gave her a grateful nod. Then I happened to glance at Diana, who looked a little bashful but still grumpy. I chanced a glance at Alona, who hid her expression behind a lowered head and the glint of the firelight off her glasses.

      “Thank you,” I said suddenly, surprising even myself. “All of you.”

      Alona looked up then, her mouth slightly open. Diana’s head whirled in my direction, and her hard glare softened. Bailey-Sue smiled, kind and bright. And Rebekah’s face softened, and her lips twitched up into a half-smile.

      “I mean it,” I went on. “I couldn’t do any of this without you. I know we all have the same goals or whatever, but you four help me way more than anyone else, and I trust you more because of that. So, I just wanted to say thank you.”

      The cave stood silent, save for the last crackling embers of the fire. They popped and simmered, interrupting the bashful quiet. No one said anything as they checked themselves and their attitudes. I took my leave and started to venture out of the cave when Bailey-Sue called out after me.

      “See you tomorrow, Martin!”

      “See you tomorrow,” I responded with a smile dancing on my lips.

      It didn’t take me long to head up to my chambers and gather my paint and brushes. Styu and I had been working together with his wife, Vanna’s help, to make different colored paints. This was one of the greatest gifts the Dye master had ever given me. The fact that I could now paint in bright, vibrant, different colors brightened my whole day. I grinned down at my brush set, wrapped gently in a cloth. I tucked them into a satchel with my small cans of paint and continued down the stairs and out the castle gates.

      As promised, my first stop was the Dyers household. Styu was at his shop, working away when I approached. Maji sat in a nearby chair, stroking her black cat, who rested peacefully on my lap.

      “Hi Styu, hi Maji,” I greeted them with the warmest smile I could muster.

      Styu looked up from his work and replied with a tight grin. He was harrowed and stressed. It showed in his blue eyes that his mind was elsewhere, far from the work he did with his hands.

      I leaned against the door frame of the shop. “Can I come in?”

      The question seemed to break Styu out of his reverie. His bubbly demeanor returned, even for the briefest of moments.

      “Oh, absolutely, yes, please. Do come in,” the Dye Master said as he stepped away from the table and guided me inside. “Where are my manners today?”

      “Probably back at the house,” I commented gently.

      “Yes, I am afraid much of my thoughts are with them today,” Styu said, his face growing grim.

      “How is he?” I asked.

      Styu stopped in the center of the shop and stood across from me. Worry lined his plump face and seemed to make his red locks droop. His eyes were coated in concern and fear, rather than their typical jovial nature. A pang of sadness smacked against my chest and bruised my heart at the sight of my friend so hurt.

      “He is up and walking, which is good,” Styu started. “But he is weak. He sleeps a lot and talks little. His Merkin is with him every second, curled in his hand, or by his neck. Miji is a rambunctious, curious boy, and it is sad to see…”

      Styu trailed off and put a fist to his mouth. He quickly turned away from me, so I wouldn’t have to see his raw emotion. I put a hand on his shoulder and rubbed his back in what I hope was a comforting gesture.

      “He just is not himself.” Styu’s voice broke. “And he looks sickly, you know? He does not want to eat and looks as though he is going to blow away.”

      “His gift is gone too,” Maji piped up from the corner.

      I spun around to face her. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Miji always was able to pop from one place to the next,” Maji explained. I knew this as I had seen it when I first met the Dyers family. “But he has not been able to. Not since my birthday.”

      Maji said these last words with such guilt that I wanted to wrap her in my arms and remind her that none of this was her fault. I knew Maji felt tremendous guilt when it came to her gift. She thought that if she saw what was going to happen ahead of time, she should be able to stop it. But that was almost always not the case. There just wasn’t enough time between her visions and the event itself.

      “That’s news to me,” I told both Maji and Styu. “Is it true? He can’t teleport like he used to.”

      “Miji has tried,” Styu said, his throat still dry from the difficult subject matter. “But when he does, he cries out in pain. We have advised him to stop trying for now. You know Miji, though, he hardly ever slows down, so seeing him like this… it is heartbreaking.”

      A surge of anger and sadness battled in my stomach. They battled it out, making my gut churn uncomfortably. I wanted to race back there, into the Dyers’ house, and have it out with Hennar right then and there. I mourned the loss of such a vibrant boy. Instead, he had to fight for the simple right to breathe.

      “Is there anything else I can do?” I offered. I knew what they really wanted was the complete eradication of this disease. Styu and Vanna only wanted their son back.

      “No, Martin,” Styu said kindly. “You do so much already. Vanna and I know you are working on finding a cure, one that does not tax you so badly. We believe in you, so keep doing what you are doing, yes?”

      Styu spoke to me like a father. He put his own feelings on hold for that moment and reached out to me, making sure I was good and encouraged. It amazed me.

      I fought back my own tears and could only nod.

      “Good,” Styu said, looking me directly in the eye. He gave my shoulder a pat before adding, “Did you need any additional colors, or are you set?”

      “I’m set,” I replied. “I just came in to check on things.”

      “We are as good as we can be here,” Styu assured me. “You go off and continue to save the world, you hear?”

      I chuckled a bit. “Yes, sir. Will do.”

      Picking up my cue to leave, I made for the door. I offered Maji a shortwave, and she returned it. Once I ventured back out onto the city streets, however, there was a soft tap on my arm. I turned around to face it, seeing Maji out on the street with me, cat at her heels.

      “What is it, Maji?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I think,” Maji responded. Her eyes darted down at her shoes for a moment and then bounced back up at me. “I have something I need to tell you.”

      “You know you can always tell me anything,” I answered, the response coming naturally to me.

      “I had a vision,” Maji said. “About you.”

      “Me?” My head snapped back a bit, surprised. “What about me?”

      “I do not know exactly,” Maji said, her eyebrows furrowed like she was trying to remember. “It was weird because the whole vision was in black and white, no colors whatsoever. I saw you holding something clenched in your fist. Then you opened your hand, and everything flashed purple with red at the center.”

      “Purple?” I asked. “Like a light purple? Like a lavender?”

      “Yes,” Maji said excitedly. I, unfortunately, did not share her enthusiasm. “All I know is that you should not open your hand. Do not release whatever you are holding. For when you do, there is no turning back.”

      “Turning back from what?” I prodded.

      Maji’s gaze returned to her shoes and the dirt ground. The cat wove anxiously between her legs. “I do not know.”

      “It’s okay, Maji,” I said. I tried to remind myself that Maji only knew so much, and asking her for more information was like asking a fish to climb a tree. Useless and utterly impossible. “Thank you for telling me. I promise to keep it in mind.”

      “Okay,” Maji said softly, still to the ground.

      “Hey, look at me,” I asked gently.

      Maji complied.

      “You know that what happened to your brother wasn’t your fault, right?” I reminded her. “And that this gift you have is a gift, not a curse. It’s meant to help people, even though I might not feel that way sometimes. Promise me you will remember that.”

      Maji’s head snapped up and caught my eyes by surprise. Her gaze pierced through me, too stoic and too strong for a young girl of only twelve. At that moment, I realized that Maji had seen a lot of things for a long time and probably knew way more than she ever let on. Still, while I feel like she could have schooled me in the ways of the word sometimes, I had to hear it from her lips, that she wouldn’t blame herself or her gift for something an evil man had chosen to do.

      “I will not,” Maji said, “as long as you promise to do the same.”

      “Okay,” I said, drawing the word out. “I won’t if you won’t.”

      “I promise.” Maji nodded with a single head bob.

      “You better get going before your dad wonders where you are,” I suggested.

      She didn’t need to be told twice. With another short wave, Maji walked back to her father’s shop. I watched her go, unease stirring beneath my skin. It wasn’t Maji’s warning about the lavender light that disturbed me so. It was the notion that she thought I believed my light to be a curse and that I blamed myself for the goings-on in Insomier.

      That was absurd, wasn’t it? I knew that none of this was my fault. I hadn’t even been here a year yet, and Hennar was infecting the kingdom way before then. As for my gift, I knew that it was meant to heal others. That was honestly the best part of it.

      But it wasn’t able to heal anyone now. Not while we were locked in this stalemate with Hennar. Meanwhile, Miji deteriorated, along with the other contaminated parts of the kingdom I hadn’t gotten to yet.

      An overwhelming sense of duty and obligation crashed over me like a violent wave. I put a hand to my forehead and held it there for a moment, counting my breaths as I did so. Right now, I couldn’t concern myself with Maji’s muddled predictions. I needed to clear my head from this crazy day. I needed peace, quiet, and paint splatters on my fingers.

      With a final measured exhale, I wove my way out of the city and into the Marked Woods.
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      I had paint beneath my fingernails, sweat on my brow, and an idea in my head. I couldn’t have been happier.

      The stress of the day melted off me. I dove into the work and let it swallow me whole, relishing in the ease of the motions. Each stroke soothed me. The paintbrush vibrated in my hand as it ran across the rock.

      A nearby creek acted as my wash bin. It cleared the mixed colors from my brushes so I could keep the colors stark and bright. I kept my paint cans separate so that the colors wouldn’t touch each other and ruin them before I could get the color onto the rock.

      I stepped back and admired the painting. It was an abstract piece with fall coloring and long sweeping shapes. At the center of the swirling mass of yellows, oranges, and reds, there was a single circle of purple. It acted as the epicenter for the rest of the piece, the other colors and figures swirling out from there.

      Upon sight of the purple dot that was so light that it might as well be lavender, the bliss faded. Immediately I thought back to Maji’s mention of the lavender light and how it meant no turning back. No, opening my hand meant no turning back. I would have to ask the young girl again about the specifics of the vision.

      Right now, I just wanted to keep painting, but the sun was fading, and I was running low on certain colors, particularly yellow and orange, since I’d used so much of them in this piece. It was unrealistic to think that I would get to paint anymore today.

      Ffamran, who had been observing me since I arrived in the Marked Woods that afternoon, lifted his head. He cocked it to the right and then again to the left. He looked like a metronome when he ticked it back to the other side.

      “What is it?” I asked, waiting for his critique.

      “I do not know,” Ffamran said. “That is what I am trying to figure out. It seems like a tornado on fire, with a purple egg in the center. Is there some hidden symbolism that I am missing?”

      I glanced over at the dragon with an annoyed stare. He stretched out on the forest floor, his hind legs tucked neatly beneath him. His white hair flopped into his eyes, and he shook it out of his line of sight, supposedly to get a better view of the drawing. Ffamran puffed up a bit of air in an effort to brush the hair out of his face, but it defied his wishes and plopped back in the same position.

      I dusted off my hands and approached Ffamran. With a gentle touch, I reached up and tucked the strand behind his ear and out of his eye.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “You’re welcome,” I responded. “And no, there isn’t any hidden symbolism. Or if there is, it was subconscious. I just draw what I feel.”

      “And you feel like a whirlpool of fall leaves culminating at the earth’s purple core?” Ffamran tried again.

      “I don’t know how to feel.” I sat next to the dragon and leaned my back against his belly. He was surprisingly comfortable, considering the hardness of his scales. I like the consistent movement of his breath, the underlying beat of his heart, and the subtle warmth of his skin.

      Ffamran knew the events of the day, as I relayed them to him right before beginning this latest piece. He didn’t have anything to comment on, really. He merely listened to my report and then encouraged me to “paint it out.” Apparently, this is not exactly what he meant by that.

      “I know you were expecting something more realistic, but I don’t feel like dealing with the real world right now,” I lamented as I laid my head back. Ffarmran held me up and didn’t respond right away.

      The woods chittered with its natural noises. Birds chirps, leaves rustled, and smaller creatures scurried. The wind, ever chillier as the last of summer faded away, blew gently, like a reminder that colder times were on the horizon.

      Together, Ffamran and I lay there, enjoying the isolation of the forest. We didn’t need to speak or communicate via our mental connection. We simply sat and breathed as one. At that moment, I closed my eyes. I listened to Ffamran’s heartbeat, tapping in time to my own. It was a consequence of our bond. While I knew that each of us could live without the other, it would be like losing a piece of myself.

      I found that, nowadays, I only really felt whole when I was near Ffamran. That was why when he got infected with the corruption, I couldn’t bear to let him die. It took everything I had and forced me into bonding with six other creatures to do it, but I did. I never regretted that decision. Especially in moments like now.

      More than anyone else in Insomier, Ffamran was the one I trusted the most. He was the most loyal and always stuck by me. He was the ultimate reason I chose to stay and not return to Earth when given the chance.

      The dragon felt the same way. He always asked when we would see one another next. I wished we could spend more moments together like other merkins did, but because of his sheer size, it was impossible to bring him everywhere. Unfortunately, he wasn’t like Miji’s garter snake or Alona’s flutterbird that could travel with their humans wherever.

      Nevertheless, both of us cherished the moments we got to spend together. Mostly it was training with Rebekah and the rest of the clan, or the really special moments when he accompanied me out into the forest to paint. I had grown used to having Ffamran watch me work, and he seemed to enjoy it too.

      “It relaxes me,” he once told me. “Seeing you so serene calms me. It is when I know you are safest and happiest.”

      Now we sat together, serene, safe, and happy.

      That was until the rest of the clan showed up.

      I sensed them before I could see them. This was happening more and more often, as my bond with the six other dragons slowly strengthened. I could feel all six heartbeats as they flew in formation towards us. Ffamran seemed to recognize the feeling, too, because he lifted his head and shifted. His movement caused me to stand up and stretch out.

      “No rest for the wicked, I suppose,” I said through a contented yawn.

      “Who said anything about being wicked?” Ffamran asked contemptuously. “I do not know about you, but I am nothing of the sort.”

      I rolled my eyes, knowing he was kidding, and that there was no arguing with him. “I guess I have to relay the events once more.”

      “No need,” Ffamran informed me. “I already told them.”

      “Traitor,” I joked.

      “You did not tell me it was a secret,” Ffamran objected. “Plus, I knew they would need to know at some point. There will be a concern that you will spend too much time at court and not enough time training with them.”

      “How can I possibly train with them if there is nothing to work on?” I said with a groan. “Until they hand over their gifts, I have no reason to train with them.”

      “You cannot be so one-sided about the whole thing, Martin,” Ffamran warned. He nudged me in the back with his snout, and I jumped a little. “You accepted the role as King of the Dragons. There is more to that title than having a smorgasbord of gifts.”

      “I only accepted the title to help you,” I argued.

      “It does not matter why you did it,” Ffamran reminded me, “You took it and have it now. You must act like a leader and lead this clan. As much as I hate it, that means spending as much time with each of them as you do me.”

      I spun around to look Ffamran directly in the face. I put my hands on my hips and raised an eyebrow. “Why does this sound like you planned this?”

      “I did no such thing,” Ffamran said, slightly insulted. “Though I have been thinking about it for a while now. I do believe it would raise morale, so to speak, if you invited one of the other dragons to accompany you instead of me.”

      I didn’t have time to argue because a strong gust of wind picked up around the area. It sent the weak leaves scattering across the ground. Branches whipped about, yanked against their will. The remnants of the sun’s light were quickly shadowed by six giant figures as they descended from the sky.

      One after the other, the dragons landed, poised like a planned portrait. The minute they stopped flying, the wind ceased, and everything settled.

      They were an intimidating bunch. It still struck me how massive they were. Even Kolo, the smallest with her black and orange coloring, still stood at least ten feet tall, twelve if you counted her horns. Each was so unique and beautiful and deadly. I was grateful that they were on my side because having them as a foe would scare any sane person.

      The red dragon and former leader of the clan, Maximus, stepped forward. He bowed his head slightly at me and then at Ffamran.

      “Good evening, my lord. Ffamran fon Desca. How are you this evening?”

      “Fine,” I said with a shrug. Ffamran’s tail tapped the back of my legs. I corrected myself and elaborated. “I’m okay. It’s been a stressful day.”

      “It seems that way,” Ninji commented as her pink coat shimmered in the twilight hours. “Ffamran kindly told us all about it. Is there anything we can do for you, my lord?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I replied honestly. Surprised by Ninji’s sincere question, I felt obligated to give her a sincere answer. “Do any of you know the rules of court? Or how the introduction process works?”

      The dragons looked at one another, consulting. Jin shifted languidly and rolled her bright eyes. “Those are mainly human traditions.”

      “I recognize that, but given that some of you have been around a while,” I said as I gestured to Maximus, the oldest among them, “I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.”

      “Well,” Ninji said with a sly smile, “since you mention it, I do have something that might be able to help.”

      “Do you know how to waltz?” I asked, only half-joking since that was the only thing I knew about the introduction process so far.

      Ninji laughed. It sounded like confetti falling in the air, a burst and then little twinkles, and Johan laughed in harmony with her.

      “Dragons have different mating rituals than dancing,” Johan answered while Ninji still chuckled.

      “Dancing isn’t a mating ritual,” I said, a little unnerved.

      “You do not believe so?” Johan asked, still smiling like I was missing out on the joke. “I have known many a human that fell in love after a dance.”

      “I’m not planning on falling in love,” I protested. “I only want to pass whatever tests the court has planned for me. To earn their trust, you know.”

      “Earning trust,” Jin mused under her breath. “What a concept.”

      I wanted to respond and opened my mouth to do so when another warning tail tap came at my leg from Ffamran. Again, I closed my mouth and chose not to dignify Jin with a response. At least not right now.

      “She does have a point, Martin,” Sayles said, his liquid voice entering the conversation with the ease of a lily pad floating on a pond. The white dragon lowered himself to the ground and rested his head on his webbed claws to get closer to me. “If you are spending so much of your time getting the court to trust you, how are you ever going to earn our trust?”

      I gulped, unsure of how to continue. Ffamran’s voice popped into my head.

      “Invite them to come with you to paint,” Ffamran urged in my mind.

      As I contemplated Ffamran’s words, something occurred to me. Wasn’t I just complaining about this exact thing to the council earlier today? I thought I had given them all these reasons to trust me, and they still didn’t. While that might not have made sense to me, it made me consider what I had done to make the dragon clan trust me.

      There was that initial trust when I bonded with them, but since then, it hadn’t really grown. It was like applying for a job I was woefully under-qualified for and expecting to get it. I needed to show them, give them something in order to get something in return. It was a two-way street, and so far, I hadn’t been willing to travel down it.

      Maybe this invitation to something so meaningful to me would be a step forward. A step towards mutual trust. A step towards liking these dragons instead of still fearing them. A step towards feeling like I’d actually earned the title of King.

      I took a huge breath and tried to wipe the anticipation from my face. I opened my chest and prepared to expose my inner self as I extended the olive branch.

      “I would like to invite you to join me, one by one, to my painting sessions,” I said. I took another breath and slowed down. “This is the time where Ffamran and I got to know each other the best. It’s important to me that I get to know every one of you. This painting time is when I am most vulnerable, and I don’t let anyone other than Ffamran join me… but I would like to change that, starting with you.”

      The dragons eyed me, each in their own way. Jin seemed royally disinterested and unimpressed. Maximus smiled proudly, the only one who might know the weight of what I was asking and how hard it was for me. Kolo’s eyes looked up and to the right, considering my offer. Johan tapped his claws on the ground, adding to the chatter of the woods. Sayles lifted his head off its resting spot with clear interest.

      Finally, Ninji stepped forward and lowered her head down to me so we could look at each other in the eye. They glowed like gems, beautiful amethyst gems blinking from a hidden cave. They sparkled just as much, too, with a pleased light at the heart of them. Her smile curled into something delighted, not menacing despite her array of sharp white teeth.

      I tried to brighten my own eyes like hers and show my sincerity and confidence. She moved her nose forward, ever so slightly. My hand raised to meet her, greeting her just as Ffamran and I had all those months ago.

      Upon contact with her round snout, the light appeared on my arm. It raced up my shoulder and onto Ninji’s face. All at once, we were transported to the white space.
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      Ffamran and I first visited this white space when we had decided to bond. It was here that we first connected over losing loved ones and the desire to do better for ourselves and others. I painted his original home out by the sea without ever having seen it, and it marveled him. Our drawing sessions in the woods were the closest things that we could get to capturing that first magical meeting.

      Now, the beautiful Ninji and I found ourselves in the same space. The light still glowed on my skin. I tried to dampen it, but it didn’t listen. If anything, it grew brighter.

      “I believe you are supposed to paint with it,” Ninji suggested.

      “What do you want me to paint?” I asked, thinking back to how much the beach impacted Ffamran. If there were something that I could paint for Ninji, maybe it would be the first step to trust.

      Ninji’s eyes flitted up to the sky, thinking. “Could you paint your answer to a question?”

      “I mean, sure,” I said with a blink, slightly thrown off by her suggestion. “What’s the question?”

      “What does grace look like to you?”

      I only had to think about it for a millisecond before my hand started moving. The light reached out and completed the picture in my head. Stroke by stroke, I colored in the image. I added layers and shades and expanded the canvas to encompass the enormity of my vision.

      A grand ballroom erupted onto the white space. Elegant people spun around the floor of this elaborate setting, with high narrow windows and arched ceilings. Gold accented the trim and shined bright against the candlelight. There was a string quartet in the corner, elevated on a small platform. The figures danced in time with the deep music, letting it touch their souls.

      Suddenly, another image popped into view. I added the final touches to the ballroom and then moved to another section of white, waiting to be filled.

      This time, I drew the Marked Woods as I knew it. I added the large, thick trunks of trees and the twitching leaves, green though as I recreated the forest in summertime. A hunter with a camouflage cloak covering her head and bow and arrow hanging from her hand emerged as I kept drawing. I would be lying if I said the hunter didn’t resemble Diana, but I didn’t focus on her features. I focused on her movement. The way she crouched when narrowing in on a target or how she pursued one with silent, quick feet.

      A final vision appeared, and I raced to draw that one. This was the ultimate example of grace. I just knew it. I drew around the white with a pale blue so that the whiteness shaped into fluffy clouds. I added only shading to puff them out a little more.

      Then I drew Ffamran.

      He was one of my favorite things to draw because I never felt I did him justice. It was like a challenge to capture his likeness exactly. Once again, I didn’t think I caught it completely, but hopefully, Ninji got the gist.

      The purple dragon soared in the air. His wings dipped and stretched at just the right times in order to stay aloft. He swooped and dove, painting his own gorgeous picture in the sky. The most important part of that image was the fact that the dragon’s eyes were closed. Flying was not only beautiful, but it was effortless. Something that came so naturally to him that it would ache not to fly.

      I took a step back and looked at Ninji. It was only then that the light retreated back. My skin grew dim and returned to normal.

      The pink dragon walked around the three scenes, disturbing nothing, like a ghost walking through a wall. She twirled in each and observed every corner. Her face remained passive, contemplative.

      I felt like a school kid getting graded on her work. It was an unpleasant feeling because I was used to being judged harshly. My art was good, that much I knew. That much I was confident in. What I wasn’t confident in was how well I had answered her question.

      Grace, to me, came in many forms. These were three of the best depictions I could imagine. If Ninji didn’t accept them, well… we would have to agree to disagree.

      When she looked at the image of Ffamran flying, Ninji broke into that special smile again. “Your souls are more intertwined than I have ever seen.”

      “Thank you?” I said, not intending the phrase to be a question, but my voice made it one.

      “It was a compliment,” Ninji clarified. “I am envious of it. This bond between the two of you is natural.”

      “Our bond can be that way,” I offered, wanting it to be true.

      “My dear,” Ninji said as she turned away from the image of Ffamran. “Ffamran will always be your strongest bond, but I am flattered that you think we could get so close.”

      “I don’t hate any of you, you know,” I felt compelled to say. “I want to get to know you, but the whole thing feels so formal and kind of forced.”

      “I can see where it might feel that way,” Ninji sympathized. “Especially when you have enough pressure on your shoulders. Being a king wasn’t in the plan, was it?”

      “None of this was in the plan,” I admitted.

      “I do not believe anyone plans on being king, especially when you are not born into it,” Ninji said. “I also believe that no one is given a power as great as yours without the belief that they can handle it.”

      “What about Hennar?” I asked, my mind turning philosophical. “He doesn’t seem to be handling that level of power very well.”

      “Is that true, though?” Ninji challenged with a taunting smirk. “He may be handling it differently, but he sure has control over his abilities.”

      “I’m working on that part,” I said sheepishly. “To my credit, I haven’t had them nearly as long as he has.”

      “That is true,” Ninji conceded. “Can I ask you another question?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “When looking at your answers, you interpreted grace as something merely physical,” Ninji said. “Is grace only physical?”

      Smartly, I paused before answering the question. I initially went with the first thing that popped into my head. Grace was something smooth and beautiful. It radiated off someone like kindness or confidence. But those weren’t physical traits. They had physical characteristics, but the traits themselves were less tangible.

      There was still one more section of white space. I approached it slowly, putting one foot in front of the other. Like walking a tightrope. My eyes shifted from corner to corner as the pieces fell into place. The blurry image cleared, and I stretched out my hand.

      Once again, the light leapt to my fingertips, ready to fill the space, but I found I couldn’t quite do it.

      “I don’t know how to paint that.” As the words left my lips, I found them to be true. I turned back to Ninji, dumbstruck. “I don’t know how to paint that,” I repeated.

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are so many examples,” I said, blinking rapidly. “I don’t know which to pick. I drew grace in the physical sense because that’s what I could easily represent. The grace you speak of is a feeling. It’s courtesy and goodwill and honoring something. It’s when someone yells at you, and instead of yelling back, you understand the source of their anger isn’t at you. So, you extend them grace and understanding.”

      I held my elbows and curled in on myself. Unwanted memories of my parents flashed in my mind’s eye. I thought about the times we said grace around the dinner table, and the times my mom graced the pictures of my dad’s old Polaroid camera. Unwillingly, I recognized that the word “grace” meant so much more than I could ever depict, even in this unlimited space.

      I looked up at Ninji with tears in my eyes. “I’m sorry, but I can’t answer your question. Or I can, but there are a million answers. I know grace when I see it. And I strive to have it, even though I don’t possess it. Not in the physical way or the other way. I wish I did. It would make me a better person, maybe a better leader.”

      “I think, Lord Anthony, that you will surprise yourself,” Ninji mused. “I once offered the gift of grace to a human when we bonded.”

      “I didn’t think you had another merkin,” I said abruptly. But then I was struck by what she was admitting, “You offered King Garham your gift?” There was a trace of disbelief in my voice. The Dragon King of legends, who created the bond, had been offered Ninji’s gift?

      “I had a bond with the king, though it was not strong,” Ninji recalled. “He rejected my gift of grace.”

      “You can reject a gift?” I blurted out. I wiped the excess tears from my eyes, all the sadness suddenly replaced by shock. “Seriously? King Garham rejected it!?” I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it the idea of the Dragon King rejecting a bonded dragon’s gift.

      “He believed he already possessed grace,” Ninji said, her voice raspy like it was caught in a memory. “He did not need it, he told me. He asked for another gift, but that was the only one I had to offer.”

      Ninji’s neck stiffened, and I could tell the whole conversation was as fresh a wound today as it had been the day it occurred.

      “Needless to say, we would not go on to have a strong bond,” Ninji said with a sad smile that did not reach her eyes. “I bonded with you, Martin, because I believed it was my duty as one of the remaining dragons. However, I do not wish to recreate the failure of my last bond with my last merkin. I warn you that many of us that survived Hennar’s genocide feel similarly. We are as wary of you as you are of us. We want it to work, but fear impedes us.”

      “I can relate to that,” I answered, my voice low and vulnerable.

      “I see that now,” Ninji admitted. “Which is why I think you will do well as our king if you continue down this route. If you do not lose sight of what is right and extend grace when it is required.”

      “I can promise to try my best,” I offered. “I still don’t think I deserve any of this.”

      “That will come with time,” Ninji said reassuringly. “And with help. You will not be able to do it alone.”

      “I need a lot of help,” I said, thinking back to the introduction to court and the chess games and the time management needed for all these new activities.

      “I do not mean help with just the practical things,” Ninji said as if reading my mind. “I mean help with all of it.”

      “I think I understand,” I said with a furrowed brow. “I might need a night to sleep on it, but as I said, I can promise to try.”

      “That is all I can ask for.” Ninji smiled then, that brilliant and welcoming smile. “I do like you, Martin.”

      “I like you too, Ninji,” I replied, a little too enthusiastically. “You’re gorgeous and kind and super insightful.”

      Ninji’s laugh, like dancing glitter, erupted again. “That is high praise, my lord, thank you.”

      “It’s true,” I said assuredly.

      “I believe I will enjoy our future conversations,” the pink dragon said with a twinkle in her eye. “Will you accept my gift of grace?”

      “You know, this whole process is a hell of a lot more formal than when Ffamran and I did it,” I commended offhandedly.

      “Well, we may all be dragons, but we are all different races and come from different clans,” Ninji explained. “Bonding with each of us will be a unique experience. Do you accept my gift of grace?”

      “Oh yeah. Absolutely,” I said, though I was still nervous about the whole thing.

      I didn’t know how this gift was going to change me. I still wanted to be myself, just a better version. I thought the light did that, but I didn’t want to be able to do seven pirouettes in a row suddenly or easily forgive every person that did me wrong. I didn’t think that was healthy or would do well for my mental sanity.

      But I didn’t voice any of this. I decided to stay quiet and trust Ninji. I knew that not all gifts bequeathed to humans by their animal merkins were extravagant. Bailey-Sue’s was as simple as seeing in the dark. Fipmly the goat gave Styu some extra strength so he could work a little easier. Not every gift was going to be a light show erupting from my hands.

      A brief thought about Diana’s unknown gift flitted through my head. Maybe hers was also subtler, something I wouldn’t notice at first, second, or even third glance.

      I shook my head a little and turned my attention back to Ninji. She cocked her head at me. “Where did you go just now?”

      “Thinking about Diana,” I answered without considering the consequences of that much honesty.

      “Huh,” Ninji said skeptically.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, a little annoyed by her nonchalance.

      “Nothing,” Ninji answered, trying to be casual and failing. “We should be heading back to the others, don’t you think?”

      “I want to know what you think of Diana because apparently, you have an opinion,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest and stubbornly held my ground.

      Ninji released a half-hearted sigh. She avoided eye contact with me and paused. I waited, unperturbed by her silence. I wasn’t leaving here until she cracked, and while she might have gifted me with grace, that didn’t mean I was going to relinquish my stubborn ways.

      “She is attractive, I will give you that,” Ninji said with a cautious lilt. “However, I believe there are better women out there for you.”

      “I’m not looking to marry her, you know,” I said, slightly perturbed at her implication.

      “I never said you had to,” Ninji responded. “I am simply saying that there are other women, perhaps a little less conventionally attractive, but with more sincerity and kindness. Those can be wonderful aphrodisiacs.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I narrowed my gaze at her, but Ninji closed her lips and shook her head.

      “You will do what you will,” the dragon relented. “Come now, let us return to the clan.”

      “Fine,” I said with a sharp gaze on her, “but I want to know who or what you’re talking about.”

      “I am sure you will figure it out at some point,” Ninji said as she lowered her face to mine. “I just hope it is not when the opportunity has passed.”

      “Well, that’s not ominous at all,” I replied sarcastically. Then I put my hand to her snout, and we emerged from the white space, back into the Marked Woods, where night had officially fallen.
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      I awoke to the sound of knocking on my door. My eyes peeled open as the knock escalated from a light tap to a quick pounding within an unreasonably short time. Irritated, I flung back the covers, uncaring about my bare chest. I shuffled from the bed to the chamber door where the knocking now sounded as though someone was trying to break down my door.

      “Hey!” I shouted, my voice still hoarse from not being used yet.

      The knocking stopped.

      “Thank you,” I said, lower now. I unlocked the door and opened it just a crack.

      Standing on the other side was my favorite messenger guard. His gangly frame stood erect, his face gaunt and bland. I only ever saw Travis when he was delivering messages, though Diana assured me Travis was a faithful member of the king’s guard and did more than that. Travis never spoke to me, had never uttered a word. I even had to find out his name from Diana because the messenger never answered when I spoke to him.

      I blinked wearily at Travis from through the crack in the door. Despite my tired state, he stood unperturbed, and as per usual, he held a letter. He turned it sideways, so the thinnest part could slip through to me, then thrust it through the door and waited for me to take it.

      “Do you know what time it is?” I asked.

      Travis, predictably, said nothing. He held out the letter, willing me to take it.

      I debated slamming the door shut, just to see what he would do. However, I decided against it and took the message.

      Immediately, Travis spun on his heel and walked briskly down the hall.

      I opened the door a little wider and called out, “Have a nice day!” I didn’t really mean it, and my groggy tone made that clear. Nevertheless, I was satisfied with my minimal efforts.

      I shut my chamber door and leaned against it to examine my letter. It was addressed to me, with one of the most beautiful calligraphies I had ever seen. The capital A’s swooped and were elegant with pointed tips, and the R in my first name curved with even strokes. My inner artist drooled at the sight of it and wished I had that skill with calligraphy.

      I opened the envelope as carefully as I could to preserve the envelope which I intended to frame or stick up on the wall somewhere. Inside was a small, sturdy card from someone I didn’t recognize.

      

      Martin Mark Anthony,

      Your presence is requested on the training grounds this morning to begin preparations for your introduction to court. Please wear clothes you feel comfortable moving in and have no trouble wearing, tearing, and dirtying. Tardiness will not be tolerated.

      Sincerely,

      Madame Alexie Lilysmyth

      

      “Who the hell?” I muttered to an empty room. “Alexie Lilysmyth? Seriously?”

      Now I had encountered some weird names during my time in Insomier. When I found out Rebekah’s name had a K in it, I nearly exploded. But Alexie Lilysmyth, spelled with a Y, had to be the worst of them all. I wondered if the woman behind the name was as pompous as her full title implied.

      I read the letter again, trying to pull out important details and ignore the ridiculous name staring back up at me with shiny black ink. As I read over it once more, I noticed something that made me huff and throw the letter on the floor.

      “Who the hell warns about tardiness and then doesn’t put a time to arrive?” I exclaimed, once again to no one.

      Not for the first time, I seriously was starting to regret agreeing to the whole “introduction to court” process. If it was going to be this nonsensical, I might have to quit before I even got started. Especially when my bed, with its goose feather comforter and plump pillows, called out to me. I sent it a longing glance and stroked one of the four posts longingly. After a minute of mourning the sleep that I knew I wasn’t going to get back any time soon, I proceeded to change into something worthy of wearing, tearing, and dirtying.

      When I made my way down to the pitch, with an apple for breakfast in hand, it was already occupied with a group of people sitting on the ground and chatting. They all looked well-dressed, as if their outfits had never contacted grass or dirt or sweat in the entirety of their existence. Some of their faces were too rosy, and their hair too styled to be entirely prepared for combat training.

      I smirked. Whoever they were, this group was in for a rude awakening. Almost as rude as the one Travis gave me this morning.

      I took a bite of my apple and approached the group, standing a bit away to observe and listen closely.

      There were six of them in total, four young women and two young men. All of them were younger than me by at least five years, some of them more. Most of them were sitting on the ground, talking excitedly. However, one of the girls was sitting in a wheeled chair nearby the group, no one interacting with her.

      I recognized her as Em, King Atlus’s young cousin, though her face was fuller and less pale than when I healed her on the table. Despite sitting on a wheeled chair while everyone sat together, she looked better than when I last saw her.

      Our eyes met, and her head tilted curiously. Then the girl’s face broke into a smile, recognition dawning. She gripped the wheels and maneuvered herself back and closer to me. I could see it was rough going, traveling over the grass in her chair, so I met her halfway.

      “Martin Anthony,” she said in a sing-song voice. “I cannot believe I actually get to meet you.”

      “You’re Emerald,” I said plainly, a little uneasy. She hadn’t been awake the entire time we met, so I wasn’t sure how she knew me. Of course, it was reasonable to assume that someone had told her about me, but this level of recognition was still new to me.

      “Yes.” Em giggled lightly, and then she lowered her voice. “I cannot thank you enough for helping me. Mama and Papa were very worried, but they love to tell the story of how you saved me. Well, they love to tell it to the few people who are allowed to know.”

      “It was nothing,” I half-lied, trying to shrug off the compliment.

      “Maybe for you,” Em said, “but not for them. Or me.”

      “Well, it looks like you’re doing better,” I said, gesturing to her.

      Em shrugged. “As better as I can be. The chair is normally a precaution. I tried to get them to let me come without it, but Mama and Papa insisted. They have been babying me more than usual ever since… but I guess it makes sense from their perspective.”

      “You’re so understanding,” I commented. If I had parents hovering over me like that, I would have been so irritated. My parents had been present and good listeners, but never overbearing or strict.

      “It’s either that or be mad at them,” Emerald said with a small wave. “And I already fought with them to let me be introduced this year, so I can’t quite push it.”

      “You’re being introduced to court too?” I asked, curiosity in my voice. I didn’t know why, but I had thought I would be the only one.

      “All of us are,” Em said as she gestured out to the other people sitting amongst us. “We are this season’s introductions. I am a little older than the average age, but health reasons prevented me from being introduced prior to now. But this is it. This year’s the year.”

      She said these last words quieter, with a soft determination that I admired. Em clearly believed she had something to prove, and I empathized with her heavily. Mainly because I had to do the same thing. While she might have to prove she was healthy enough, I had to prove I was worthy enough.

      A little burst of warmth bloomed in my chest. I recognized, then, that I might have an ally in this whole process and might not have to undergo it alone.

      “So, what are we doing here?” I ventured the question, hoping to get a better sense of how all of this introduction stuff worked.

      “You do not know?” Em asked with another tilt of her head.

      “Nope,” I said, popping the word for dramatic effect. “All I got was a letter telling me not to be late, but then it didn’t have a time on it.”

      “Madame Lilysmyth sometimes forgets important details like that,” Em said with an eye roll. “She just expects people to read her mind or something.”

      “So you know Madame Lilysmyth?” I asked, feeling a little dumb for asking too many questions.

      Nevertheless, Emerald beamed, seemingly eager and more than willing to answer my ignorant questions. “She is an interesting character, but really knowledgeable in the ways and traditions of court. Some people say she is as old as time itself, but you could not tell with how she looks. It is her gift. Her body stays young and healthy, while her mind ages with wisdom and years.”

      “That sounds like a nightmare,” I said absently.

      Em’s gaze suddenly grew hard and sorrowful all at the same time. The swirl of emotions surprised me. She looked almost offended, and that flash of determination came back in full force.

      “What I would not give for a gift like that,” Em said, her words sharp but her voice low.

      I opened my mouth to apologize, to backpedal and correct my mistake. It was obvious why someone like Em, who had dealt with health problems her entire life, would want a gift that could make her healthy and whole. I was an idiot for not being considerate enough to see how my comment could have offended her. I was about to say something, the apology forming on the tip of my tongue when a whistle struck the air like the crack of a whip.

      The seven of us whirled behind us and saw a woman that immediately I knew as Madame Alexie Lilysmyth. She had high cheekbones and the most flawless moon-colored skin I’d ever seen. Her lips were soft but pointed and decorated with a deep crimson paint. A vibrant mess of dark chocolate curls sat atop her head, held together by a paisley scarf. Her clothing matched the scarf, flowing and vibrant. Unlike most of the other women in court, she didn’t wear a corset or even a bra.

      Madame Lilysmyth was quite unlike anything I had yet seen in Insomier. She seemed to be a legend all on to herself, and the worst part of it all was, she knew it.

      The inductees waited with bated breaths as Madame Lilysmyth walked down the path. She circled the group, examining us with a suspicious and hungry eye. It was unnerving, like anticipating an attack.

      “Welcome, inductees!” Madame Lilysmyth said with a small smirk, as if her greeting were more of a challenge than a proper hello. “Over the next six weeks, during the fall season, we will prepare you to make your introductions to court. I have been teaching the new inductees for several years now, and I can tell you, not everyone succeeds. Some young nobles are asked to leave this year and try another year. If you are not performing to the standards of the court, you will be asked to leave without hesitation.”

      Someone in the group gave an audible gulp. Someone else giggled nervously, but the rest of us remained silent. I tried to catch Em’s eye, to commiserate or laugh like a pair of school friends. However, the young noble had both eyes trained on our instructor like a hawk. I widened my own gaze and tried to refocus.

      “There are three stages to the introduction process,” Madame Lilysmyth said. She paced back and forth between the group of us, like a military instructor, with her hands behind her back and a stiff stride. “The Tournament. The Dinner. The Ball.”

      My mouth opened slightly, and my forehead wrinkled. Those three titles sounded so ominous, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about them. Surprising us all, one young woman raised her hand. Madame Lilysmyth pursed her lips together but nodded towards her all the same, giving her permission to speak.

      “Do we have to go through this?” the woman asked in one of the most nasal voices I had ever heard. “We all grew up hearing this. It is not as though we do not know it by heart already.”

      I raised my own hand but didn’t wait for Madame Lilysmyth to give me permission.

      “I’ve never heard this before, so I would greatly appreciate an overview,” I said, not bothering to hide my annoyance at the young girl’s rudeness. “And I greatly appreciate Madame Lilysmyth taking the time to go over it all.”

      “How have you not heard of the introduction to court?” The arrogant young woman asked. “Are you a commoner? Are they letting commoners introduce themselves to court now?”

      “That shouldn’t matter,” I replied. “Why do you doubt her process, anyway?”

      “I was simply trying to save us all some time,” the girl said, literally lifting her nose in the air defiantly.

      “You’ve sure saved us a lot of time, stalling the lesson like you have,” I said, my snark clear in my tone.

      “Sir! Lady!” Madame Lilysmyth snapped. “Kourtnee, thank you for your concern about the structure of my lesson, but I would ask you to leave now.”

      “Leave?” the girl asked, her voice going higher if that was even possible.

      “Yes,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a smile that didn’t reach all the way to her eyes. “I am excusing you from this year’s introduction.”

      “But…” the girl stuttered, each jolt of her voice accompanied by a blink. “But why?”

      “For rudely defying and interrupting the lesson,” Madame said, her devilish smile growing. “I warned you all that I reserve the right to excuse you at any time, and now would be your time. You are excused, Kourtnee.”

      Kourtnee did not move. She sat still and shocked, her mouth hanging open like a guppy fish. We all stared at her, waiting and willing her to move, but Kourtnee didn’t seem to want to listen.

      “Please, Kourtnee,” Madame Lilysmyth urged, “I do not wish to embarrass you further by having the guards escort you out.”

      Kourtnee scrambled to her feet and gathered her skirts, straightening them out. Her mouth never closed, and her eyes never shrunk as she stomped past the group and back towards the center of the court. I could hear her muttering to herself the whole way out. I bit one of my knuckles to keep from laughing.

      “Martin,” Madame Lilysmyth called out with such sharpness, I snapped straight and stared directly at her.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, resorting to the politest setting I could.

      “While I appreciate your defense of me and the class itself, I would ask that you please limit your snark when addressing your fellow inductees,” Madame Lilysmyth warned. “You are privileged to be here and walking on thinner ice than the rest because of your special invitation. I would advise you to remember that.”

      My blood froze as I waited for her to excuse me as suddenly as she had Kourtnee. I had been here for not even five minutes, and I was already ruining any chances of appeasing the court. However, Madame’s focus turned away from me and readdressed the rest of the group.

      “As I was saying,” Madame Lilysmyth continued, “three stages to the introduction. Tournament. Dinner. Ball.” The lady ticked them off on her fingers as she announced them.

      “The Tournament is an example of your fighting skills,” Madame Lilysmyth said. “After you are introduced to court, some of you may choose to go into the king’s guard where these skills will be useful to you. Additionally, it was the desire of King Garham that all of his subjects know how to defend themselves and their kingdom.”

      I nodded subtly in approval. I liked to hear that this was something that King Garham asked of his kingdom. I also appreciated that this was at least one of the three tasks I was going to be halfway decent at, thanks to my training time spent with Diana.

      “The next two weeks will focus on The Dinner,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a tempting raise of her eyebrows. “This is where you will get intimate time with the Council. Some of you will want to work in their departments, and this will give them a chance to get to know you and hopefully widen your job prospects.”

      I had to hold back a groan. If I never saw the Council again, it would be too soon, but I kept the noise in my throat and kept my negative opinions to myself.

      “Finally,” Madame Lilysmyth said with wide eyes that lit up like a kid on Christmas, “there is The Ball. This is the event of the season where all of the nobles turn out, dress up, and dance. This is where you will be formally introduced to the rest of the court.”

      Then our instructor clapped her hands. “But first, I would like you all to introduce yourselves to us. However, I do not wish for your formal titles. I do not need the whole thing. First names will do for now. We will reserve those formalities for later weeks.”

      Madame Lilysmyth placed a hand to her heart and leaned forward generously. “I am Alexie, and I wish you all to call me as such until I tell you otherwise.”

      I made a mental note, but it was going to be difficult to think of such an extravagant woman so casually. Madame Alexie Lilysmyth held out her hand to Em.

      “I am Emerald, but please call me Em.” the King’s cousin announced. She held her head high and took pride in her name as if she was proclaiming her entire title instead of just one section of it.

      Going down the line went very quickly. Eamon was a linebacker sized boy with a thick neck and gruff voice. Kadir had an afro of black curls and glasses that were much too big for his face. Razia had an oval face, and her hair branched into spidery braids. Then there was Maria, the Shirley Temple looking girl I met with Raiyna in the market.

      “Wonderful,” Alexie said. She gestured for all of us to get to our feet.

      I moved forward to join the rest of the group. Em parked her chair and slowly rose to her feet. She shook the entire time she did it, and it was almost painful to watch. Nevertheless, Em hardened her face and held her ground as she stepped up.

      “To start, you will all be dueling me,” Alexie said with a short bow. “Now, who shall be first?”
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      I stood on the edge of the training grounds, eyeing the new group of inductees. I leaned against a column close to the grounds but with enough distance between myself and the group so they couldn’t see me. Normally, Madame Lilysmyth conducted this training without any kind of audience, but I offered her the use of the grounds, so I could observe Martin.

      I almost missed the training this morning. My body was so tired that I didn’t wake with the sun as I had done consistently for years. It was worrisome, thinking that I missed my morning run and nearly skipped this session because of exhaustion.

      I wiped my brow, and a small layer of sweat came away on the back of my hand. I looked down at the bee sting that had refused to heal from when I got stung on Maji’s birthday. It just sat there, like a little mound on my skin. I stretched my hand out in an effort to get the stiff skin to move. I shook it out, trying to ignore the uneasiness that lurched in my stomach every time I remembered the sting was there.

      While standing there, something caught my eye off to the left. There was a weird ripple along another column. Despite how weird the ripple was, I recognized the effect immediately.

      “I did not take you for a fan of sparring, Alona,” I chided. I crossed my arms and waited for my old friend to reveal herself.

      Slowly, the image around the stone dissolved and reformed into the tall form of Alona. The small colorful flutterbird, Harmony, circled through the archways and then landed on Alona’s shoulder. When she fully appeared, the caretaker removed her glasses and wiped them on her shirt. She returned them to her face before speaking.

      “You were always a better spy than you let on,” Alona said without looking at me directly.

      I offered her a shrug in response. “I needed to see how he was doing.”

      “I as well,” Alona admitted, “though he should ace this no problem.”

      “I would hope so,” I said with a scoff, “or all of our training will be a waste.”

      “It cannot have been a complete waste,” Alona said with a quirked eyebrow. “You obviously have spent a lot of time together.”

      I raised an eyebrow and tried to decipher Alona’s odd comment.

      “You spend time with him too.” I tried to brush her words off without giving too much away. Martin had specifically asked that we tell no one about our relations, though if it were up to me, I would shout it from the rooftops that I was sleeping with the most amazing man in the kingdom.

      “Yes,” Alona said the word slowly, “though you see him more often, do you not?”

      “What are you asking me?” I kept my casual stance even though I looked over and met Alona’s eye.

      I blinked a bit and had to clear my vision. I could not believe the moisture clouding my sight. Was I crying? No, I dabbed at my eyes and noticed that drips of sweat had gotten in there. I wiped it away.

      “Am I not being clear enough for you?” Alona challenged.

      “No,” I answered plainly. “That is why I am asking you.”

      “Obviously, it is something touchy,” Alona griped. “I mention one thing, and you start sweating profusely.”

      At the mention of the sweat, I felt the heat all over. The droplets ran down my temples and the center of my back before pooling behind my knees. A sense of discomfort overwhelmed me, and I closed my eyes in an attempt to refocus. The minute I did that, however, I lost my balance. Luckily, I was leaning against the pillar, but I still wobbled some, enough for Alona to come to my aid.

      “Diana,” her voice rang out, louder than it should have been in my ears. “Diana, are you alright?”

      “I need to sit,” I proclaimed, letting my knees bend and bringing me to the ground.

      Alona carried me there, and we sat upon the ground together.

      “You are warm,” Alona said. “We need to get you to the infirmary.”

      “No.” I clutched the front of Alona’s shirt and brought her closer. “We cannot. Take me to my chambers, to the Zoo, anywhere else but the infirmary.”

      “You are ridiculous,” Alona muttered. “They can help you in the infirmary.”

      “Please, Alona,” I begged. “I do not want to deal with the nurses. It is a small illness. I will overcome it soon.”

      “Diana,” Alona said, her voice hard and stern, “we need to check if you are corrupted.”

      “I cannot be,” I whispered, shock coating my throat. “Hennar made the deal with Martin. He said he would not corrupt anyone else until the first snow.”

      “Do you trust that false king?” Alona questioned, already knowing my answer.

      I didn’t bother to respond. We sat together, me leaning against the stone, shivering as Alona crouched by my side. She rubbed both hands over her face. I could hear her mind reeling with options and possibilities. The caretaker looked about the courtyard, seeking inspiration. Finally, she huffed out a breath.

      “I have an idea, but you are going to have to stand with me. Can you do that?” Alona asked.

      I nodded, determined to get my weakened self out of this public setting. I could not bear to have anyone see me like this. My ego was already struggling with Alona being witness to the whole ordeal.

      My friend lifted my arm over her head, tucking her shoulder under my own in order to alleviate most of my own weight. We rose together and shuffled along like a limp horse. I could not recognize at first where we were going as my vision kept weaving in and out. Suddenly, the whole thing shrunk to a black dot and blurred the rest out.

      My limbs went limp and collapsed beneath me. I had the briefest thought to warn Alona, but the words would not come. Robbed of my voice and my movement, I fell into a bright white space.

      The light blinded me, and I blinked several times, allowing my vision to adjust. It was stark and jarring, the sight of this blank room. Yet it was not so much of a room as there did not seem to be edges or walls. While the space did not have dimension, it did have a presence.

      My body did not appear as tired as it had moments ago, so my natural defensive instincts kicked in. I jumped to my feet and lifted my arms with closed fists, knees bent as I prepared for the next attack.

      The figure which I recognized as a slender man in black robes recoiled and held up his hands in surrender.

      “Settle, woman, settle,” he encouraged in a deep voice.

      I did not settle. If anything, I tightened my muscles like a coiled spring. In response, the man lowered his hands and planted a frown on his face.

      “Such defenses are useless here,” the man informed me. “Believe me, you can relax. You should not spend your last moments so tense.”

      The words gave me pause. “What do you mean ‘my last moments?’”

      “She speaks!” the man said as if it was a huge accomplishment. “Don’t you know you’re dying?”

      “Not if I can help it,” I said defiantly.

      “I don’t believe you have a choice,” the man said without a hint of pity or solemness. “You’re corrupted.”

      “I cannot be,” I protested. “Hennar made a bargain. He swore no one else would get infected!”

      “I am not responsible for anyone who was infected before the agreement,” the man said with a simple shrug.

      I stopped then and stared at the man before me. A burst of rage flared in my chest. That quickly translated to my muscles propelling forward and surging for the man who I now knew to be Hennar. I bolted for him and was met with a wall of black.

      The substance held as solid as stone and threw me back into the air. I soared up and away from Hennar, landing firmly on my side. I coughed as the breath knocked out of me. I wheezed and could feel a sharp twang in my chest. Slowly, I sat up and growled at Hennar.

      “I am sorry, really I am,” Hennar admitted, “I never want to make this process any more painful than it needs to be.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I murmured. It was still difficult to catch my breath. It was as if the very air had thinned.

      “I do intend to keep my promise,” Hennar said, changing the subject. “I told Martin that I wouldn’t corrupt anyone else in the meantime. I am sorry that you are a technicality. I think he will be sorry to lose you.”

      “Why am I here?” I asked, the question surprising even myself. “No one has met you but Martin. You have not spoken to any other contaminated people, so why me?”

      “Honestly?” Hennar considered with an exaggerated frown on his face. “I don’t know. I consider it a blessing.”

      “A blessing?” I spat out the word like a curse. “How?”

      “Because I will keep you here until you tell me something useful about Martin,” Hennar said with a wicked grin. “You only have to answer a simple question, and then I will let you die in peace.”

      “You will get nothing from me,” I growled. “You can keep me here as long as you like, but I will tell you nothing about him.”

      “Death does not scare you?” Hennar asked gently.

      I closed my mouth dramatically, signaling to the false king that I would not utter any more words.

      Hennar sighed and waved his hand. A chair appeared beneath him, and he sat as if the simple wooden thing were a throne. He crossed his legs and leaned forward, resting an elbow on his raised knee. Then he placed a chin in his hand and looked at me curiously.

      “I promise it is a simple, single question,” Hennar offered. “I have lots of time.”

      I shook my head, defiant as ever.

      “I don’t mind a one-sided conversation,” Hennar said. “It is not my preference, but I can adjust. Martin is an interesting man, isn’t he?”

      I closed my eyes and focused on my labored breathing. The dizziness returned, so I had to open my eyes and continue looking at Hennar and his annoying smugness.

      “Yes, you agree,” Hennar assessed. “I think you find him very interesting, but for different reasons than I do. Though I can see how you think so, I can appreciate his attractiveness. He is an admirable choice.”

      I tapped into my training, tried to maintain my self-control as he poked and prodded at my feelings for Martin.

      “He must be an unusual one,” Hennar said with an absent air. He took several steps toward me. “Still adjusting to your customs and way of doing things, is he not?”

      However, I didn't quite hear all his words. I was too busy watching his feet as he lazily approached. The nearer he got, the more composure I lost. I did not know how this false king worked and how powerful he was. I could not afford to let him touch me. If he did…

      I shuffled my lame self away from him, but the movement was enough to give Hennar pause. He stopped, then his eyes examined me from head to toe.

      “Are you afraid of me, guard?” Hennar asked like a child asking their parents why the sky is blue.

      “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” I replied, unable to hide the wavering in my voice, but it was not born of fear. I would gladly have stood up and kicked his ass, but with my bruised, possibly broken ribs, and the raw power from that blast, I was admittedly cautious.

      After all, I needed to protect myself, not only for the sake of my injury but because of the effect of my hidden gift. Normally, with how it worked, I had to allow it to manifest, but something told me Hennar was powerful enough to bypass my consent completely.

      Hennar licked his bottom lip and crouched low. He stayed on his feet but examined me like a foreign animal. His head tilted this way and that as his eyes roamed all over my body.

      I felt violated by that look. The way the curiosity lit up his eye sent shivers throughout my body.

      Then Hennar reached out his hand.

      Immediately, I recoiled. I shuffled away, pushing myself further away from him. My face hardened with determination, and my breathing increased tenfold. My heart thumped in my throat as I watched the false king continue holding out his hand, like an abandoned handshake.

      He looked from his hand to me and back again. The curious glare transformed into one of triumph, and I knew that I’d revealed too much. He knew what I could do, or at least knew enough of my weakness to use it against me.

      “Am I not allowed to touch you?” Hennar wondered, though he already knew the answer.

      “I would not advise you to try it,” I warned, trying to sound fiercer than I felt.

      “I see,” Hennar said as he rose to his feet. He approached me, and I tried to scramble away, but my shuffling couldn’t match his steady stride. He was at my front in a matter of seconds. Hennar stood above me, casting a lengthy shadow across my face as he held out one single, taunting finger.

      “Tell me about Martin, and I promise not to touch you,” Hennar threatened. “If you do not answer me honestly or choose not to answer at all, we will see the truth of why you are so afraid.”

      For the first time since entering this space, I met eyes with the false king. His were as black as the robes he wore, with only a hint of gray. He was all angles and joints. Something about him seemed ghastly and unhealthy in his own right, but he had control over his darkness that rivaled only Martin's relationship with the light. There was a reason I hadn’t told Martin about my gift, and it would be the same reason I refused to tell Hennar. The consequences were too dire, too insurmountable.

      After weighing the options, I nodded at Hennar. “You may ask your question.”

      “I think that after knowing this, I may be asking more than one,” Hennar said with a smirk. He wiggled his finger for emphasis. “Something has you very worried, guard, and I would very much like to know why. However, since you are destined to die soon, I will settle for whatever information you can give me about Martin.”

      I clenched my teeth and snarled. “Ask your damn question then.”

      “Do you know where he’s from?” Hennar asked.

      The question was so casual that it caught me off guard. I took a minute to think about it, to analyze the order of his words, trying to find some sort of secret meaning, but I couldn’t.

      During my contemplation, Hennar crossed to my side and sat next to me. A reminder that he was never very far away, always close enough to touch me.

      “Did you hear me?” Hennar checked.

      “Yes,” I answered blankly, “but I am afraid I do not know. He never speaks of his past.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Hennar said. “You must know something of his origins. He is not from court, nor knows anything about the ways of Insomier. It is entirely possible he is from a different continent, but there are too many foreign things about him, yes? You have noticed them too.”

      “When we first met,” I said, reaching into my memory, “he said he was from a different world.”

      “Ah,” Hennar mused. “Go on.”

      “He traveled here from another world that is very different from Insomier,” I recited, like reading from an ancient text. “It has different technologies and beliefs and seems to be much larger than Insomier.”

      “I see,” Hennar said with a nod. “What about his family? Or his past in general?”

      “These are odd tactical questions,” I commented offhandedly.

      “Maybe to you,” Hennar responded, “trained as you were, but the answers to these questions will really help me. So, if you please?” Hennar held out his hand, indicating that I should continue. It was almost as if he was serving me something on the platter when, in reality, I was the one serving him with information.

      “I know he lost his parents,” I recalled, inching farther away from Hennar as I spoke. “He does not seem to have any other family.”

      “Typical,” Hennar muttered.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “None of your concern.” Hennar waved away my question.

      “Anything regarding Martin is my concern,” I said defiantly.

      “So predictably protective,” Hennar said with an eye roll. “I bet Martin hates that.”

      “He does not hate me,” I snapped.

      “Did I say that?” Hennar said, raising his voice. It was the first time he was anything but nonchalant and casual. “You need to listen better, girl. I said I bet Martin hates how protective you are. It goes against the culture of his world. Hard habits to break, those.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, completely confused. This man was as mad as all the rumors claimed.

      As I posed this question, however, something tugged at the center of my core, right below my heart but above my stomach. It was a small white glow that filled me with warmth, like basking in the summer sun. Hennar and I both noticed it at the same time. We witnessed the glow pulse like a heartbeat, then grow tendrils that spread through the rest of my chest and abdomen.

      Hennar, if anything, looked disappointed.

      “It seems you weren’t destined to die yet after all,” Hennar said with a sigh. “Damn dragon.”

      “Dragon?” I said, more to my chest than to Hennar.

      “I guess you do get to live,” Hennar said absently. “Good for you, I guess. Now that I know this, I am too curious not to. I am sorry for this.”

      I barely managed to get the words, “For what?” out of my mouth before Hennar reached for me with a spindly finger. He stroked the tip along the side of my face, from temple to chin, and I roared in pain.

      The touch felt like fire, boiling my skin alive. The path of his finger trailed like a line of dead leaves before a forest fire, igniting and spreading the blaze. My skin shivered and shook. It was as if my face was being peeled away as Hennar ripped through my defenses and feasted freely.

      Even after his finger left my cheek, I felt the ghostly touch of his dark power. It filled my vision with images of desolate lands, dying beasts, and blackness. So much black that it shrank the sun. When my vision returned to the images at hand, Hennar was crouched in front of me, the violent whiteness behind him blurred.

      Hennar put the tip of his finger to his lips. A disgusting sucking noise rang in my ears, ending in a final pop as Hennar finished his tasting.

      “Oh, you are delicious, my dear guard,” Hennar said with a haunting smile. “Until we meet again. Ta-ta!”

      In another flash of white, I fell down through the nonexistent ground. My injured body tumbled and flailed about, with a continuous pounding in my chest and burning on my cheek. I traveled down, down, down until a solid surface collided with my bad. It shoved the air out of my lungs once more, and I heaved.

      Above me was the fierce blue sky of Insomier. Protruding into my line of sight was Alona and seven very colorful dragons, all watching over me.

      “Welcome back, Diana,” Ffamran said. “Want to tell us where you went?”
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      I squeezed my eyes shut and held them there for a solid minute before reopening them again. I took a quick assessment of my injuries. The sweating and shivering had stopped, but my ribs still ached. I reached up to touch my face and could feel nothing unusual. Still, the phantom burning from Hennar’s touch, stealing my power, itched along my face. I flattened my palm and rubbed it along my cheek, hoping to counteract the sensation still ripping through my skin.

      My other hand clutched my side, and I attempted to sit up. Someone helped me from behind, assisting as I rose. I muttered my gratitude and then opened my eyes.

      I was in the center of the hedge maze with the clan of dragons, all seven of them present. Alona was there too, sitting right next to me. She leaned back, with one leg outstretched, looking at the sky with closed eyes. Her lips moved rapidly but silently. On the other end of the enclosure stood Korey, who sat on the edge of the fountain, hunched and not looking at me.

      “How hurt are you?” Johan, the dark green dragon, asked from his spot over by Korey.

      “Bruised or broken ribs, but the fever seems to have gone,” I reported as if assessing a separate patient, not myself. “Is my face, okay?”

      “How do you mean?” the feminine pink dragon, Ninji, wondered.

      “I do not know,” I muttered, feeling stupid for having asked. “Is it red or something? Is there a huge cut along it?”

      “Your face is no more messed up than it usually is,” Alona said sharply. “Since you are no longer dead or dying or corrupted or whatever, you need to tell us what happened.”

      “Alona,” Maximus scolded. “She deserves a minute to recover, clear her initial shock. That way, she can tell us what happened in the most accurate way possible.”

      Alona did not answer. She, instead, exhaled through her nose and shook her head. Her exasperation annoyed me. It was so natural to blame her and direct my immediate anger in her direction. I had been doing it for years, and it was a difficult habit to break.

      “What happened while I was… gone?” I struggled to find the right word because while my body had physically been here, it was obvious to all that my mind was in an entirely different space.

      “We asked you first,” Alona snapped.

      “Alona,” Maximus stepped in again. “Give her time.”

      Alona huffed again and rose to her feet. She crossed her arms and dared to look at me directly. While Alona had always been several inches taller than me, it was unnerving to see her look down on me as I remained sitting on the grass.

      “You collapsed,” Alona started, her face curled into an angry snarl. “I carried you the rest of the way to the maze. The dragons were waiting, as I sent Harmony ahead to warn them. You were practically seizing by the time I got you here. After you smacked me in the face, I had to drop you. Korey saw and came to my aid, thank goodness.”

      As she mentioned it, I examined Alona’s face. Sure enough, a solid sized welt formed between her inner eye and her nose. It would bruise into a nice shiner by morning. A part of me felt bad, but it was a very small part.

      “We checked for corruption,” Korey piped up from the fountain. “You had it, Diana.”

      A solemn silence followed her words as if they were mourning me at my funeral. I knew that silence. It was a final proclamation, one that hardly anyone returned from. Everyone in this area had lost someone to the corruption, so they were no strangers to that silence either.

      “The clan pulled together and were able to heal you,” Korey continued. “At least temporarily.”

      “We were able to keep it at bay,” Ffamran informed me, “but it is gauze on a bloody wound, Diana. Only Martin will be able to cure you fully.”

      “No,” I shouted. My abruptness jolted everyone. “He cannot heal me.”

      “Why not?” Kolo asked. Her light voice calmed me, but only enough to make me lower my volume, not enough to eradicate my nerves.

      “Then he will have to face Hennar again, and he is not ready for that,” I concocted quickly.

      A voice in the back of my mind called out my cowardice. It poked holes into my armor, calling me a traitor. I had revealed secrets to Hennar about Martin to protect myself. If he tried to heal me, he would meet Hennar, and he would surely tell him what I had said, what I had done. I could not have him know I betrayed his trust like that.

      Another voice joined my internal dialog. If Martin knew about my gift, maybe he would understand… but that was impossible. He could not know about that either. No, it was better for him not to know at all. With this decision, I shut down both voices and addressed the group.

      “Martin cannot know that I am corrupted,” I proclaimed.

      “That is ridiculous, Diana,” Alona said with a scoff. “He has to know.”

      “No, he does not,” I said with a grunt and rose to my feet. Though painful, I managed it. I could not ask this of them from the floor. It would not be right or acceptable.

      “You are going to ask us to lie to him?” Alona questioned incredulously. “His clan and his friends? Really?”

      “I am going to ask you to withhold the truth for a little while,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

      “That is the same as lying if you ask me,” Korey commented.

      “What she said.” Alona pointed with her thumb to agree with Korey. “You have got to be crazy.”

      “Look,” I started, realizing now the weight of what I was asking them. “I saw Hennar there, just like Martin says he has. If he goes in to heal me, he is going to encounter him again. He bought us time so he can work with the king at getting better at chess and maybe find the traitor in the kingdom before he has to face him. If he heals me, it will be too soon.”

      “She has a point,” Jin said mildly.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. Despite it being a weak point, thinly veiling my other reasons, it was enough to stand upon. Hopefully, it would be enough to convince them.

      “You cannot be serious,” Alona addressed Jin directly. “Martin has a right to know who is corrupted. Is it not our entire mission to find out which sections of the kingdom are corrupted so he can heal them?”

      “But it is Diana’s body,” Jin countered. “If she wishes to let it rot for the sake of Martin and the kingdom, she has the right to do that.”

      I took umbrage with Jin’s phrasing, but I decided not to comment on it. My need for help outweighed my need to correct her on my assumed martyrdom.

      “I do not like the idea of lying to our king,” Kolo said in her fairy-like voice.

      “King?” Alona and I said at the same time, picking up on Kolo’s verbiage. Alona and I shared an annoyed glance at both of us having spoken at the same time. I barrelled on. “What do you mean, King?”

      “Kolo,” Maximus said, turning his scolding tone onto the small black and orange dragon. “You were asked not to speak of such things in the company of others.”

      “Sorry,” the dragon said, shrinking into herself.

      “Are you telling us that Martin is your king?” Korey said as she rose to her feet. “Martin is the new King of Dragons?”

      The dragons said nothing, which basically was a confirmation of Korey’s suspicion. I weighed this information in my mind and nearly fell over again.

      “There has not been a King of Dragons since King Garham,” Korey continued, spouting history lessons we had all been taught as children. “It was said there would never be another after him.”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures.” Johan shrugged, trying to add some humor to the situation.

      No one laughed.

      “Damn,” Korey sighed. “King Atlus is going to be so angry when he finds out.”

      “You really think he does not already know?” Jin said, exasperated. “It is not as though seven dragons at his command was not already a dead giveaway.”

      “I cannot believe he can bond with all of you,” Korey said in disbelief and a little wonder. “That boy has too much power.”

      I scoffed. “No kidding. The only gift that can heal our kingdom, the ability to bond with all dragons, giving him who knows how many gifts. The whole thing seems unbalanced.”

      “If anyone can handle it, it is Martin,” Alona said defensively.

      “I was not saying that he couldn’t,” I told Alona, sounding eerily similar to Hennar when he told me the same thing.

      “It sounded like you doubted him,” Alona accused. “Just like you seem to doubt he will be able to handle the news of you being corrupted.”

      “Alona,” I said slowly, trying to get her to see eye to eye with me. Though I had never managed before now, so I did not know why I thought this time would be different. “I am doing this for his own protection. Once he is strong enough to fight Hennar, I will tell him. You have my word.”

      “I think you’re an idiot,” Korey said, “but I respect the logic behind your decision. I will not say anything to him.”

      “Thank you, Korey.” I nodded in her direction. She returned the gesture.

      “We will need to discuss this internally, but we will not tell him until we have come to a decision,” Maximus announced.

      Behind me, I felt a huff of hot breath on my neck. I looked up and saw Ffamran hanging his head in what seemed to be defeat.

      “Ffamran?” I reached out gently, but the dragon jerked away from me.

      “He is my Merkin,” Ffamran said sharply. “I will not lie to him.”

      My heart sank. I knew, of course, where he was coming from. I hated myself for having to ask the dragon to lie to his merkin. It was too precious of a thing to sully like this.

      “However…” Ffamran added, and I waited, holding my breath. “I will not bring it up to him either. Unless he asks me directly, I will not say a word about your condition.”

      “You are all mad,” Alona exclaimed.

      “Do you not understand where we are coming from?” I said with more of a beg than I wanted to admit.

      “Yes, I understand, Diana,” Alona replied. “I am not daft.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I said automatically, not thinking about how insulting Alona was not going to help my case. Sometimes, however, she just made it too easy.

      Alona’s face flushed red with frustration, and I knew I had struck a nerve. I hid my smirk behind a closed fist that I put in front of my mouth, appearing contemplative instead of smug.

      “I will not lie to him, Diana,” Alona proclaimed. “I will not.”

      “You do what you must, Alona,” Maximus said with approval. “You do not have to agree with the rest of us. I would only ask that you think about what you are doing. Think of the consequences of telling Martin before he is ready.”

      Alona tightened her grip on her crossed arms and rolled her lips over her teeth. She looked away from me and seemed to grow intensely interested in the ground. Without a word, my old friend crossed away from us and approached one of the maze’s exits. She reached out and grabbed a couple of the vines but did not turn to me as she spoke.

      “Fine, Diana, have it your way.”

      Then Alona left, and I let her without saying anything else. I did not need Alona’s word. She had already given it in that declaration, that much I knew.

      The only sound upon Alona’s departure was a cool breeze, indicating the impending entrance of fall. It danced about and scooped some of the dry leaves on the ground to join in the movement. None of us acknowledged the weather or the leaves. We eyed one another instead, as if willing someone else to break the silence first.

      “Come, Diana,” Korey finally said with an outstretched hand. “We should get your ribs looked at.”

      “I agree, Korey, but first…” Maximus said with a narrow gaze. “What did Hennar say? What did he want from you?”

      I met the red dragon’s sharp glare, and without much hesitation, I decided the truth was a valid option. Since I was asking so much of them, it was natural to give them something in return, something worthwhile.

      “He wanted information about Martin,” I answered. “However, it was not information about his gift or his relationship with Ffamran or what he was planning. He wanted to know about him specifically.”

      “Like what?” Jin scoffed. “Like if his hair color is natural? Or what size slippers he wears?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “He wanted to know about his past. He wanted to know his origins and about his family. Where he was before he came to Insomier.”

      The dragons fell silent and let the breeze wheeze in and out of the conversation once more. I felt intrusive, as though they were having a private moment over my head. For all I knew, they could have been. I did not know the extensive powers of dragons, and frankly, that unknown always made me suspicious of this clan.

      Some of those doubts eased when I first flew with Martin and the dragons. That was a magical experience and required more trust than I originally thought. Still, it was only natural to be intimidated by such large and imposing creatures.

      “Why would he ask such things?” Korey wondered. “Is he trying to know his enemy better? Sometimes that tactic works, but when given the opportunity to speak with one of his closest allies, I am surprised he asked for such personal details.”

      “He wants to see how similar they are,” Ffamran interjected. He swished the tip of his tail nervously back and forth. “He is comparing Martin’s background to his own.”

      “Martin’s origin is different from any I have ever known,” I answered honestly. “Are you implying that there are others like him? Other people who have come to Insomier from another world?”

      “It would be unusual for him to be the only one,” Maximus said cryptically. “Thank you for the information, Diana. I believe Korey is correct, and you should get those ribs tended to.”

      “Hang on,” I said with an outstretched hand. I raised my right arm too high, making my ribs scream in pain. I bent over a bit, and Korey rushed to my side.

      “I am fine,” I assured her. Nevertheless, Korey placed her hands on my shoulder and lower back in a gentle effort to help me upright.

      “Maximus.” I spoke directly to the red dragon, despite the pounding pain in my side. “You cannot simply hint at something like that and then proceed to dismiss me. Does not Martin deserve to know if he is not the only one? That he is not alone?”

      The dragon lowered his head to my level, keeping eye contact with me the entire time. His yellow eyes flashed like freshly polished topazes, and I gathered enough courage not to step back or flinch away.

      “Like you, we have secrets we wish to keep,” Maximus said in a low and intimidating voice. “We hope that you would return the respect we have shown you today and say nothing of them.”
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      The combat training began with each of us sparring against Madame Lilysmyth. Needless to say, it was highly entertaining watching these noble men and women try their hand at hand to hand combat.

      Eamon went the longest simply because of his size. Alexie was a slight, skinny woman who was able to dodge his imposing and brash strikes. However, it took her a bit of time to actually knock him down. She dipped behind him and gave a swift kick to the back of his knee. Not enough to break it or anything, just enough to make it bend involuntarily. Eamon went down into a bow, lowering him to just the right height for Alexie to leap on his back and capture him in a headlock.

      The large boy tapped the ground twice, the signal of defeat. Alexie released him, and they bowed to one another while we clapped on the sidelines.

      Next up was the other young man, Kadir. He kept pushing up his glasses like a nervous habit. The sight of him in the ring facing Alexie worried the lot of us.

      “Do you think he has a chance?” Em asked me in a low, hesitant voice.

      I crouched down next to her chair to better converse quietly with the young noble. “Honestly? No. He’s too scrawny to have done any real muscle building. He might have the speed, though.”

      “You cannot win solely on speed,” Em commented smartly. “At some point, you will have to strike back.”

      “Yep,” I agreed. “My money is on Alexie, easy.”

      “I am not taking that bet,” Em chuckled, “because I completely agree with you.”

      As it turned out, we were both right. Poor Kadir went down in under thirty seconds. He was so nervous that Alexie could have simply pushed him lightly on the shoulder, and he would have relented. To his credit, Kadir let the instructor flip him over her back and pin him fully to the ground before he gave up.

      Em and I shared a knowing glance and smile. Together, we watched Razia hop into the ring and jump up and down with extra energy. Her braids bounced in time with her.

      Alexie wasted no time once Razia entered the ring. After the ceremonial bow, the instructor snapped one arm out, which Razia tactfully dodged but then punched the other one out of nowhere. The young noblewoman practically leaned into the punch and clutched at her side.

      When Alexie struck with her furiously fast fists again, Razia adjusted and managed to dodge both.

      “Good,” Alexie complimented. “Learning as you go is important.”

      Shortly after she praised Razia, the madame had the girl in a heap on the floor. She unleashed a flurry of blows on Razia’s stomach that reduced her to a ball.

      As I watched Alexie, I knew the woman was holding back. She had more strength than she was letting on. While Razia may have been cradling her injured stomach, I knew that was nothing compared to the damage the woman could actually do.

      A familiar need rose in my chest. I wanted to pull Alexie’s real skills out of her. I wanted to give her a challenge and see what she really could do. I wanted to surprise her and prove to her that I was worthy of her time.

      My resolve hardened as I watched Maria step into the ring. Admittedly, a smug grin curled at the corner of my mouth.

      “Oh, I can’t wait to see this,” I muttered to Em.

      “Why?” Em wondered innocently.

      “Just look at her,” I judged. “She is probably going to get one speck of dirt on her pristine outfit and give up right then and there.”

      “You do not know Maria at all, do you?” Em asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I met her once,” I said confidently. “Trust me. This won’t last long.”

      Em gave me a skeptical glance and stayed silent.

      Alexie and Maria bowed, a curtain of curls blocking the young noblewoman’s face for the briefest of seconds. Then, out of nowhere, the blonde released a sharp battle cry and hurled herself towards Alexie. She was the first inductee to attack first. Everyone else had waited for Alexie to begin the fight.

      Maria launched for Alexie, also catching the instructor off guard, and wrapped herself around Alexie’s middle. She pushed the madame back to the edge of the circle, but Alexie caught her footing and halted. All the while, Maria continued screaming, which, after the initial shock, turned quite funny.

      Alexie reigned blows on Maria’s back, trying to get the girl to release her. Maria did no such thing but continued to push and yell. Finally fed up, Alexie bent her knees and hiked one up into Maria’s stomach. The blow interrupted Maria’s screams with something that sounded like a mix between a cough and a hiccup. Maria loosened her grip just enough for Alexie to grab the girl’s arms and throw them off her.

      With a hold on Maria’s wrists, Alexie spun the girl so that her opponent’s arms were crossed in front of her, resembling a dance move more than anything. Then the instructor pulled Maria close to her chest, trapping her before kicking the back of Maria’s knees to force her to kneel. Before Maria could even struggle, Alexie shoved her to the floor face first, still with a solid grip on the girl’s arms. Maria’s elbows dug into her own stomach, and Alexie simply pulled.

      The noblewoman’s hand flopped about helplessly, signaling her defeat, not that Alexie could see it.

      “Do you concede?” Alexie asked with a sharp voice.

      “Yes!” Maria grunted from the ground.

      Before the rest of the word left her lips, Alexie released Maria, who chose to lay there for a moment and catch her breath. Alexie, admittedly, looked a little winded herself. She wiped her brow and offered Maria a hand.

      “I got it, thank you,” Maria grunted.

      The girl got to her feet, and she looked a positive mess. Her hair stuck up in all directions, curls flattened. Her fresh dress was coated in grass stains, and a patch of mud clung to her neck.

      With an admirable level of elegance, Maria straightened her dress, brushed a stray strand out of her hair, and walked back to her place in line.

      “Well done, Maria,” Alexie congratulated. “That was an excellent effort. A surprise attack is always a viable option.”

      I stood gobsmacked by the sheer tenacity of the girl I once thought prissy.

      “That will teach me to judge a book by its cover,” I murmured mainly to myself, but Em overheard me.

      “Maria has never been what she appears,” Em commented. “It’s a spectacular talent of hers to surprise and go against the grain.”

      “Em,” Alexie interrupted. “You are next.”

      When Alexie called out the king’s cousin, the air stilled. Thick tension stalled the wind and sucked the breath from our lungs. The reason for the discomfort was obvious. None of us actually thought Alexie would challenge Em because of her condition. She arrived at training in a wheelchair, for Pete’s sake. It didn’t seem remotely fair.

      I opened my mouth to say something, to protest the injustice of this, but Em placed a gentle hand on mine. The gesture quieted me.

      Em rose to her feet, shaky and unstable. I tensed my arms, ready to catch her if she fell. But Em kept strong and wobbled her way to the ring. The silence followed in her wake, no one quite knowing what to say or do about the undoubtedly uncomfortable situation that was about to take place.

      Alexie and Emerald faced one another. “You know, Emerald, that it would be unfair for me to treat you differently than anyone else.”

      “I understand,” Em said with a stiff jaw and high head.

      I furrowed my brow and fought back against the urge to reply in anger. Alexie’s logic made no sense. It was like asking a fish to climb a tree. It made sense given that type of test to a monkey or a squirrel, but a fish couldn't be judged on the same level as those animals in the same test. Surely accommodations could be made. Had they never had a noble living with a disability be introduced to court before? Whatever Alexie might have thought, she was wrong. It would be unfair for her to test Em as she would everyone else.

      I clenched my fists and my throat, holding back my arguments. A new determination spurred through me. I would fight for both myself and Em, giving Alexie the force of two opponents.

      The two women bowed to one another, but it took Em a little long to stand upright again. There was the briefest of pauses before Alexie reeled back her arm, preparing a blow to Em’s shoulder.

      Out of nowhere, Alexie slapped her own neck with a cry of pain. The next moment, she released another cry and fell to one knee. Her palm remained over the side of her neck, like covering a bleeding wound, except there was no blood to be found.

      The group of observers surged forward, intrigued and horrified by the events unfolding before us. Em stood still and stoic over Alexie as she knelt before her, like a queen and her cowering subjects.

      Finally, Alexie looked up at Em and offered her a disappointed smile. “Clever, Em, but unfortunately against the rules of this stage of the introduction process.”

      Alexie stood, now her own legs shaky. She lifted her hand from her neck, revealing the source of her pain. A red welt swelled on her skin, peaking like a small volcano. At the center of the mark was a black stinger, no bigger than a needlepoint. I recognized the wound as a bee sting. I couldn’t help but chuckle at Em’s cleverness.

      “Merkins are not allowed in the tournament,” Alexie announced. “And the use of gifts is prohibited. This is supposed to be strictly skill-based. As I did not preface this at the beginning of the training, I will let this one slide. I also have to compliment you on using your resources to your advantage, which shows a tactical mind.”

      Em nodded her gratitude but didn’t say anything.

      “I concede,” Alexie said with a sigh.

      The two bowed at each other, and Em made her way back to her chair. There was a small smattering of applause as she sat down.

      While clapping, I eyed Alexie. The woman’s ego was clearly wounded, but she barely let it show as she plucked the stinger from her neck and hiked up her skirt to examine the additional sting on the back of her leg.

      “I don’t care what she says,” I told Em, “that was damn clever and well done.”

      “Thanks,” Em said blandly. “It was a one time trick since I knew we weren’t going to be able to use Merkins. I will have to figure out something else on tournament day.”

      “You could concede, you know,” I offered gently, “before anything actually happens.”

      “And embarrass myself further in front of the whole court?” Em said with a stern expression. “Absolutely not. I will figure something out. I refuse to take their pity.”

      “Look, Em,” I said. “Your cousin’s the king. Don’t you think he would make an exception just this once for you?”

      “Like he made for you?” Em snapped. The girl I joshed with a couple of minutes ago was gone. Facing me now was a stern and hurt young woman with a burden I couldn’t begin to understand. I realized that I had offended her, and she was retaliating in anger.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly.

      “You may have saved my life, Martin, but you do not know me,” Emerald whispered so low, it bordered on threatening.

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “I don’t know you, and I shouldn’t have presumed anything. I’m sorry.”

      “Martin!” Alexie called out. “Your turn.”

      The madame seemed to have recovered from her latest attack. I approached the circle, intending to make it so she would need more than a few minutes to recover from me.

      Despite my current anger at Alexie, I bowed respectfully. I widened my stance and readied myself.

      Alexie came at me with a closed fist. I parried the attack, letting her fist side right past my head so that her elbow was right above my shoulder. As I put one hand on her outstretched forearm, I reached around with the other and grabbed her concealed hand, the one closest to her chest. With a flat palm, I pushed her arm away from me, causing her to turn.

      Predictably, Alexie came at me with her left hand, but I dodged that punch by keeping a grip on her wrist and redirecting the punch downward. I slammed my free hand down on her neck and lifted her arm back behind her, forcing her to bend forward.

      She grunted at the pressure I put on her arm as it twisted behind her back. She kicked at my shin and threw me off balance. I lost my grip on her arm, and she quickly slipped out of my grasp.

      Now facing each other on opposite sides of the circle than we started, Alexie and I stared at each other with matching smiles. She knew now that I was a formidable opponent. I saw the shift, witnessed it in her eyes as she decided to kick it up a notch.

      The instructor lunged for me with a straight arm aimed for my throat. She was trying to go for a choke and grapple me from behind. I quickly grabbed her forearm as it lunged across my collarbone. With the heel of my hand, I knocked her elbow up while rotating my body away from her, allowing me to wiggle under her arm and avoided the chokehold all together.

      We spun to face one another. She attacked again with a one-two punch. I blocked with my forearms and then crouched my head low to avoid the second.

      I managed to duck it completely as she swung over my head. I took the opportunity to strike her twice in the stomach, causing her to stumble back. She caught her balance and aimed a kick at my side, which I managed to push away.

      We continued on like this for some time. Raining blows on one another while blocking other attempts to get a hit in. It wasn’t anything fancy. Both of us stuck to basic moves and training. Despite being equally matched, the biggest enemy right now was exhaustion. My stamina was waning, yet Alexie didn’t seem to notice. She looked like she could have kept going for another couple of hours. I had to do something fast and hard to have a chance of winning this match.

      Alexie aimed a spin kick at my head, which I avoided with a duck. Too late, I noticed her other foot coming straight for me, and it collided with my temple. Stars bloomed in my eyes, and I toppled near the edge of the circle. However, instead of falling over, I righted myself with a grace I didn’t know I had.

      With a flourish, I spun in a circle, lowering myself to the ground as I did so. I continued turning, tapping into that newfound grace and balance. I stuck out my leg and swept Alexie’s legs out from underneath her. She collapsed to the ground on her back.

      Quickly, I stood and dashed to stand over her. I stepped on top of her chest with one foot and held my fists in the air instead of pummeling her into the dirt.

      “Do you concede?” I asked with a shout.

      Alexie nodded from her place on the ground, and I released her by stepping back and gathering my breath.

      A ruckus sounded from the other inductees. They cheered and whooped, with Maria even whistling like a train. They rushed the circle, and everyone started talking at once.

      “That was amazing!”

      “I cannot believe how long that lasted.”

      “How did you learn all of that?”

      “That last move was so beautiful!”

      I ignored their comments and offered Alexie a hand up. She took it, and together, we helped her get back to her feet.

      “They are right, Martin,” Alexie said with no distinguishable expression. “You did very well. I would advise the rest of you to continue to practice if you wish to beat this one in the tournament. We will continue training every morning for the next two weeks. Then you will compete against one another, showing off what you have learned. For today, you are dismissed.”

      Alexie gave me a bow which I returned and then made her way off the training grounds without another word. The other nobles continued talking to me, and I did my best to socialize with them, but other thoughts kept creeping into my mind.

      Something about Alexie’s whole demeanor changed the moment I had beaten her. I wondered how many inductees had managed to do that. It seemed childish to have her ego so bruised by one defeat. There had to be something larger going on, something else that bothered her.

      I really didn’t have time to ponder Madame Lilysmyth since Eamon, Razia, and Kadir continued to praise and compliment me. I thanked them, and after another round of handshakes and backslapping, they wandered back to the court. Maria and Em lingered, talking to one another. I wandered to them and joined the conversation.

      “I will have to bring you up a new bouquet of lilies,” Maria offered to Em. “They will brighten your room most definitely.”

      “I would like that,” Em said with a smile. “That room feels like its own greenhouse sometimes, with how many flowers you give me.”

      “I figure your bees like it,” Maria suggested brightly. “And, well, I know you do not get out much so I figure the least I can do it bring nature to you,”

      “You work with flowers?” I asked, intrigued.

      “Maria works in the greenhouses,” Em jumped in, clearly bragging on her friend. “She is the best gardener in the whole court.”

      “Stop it, Em,” Maria said, blushing.

      “I didn’t know there were greenhouses here,” I admitted sheepishly.

      “You should visit them,” Em suggested. She slapped her chair excitedly. “They are wonderful! I mean, I wouldn’t know because I have never been. Mama is worried about my disposition.”

      “I keep trying to get my mother to tell her that nature is good for your disposition,” Maria chimed in.

      “Your mother is the only reason I am allowed to have flowers in my room at all,” Em said. “It used to be so bland up there, and now, I have my own kind of plant menagerie.”

      I found myself laughing with them in all their innocent enthusiasm. Em seemed to move on from our small spat before, and I was grateful. I resolved to be more courteous when it came to both of them. After all, here was Maria, defying all my first impressions with her delighted talks about flowers.

      “Oh dear,” Em sighed, looking over our shoulders and interrupting the joy. “Here comes Alfred, sent to retrieve me. Back to my prison, I go.” Her tone was jovial and joking, but the sentiment didn’t quite reach her eyes, and sadness welled in my stomach.

      “We will see you tomorrow, Em.” Maria leaned down to give the girl a kiss on both cheeks. I offered a weak wave that Em returned before wheeling off.

      Maria and I stood awkwardly for a moment, both staring at anything other than each other. Apparently, we both had enough of the silence because we started talking at the same time.

      “You do not have to--”

      “If that offer is real… oh, I’m sorry, you go,” I said, holding out my hands for her to continue.

      “I apologize,” Maria said, returning to the prim state. “I was only going to say that you do not need to feel obligated to come to the greenhouses. Most people find them rather boring. And hot, because of the temperatures we have to keep the plants at.”

      “I was actually going to ask if I could come to the greenhouses,” I replied with a nervous chuckle. “I think they sound really interesting, actually.”

      “You do?” Maria looked at me with wide, incredulous eyes.

      “Yes,” I answered. “I don’t know that much about the court overall, and I’m excited to learn whatever I can.”

      “Wonderful,” Maria said with a sigh of relief. “I would be happy to give you a tour. How about next week? We are going to be planting a new plot of erindites. They tend to smell a little weird the first two days when they are growing their roots, but it should be fine next week.”

      “I trust your judgment,” I said with my hands in a surrender position. “Next week, it is.”

      Maria clapped her hands and squealed a little. “You are going to love it, I think. Or at least have a fond appreciation for it.”

      “I hope so,” I said, amused by Maria’s geeky demeanor.

      She gathered her skirts and bid me goodbye. I waved after her, too, and she proceeded to skip down the path. Now alone on the training ground, I marveled over the morning and thought about how working with these young nobles over the next couple of weeks was going to be an adventure in and of itself.
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      The next week went by like a blur, and before I knew it, I was walking into the greenhouses of the castle. It felt like I was stepping into another world. Instantly the humidity struck me with a violent blast. It was misty and sticky, plopping me right in the center of the Amazon jungle or something damn close to it. Large leaves dipped low from above, and wild, colorful plants bloomed all around. Admittedly, it was gorgeous. A work of art. It reminded me of the jungle section of the Zoo where large pythons and exotic birds live.

      It was also my least favorite part of the Zoo because of the temperature alone. My whole body was soaked in sweat within several minutes of being there. The greenhouses were no different. I clutched my arms closer to myself, to hide the growing pit stains.

      Oddly enough, it was kind of dark in the greenhouse with all the massive leaves. The sun broke through in violent streaks, like a laser beam. I maneuvered my way through, down a path strewn with small pebbles. I pushed leaf after leaf out of my way until I approached a clearing.

      Rows of potted plants lined the center of the greenhouse, like lines at an amusement park. It was an eclectic rainbow in here, and a horde of smells penetrated my nose. I squeezed my eyes shut at the power of it, though that didn’t do anything to detract from the smell. I was fiercely reminded of a candle shop or one of the perfume sections at a department store.

      “Maria?” I ventured a guess into the apparently empty greenhouse. The sticky air seemed to suck the voice right out of my throat, and I swallowed.

      Suddenly, a poof of blonde curls popped up from the ground. Maria wore an industrial apron, something made of sturdy leather, that had all kinds of colors and soils splattered upon it like a Jackson Pollock painting. She wore some of the largest galoshes I’d ever seen and a pair of goggles that made her eyes twice the size.

      “Ah!” I yelped when she appeared, looking like a large bug.

      “Martin!” Maria said, unphased by my shocked response. She shared a huge grin, wide as a crocodile. “You came!”

      She removed her goggles and snapped them above her forehead. This did nothing to help her overall look. If anything, it worsened the ensemble because her pale skin had grown red, and there was a thick red rim around her eyes where the goggles had once been. Maria was flushed but beaming.

      For lack of a better phrase, Maria was in her element.

      While the noblewoman might have been more put together and stereotypically beautiful with her pristine curls and powdered face, the messy outfit suited it. She wore the dirt with pride, and my admiration for her grew. Even though she also smelled like fertilizer. And not the manufactured kind. She smelled like the raw, medieval, straight-from-the-farm compost.

      “It is so good to see you,” Maria said as she sloshed closer to me. Her boots made a squelching noise as she approached, and it took everything in me not to laugh as she waddled over. “When you told me you had never seen the greenhouses, I knew I just had to give you a tour.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt you, though,” I said.

      “Oh goodness, no,” Maria said with the wave of a gloved hand. “I invited you, remember? It will be nice to show someone around. Plus, I could use a break from potting these risalises. They are delicate and temperamental. You have to be so careful with them, or their buds will just fall apart in your hands and boom!” Maria clapped her hands together, though the sound was muffled from her thick gloves. “They just collapse. But they are so beautiful and make the sweetest tea.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle just a little. When I first met Maria, she appeared so composed and delicate. Yet, here she was, talking a thousand miles a minute about plants I couldn’t even recognize. She was dirty as a pig in a mud pit but couldn’t be happier.

      “Did I say something funny?” Maria asked with innocent eyes.

      “No,” I replied. “You amuse me.”

      “Oh,” Maria said, her voice soft and ashamed. She clasped her hands in front of her and shrugged her shoulders forward. Her gaze drifted to the dirt floor. “I apologize. Sometimes I get too overly excited about the plants, and I recognize that not everyone is as enthusiastic about it as I am. Or as interested.”

      “You misunderstand me,” I said. I bent down a little, so I could catch her eye. “You amuse me because you remind me of me.”

      “I do?” Maria wondered as she looked up.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “I mean, not about plants but about art. When I paint and talk about artists I like or the latest piece I’m working on, I sound just like you.”

      “Really?” Maria’s eyes brightened beautifully, that glow returning so full of eagerness.

      “Are you kidding me?” I said with a laugh. “I could go on for hours about art, especially my own art, as selfish as that sounds. It’s really cool to see that you’re so passionate about this.”

      “It is my favorite thing in the whole world,” Maria said with a content sigh. Her eyes traveled all about the greenhouse in a wide, sweeping arc. “It is home for me. I lose myself in here.”

      “I know that feeling,” I said with a grin of my own.

      The way Maria’s eyes lit up made her whole face seem to glow, and for the first time, I really got a good look at the woman behind the face.

      Her enthusiasm and love for her work, it spoke to me on a deeper level than looks. Though I wouldn’t deny that her blonde curls and doe-eyed look weren’t also drawing me into her. My eyes flickered down to her rosy lips, plump and glistening.

      “Martin?” Her voice was soft and quiet as if she also sensed the tension that was building between us and didn’t want to break it.

      I took a deep breath and stepped towards Maria, seeing how she raked her eyes up and down my body. And I knew I did not imagine the flash of lust and desire in her baby blue eyes.

      “Martin.” She spoke my name again, breathless.

      “Yes?” I asked, keeping my voice low to match hers, the huskiness filling the space between us like the humid air of the greenhouse.

      She breathed in deep and closed her eyes for a second before flashing them open and stepping up until her body was nearly pressed up against mine.

      “Kiss me.” And she didn’t need to say anything else.

      I captured her lips in mine in a bruising kiss, the desire flowing between us as her hands wrapped around my waist, slowly climbing up until her fingers carded through my hair.

      As I trailed the kisses down her neck, her short, breathless gasps were like music to my ears, “Martin. Oh!”

      I had never made love in a greenhouse before, but I couldn’t find myself to care about how it would work as I shoved Maria up against one of the walls. With one hand, I pulled the goggles the rest of the way off her head, and with the other, I fumbled with the ties for her apron. Even as my feverish work began, so too did Maria go straight for my belt and pants with the same abandon.

      By the time we had stripped each other bare, the dirt and grime and sweat that clung to Maria and her workclothes stained my skin as well, and I loved it. In my eyes, that was the real woman, not the golden-locked baby-doll put on display for the nobility. The hard-working gardener who tended to her plants, got her hands dirty as she nutured life, that was what drove me wild. When she managed to yank my pants down, I was fully erect, throbbing to get inside of her.

      But I had to pause to look over her beauty. Unlike Rebekah or Diana, Maria was petite, slender, and if I hadn’t seen this harder working side of her, I’d have been surprised if you told me that she’d ever worked a day in her life. Still, that almost porcelain flawlessness served as a perfect contrast to the heat on her cheeks and the dirt under her fingernails. Though her figure was slender, the swell of her small breasts still caught my eye, perfect handfuls if I were any judge, and she seemed unbashed by her nakedness, no shame at all, as if this were simply nature’s course. From how moist her clean-shaven mound was, she was more than just unashamed. Maria wanted this, and she wanted it bad.

      Our eyes met as I traveled up her gorgeous body, and her half-lidded gaze communicated all I needed to know. There would be no words when we made love, there was no need. She only crooked a beckoning finger toward me, and I took her then and there. I swept in and caught her up, one hand supporting the small of her back while the other lifted her up by the curve of her ass. With two swift steps, I carried us both back to the greenhouse wall hard enough to elicit a soft yelp from her, but any worry that I had hurt Maria was gone when she nipped at my ear in the throes of lust.

      With out waiting a second, I plunged deep inside the girl, her moist lips practically inviting my dick in. A moan rippled through Maria’s body as she pulled at my ear with her teeth and let go, the ache a loving reminder of her closeness. Gone was the prim and proper noblewoman, as she responded to the fierce rhythm of my pumping with fierce kisses, nails dragging across my back, and a furious bucking that rattled the walls. Our hard ride was so hot and heavy that we knocked a few empty planting pots off the nearest shelf, not that either of us cared to investigate the sound of shattering pottery.

      No, we were entirely focused on each other, the heat and sweat and friction building. When Maria began to tighten around my dick, when her moans and screams hit a primal pitch, I just redoubled my efforts, my heavy rhythm turning into a furious pounding as I slipped my hand from the small of her back to clutch those perfectly small breasts.

      There were no sweet nothings, no eloquent protestations of love when Maria orgasmed. She simply let out a scream of pleasure, of triumph, a wild thing uncaged, and I matched it with a roar of my own as I unloaded inside of her.

      Panting, sweating, and spent, I slowly let Maria down as we kissed one more time, a sweet bit of aftercare after the furious fucking we had just completed. The air was filled with the scent of our lovemaking and the numerous plants surrounding us as we slowly redressed. Luckily, or perhaps quite purposefully, Maria grew the same sanitizing plants that Rebekah had shown me on my first day in Insomier, so we ended our session clean and pine fresh.

      “They talk to me, you know,” Maria offered this information cautiously like she was sharing a secret as she smoothed out her dress. “The plants speak to me somehow. I know exactly what they need when, and it is so nice to be able to help them bloom properly or heal damaged parts of them.”

      “Is that your gift?” I asked.

      Maria nodded vigorously. “I have been talking to plants since I was a child.”

      The noblewoman whistled. It was something light and airy, the beginning of a melody. In response, a bird flitted through an open panel at the top of the greenhouse. Other winged creatures flew in and out of there, like a couple of bees and another bird. But this one flew directly to Maria and landed on her outstretched finger. It was a petite creature with small wings and a large belly. It had an abnormally hooked beak, like a hummingbird but with more curve. The bottom half was a tannish color, whereas the top half blazed with a brilliant red. There was a smidge of blue on the top of his head, like a crown, but it was an elegant creature.

      He responded to Maria’s whistle with a high-pitched chirp. “Klarisul at your service, sir.”

      “It is a pleasure, Klarisul,” I replied with a small, respective bob of my head. “I am Martin.”

      “Oh yes,” Klarisul said as he ruffled his feathers excitedly. “Maria told me you were coming to visit. Welcome to Greenhouse One.”

      “Thank you for having me,” I said, still keeping with decorum. “Klarisul, if it is not too rude of me, what type of bird are you? I don’t recognize your species offhand.”

      “I am a sunbird.” Klarisul puffed his chest out, taking pride and ownership of his kind. “I help pollinate most of the flowers in this greenhouse as well as some of the others.”

      “Oh, like bees or hummingbirds?” I related.

      “Yes,” Klarisul said with a tiny eye roll. “However, I am the best pollinator among them.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” I complimented, stroking his ego just enough.

      The bird seemed to appreciate it. He shuffled a bit so he could stand just a little straighter, though the gesture couldn’t have made him more than seven inches tall. I tried not to laugh, for fear that he would mistake my reaction as an insult and not in admiration of his cuteness.

      “I like him, Maria,” Klarisul announced. “You should bring him around more often.”

      “Well, if he is not too put-off by the work and the smell, he is welcome back anytime,” Maria said to Klarisul, but with a side glance in my direction.

      I couldn’t help but grin at Maria’s innocent and apparent enthusiasm at having someone to share her pride and joy with.

      “I believe Maria offered me a tour,” I reminded the pair. “Would you like to lead the way, Klarisul?”

      “Absolutely,” the bird said, delighted at the prospect. He opened his wings and flitted up above our heads. “I suggest we start down by the wedus at the back of the greenhouse. This is the perfect season for them.”

      The sunbird led the way, and Maria and I had no choice but to follow. It was a rather informative tour that I am embarrassed to say that I retained little to none of the incoming information. Klarisul and Maria were clearly very knowledgeable about the plants within the three greenhouses. However, a majority of the greenery had foreign names and barely looked like any other plants I had ever seen before.

      In Greenhouse Two, there were some typical flowers I could name like roses, daisies, and even some lavender. Tulips, peonies, and carnations were also there. But alongside that recognizable flora, there were at least another dozen species I didn’t know. Not that I had ever been an experienced botanist, but when Maria pronounced some of their names, I thought she was speaking a foreign language.

      “And these are the yulkius,” she said, pointing to a stand of cranberry-colored reeds.

      “This is the jimbur, which will only bloom at the full moon,” she said of a spirally white bud whose petals looked like puzzle pieces.

      “Quiera is one of my favorites,” Maria said as we approached a small patch of ground with a smattering of pink flowers no larger than a pinky nail.

      It was a simple setup in the greenhouses. Greenhouse One housed all the tropical plants that needed extra heat and water. Greenhouse Two contained the flowers, mostly used for decoration throughout the kingdom. Greenhouse Three was filled with more vegetables than I knew what to do with.

      “The kitchen staff has access to this greenhouse,” Maria explained. “However, the agricultural staff are the only ones allowed into the other two. And guests, of course.”

      “It worked out nicely that your mom is the Minister of Forestry and Agriculture,” I commented as I stuck my nose into a pale yellow flower that smelled faintly of lemon meringue pie.

      “Yeah,” Maria breathed the word. The subtext practically flashed across her forehead.

      “Did it not work out nicely?” I wondered, standing straight and looking at my new friend.

      “It is fine,” Maria said with a flat voice. “I really do enjoy what I do, but I hate that there is this dual expectation.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I crossed my arms and leaned against one of the lower tables. There wasn’t much space to lean, what with how crowded they were, but I squeezed what I could out of the available surface.

      “Most gardeners do not have to make appearances at court,” Maria said with a halfhearted shrug. “There is a certain level of professionalism we have to maintain. If I had it my way, I would walk around everywhere looking like this.”

      She stretched out her arms and gestured down to her patchy and dirty ensemble. Maria pulled at her apron and stomped her feet, so the galoshes were extra squeaky.

      “It is so much more comfortable for me,” Maria admitted. “I would much rather be serving the dinners and designing the decor with assorted flowers than sitting at it. Let me work! I am really good at it, probably the best there is if I do say so myself.”

      “Again, I don’t doubt that for a second,” I said truthfully. “You are certainly one of the most passionate.”

      “Because I actually care about the plants,” Maria informed me, “but that is part of the problem. At least that is what my mom says. She says I care more about plants than I do people.”

      “So?” I asked, not quite understanding the problem. “I mean, yes, I fundamentally get what she is saying. You should interact with people because complete solitude is not healthy, but there is nothing wrong with taking time to yourself, cultivating something you enjoy. Some of us need that time alone in order to associate with other people.”

      “Exactly!” Maria agreed. “That is precisely how I feel. Sometimes I simply do not have the energy to be with other people all day. It is exhausting for me.”

      “Where I come from, we call that being an introvert,” I explained. “It is completely natural.”

      “Tell that to my mother,” Maria said with a defeated tone.

      “I don’t think so,” I scoffed. “I don’t need the Council disliking me more than they already do.”

      Maria pursed her lips to keep from smiling. I sensed she wanted to say something but didn’t have the courage to voice it aloud.

      “What is that face?” I prodded, my curiosity piqued.

      “I am not making a face,” Maria said as she tried and failed to flatten her expression.

      “Yeah, no,” I said, shaking a finger at her. I pushed myself off the table and stood next to Maria. “That’s not nothing. What were you thinking just now?”

      “My mother is a councilwoman, and sometimes she brings her work home with her,” Maria teased. “Let’s just say that I have heard a rumor or two about the young man stirring up trouble.”

      “I’m not stirring up anything,” I protested.

      Maria held up her hands in surrender. “I didn’t say that. I just happened to hear about it. More than once.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said, not really having a response to that. “I’m trying to fix that, okay? That’s the whole reason I’m doing this introduction to court thing. To get in their good graces.”

      “Oh, I would have thought it was because Diana and Rebekah put you up to it,” Maria said.

      “Diana and Rebekah?” I blinked at Maria, completely dumbstruck. “I would have thought they would be against the whole process. It doesn’t seem like them at all.”

      “That is not how it was when we were younger.” Maria chuckled. “Diana especially wanted so badly to be introduced to court. Alona and Rebekah, on the other hand, could not care less.”

      “That seems backward to me now,” I commented.

      “Right?” Maria agreed. “They have changed so much, but I think Diana would still like to be introduced to society if she could.”

      “Wait.” I paused, processing her words. “Diana wasn’t introduced to society?”

      “She was not allowed,” Maria said. “She was common-born.”

      “Hang on.” I waved my hands out in front of me like I was trying to swat a fly. “I thought Diana and Alona came to live at court when their town was destroyed.”

      “They did,” Maria said slowly, trying to get me to follow along. She pulled up a simple wooden stool from beneath a table and offered it to me, so I took it. She proceeded to pull out another for herself, but she took a long time to sit down.

      Maria didn’t look at me right away. She stared at her hands, which wrung together uncomfortably like she was twisting a wet rag, trying to rid it of all the moisture.

      “Neither Alona nor Diana were allowed to be introduced to court,” Maria started. “Yes, they lived within the court, but they essentially were adopted and thus did not meet the standards to be properly introduced. Neither was noble-born, no matter where they were housed. Only nobles were ever introduced into society. Except for now. You are the first one.”

      I gaped at that unexpected information. It was hard to believe that Alona and Diana had been rejected in their youth from the court that supposedly had given them a home. After accepting the girls into their society, they still didn’t have the decency to treat them with the same respect and give them the same privilege as the other children.

      “Then how did they get jobs in the court?” I asked. “As I understand it, certain jobs are reserved for nobility. If Alona and Diana didn’t meet that requirement, then how can they work where they do?”

      “Rebekah and Nadine made exceptions,” Maria told me. “They fought tooth and nail for it too because most of the Council wanted to send them outside the city once they had come of age, but those women saw the potential of the girls.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” I said.

      “And for King Pollet,” Maria added. “Ultimately, he was the one who agreed to the exceptions. However, the girls had to agree never to speak of their heritage to anyone. While everyone knew of their heritage, it became a buried secret within the court.”

      I rubbed my hands up and down my face, irritation making me jittery. “What is it with this court and being so obsessed with blood and lineage?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” I said as I slid my hands down my face, “it’s just such an outdated concept. Who the hell cares where you come from or who your parents are? Oh my God, is that why everyone has to introduce themselves as the son or daughter of so and so? Is it to identify everyone’s heritage?”

      I stared incredulously at Maria, as if I just solved the world’s greatest mystery. I knew it wasn’t that big of a discovery, but it still felt vital and important to better understand the traditions of Insomier.

      “It was not always that way, as I understand it,” Maria recalled. Her gaze shifted up and to the side like she was diving into the recesses of her brain to pull out the information. “King Garham started requiring everyone to do it.”

      “King Garham?” I double-checked.

      “Yes,” Maria confirmed.

      It was the first time I had ever heard the late king do something I disagreed with. It was my understanding that he had been a fair and benevolent ruler. I always thought that somewhere along the way, his family had screwed up the system and created the divide between nobles and commoners. But according to Maria, who I had no reason to doubt, that wasn’t the case.

      It seemed so out of character for King Garham to enact a divisive policy. Why did he need to know where everyone came from? What was the purpose of that?

      “Martin?” Maria waved a hand in front of my face.

      I jolted out of my reverie. “Yeah, sorry.”

      “It is alright.” Maria chuckled, “I wanted to ensure you were still alive in there somewhere. You tuned out for a second there.”

      “Sorry,” I repeated. “I was thinking about all of the heritage stuff. It’s just hard to swallow.”

      “We dealt with it a lot,” Maria commiserated. “It wasn’t always easy for Diana and Alona. I refused to be introduced to court in protest.”

      “What made you choose differently this year?” I wondered.

      Maria fell silent, then. Her body stiffened as if my question had physically injured her. Once again, she refused to look me in the eye and contemplated her fidgeting fingers. Instantly, I got the distinct impression that whatever she was going to say next, she was going to omit some truths.

      “It seemed time, you know?” Maria said weakly. “It has been so long, and I really only have this position because of my mom. I wanted to prove that I actually deserve this post and my place in society.”

      While some of her logic made sense and the story behind her eyes seemed genuine, I couldn’t help but think that there was something Maria wasn’t saying. Something significant had to happen to make her change her mind, especially after all this time. It had been rounding eight years since she should have been introduced to court, but something about now, this year, kicked her into gear.

      I swallowed the strangeness of the situation and resolved that this would not be the only time I came to the greenhouses. I planned to make it a recurring visit.
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      After making arrangements to visit Maria in a couple of days, I bid her farewell. Hopefully, the first of many visits in the future, and if a couple of those visits managed to move towards my bedroom, well, I wasn’t going to complain. I made my way to the Marked Woods. I was supposed to be meeting Sayles there for my painting session.

      Bonding with Ninji had gone well and was a pleasant surprise. I was grateful for her gift of grace, especially how it added to my skills in the sparring ring. I was anxious to spend time with the other members of the clan and learn about them.

      Also, after seeing a similar passion in Maria as she led me about the greenhouses, it only made me want to paint more. I was ready to pick up a brush again and find a blank canvas. I wanted to paint some of those unique plants I’d seen today onto the rock. I wanted to preserve their lives and engrave them into my memory. There was no chance in hell that I was going to remember their names, but I could remember their shapes and colors.

      I walked through the town and passed Styu’s shop. I couldn’t see him through the window which probably meant he was in the back, working hard on a project. I resisted the urge to check on him.

      Miji was forever on my mind, but I knew he was functioning and doing as well as he could be, considering the circumstances. But I didn’t want him to be in those circumstances in the first place.

      To distract myself, I flipped through the mental images of the flora and fauna I’d seen this afternoon, like a kid quizzing themselves with flashcards. I plotted out my next piece and arranged the plants into a colorful array.

      Sayles was waiting for me when I approached my usual spot. He sat atop a nearby rock with his webbed wings wrapped around the front of it. I caught him stretching his long neck and arching his back, stabilized by his claws in the rock, and he stretched so far that he bent his upper body almost in half. A ripple of cracks penetrated the air in an impressive chorus.

      “Nice,” I complimented as I approached.

      Sayles didn’t move as he replied, “Thank you. My body gets stiff when it is in the air for too long.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked with a confused glance.

      “I mean that my skin needs water, and the air dries it out. Makes me stiff and sore,” Sayles explained with closed eyes. He breathed in and out, a deep yoga breath, before continuing. “The lake in the gardens is not quite deep enough, but it does the trick.”

      “I didn’t know you preferred the water to the sky,” I commented.

      “Well, that is the whole point of this, is it not?” Sayles replied. “To get to know one another?”

      “Fair point.”

      I crossed to my rock, letting Sayles stay on his with his various stretches. A late summer rain had washed away my last piece, and I stared at the stained rock with leftover streaks of color.

      While I knew this was the natural process of outdoor paint art, a small piece of my heart cracked every time I saw the remains of a painting. It was not a permanent thing, sometimes, my medium of choice, and this was not the first piece to be washed away in this world. Nor would it be the last.

      Determined to move on, I set my paint cans on the ground and unlaced the ribbon that held the brushes in their bundle. I imagined the blank canvas, waiting to be decorated once again in a swath of color and vibrant images.

      “How do you do it?” Sayles’s voice interrupted my beginning process.

      “Do what?” I asked for clarification.

      “Deal with the loss,” Sayles finished. “We saw this piece when you bonded with Ninji. Now, here you are again, and it is gone. There is no record of it. It is quite sad to lose something you worked so hard on.”

      “Sure it is,” I answered. I stayed crouched on one knee but turned to face the white dragon. “However, there is a beauty in it too.”

      “How so?”

      “My dad asked me the same thing once,” I remembered. “I was painting outside, nearly done with a project when out of nowhere, the sky opened up, and it began to pour. The paint disappeared in a river of colored water, leaking off the canvas and smearing everything in its path until the drawing was gone with the rain.”

      “That must have been devastating as a young child,” Sayles commented. His eyes were open now, full of sympathy.

      “See, that’s the thing,” I said. “It wasn’t. My dad was sure I was going to burst into tears and mourn the lost work, but I did the exact opposite. I smiled.”

      “You were happy the piece was gone?” Sayles clicked his tongue. “I knew you were an odd one, Mark Anthony, but this reaches another level.”

      “You don’t get it.” I chuckled, bemused by his thoughts on my weirdness. “I turned to my dad and said, ‘I get to make it again.’ There is something so magical to me about getting to work again and again. Nothing is permanent, and I get to continue and create different moments of beauty. It’s precious, knowing that a piece is only going to exist temporarily. It brings me an odd sort of peace.”

      Sayles shook his head. He glanced up at me with wonder, awe, and a little bit of exasperation.

      “That is entirely too philosophical for my taste,” Sayles replied with a bored tone.

      “Well, you asked!” I burst out with a laugh. “If you didn’t want to get philosophical, as you say, don’t ask such loaded questions.”

      “I was trying to empathize with you,” Sayles defended. “I didn’t expect you to get all sappy and contemplative on me.”

      “Duly noted,” I joked. “No more deep conversations. We’ll talk only of daily activities and the weather.”

      “Sounds glorious,” Sayles said. I wasn’t quite sure if he was kidding until he gave me the cheesiest grin and a simple, fleeting wink.

      I rolled my eyes and sat back on my knees. I hovered my hand over the paint, seeking out the right color to start with. My mind’s eye flittered to the cranberry-colored reeds and grabbed the red and violet paint cans. Mixed together, I knew I could get a deep, rich cranberry color that would mimic the plant perfectly.

      I inched forward, still on my knees, grabbed a brush, and stretched out my hand. The brush was poised at the ready. The tip of it coated with the paint about to touch the rock when Sayles spoke, interrupting the whole ritual.

      “Do you want to go swimming?”

      The question, so out of left field, caused my hand to divert left and leave an awkward and shaky red line through the rock. It looked like a wound, something left by a needle or thin knife.

      “What?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at the dragon.

      “Do you,” Sayles said, slower and with more emphasis on each consonant. “Want. To. Go. Swim-ming?”

      “Not particularly,” I responded. My nose crinkled at the thought of it.

      “You do not enjoy swimming?” Sayles asked, picking up on my displeasure.

      “No,” I admitted. I returned the paintbrush to its position, determined to make something of this first mistake because I didn’t have any water to clear up such a large error.

      Once again, though, Sayles cut in the second the paint touched the rock. “Why not?”

      I exhaled audibly and asked the universe for patience. “It’s just not my thing. I’m not very good at it, and the last time I went swimming, it was at warp speed with some mermaids. I’m not keen to relive the experience any time soon.”

      “What if I could make it better?” Sayles offered slyly. “What if I could make you good at it? I swear, then, you would enjoy it.”

      “What are you implying?” I asked, even though I had a nagging feeling in the back of my head that I knew exactly what the dragon was implying. I set the paintbrush down and waited.

      “I am inviting you to go swimming with me,” Sayles said again. “Would you like to go?”

      “Are you really giving me a choice, or is this one of those things that you’re going to keep bugging me about until I agree?” I wondered. It was completely reasonable to think Sayles would be the exact creature to pester and plead until he got his way. I would have to note that for future conversations and negotiations with him.

      “I think it would be a great idea,” Sayles coaxed, not really answering my question. “What do you say?”

      I released a sigh and bundled up my brush set again. Something told me that this was the direction this bonding needed to go. I needed to listen to Sayles, and while, yes, I would have certainly preferred that I got to know all the dragons while painting, that expectation was unrealistic.

      Sayles was not Ffamran nor Ninji. He was his own being, and I needed to respect his needs and wishes. If this dragon wanted to go swimming, maybe I should try swimming with him… as much as my instincts griped and groaned against the idea of it.

      “Sure,” I said, putting as much enthusiasm in my voice as I could. “Let’s go swimming. Do you have a place in mind?”

      “There is a deep lake with lots of connecting caverns not far from here,” Sayles replied, not bothering to hide his glee.

      “Great,” I said. “Lead the way.”

      As it turned out, Sayles led me to the exact lake that Alona and I emerged from with the mermaids over the summer.

      Sayles waded into the water with the ease of a swan. He descended deeper and deeper into the lake until his entire lower body was covered. His wings curled into him like a duck, and he waded around the shallow part of the lake while I watched him.

      “Are you coming in?” Sayles invited with a jerk of his head.

      “Do you know about this lake?” I called out to him since he was paddling further and further out.

      “I know that it is large, and deep, and has the potential for lots of adventuring,” Sayles said with a devious smile. “I know you enjoy adventures, Martin.”

      “Sure I do,” I replied.

      “Have you ever had an underwater adventure?” Sayles teased with an eyebrow wiggle.

      “Underwater?” I gaped. “You said swimming. You said nothing about going underwater.”

      “Didn’t I?” Sayles asked the air.

      “You didn’t,” I reassured him, but he didn’t seem to hear me.

      “Whatever I said, it does not matter now.” Sayles waved a wing at me, beckoning me into the water. “Join me, Martin. You know you want to.”

      “Will you try it?” Sayles said with the kindest gaze I’d ever seen on his face. His translucent white skin glowed angelically in the fading sunlight. “Because I genuinely believe you will enjoy yourself if you would just have some faith and get in the water,” Sayles’ joking, innocent manner disappeared. For the first time since we’d met here today, I could see the seriousness in his eyes and hear it in his tone.

      The white dragon truly believed what he was saying. He really thought I would enjoy getting in the water and swimming with him. I didn’t know why Sayles believed it so strongly, but it was the least I could do to take him seriously.

      “Fine.” I bent over and removed one shoe, then the other one. Next, my socks came off, accompanied by a string of curses. I muttered what I knew of the Hail Mary prayer as I rolled up my pants to just under my kneecaps. Finally, in complete silence, I pulled my shirt over my head, so I was bare-chested.

      With my eyes still closed, I maneuvered forward until the crisp water licked my toes. I yelped and jumped back, not just from the cold but from the anticipation of wading further in. My heart thundered so loudly I was sure Sayles could hear it from where he floated further out.

      Nevertheless, I could hear his voice through the pounding thump, thump, thump, thump in my ears and the knocking sensation in my chest.

      “Come on, Martin, get in the water, and all will be well,” Sayles assured me.

      I inhaled. On my next exhale, I released a battle cry worthy of a horde of Scottish warriors and launched myself into the water. I ran sloppily towards Sayles, splashing and shouting the whole way until the water was up to my waist. Then I slowed my wading until the ground left my feet and I had to swim.

      “Wonderful, Martin, simply wonderful!” Sayles complimented me with an annoying amount of enthusiasm. The dragon then flipped himself over so his legs were in the air and his back floated along the water. He stretched his neck out, long and elegant, as his massive form enjoyed the sensation.

      Sayles’s rolling caused a small wave surge and propelled me back, while a cup of water splashed into my face. I reached up with a hand to wipe away the excess water.

      “Okay, Sayles, you got me out here,” I said. “What now?”

      Sayles’s snout turned, and I realized he was close enough to be inches from my face. His crystal blue eyes bore into mine and glistened with delight.

      “Now, we bond,” Sayles said with a joyful smile. “And then? We go on an adventure!”

      “Wait,” I said, recoiling back from him slightly. “We just do it? We don’t need to travel to an extra dimension or anything? We don’t need to sign a formal agreement in blood or something?”

      “One of the dragons made you write in blood?” Sayles said, clearly appalled by the very idea.

      “No,” I assured him. “I was exaggerating… but it really is just that simple?”

      “I am not one for pomp and circumstance, Martin,” Sayles explained. “I prefer to use my time for joy and experiencing the pleasures in life. Like floating on a lake in the middle of the Marked Woods with my king.”

      “That’s…” I searched for the appropriate word. “Refreshing.”

      “You have a very unique clan of dragons,” Sayles told me as if that wasn’t something I already didn’t know. “You didn’t expect all of the bonding processes to be the same, did you?”

      “I guess I expected them to be as equally dramatic,” I admitted. I treaded more water so I could get closer to Sayles and lower my voice conspiratorially. “Though if you could put in a word to the others that if they make it this easy, I would be more enthusiastic about the whole process.”

      Sayles let out a ring of laughter that echoed throughout the clearing. “I do not believe that any word from me will change their minds, but I am happy to give it a try for you, my lord.”

      “Nah,” I relented, “don’t bother. It was worth a shot, though.”

      “Speaking of bonding, are you ready?” Sayles asked, eyes narrowing.

      “If it’s really as simple as you claim, why not?” I said with as much of a shrug as I could manage underwater.

      Sayles didn’t need another confirmation. He stretched forward and put his nose to mine, like a boop or light tap. Upon contact with his dog-like nose, a shiver ran through my body. It shook my spine and radiated to the top of my head.

      Suddenly, my limbs felt energized by the water. They moved smoothly through it like a dancer. I kicked my legs easily and steadily. The exhausting flailing stopped. Additionally, there was a clarity in my nostrils. The air was surprisingly clear and void of any scent. The pine of the forest and mustiness of the wood disappeared. My nose wasn’t clogged, but rather as though someone had erased all aroma around me.

      “What the…?” I began but trailed off when I noticed the water felt like a warm and heavy blanket, smothering me in a comforting burrito. It felt freeing, almost akin to flying up in the air on Ffamran’s back.

      “Go under,” Sayles hinted slyly. “I promise it gets better.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but decided against it. Instead, I did as I was told and ducked my head under the water.

      The world exploded against my senses. The colors, once murky and dark, brightened under the glittering light from the surface. I could see the details of the bottom, with glistening rocks and underwater plants that Maria would have killed to explore. The sand sparkled as if each individual grain shouted, “Look at me! Look at me!”

      My sense of smell returned with a flood of earthy and organic scents. A sweet sap tickled my nose, and I wiggled it uncomfortably. As I did this, I noticed for the first time that I was breathing as easily under the surface as I would have above it.

      Freaked out, I swam backward and opened my mouth. While no words came out, the water that inevitably entered didn’t choke me. I covered my mouth with both hands, and my eyes grew to twice their size in complete and utter shock.

      “I can breathe underwater?” I thought to myself.

      “It was the only way I could share the wonders of my home with you,” a melodic voice responded in my head.

      I whirled about, bubbles swirling up around me as I did so. Behind me, Sayles swam like a mermaid would, gliding his body up and down along the water. He sent me a triumphant smile, and I returned it with my own.

      “And now we can communicate in our minds, like Ffamran and me?” I asked, testing out the signal.

      “Only under the water,” Sayles explained. “I do not feel like clogging your mind when you are above the surface. You have too much going on when you are up there.”

      “Thanks?” I said, unsure if that was a backward compliment or backward insult.

      “I want this to be another place of bliss for you, as your painting is,” Sayles went on. “You have so much pressure up there, with so many people relying on you and expecting much. I know you and Ffamran fly, and you escape through your paintings, but swimming with such freedom and ease, you might come to enjoy it.”

      I stared in awe at the white dragon. For the first time I had ever seen Sayles, the creature looked serene. His entire body relaxed as it coasted through the water, his jellyfish-like skin glowing translucent. It allowed him to bob and float with a beautiful grace. It seemed to heal him, to be surrounded by and in his element.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “I recognize what a gift this is, and I appreciate it. Really.”

      “We are here to help you, my lord,” Sayles reminded me. “A little faith goes a long way.”

      I nodded, unable to form what felt like an appropriate response. Sayles seemed to recognize it on my face or in my heart and decided to circle around me, creating a pleasurable whirlpool.

      “Come now, Martin,” Sayles said with a playful grin. “Let’s go swimming.”
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      The strangest thing happened during one of my routine patrols. I had the mindset that one couldn’t be a good leader unless they led by example, so I had several days where I patrolled the perimeters alongside the other soldiers.

      “Rebekah!” The shout of my name caused me to tense, my hand that was resting on my sword tightening before I turned to address whoever was calling me.

      Above me, Altair let out a small shriek, and I let myself relax, knowing that it was someone Altair trusted if he wasn’t coming down to attack or defend. True to that logic, it was Bailey-Sue who rounded a corner of the royal gardens.

      The Zoo caretaker, while not a close friend, was close to Alona and Diana, and I had found myself in her company more than once, especially more so since Martin had entered our lives.

      “Hello, Bailey-Sue. What brings you to this side of the palace today?” I was curious to know her reasons since not many came this far out in the royal gardens. The stone wall perimeter stood imposing behind me, casting its shadow over the rows of bushes and flowers that littered the area.

      Once Bailey-Sue was only a few feet away from me, she slowed, and I could see the light dusting of blush across her cheeks.

      Now that was interesting. What reason would she have for blushing?

      “Um, so I actually had a question for you, and Korey pointed me in this direction saying you were on patrol. I know I could have waited, but I have been putting this off for a while already, and I did not know if I would have the courage to ask you again if I did not--”

      I broke out into laughter as Bailey-Sue rambled, her words blurring together as she spoke faster and faster. Thankfully, my laughter caused Bailey-Sue to break off mid-sentence, though her face became downcast.

      “Make no mistake. I am not laughing at you, Bailey-Sue,” I was quick to reassure the woman, “merely that you speak too fast for me to understand.”

      That made her smile softly as she looked up at me from underneath her lashes.

      I gestured for her to take in a deep breath and then asked her, “What is it you wished to speak to me about?”

      She opened her mouth, paused, closed it, opened again, and then paused again. Finally, she pinched her eyes shut tightly and had her hands clenched beside her as she finally spoke, loud and fast.

      “Will you teach me how to kiss!?”

      That made me practically freeze as I stared at the emerald-haired beauty before me.

      “I am sorry, Bailey-Sue, could you please repeat that?” I just wanted to be sure I’d heard her correctly.

      She opened her eyes, the paleness of them striking in the shadows as they glowed a soft violet from not being completely in the dark. “I know your gift has a… sexual nature to it.” That charming pink blush was back on her cheeks as Bailey-Sue maintained eye contact with me. “And, as I wish to learn how to kiss properly, I could think of no better teacher.”

      I tilted my head to the side, making sure to keep my face neutral as I looked at her. It was no secret what my gift was. Sure, it was not spoken aloud or mentioned by any of the nobles, as its nature was considered somewhat… scandalous… no matter how many times it had served the kingdom… but it was a known fact.

      Still, to have Bailey-Sue come up and ask for instruction on how to kiss was not something I had ever predicted.

      “This would not have anything to do with a certain man who recently entered into your life, would it?” I just had to tease the assistant caretaker, watching that pretty pink blush deepen and darken as her eyes darted away from me. That was all the confirmation I needed.

      “Okay.” My one-word answer had her shooting her head back straight towards mine, eyes wide.

      “Okay?” Her mouth opened and shut a few times in astonishment before she pulled herself together and gave a decisive nod. My attention was more focused on her lips, full and plump. “Okay.”

      My own lips twitched up into a smirk as I raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

      A pout graced those full lips as Bailey-Sue looked at me. “Well, what?”

      “Are we to have this lesson out in the open where anyone can stumble upon us?” I laughed and gestured around us.

      She stuttered unintelligibly before she turned around and briskly began walking away.

      With a laugh at her response, I whistled and called for Altair. He flew down to me without a moment’s hesitation. “Could you please grab Korey? She will understand to finish the patrol with you.”

      Altair let out a shrieking cry of understanding as he shot back up into the sky, flying towards where I knew Korey was finishing up her part of the patrol.

      I most definitely did not run to Bailey-Sue’s room near the Zoo, the place where all caretakers lived. No one was around to dispute that either. But as I was making my way towards where Bailey-Sue stood anxiously outside her room, I saw another figure come towards us that I did not expect.

      “Alona?” Her name escaped my lips before I could stop myself, and the sound of it caused the brunette to jerk up, her glasses sliding down her nose at the same time. Pushing her wire-frames back up, she continued walking until she stood among Bailey-Sue and me.

      And that was when I noticed Bailey-Sue was studiously avoiding my eyes, looking everywhere but where I stood. Crossing my arms, I pinned the two women with my best captain’s glare, a look that made many soldiers quake in their boots.

      That finally cracked them after a minute of use. Surprisingly, it was Alona who broke first.

      “I asked Bailey-Sue if I could join in on your… lesson.”

      Then Bailey-Sue piped up from her spot. “We both wish to learn how to kiss.” She licked her lips, nervous, “Because if the chance ever occurs where we might kiss Martin, we wish to be able to make it pleasurable for him.”

      I breathed out through my nose, but I could not find it within me to be frustrated with the two women. They were both beautiful in their own ways, both looking shy and pretty as they walked into Bailey-Sue’s room, still avoiding my gaze. And I understood their reasoning.

      Bailey-Sue’s room reflected the owner of it perfectly. Dark colors abounded in the decor, with soft lights in the corners. Along one of the walls was a cubbyhole with a tiny entrance, most likely the bed of her Merkin, Zander.

      Both women were obviously shy as they stood around the room, clearly unsure of how to continue from here.

      “You both wish to learn how to kiss so that you may be able to kiss Martin and give him pleasure should the occasion ever arise,” I said to break the silence. It was not a question since they already told me, but both women looked at each other and then me before nodding their heads.

      And so I decided to dive right into it. Two beautiful women wanting me to kiss them? I had no problem with that.

      “Bailey-Sue.” As I said her name, I crooked a finger towards myself, indicating she should come up towards me.

      I kept my eyes on hers, locking her pale gaze with my burning eyes, letting my desire show through. Gently gripping her chin in my hand, I tilted her face up towards mine and moved until there was barely an inch between us. I could feel her breath fan over my face, and I could smell the hay and subtle hint of smoke on the Zoo caretaker as she licked her lips, her eyes dropping to mine.

      “First lesson of kissing,” my words, while nearly a whisper, startled the woman whose eyes darted to mine, “is to build up the suspense before going in.”

      I moved back a bit to look over at Alona, who was watching the proceedings with wide eyes, looking as if she wanted to be the one in my hands. I smirked.

      “The rest of our lesson will be tactile, so make sure that you’re taking notes, Alona.” And with those parting words, I surged forward and captured Bailey-Sue’s gasp of surprise as it left her lips.

      She tasted of wood smoke and cherries, and her lips were soft and pliant as she matched my intensity. I could tell she was inexperienced, but she made up for it with her desire.

      I swiped my tongue across the seam of her lips, and with a silent gasp, she opened them up to me.

      My hand moved from her chin to the small back of her head as I slotted our lips together and allowed her to explore the sensuality of the kiss that I showed to her. I could not lie, though. My own face was heating up, and the softness of the woman in my arms made that heat zap down and tighten in my core as the kiss went on longer.

      It could have been only a few minutes or a half of an hour, but eventually, Bailey-Sue and I pulled apart.

      Chest heaving and pupils wide, Bailey-Sue raised a shaky hand up to her lips and ghosted it with her fingers as she stared into my eyes. I carded the hand that was holding her head through her hair as I trailed it down her cheek until pulling away.

      Turning, I let Bailey-Sue pull herself together, and looked to where Alona stood staring with an open mouth, a furious red blush on her cheeks.

      Eyes flashing with a mischievous light, I lifted a hand to point at Alona, “Your turn.”

      Almost like she was in a trance-like state, Alona walked up to me. I stepped aside from Bailey-Sue and grabbed ahold of Alona’s hand.

      Alona was actually someone I spent a lot of time with through the years since she had a past with my second-in-command Diana. Even with their strained relationship, I knew the caretaker well. I could not deny her attractiveness as I tugged her hand, causing her to stumble up against my chest.

      “Whoa.” She raised her other hand to stabilize herself, resting it on my left breast. Her eyes darkened, and she looked up at me with a soft smile. “Hello.”

      “Hello,” I returned her soft word as I breathed in deeply.

      Glancing over at Bailey-Sue, I held down a chuckle at the glazed expression still plastered over her face.

      “Bailey-Sue,” The sound of her own name shocked her, and she turned to look over at where Alona and I stood intimately embraced with each other. I did not mistake the look in her eyes as she gazed at us with fiery desire and lust.

      It seems I awoke something within the normally reserved caretaker.

      “Why don’t you share with Alona here what you learned during your lesson?” I tilted my head down and nuzzled softly against her neck, causing the woman in my arms to stiffen before relaxing with a moan.

      “Uh,” was Bailey-Sue’s eloquent response.

      “I think Bailey-Sue needs a moment to gather her thoughts. While we wait, why don’t I show you what I taught her.” I whispered against the shell of Alona’s ear, making the woman shiver.

      I moved my hands up to cup Alona’s face and moved in until my lips brushed up against hers. Soft, butterfly kisses, each one causing the girl in my hands’ breath to catch.

      I was sure my smile was visible against her lips as I kept just barely kissing her… until she seemed to lose her patience. Alona’s hands came up and gripped my red hair tightly in her grasps as she tugged my head and smashed her lips against mine.

      Eager little thing. I let her have that one moment of control before I abruptly took it back as I skillfully twisted my mouth to slot perfectly against hers and captured her tongue with mine.

      Her moan in response was more than enough to encourage me to continue with this lesson.

      And that was how I found myself spending the rest of the afternoon, taking turns kissing two beautiful women, and watching them kiss each other with more and more expertise and enthusiasm.
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      I approached my chambers that evening with damp hair and a wide, satisfied grin. The twilight hours had been spent with Sayles exploring the depths of the lakes throughout the Marked Woods. They were intertwined through a series of water-filled catacombs. It was like its own hedge maze down there.

      I never expected to enjoy swimming so much, especially after that harrowing experience with the mermaids a couple of months ago, but being able to see clearly underwater and breathe made the whole endeavor much more enjoyable.

      Still lost in my own thoughts and the memories of the evening, I didn’t notice the figure leaning up against my doorway.

      “Good evening, Martin,” King Atlus said from his shadowed perch.

      “Jesus, Atlus!” I exclaimed with a jump. I held my heart to my chest and tried to breathe through my nose in order to calm my heaving lungs and rapidly beating heart. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was waiting for you,” he admitted as he pushed himself off the wall and approached me. “I truly did not mean to scare you. I am sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I didn’t see you there.”

      King Atlus chuckled, and the response surprised me.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked of him.

      “I am the most recognizable man in the kingdom,” the king explained. “I am not used to being unnoticed.”

      “Well, when you’re lurking in the shadows like that, it’s hard to believe you wanted to be noticed,” I argued, gesturing to the place he’d just been. “It’s dark over there.”

      “You should get a torch or lantern outside of your door,” King Atlus advised. “That would help with the shadow problem.”

      “I can see the flickers underneath the door, and it bothers me when I try to sleep,” I replied honestly. Suddenly, I caught myself, unsure why I was talking about my odd sleeping habits with the king of Insomier. Surely that was not the reason he was loitering outside of my door. “Did you need something from me?”

      “Why is your hair wet?” Atlus asked, completely bypassing my question. I knew he’d heard me, and I wondered why the king was stalling, refusing to give me an answer. I didn’t feel like playing his game, so I repeated my question.

      “Sire, what did you need from me?” I tilted my head and shot him a curious look. “I definitely know it wasn’t to ask me about my day.”

      “What if it was?” Atlus said, a weak attempt at a challenge.

      “You never have before, so that would be utterly weird. And suspicious.” I added for good measure. “I thought we agreed early on in our arrangement that my movements would be my own and not monitored by the kingdom in any way, shape, or form?”

      “We did agree to that,” Atlus said with a sharp nod. “I swear I was not prying. The question was an attempt at small talk, some politeness before I requested something of you.”

      “Request something of me?” I tilted my head the other way, the conversation growing curiouser and curiouser.

      “Yes,” Atlus admitted. “If you had a harrowing day, I was going to come back another day and ask something of you. But if your day was light and perhaps you were not too tired, you might be more inclined to accept my request.”

      “Which is what?” I asked openly.

      “I do not wish to trouble you,” King Atlus said hesitantly, reminding me of a schoolboy about to show his school drawing to his parents for the first time. If I hadn’t been so annoyed, his nervousness might be sweet.

      I sighed and resisted the urge to say, “Too late.” Instead, I straightened my back and reminded myself that I needed to stay on this guy’s good side. He was king after all, and if appeasing him was needed, that’s what I would do. Up to a certain point, of course.

      “What is your request?”

      “If you are not too tired, I would like to invite you to my study for a game of chess,” Atlus offered. He clasped his hands behind himself formally, more like a butler than a king.

      I paused for a moment and fully digested what he was saying. I eyed him up and down and decided that his tense shoulders and nervous tone conveyed a sense of sincerity. We were supposed to start lessons at some point, and Atlus must have finally carved out a bit of time in his busy, kingly schedule.

      Still, I had no desire to go to the king’s study and be alone with him there. There were going to be enough unknowns. I figured I could at least try to control the environment we played in.

      “Sure,” I agreed, “but we play in my chambers.”

      “I…” Atlus stuttered. He seemed taken aback and uncomfortable at the very idea.

      “Or we can wait until tomorrow and play somewhere in the courtyard,” I offered. “But if you wish to play this evening, we will play in my room.”

      “I do not know if that would be proper,” Atlus muttered.

      “I swear upon the life of my mother and father,” I said as I held up my right hand, “I have no intention of attacking you while we are alone in my chambers. Does that make it more proper?”

      “You cannot make something ‘more proper,’” the king protested.

      “Sure you can,” I said more casually than I felt.

      “Proper is dictated by society,” the king began, and I could tell he was about to go on a rant I didn’t feel like hearing, so I cut him off.

      “Tell me this.” I leaned forward slightly, like I was sharing a secret. “Are you not the king of Insomier?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “And are you not the ruler of this entire kingdom?”

      “Yes,” he said again, but in a more doubtful tone. “Where are you going with--”

      “And are you not able to do pretty much whatever the hell you want? Regardless of what is proper or decent or accepted by other people?”

      “Is this a trick question?” Atlus asked.

      “Oh my God, Atlus, just answer the damn question!” I exclaimed, exasperated.

      “Yes, I suppose so,” the king concluded.

      “Therefore,” I continued, “should you want to, you could come into my chambers for an innocent enough game of chess, and no one would do anything about it, yes?”

      “There might be rumors,” Atlus considered, taking the entire hypothetical conversation too seriously.

      “Okay, great,” I laid it all out for him. “Worse comes to worst, there are rumors. Big, scary rumors. But if they hurt your feelings too much, you can sentence anyone spreading rumors to death.”

      “I would never!” Atlus said, appalled.

      “It’s not a real scenario, Atlus,” I appealed. “My point is that you can do damn well whatever you want, and it shouldn’t matter.”

      “I could order you to my chambers in order to play chess,” Atlus countered.

      “Yes, you could,” I relented, giving him that point. “But then I will make the entire experience as miserable as possible.”

      “Then I could have you arrested,” Atlus continued, catching on.

      “Yes, you could,” I repeated in the same bland tone as before. “And then you could kill me, but you won’t because you need me to save your kingdom.”

      “Actually, you need me,” Atlus countered.

      I hadn’t expected this next line. He was supposed to concede. Then I would win, and we would step through the door. Instead, his words struck me dumb, and we were still standing outside my room, playing a very different game of strategy.

      “What?” I babbled, still unable to catch on to his meaning.

      “You cannot heal anyone unless you beat Hennar at chess,” Atlus explained slowly as if speaking to a child. “You do not know how to play chess very well--”

      “I know perfectly well how to play chess!” I interjected.

      “Not well enough,” Atlus said with a smirk.

      I closed my mouth and swallowed my next argument. I waited for him to proceed.

      “I am the best chess player in the kingdom, and not just because I am the king. I really am that good,” Atlus said with confidence. “And I can make you just as good, or damn close. So, you need me to teach you chess so you can beat Hennar again the next time you play him and heal the kingdom.”

      “Okay,” I said, dragging the word into three syllables. “Does that mean you’re going to make me play chess in your chambers?”

      “It was my study I offered and no,” King Atlus said unexpectedly.

      “What?” I put a hand to my forehead and stared blankly at the king. “Wasn’t that the whole point of this disagreement?”

      “Not entirely,” Atlus said with a shrug. “I am happy to play in your chambers if that makes you more comfortable, for now. However, we will eventually have to move to an environment that you are not comfortable in. But we can start here if you wish.”

      “Everything from the last six minutes makes no sense to me,” I admitted, with a dramatic finger wave to accompany the statement.

      “You lost the argument when you thought you had already secured the win,” Atlus pointed out, more lecture than explanation. “You were too focused on your own moves to consider everything I was doing or could do.”

      I eyed the king through slits that made him blurry around the edges of my vision. “Atlus. Did you just Miyagi me with some tactical chess knowledge shit?”

      “I do not know what that means, but if it translates to that I schooled you in that disagreement on purpose and then turned it into a teachable moment about chess, then yes, I did.” King Atlus grinned with pride, but it quickly vanished when he bowed slightly and gestured towards my door. “After you, my lord.”

      I kept my eyes trained on Atlus the whole time while I opened my door and invited him in. I cleared off some space at the table I normally took breakfast at and secretly wished I’d thought to clean up this morning. Or at least remembered the sorry state of my chambers before I welcomed the king into them.

      The maroon room was a magnificent place that I had grown to call my own over the last several months since I’d arrived in Insomier. While I kept the original color on the walls, many of them were tattooed with rough paintings, including a couple of nudes of both men and women. Clothes were strewn about the floor, and my bed was unmade. The curtains were always drawn closed and lived with a layer of dust on them.

      I quickly lit a couple of lamps and scurried about, picking up random items, gloves, riding boots, and a couple of books, and shoving them out of the way. The king watched and waited patiently as I pushed stuff into corners and under the four-poster bed.

      “Did you draw these?” Atlus asked, pointing to one of the more intimate nudes on the wall by the door.

      “Uh…” I muttered, distracted by a navy blue sock I had been missing for weeks and just uncovered. “Yeah, I did.”

      “It is beautiful work,” Atlus admired.

      “Thanks,” I said absently, not really digesting the full weight of what was happening.

      The king was complimenting my art, which he had never seen before. He didn’t even know I painted. Most people in Insomier still didn’t. While they all knew about the dragons, my standoff with the king, my healing ability, and the rumors about my foreign origins, I managed to keep my painting a secret.

      Come to think of it, no one had been in my room and seen these particular pieces except for Diana and my chambermaid, Mora. As if he read my mind, King Atlus asked about the woman.

      “Do you not have a chambermaid? I thought we assigned one to you,” Atlus recalled.

      “You did,” I answered with a violent kick to a growing pile of dirty laundry. “Mora. She’s great, but I don’t let her do a lot of stuff.”

      “It is her job to serve you,” Atlus informed me as if I didn’t already know that.

      “Yes,” I said slowly, not wanting to seem ungrateful. “I’m just uncomfortable with having people serve me like that. She tried to do everything for me, and I couldn’t let her. I just couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I paused and looked at the king. His tone seemed genuine enough, with a curious undertone to it. I decided to appease him with an honest answer because maybe someone who had grown up in such luxury would find it interesting.

      “I used to be homeless,” I began, keeping my body still as I spoke. “After my parents died, I couldn’t keep everything together. It was too much. So I sold what I could and struck out on my own. I’m not used to having a lot so this amount of stuff,” I gestured about the room, indicating the entirety of it. “It’s overwhelming. I’m used to doing everything myself because there wasn’t anyone else to do it.”

      “I would think that it would be a relief,” Atlus responded with sincere interest. “To finally get some help.”

      “Yeah, well,” I struggled to get the words out. “I’m not too good at asking for help.”

      “Which is why you didn’t ask for my help with chess lessons,” Atlus deduced. “You had Diana do it.”

      “Diana did it of her own accord actually,” I said with one finger raised as if to prove a point. “She does that. Helps when I don’t ask for it.”

      “Because she must see that you need it,” Atlus concluded with a furrowed brow. He was thinking as he spoke, reaching the conclusion in real-time. “She knows you well enough to know that you won’t ask for help even when you need it, so she tries to preemptively get you help.”

      “I guess,” I said. “I haven’t ever thought of it that way before.”

      “She must care for you a great deal,” the king mentioned offhandedly.

      I stopped in my tracks. We were reaching dangerous territory, something akin to feelings and secret relationships. Basically, all the things I was not prepared to talk to anyone about, let alone the king.

      Though, if I thought about it, this was the longest King Atlus and I had gone without fighting. Sure, it was easy enough to count the spat in the hallway as an argument, but that was nowhere near as bad as it could have been. We’ve been in way worse situations, like threatening to destroy one another, quite literally.

      On second thought, it was refreshing to speak to him like this, like a fellow human being.

      “I think the table’s clean enough to sit at now,” I said as I pulled out a chair for him.

      “Is the room to your standards for guests now?” Atlus said with a teasing tone and a half-smile.

      “I don’t get that many guests,” I admitted. “Honestly, I don’t even spend a lot of time in this room.”

      “Clearly,” Atlus said sarcastically.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “I know. It looks like I live in here. It’s mainly that I don’t get enough time to actually clean it.”

      “Maybe, then, you should ask for some help. From someone like, oh, I don’t know, your chambermaid?” King Atlus teased.

      He delighted in jesting with me. I could see it in his eyes. I was amused by his efforts, so I didn’t say anything. I only scoffed and changed the subject.

      “So, how are we going to play chess without a chess set?” I indicated the bare table in front of us.

      “When you were busy tidying up, I sent for one to be brought over.”

      Sure enough, the king revealed a travel chess board from beneath the table. It was made of lighter wood with hand-painted squares. The board folded in half, presumably containing the pieces inside. I heard them rattle about when Atlus put the box on the table between the two of us.

      He clicked open the latch and lifted the lid. The box was lined with green felt, protecting the pieces from smashing into the walls. It was a handy set, and sturdily made, perfect for its mobile purposes.

      Carefully, King Atlus dumped out the pieces onto the table. The black and white wood figures scattered about the surfaces and threatened to fall off, but between the pair of us, we managed to keep them afloat. Atlus flipped the flattened box over, revealing the chessboard. Even grids spread out before us, welcoming and intimidating all at the same time.

      We set up each side in silence. I had black in front of me, and Atlus assembled white in front of him. When I placed my final pawn, Atlus was looking at me with a serious and narrow gaze.

      “You know the rules, you said,” Atlus checked.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “My dad taught me how to play.”

      “Mine as well,” Atlus said. “I would like to just play a game with you, if I may, and get a sense of your skills.”

      “I can tell you that I have some skills when it comes to chess. I did beat Hennar after all.” I smugly told him.

      “I will be the judge of that, though I suspect you are right,” the king said. He plucked a white pawn and a black one from the board and mixed them in his hands beneath the table. He held them out for me to choose.

      I selected his right, my left, and Atlus revealed a black pawn.

      We returned the pieces to their place, and right away, Atlus began by moving his queen’s pawn two spaces forward.

      The match continued like this. The room stayed quiet, and we played by the flickering light of the lamps. It went on for a bit, mainly because I kept taking a long time to plot out my next move. Atlus always seemed to know where to move next, immediately making a move after I made mine. It was as though he could read my mind and knew what I was going to do before I did it. I tried not to let his speed intimidate me, but any attempts turned into an utter failure. No more so than when he backed my king into a corner and trapped him there with a queen and a rook.

      “Checkmate,” Atlus announced.

      I tipped my king over, as was the mark of a loser. “I guess I do have some things to learn from you regarding chess.”

      “You are better than you think you are,” Atlus said while resetting the board. His hands moved of their own accord, while his mouth reported his assessment of my gameplay. “You obviously know some of the basic strategies and notice opportune moments to snag pieces. You just don’t protect yourself well and thus leave your army open for attack. Instead of defending, you attack back, and that doesn’t always work well.”

      “In other types of combat, it does,” I argued.

      Atlus paused his hands and shot me an exasperated glare.

      “Sorry, continue,” I said.

      “Like most less skilled players, you focus on the short game instead of the long game,” Atlus went on as if he were reading a report card. “You have to start thinking beyond your next move and think of the next eight.”

      “Eight?” I said, baffled.

      “Well, maybe not eight to start,” Atlus corrected. “But something beyond the next two or three.”

      “I wish I could go back to fighting Hennar,” I huffed. “This feels like so much to learn in the next couple of weeks.”

      “We will continue to play every day and hope for a late winter,” Atlus said as he pushed his chair back and rose to his feet.

      I looked up at him, a little surprised. “You don’t want to play again?”

      “Not tonight,” Atlus admitted, “but I will be back tomorrow night?”

      “Uh…” I hesitated. Diana was supposed to come over tomorrow night, and it had been a while since we were together. I was looking forward to the time with her, but I couldn’t exactly tell the king, “Sorry, I can’t play chess with you because my secret lover is coming over so I could ride her senseless.”

      “Do you have another obligation?” King Atlus asked with a raised eyebrow, as if he knew the dirty thoughts running through my mind right then.

      “Not exactly,” I stalled, while I tried to steer my brain back to coming up with a better excuse than the one that I had.

      “Need I remind you that we have a finite amount of time until another citizen is corrupted, and you will have to face Hennar again?” Atlus said. I knew he made sense, and I should focus on learning the game, but the thought of Diana’s strong body beneath mine made chess seem more boring than it already was.

      “No,” I said as I steeled myself to focus on what was important. “I will get out of it.”

      “Good,” the king said. “I will leave this set with you for practice.”

      “Thanks,” I said dully.

      “Until tomorrow, Martin,” King Atlus bid me goodnight.

      “See you then,” I waved him off.

      He left my room, and I slumped my head down onto the table with an audible groan. I hit my forehead against the wood a couple of times until my skin stung. I didn’t want to give myself a welt, but the pain was enough of a distraction from the chess moves running through my mind in tandem with the sex moves I wanted to try on Diana.

      Fed up with the whole thing, I pushed the pieces off the board. I flipped it over so that the hollow part was right side up, and I could dump the little knights, bishops, and pawns into the box. I slammed it unnecessarily and closed the clasp with a satisfying click, successfully ridding myself of the sight of the game but unsuccessfully alleviating the cycling thoughts of it.
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      Before too long, the day of the Tournament approached. During the week, I trained with the rest of the inductees and Madame Lilysmyth in the morning. Later I would work in the Zoo and then visit the forest if I could for some painting. In the evenings, I would play chess with King Atlus. We had reached a compromise on location, now meeting in the court library to play every night.

      Regardless of our location change, I conceded and asked Mora to clean my room the morning after King Atlus had visited that first time. It was like I had told her she’d won the lottery, she was so excited to help me. When I got back that afternoon, my room was so clean it was like walking into a different dimension. And I would know, considering I had actually done that.

      The dust was gone, as well as all the clutter. Clothes were washed and ironed, folded or hung in the fancy boudoir. The bed was made, and the sheets smelled like roses. She has set the chess set up, all the pieces on their appropriate squares, at the center of my eating table. It felt like a cruel joke. Mostly, I took any meals I ate in my room at my desk now, just to avoid the judgment of the two armies.

      We had suspended all council meetings until I was properly introduced to court, so that was at least something off my plate. Nevertheless, my days were filled, and I found I had little time to myself. Luckily, I got to see Alona and Bailey-Sue at the Zoo, and Rebekah for some magic training, and the clan joined me when I painted… but I missed Diana.

      The training sessions for the tournament had replaced our one-on-one sessions, and I rarely saw her otherwise. The evenings that I normally would have shared with her or Rebekah were interrupted, too, because of my chess dates with Atlus. I thought she would have reached out by letter or sought me out in the Marked Woods. Rebekah did a couple of times, times I cherished.

      Instead, the entire week passed without any sort of contact from Diana.

      I wondered if this was the Insomier version of ghosting and decided that I would take the initiative after the tournament was over. After all, I could argue with King Atlus that I deserved the night off after my impending victory.

      It was no surprise to anyone that I continued to excel at combat training. Alexie still gave me a run for my money, but the other inductees had nothing on me. I could knock them down within ninety seconds, and that was if I was feeling merciful.

      Most of the time, I helped train them alongside Alexie. I corrected their moves, made suggestions, and led stretches. Between Maria, Eamon, Razia, and Kadir, it was going to be a worthwhile tournament.

      The worst part was going to be Emerald. She never won a match. Oftentimes, it only took one blow to knock her down and out. She took too long to get up and was too slow to make contact with any of her opponents. Every spar was uncomfortable for everyone involved: Em, whoever was fighting her, and whoever watched.

      Whether she liked it or not, we all went easy on Em. Despite the fact that we always knocked her down, we did it as gently but convincingly as we could. There was no need to use excessive force when a stiff wind would do.

      I knew Maria felt the same as I did about wanting to say something to Madame Lilysmyth or even Atlus himself. I saw him every night. I could have easily mentioned it to him. But Maria’s words rang in my head, heading me off like a brick wall, every time I resolved to say something to the king about his cousin.

      “It is her choice, Martin. You have no right to make it for her.”

      If I respected Em at all, I had to let her fight her own fight. Or rather, lose her own fight.

      The morning before the tournament, our last training as a group was met with an unwelcome surprise as Alexie explained the run of events.

      “It will be a single-elimination tournament,” Alexie said.

      We were sitting in a line on the short grass of the training ground, having just finished our last sets of sparring. Alexie paced in front of us, with her hands clasped behind her, as she had on that first day two weeks ago.

      “There will be thirty-two competitors,” she continued, but I interjected before she could go on.

      “Hang on,” I said, holding up a hand but not waiting for her to call on me. “Thirty-two? I thought we would only be competing against each other.”

      “You would like that, wouldn’t you, Martin?” Alexie taunted with a smirk. “But no. That would be a rather boring tournament for the court to watch. In addition to the six of you, there will be twenty-six other competitors. You will not know who they are until the day of.”

      No one seemed surprised by this except me. I glanced about my fellow inductees, annoyed. None of them thought to mention this beforehand? Maybe they thought I knew, but Maria and Em at least knew I was woefully ignorant of the entire process. It would have been nice for them to drop a hint or two.

      “You must rank in at least the top ten to be accepted into the next phase of the introduction,” Alexie informed us.

      I liked my odds, but my initial shock was for Em. There was no way she was going to have any chance of making the top ten, not with her track record. I tried to glance over to her and catch her eye, but the young girl’s gaze remained firmly on Alexie, who continued to move back and forth in front of us.

      “I suggest you all eat a light breakfast and get lots of rest,” Alexie advised. “It will be a long morning for you all.”

      Without ceremony, we were excused. I remained sitting on the grass for a while longer than the rest of my group. I couldn’t get the new information out of my head, my heart aching for Em and her inevitable chances of failure.

      Seeing me still sitting on the ground, Em approached in her chair with a weary smile on her face.

      “Don’t tell me you are nervous, Martin,” she teased, lifting her hand to knock my shoulder lightly. “It should be great fun, and you have nothing to worry about.”

      “Please let me say something,” I pleaded with Em, my voice softer and deeper than her own light and airy tone. “You and I both know this is ludicrous.”

      A gaunt expression haunted Em’s face. “I will not ask for special privilege, Martin, I cannot.”

      “You can’t tell me that it’s going to be less embarrassing to opt-out than it will be to get your ass handed to you and not even put up a fight,” I argued.

      But Em didn’t seem to hear me. Her stubbornness and pride wouldn’t let up.

      “I need to at least try to compete,” she continued. She looked out onto the grounds as she said this. Her eyes fixed on the painted circle of grass that marked the arena for tomorrow’s spectacle. “If I do not, a forfeit means an automatic denial onto the rest of the introduction process.”

      “Is that the reason you haven’t been introduced to court yet?” I asked, looking at her even though she didn’t look at me. “You’re almost the same age as me. According to tradition, you should have done it years ago.”

      “I was always too sick,” Em admitted. “It was not until recently that I could even leave my room or this damned chair.” Em hit it with the palm of her hand. The smack rang out across the courtyard.

      “It’s practically impossible, Em,” I warned her. I kept my voice soft, like telling a child that her pet fish had died. This was so much more difficult because this was not practically impossible but truly unobtainable.

      “You don’t think I know that?” Emerald shouted at me. She finally faced me with an anger that I hadn’t ever seen from her. It burned behind teary eyes and flushed her cheeks with a wicked red. “You don’t think I dwell on the unfairness of it all, day and night? That I don’t wake up with nightmares about the humiliation or the pain I am bound to experience tomorrow.”

      The young woman then straightened herself and wiped her runny nose with the back of her hand. She reseated herself as if adjusting her posture on a throne.

      “I simply want a chance,” Em said, once again gazing out onto the training grounds. “I will do what is necessary to be properly introduced to court. You are wasting your breath, Martin, trying to convince me otherwise.”

      The noblewoman wheeled off. She spun her back to me and didn’t look back. I watched her go with a sense of dread and shame I couldn’t quite shake.

      I closed my eyes and debated further with myself. Again, Maria’s warning about choice rang out, now in harmony with Em’s plea for a chance. Despite whatever chance she thought she was being given, it was an unfair one. Anger burned in my stomach at the cruelty of the act and frustration at the people who put the whole thing in place.

      I knew I had to get off the ground and do something to distract myself before defying my friend’s wishes and doing something drastic and regrettable. Still, I couldn’t shake the headache that this whole dilemma caused.

      “Ffamran?” I paged on the chance that the dragon was otherwise unoccupied.

      “Hello, Martin,” Ffamran replied, a sleepy but satisfied tone underlying his words. “It is wonderful to hear from you so early in the day.”

      “Did I wake you?” I asked. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Oh no,” Ffamran assured me. “I was enjoying a lounge in the sun is all. It is mighty comfortable over here. Would you like to join me?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it. “Yeah. I need to get something off my chest, and I think lounging might help.”

      “Wonderful,” Ffamran said. “As long as I can stay in the sun when I listen, I am all ears.”

      I made my way to the gardens and found Ffamran outstretched in nearly the dead center by the largest fountain. He looked ridiculous and severely out of place as he laid languidly along his back, exposing his underbelly to the morning sun. His violet scales glinted almost blue in the natural light, and his hair fanned about his face on the ground like a headdress. The dragon’s eyes were closed, and he had the widest, closed-mouth smile I’d ever seen, a sign of true bliss.

      As I watched my merkin literally soak up the morning, I decided against unleashing all my woes about the tournament, Em, and the kingdom as a whole. He was so peaceful, lying as he was, and I didn’t have it in me to interrupt him just then. So I spun on my heel and started back for the walled court when Ffamran called out to me, with his eyes still closed.

      “I cleared a spot for you, Martin.” Ffamran rolled onto his side and patted a patch of slim glass right next to his stomach. “It was time for me to turn, anyway.”

      I shuffled forward and crouched beneath my massive dragon. I fell back against his scales, dipped in an intense warmth from the sun, and pulled my knees up to my chest. I pressed my eye sockets into my kneecaps and sighed heavily.

      “Martin,” Ffamran pried in my mind, “what is troubling you?”

      “Why does this kingdom matter?” I asked, digging deep into the roots of my concerns.

      “What do you mean?” Ffamran asked, intrigued but not pressing.

      “Why am I working so hard to save them?” I was grateful for our mental link, so I didn’t have to say these doubts aloud. It made them less scary and easier to talk about when I didn’t have to vocalize them. “I don’t even like most of this court and their stupid way of doing things.”

      “It is not only the court we are trying to save,” Ffamran reminded me.

      “I know that,” I whined, “but they are a huge part of it. They run the damn kingdom, but they’re just so ridiculous.”

      “How so?”

      I lifted my head up, removing my eyes from my knees, and looked out onto the castle wall. It contained the very court I was complaining about, and my anger surged at the sight of it.

      “The court of Insomier is so stuck in their ways that they won’t make allowances for those different from themselves,” I ranted, throwing my hands up in the air. “Diana and Alona are both bright, strong, and capable young women who would have excelled at the introduction, but they were denied a shot because of their birthright. Emerald, who is of their noble lineage, was given a shot but sequestered because of her limited physical abilities.”

      “I understand your frustration, Martin, I do,” Ffamran sympathized, “but you cannot give up on everyone. You cannot let the acts of a few outweigh the many.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Logically, that all makes sense. I just hate that I have to play right into all of it. The entire concept is archaic.”

      “Which concept?” Ffamran asked, sincerely.

      “Really, all of it is,” I said with exasperation. “Specifically, I meant the ‘introduction to court’ thing. I want to not compete out of protest for all those who never get the chance for the so-called honor of being introduced to court. It’s right up there with beauty pageants and college sports in terms of outdated ideals and overall corruption.”

      “I do not know what those things are, but I believe you,” Ffamran said as he curled his tail around me like a hug. “While it is admirable that you want to forfeit your space in the tournament for those less fortunate, you have to think about bonding with the council and getting their approval.”

      “But why?” I popped up to my feet with frustration. “Why do I have to play nice with them? Why do I have to do what they say? Especially when it is wrong. It makes me so frustrated that I have to jump through their hoops, for what? So they can permit me to save their asses?”

      I opened and closed my hands like I was trying to shake something sticky off them. I jumped up and down and spun in a circle. Nervous energy made my skin feel tight and prickly,

      “Martin…” Ffamran began, his voice tempered and even.

      “Don’t,” I said sharply as I pointed at him. “I know what I have to do. I know that I have to compete, but I don’t have to like it. I don’t have to agree with any of it.”

      “No.” Ffamran drew out the word, almost like a warning. “You do not have to agree. I suggest you take some of that hyper energy and channel it into the fight tomorrow. You play the game, adhere to their traditions, and then extend the court some grace.”

      That made me stop and check myself. I stilled and held my arms tight at my side. I took a deep breath, letting my chest rise and fall. After another breath, a warm swirl started at the center of my chest and spiraled out. It vibrated against my ribs, and a calm clouded my mind.

      “You need to realize that this court is scared,” Ffamran explained, gentle and kind. “Sometimes, when we are afraid, we fall back on tradition and habit just to have something solid to hold on to. This introduction ceremony is one of those things. Let the court get through this, and then maybe you can convince them to make some changes.”

      Ffamran’s words heated that warm coil as it stirred. I could almost feel the bond between me and Ninji tug and tighten, as he mentioned grace and understanding in the face of fear.

      The dragon tapped my chest with his snout. I teetered back a little but smiled all the same. He lifted his chin in a small nod and returned my smile with a bright one, full of cheek and teeth.

      “You are going to be great tomorrow,” Ffamran encouraged. “I admire your passion and your sense of justice, and I believe there is room for change here. So, let’s tackle one change and then the next and then the next, yes?”

      Ffamran bent his head so the top of his head touched my forehead. I grabbed the sides of his face and closed my eyes.

      “I am here for you,” Ffamran reminded me. “I am always here for you, and we will get through this together. Don’t you forget that.”

      “Will you come to watch tomorrow?” I asked weakly.

      Ffamran released a chuckle that rumbled in the back of his throat. “If it comforts you, I will do my best, but I do not know how my size will go over in the arena. We’ll figure something out.”

      As I rested my head against that of my merkin, the warmth flowed through me. I let it settle my anger and taper it for the time being. It settled for now and allowed me to refocus and relish in the gratitude I felt for this dragon who centered me and grounded me.

      “Want to go for a ride to take your mind off it?” Ffamran offered.

      I peeled away from him and opened my eyes. The widest smile spread across my face as I thought about the wind in my hair and the sun on my arms.

      “Absolutely!” I agreed with glee.

      Almost like a habit, I ran my fingertips along the scales that ran down Ffamran’s neck, then leapt on his back. Using his leg as a stool, I wrapped my legs on either side of him.

      Without warning, Ffamran rose on his legs and bolted into the sky. We left the worries and concerns about tomorrow on the ground below. That was a problem for future Martin, and frankly, I was glad to let him deal with it.
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      The sun hung high in the sky, and a smattering of clouds floated by. There was a chilling wind, but it was not strong enough to knock anyone off their feet. It was a pleasant day without too much heat or cold to affect the competitors. Their limbs would not freeze, and their brows would not sweat unnecessarily.

      It was an ideal day for a fight.

      Servants had cleaned and prepped the arena the day before, making sure everything was perfect for the tournament today. The structure curved into a u-shape so that the circular fighting stage could be seen from multiple angles. The seats rose a couple of levels and contained benches for all the spectators to watch. At the center, and higher than the rest, King Atlus sat upon a cushioned throne with no one on either side of him.

      Completing the arena, a white canvas tent had been erected from across the stands. It was where the inductees and other competitors waited. Several of my fellow guards were in there, plucked from our reserves to compete today.

      In the past, I had competed as an extra in this tournament several times. It was the closest I had ever come to being introduced to court. The last two times I competed, I bested all the contestants. Rebekah eventually took me out of the line up then, claiming that my talents could be used elsewhere. I knew it was not favorable to have one of the extra competitors win. The nobles always rooted for one of their inductees and were sorely disappointed when they lost. I was becoming too much of a threat, making it too difficult for the minimally trained inductees.

      We could not have that now, could we?

      I couldn’t help but think, as I gazed upon the tent with its open flaps whipping in the wind, that Martin was in there. I hadn’t seen him in several days, and my heart tugged at the thought of him. I would have loved to see his strong, determined expression. He would bite the inside of his cheek, nervous and anxious to begin.

      I considered popping in there and wishing him luck. I wanted him to hold me tight against his chest as I whispered encouragements to him. I wanted to promise him that when he won, we would celebrate in his chambers later that evening.

      Instead, I sat next to Rebekah and waited for the tournament to begin.

      When the dragons had diagnosed me with the corruption, I resolved to distance myself from Martin. It was foolish and almost cowardly. I knew this. However, I could not have him discovering my illness. He would drop everything to try to help me. We could not have him doing that, not before he was ready.

      So I did my best to avoid him. It tore at my heart to do so, and I thought about him nightly. The small consolation that I had was that he had not sought me out during that time either. Perhaps he was too busy training in chess and combat to meet with me… or perhaps Martin did not miss me as much as I missed him.

      “What dark thought crossed your mind just now?” Rebekah asked, with a light jab in my side.

      I jolted and looked over at my captain. “Nothing of consequence.”

      “I beg to disagree, friend,” Rebekah said with a furrow of her eyebrows. “You look as though someone you love has died. The color drained instantly from your face. Where did your thoughts go?”

      “I was thinking of Martin,” I said, constructing the lie with half-truths.

      “Hm,” Rebekah murmured, listening. She harbored feelings for the man, as well, and I wondered if she would be willing to listen to my own thoughts and feelings in regard to Martin.

      “It was a moment of doubt is all,” I continued. “He will win this, I am sure of it, but my mind exercised the idea that he did not win. Or worse. If he did not make the top ten and was dismissed from the introduction.”

      “try to take comfort in your faith in him,” Rebekah suggested. “After all, you trained him, and no one has won this tournament more than you. He had better training that Madame Lilysmyth would be able to give in two weeks.”

      “Do not let her hear you say that,” I warned with a teasing tone.

      Rebekah rolled her bright blue eyes dramatically. “I have been arguing with that woman for years now.”

      “Yes, I know,” I said dully, not wanting to hear this argument again. Nevertheless, Rebekah proceeded as if she had not told me this story several times.

      “I have tried to reason with her,” Rebekah griped. “She can train and ready the inductees for the other two phases of the introduction process. However, it only makes sense to allow the captain of the guard to train them for the physical portion. And the training would be extended for longer than two weeks.”

      “Yes,” I said disinterestedly.

      “Instead, Madame Lilysmyth insists that all the trainees must have equal time and equal instruction, so they are not biased, which is ludicrous. It is like comparing apples to oranges, and yet she must keep them the same.” Rebekah huffed with a final sigh and crossed her arms.

      “Are you finished?” I asked, knowing the answer to my own question.

      “I do not know why she is so stubborn,” Rebekah proceeded. “I am not asking to change the entire introduction process, which is her whole deal, and I respect that. It is a practical suggestion that she will not even consider.”

      “Maybe you should try again,” I ventured.

      “I do not believe she will listen,” Rebekah sighed.

      “She changed the rules to let Martin in,” I reasoned, thinking it through. “Maybe she is more open-minded than you think.”

      “Are we speaking of the same Madame Lilysmyth?” Rebekah checked, looking at me sharply.

      “I just do not understand why you would not at least try,” I pressed, “especially if you are still so riled up about it.”

      “I am not riled up,” Rebekah protested.

      I held out my hand, signaling Rebekah to look at her own body language. It had shifted to a tense, closed-off crumple of limbs. Her legs were crossed at the knee, her arms hugged tight around her chest, and her shoulders had crawled up to her ears.

      Slowly, Rebekah unraveled herself. I watched skeptically as my captain returned both feet to the ground and straightened her back. She cleared her throat in an attempt to cover her embarrassment.

      “I apologize,” Rebekah said slowly.

      “No need.” I waved her off.

      “That woman irritates me so,” Rebekah muttered, almost to herself.

      An idea pricked in the back of my head in response to Rebekah’s comment. Her body language and blatant irritation fueled the idea. It was like a young teenager being interrogated by her parents, full of defensiveness and slight embarrassment.

      I leaned back on the bench and straightened my legs out as far as they could go. I shot Rebekah a curious look, which she caught.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Do you think of Madame Lilysmyth as a friend?” I wondered gingerly. Asking this question felt like poking a bear.

      Rebekah scoffed and immediately looked away from me. The dismissive grunt and distancing herself from the question automatically gave me my answer.

      “You do, don’t you?” I confirmed incredulously.

      “She is a smart woman, Diana,” Rebekah defended. “Stubborn as all hell, annoying, temperamental, and stuck in her ways, but smart all the same.”

      I chuckled, thoroughly amused by my discovery. I gave Rebekah a couple of pats on the shoulder and let the matter lie. It was comforting to know that Rebekah had friends of a sort outside the guard, even if those friends included one of the most frustrating women on the continent.

      A trumpet sounded, signaling the start of the tournament. Nobles took their places in the wooden stands, dressed in their finest outerwear. It was a celebration, after all.

      When the horn finished its announcement, King Atlus rose to his feet. Immediately, the rest of the court followed suit. I watched the crowd rise in an uneven wave. Whenever King Atlus executed his power like this, I always found myself amazed and jealous. It was impossible not to see the weight of the king on the land. I often wondered if Atlus truly knew the impact he had and how he could wield it to his will, for better or worse. The silent following of the court just now was a perfect visual example of just how much power the king had.

      Once again, the trumpets sounded except this time, there were more of them, and they struck up a melody. Two flaps in the tent across the way opened up. One by one, the competitors proceeded out of the ten. Each of the thirty-two carried a large flag with their family’s coat of arms on it.

      We watched the rainbow parade emerge from the tent. Intricate family flags flew high, some of them catching the easy-going breeze. They fanned out around the arena, to smattered applause from their family as they entered.

      Upon seeing the flags, panic clenched my stomach. What would Martin carry? He did not have a coat of arms or a sign or anything to signify his family origins here in Insomier. Surely they would not let him walk out with nothing. He was the first of his kind, so not having a family flag to carry was something rather unusual.

      However, when Martin emerged, last in line, he did indeed carry a flag. It blazed a silky white with a purple dragon stitched in the center. It replicated Ffamran almost perfectly, with his flowing hair and massive wingspan.

      I could not help but smile at the sight of it. It was the perfect symbol of Martin and the mark he left on Insomier. He was the King of Dragons, even though not everyone knew it. The symbol could not have been a better fit. I wondered who had thought of it. Instinctively, I knew Martin had to have a hand in it somehow. He would not have let it be anything else.

      The competitors stuck their flags in the ground in a semi-circle around the opposite side of the stands. They flowed high above in the light breeze, seeming to reach for the heavens. Each competitor stood beneath them, save for Em, who sat under hers, which was still attached to her chair. Some ingenious person had attached the flag pole to Em’s wheeled chair so she would not have to carry it out. Now, a servant came and detached the flag. They stuck it in the ground for the young noblewoman.

      A wave of murmurs fluttered about the crowd. I caught only pieces of gossip. Concerns for Emerald competing. Scandal at the king permitting Martin to be introduced when he was no noble. Surprise at the number of male competitors this year. It was all nonsense. I did not care for the mutterings of the nobles. They hardly ever concerned anything important and were not worth my time. I learned that early on in my time at court. Or rather, Alona had taught me that their words did not matter.

      “They will never accept us, Diana,” she had told me when we were about thirteen years old. “You have to understand that they think us different than themselves. No matter how hard we try to be like them, we will always be different.”

      “If we join the guard, then they cannot say anything bad about us,” I tried to reason, though hope infected my every word. “We will be respected.”

      Alona shook her head, sorrowful and doubtful. “We will always be those two poor girls from Absolum. No position in the guard is going to change that. It is better not to focus on what they say.”

      “But what they say means everything!” I argued. “Their say is the only way to get ahead.”

      “You need to change your definition of getting ahead,” Alona warned. “You will waste years being miserable and getting nowhere.”

      As per usual, Alona had been right. But I never told her so. I locked away my feelings over time and hid them behind impenetrable walls. They guarded me against the whispers and the judgments of the court. It had been years since I’d let their words bother me. However, now that Martin was the center of their concerns, old wounds reopened and threatened to bleed.

      It was not the first time I imagine whisking him away, abandoning this whole ordeal and living out by the sea. Neither of us was made for this life anyway, or that is how it felt sometimes. I knew he craved it too when the weight of the kingdom fell too heavily on his shoulders. Though, like me, Martin would not leave. There was a sense of duty that compelled him to stay. Some unspoken promise made to himself, to his dragon clan, or to someone else. I did not know.

      My own oath to protect and serve the kingdom of Insomier tightened around my neck each day, like the noose I once wore. Ever since that moment of publicly defying the king, I imagined that rope around my neck. The bristles scratched, and some nights, I dreamt that it never came off.

      Watching the competitors fall into line to hear their match order, that invisible noose pressed against my windpipe. The whole spectacle was simply for show and entertainment. Two weeks of combat training proved nothing. Any of those inductee pansies would not last a week out in the field… except for maybe Martin.

      To temper my growing irritation, I focused on him. I watched his face stay stoic as it was announced that he would first be facing against Ursaman. He was a bulky guard, something of a beast when it came to combat. This only made sense, considering his Merkin was a grizzly bear that liked to pace about its rock structure in the Zoo, growling at anyone who came near.

      Their match was one of the first. Martin was a broad and tall man, but he dwarfed in comparison to this giant of a man. I liked Ursaman. He was kind and gave the most comforting hugs, though I also knew he would not go easy on Martin. He would throw his weight at him, aiming to halt and crush.

      Martin sized him up quickly. I could see it in his eyes as he zeroed in on his slower movements. When the starting trumpet sounded, Martin zoomed behind the massive man before he could finish a blink. He wasted no time in jumping onto his back. He wrapped his hands around the man’s thick neck and his legs around the man’s waist. Martin hooked his elbow in the crux of his opposite wrist and yanked back.

      Ursaman groped at his arms and bent forward, trying to throw him over his head and off him. However, Martin locked his feet together at Ursaman’s navel and tightened his thighs. He squeezed his eyes shut with the effort and held true.

      The large guard whipped about. He attempted to dislodge Martin in every way he could think until he finally felt flat on his back, squishing Martin.

      An audible grunt erupted from Martin as the wind knocked out of him. A gasp escaped the ground, and tension heightened as Ursaman rolled about on the ground. He crushed Martin with each movement, and he groaned in response. Still, Martin held on.

      Ursaman’s face flushed red, then a deep violet. His eyes bulged from his face as he gulped for air. The crowd shouted their encouragements, their insults, and their curses. All the while, Ursaman’s skin looked more and more like a ripe cherry.

      “Tap out, man!” Rebekah called out to the burly guard, but her advice was lost in the rest of the din.

      Martin’s eyes closed in frustration and weariness. My chest tightened. If he could only see how close he was. Just a few more seconds and Ursaman would lose consciousness…

      Sure enough, Ursaman’s stocky limbs went limp above Martin, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. A trumpet howled, signaling Martin’s victory. Only then did he let go, his own arms and legs flattening against the grass in exhaustion.

      Assorted cheers and whoops went up from the crowd. It was an exciting first match, and many had not expected the foreigner to win. More murmurs went up as three servants dragged Ursaman’s deadweight off Martin. This was going to be an interesting tournament, indeed.

      “No, thanks, I’m fine,” Martin said sarcastically as he got up on his own. No one had come to help him up. “I didn’t just get crushed by a three hundred pound bear or anything. I’m just dandy.”

      I laughed as he wobbled his way off the field. His ears caught wind of my laughter, and he looked up in my direction. Martin’s eyes met mine, first displaying surprise, then the gaze softened, and he rewarded me with a smile.

      When our eyes connected, a pang whizzed through my gut. I clutched it and bent over with a grunt. Immediately, Rebekah’s hands were on my back.

      “Diana,” she said, worried. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I lied, knowing exactly what this pain was. The familiar sensation of my stomach being ripped open with a knife sliced through me once more, and I bent over further. The corruption decided to make itself known again.

      “This is not nothing,” Rebekah argued. She clutched either side of my shoulders and guided me through the stands. “We have to get you to the infirmary.”

      “No!” I hissed through the pain.

      “Diana,” Rebekah replied sharply. “Now is not the time to be stubborn.”

      “I cannot go to the infirmary,” I explained, my voice low. “They cannot help me.”

      Rebekah froze at my words, her brow furrowing in thought. Her hands stiffened. I could feel her grip change as she processed what I was saying.

      “Who can help you?” Rebekah whispered in my ear.

      “I need Alona.” I hated saying the words, but she and Korey were the only other humans who knew. Since Korey was competing, I had no one to rely on save for my old friend.

      “Then I will take you to the Zoo,” Rebekah proclaimed, and I barely had a moment to analyze the flash of desire that flickered in Rebekah’s gaze at the mention of Alona before another burst of pain hit me.

      My captain pushed through the stands, making excuses as we went. She claimed I had too much to drink. She assured another woman that I had eaten a bad batch of eggs. Lies poured from Rebekah’s mouth as she led me out of the arena and out of the all-seeing eyes of the court.

      I was not worried about them, however. The only eyes I cared about were the piercing green ones who watched me double over in pain just before he was expected to fight again.
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      “Diana.”

      Her name left my lips, and I couldn’t help but step forward. Something caught my arm and prevented me from racing towards her. I jerked out of its grip, but the thing clamped down again with a vice-like grip. I turned to face the figure, intent on snarling in their face, when the angelic face of Maria came into view.

      “What are you doing?” Maria asked, still holding my arm with a surprising amount of strength.

      “Something’s wrong with Diana,” I explained. I tugged once more, but Maria held on. If anything, she managed to pull me closer.

      “I saw,” Maria said in a soft whisper. “But you cannot leave the arena. You will be disqualified.”

      “I can do whatever the hell I want,” I protested, “and I want to check on my friend.”

      “You saw that Rebekah went with her. She will be taken to the infirmary and taken care of,” Maria reasoned. “I cannot imagine she will be happy if you forfeit the tournament for her sake. She is not worth that.”

      I wanted to snap back, “Yes, she is!” However, I swallowed the words.

      Logic insisted that Maria was right, but compassion cried out a different answer. If Diana was ill, then I could heal her. My other healing abilities still worked without having to face Hennar. It was only when I faced the corruption that I also had to face the false king, or dragon slayer, or any of the other dozen names he had been given.

      My arm went slack in Maria’s grip, and she took that as a sure sign that I wasn’t about to run off to Diana’s aid. I licked my lips and cracked my neck back and forth. The compulsion to dash away and help Diana was still there. It itched like an uncomfortable shirt tag at the back of my neck. Still, I held firm on the sidelines and watched the next match, hoping it would distract me.

      Unfortunately, the pairing didn’t comfort me in the slightest. The fierce Korey stood across from Emerald, who still sat in her wheelchair.

      My jaw dropped open. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Oh no,” Maria gasped beside me. Her hand rose to her mouth, and she spoke through her fingers. “This is pure cruelty.”

      “You’re telling me,” I agreed. “Korey could kill her with one move, and knowing her, she just might.”

      “Killing is not allowed in the tournament. In fact, it is strictly forbidden,” Maria said, as if she were reading from the rulebook itself. I turned to Maria and gave her a skeptical look, complete with a raised eyebrow.

      “You were being hyperbolic, weren’t you?” Maria checked.

      “Yep,” I said with a single nod.

      Simultaneously, we turned our heads back to the impending match before us. Em rose from her chair and stepped into the circle. She bent her knees slightly and held up her fists, ready to strike. Korey followed suit, stepping into the circle, though she didn’t mimic Em’s stance. Korey’s hand remained down at her sides, and her knees locked beneath her.

      I could feel the whispers of the crowd like goosebumps along my skin. They were nasty and full of doubt. Some were topped with giggles, and others were silent, with only disapproving looks to show. If I could feel it from across the field, I knew that Em felt them all the way down to her bones.

      But you wouldn’t know it from looking at the girl.

      Em had pursed lips and hard eyes. She seemed to be looking at something beyond Korey, beyond the horizon. It was a determined, concentrated look that would have scared the pants off anyone, except for the fact that it came from a relatively crippled girl who wobbled on her feet.

      Korey, on the other hand, was unreadable. However, this was nothing unusual for the guard. I found that most times I looked at her, Korey’s face was rather flat. She never gave away anything… so that was why it was all the more shocking when, after the trumpet’s starting honk, Korey took a knee.

      The crowd gasped. One woman straight up fainted in the stands. King Atlus rose to his feet and leaned forward, almost to the edge of his viewing platform. Maria’s eyes popped from her head, quite like Ursaman’s had done just moments ago when I was choking him. Instead of turning purple, though, Maria’s face went so white, it was practically translucent.

      I didn’t know what to think. I had a guess as to what just happened, but all I knew for sure that it was unprecedented. I thwacked Maria’s arm a couple of times with the back of my hand, breaking her stupor.

      “What just happened?” I asked. “What just happened?”

      “Korey resigned from the match,” Maria whispered.

      “What?” I looked from Maria to the bowed Korey and back to Maria. “She did what?”

      Maria’s arm rose and stiffened, pointing. “She forfeited the match. Em won.”

      Em stood up straight. She walked to Korey and held out a hand. From her place on the ground, Korey reached up and shook Em’s hand, but the guard did not get to her feet.

      “Why would she do that?” I whispered, my voice sounding like a shout against the stunned silence.

      “I do not know,” Maria said back, matching my volume. “It has not happened in several years. It is…” Maria’s voice trailed off, unable to say the word she was thinking.

      “Unprecedented? Unexpected? Unorthodox?” I supplied.

      “All of those and more,” Maria breathed. “But Em is moving on. She is in the top eight.”

      My head whipped to the scoreboard to the left of the arena. It was not so much of a scoreboard as a sports bracket. Each of the thirty-two names was listed on the outer columns, with the winners of each individual match moving on to the next column of names. Each batch got smaller and smaller until there was only one name in the center.

      Sure enough, Em’s name moved forward, signaling her victory, while Korey’s family flag was removed and laid on the ground, signaling her defeat.

      It was a bit of an awkward transition to the next match. The crowd was still in shock from Korey’s forfeit, so all the shifting from one match to the next could be heard. Servants ran a quick rake over the grass, and the announcer proclaimed the next two competitors into a thick silence.

      When Emerald was wheeled back to her flag, both Maria and I tried to catch her eye, but she wouldn't have it. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to hold back a tear or a shout. I had no idea if she was excited about the win or disappointed by how it had happened. It easily could have been both. Honestly, if I couldn’t sort out my feelings about it all, there was no way to tell what was going on in Em’s mind at that moment.

      Nevertheless, the tournament continued. All the inductees made it to the second round. Next, I fought a petite blonde guard who hit surprisingly hard despite her stature. I ultimately knocked her out of the circle, but I knew I was coming away from that fight with a couple of bruises.

      Maria and Kadir ended up facing each other in the second round. To no one’s surprise, Maria kicked Kadir’s ass, and he was knocked out of the tournament and consequently out of the introduction process. His defeat meant he did not make the top eight, and he would have to try again next year. It would have taken some dumb luck for Kadir to make it because he never seemed to find his courage over the course of our short training.

      The biggest surprise, again, was Em’s match. This time she was paired with a willowy guard I knew as Zensa. She worked with Diana often and was in the original group I met in the woods when Ffamran and I first met. Her Merkin was a horse which made her rather speedy. I held my breath once more, as Em lifted herself from the chair and walked into the circle.

      Zensa had to only race around her once, and Em would go down. Instead of Em falling, however, it was Zensa who fell to one knee. She, too, forfeited the match, giving Em the victory and making it to the top eight.

      After the second forfeit, suspicion grew in my chest. Why were these guards, especially these well-trained fighters, giving up the fight to Emerald? Had someone bribed them? Were they coerced into this? Or was the whole thing a courtesy? Did they recognize Em’s disadvantage and nobly agreed not to fight her?

      Whatever the reason was, no one seemed to know. That didn’t stop the rumors from spreading, though. It was all the crowd would talk about. They weren’t even trying to be quiet about it.

      One spectator even shouted, “What kind of tournament is this?” when Zensa’s flag fell.

      Luckily, the other fights made up for the two forfeit matches. The third round signaled that Maria, myself, Razia, Eamon, and Em got to move on in the introduction process. A small sense of pride swelled inside me when I realized I had gotten this far. However, that pride only lasted a mere moment before I was overcome with a competitiveness I didn’t recognize.

      I wanted to win. This tournament was the best chance I had to prove myself to the court. The Dinner and the Dance were still a ways away and completely out of my comfort zone, but I reassured myself that I was still in my element here. It was a learned element, sure, not as natural as drawing or flying with dragons. However, I knew I could do this.

      Ffamran and the other dragons had not been able to sit in the arena. Frankly, the whole structure was smaller than the seven of them. However, I did notice a flash of purple soar overhead right before I started my two matches. Right before I was set to face my third opponent, I saw the purple shape hover in the sky. I smirked and relished in the confidence my Merkin brought to me as he looked on.

      I was thrown off guard by my opponent this round. Before me stood a scrawny guard with a sallow expression. He had a small mustache poking out from his upper lip, which was rather distracting. I cocked my head and scoffed in surprise.

      “Travis?” I exclaimed.

      My favorite messenger guard stood before me, and before I had a chance to process the hilarity of the whole situation, Travis stepped forward and socked me right in the jaw.

      The unexpected blow made my head spin. It was the first time I’d been properly hit all day. All the other jabs had been below the neckline, but Travis was showing no mercy. His fists came at me rapidly, and I barely managed to duck out of the way, considering my vision still spun with stars.

      Apparently, Travis was a rather talented fighter. Who knew? I raised my arms to blow so that his strikes landed on my forearms rather than my face. I barely managed to get an attack in. I remained on the defensive, and Travis continued to jab at me with a flurry of blows. His aggression pushed me farther and farther back.

      It was the gasp from the crowd that ultimately alerted me to how dangerously close I was to the edge of the circle. One step out meant I lost, and this scrawny messenger boy would beat me. It was only the third round. I still had two more fights left to go.

      No, I refused to lose at the halfway point.

      In between Travis’s blows, I lowered myself to the ground,  crouched on one foot, and swept the one out and around. While that leg technically glided above the line, my foot never touched the ground as I channeled the physical manifestation of Ninji’s gift of grace to maintain my balance. Then, using the momentum of my spin, I whipped about and knocked Travis’s feet out from under him.

      The guard went down like a house of cards. He crumpled into a heap on the ground, landing hard on his side. A moan of pain escaped his lips as his shoulder slammed hard into the grass.

      I landed with my right leg outstretched to the side, toe pointed like a dancer in order to keep my balance. As I flattened my foot, I pushed off the ground to the side, rolling on my back and tucking my legs underneath me so I could pop up onto my feet.

      Suddenly, the tides of the fight had changed. I lorded above Travis, who still crouched on the ground. I bent my knees, ready to pounce and pin him when Travis unexpectedly moaned. His face crumpled in pain, and I realized that he hadn’t moved since I first knocked him over.

      I paused and eyed Travis. His breaths were sharp and short, and he was curled into a ball as he cradled his shoulder. Slowly, I bent down to Travis’s level.

      “What is he doing?” someone called out from the crowd.

      “Why doesn’t he finish him?”

      “All he has to do is pin him, and it is over.”

      I wanted to heal him, but I recalled Madame Lilysmyth’s words from training. We weren’t allowed to use our gifts or merkins to fight. And even though I wanted to use my gift to heal and not fight, I knew they wouldn’t see it that way.

      So I did the next best thing I could. I placed my hand firmly on Travis’s back and pinned him. The trumpets sounded out, indicating my victory, and I quickly got off the messenger boy.

      Then, since the match was over, I reached out my hands and touched Travis. He kept his eyes closed and only flinched slightly at my touch. Probably thinking I was going to keep fighting him. I doubt he’d heard the trumpets when he was in such pain.

      Calmly, I called to the light and asked it to assess the damage. It swirled and extended from me, reaching out to Travis’s body. He was in such agony that he didn’t seem to notice what was happening around him.

      For the first time since the tournament had begun, I couldn’t hear the chittering from the crowd. It was like the world was underwater. It was just me, Travis, and the light. When the light hit his body, Travis opened his eyes for the first time.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured the fear that exploded from behind his gaze. “It’s okay. I’m here to help.”

      “Help?” he croaked.

      “Uh-huh,” I murmured as I noticed what the light had discovered. “Your collarbone is broken, but I’m going to fix it, okay? I just need you to stay still.”

      Travis blinked a couple of times at me, amazed but weary. Then he nodded, giving his permission.

      With his consent, I went to work. I pictured a healed collarbone, strong and sturdy. I imagined the broken pieces coming back together and solidifying. The light complied and worked to complete my vision. A warmth flowed between the two of us as the light did its job.

      Soon, I saw the bone as it should be and thanked the light. It responded by retreating back to my hands and growing dim. When the light disappeared, I could see Travis’s face once more. It was soft, no longer struck with pain, and smiling. It was the first time I had ever seen another expression on the messenger’s face, save for boredom or pain.

      Someone grabbed me from behind and yanked me away from Travis.

      “What the…?” I screamed as I kicked out my feet, trying to stop whoever was dragging me along.

      I quickly realized it was two someones carrying me off the field and back into the tent. I watched the arena shrink from view as I wiggled and pulled and protested.

      “Let me go!” I shouted. “What is happening? What are you doing? Let me go!” I didn’t understand why I was being dragged off the field. I had won, hadn’t I?

      They eventually did let me go once we were inside the tent. It was more of a throwing rather than a release, but I was free all the same. I scrambled up to my feet, ready to attack, but I saw it was Rebekah and Korey who had dragged me away.
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      “What the actual hell?” I shouted at the pair of them. “What was that?”

      “You are asking us ‘what was that?’” Korey’s voice was a hoarse whisper, showing her worry. “We should be asking you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said honestly.

      “What do you think you were doing, using your gift on the field like that?” Korey asked, her voice still holding notes of light fear.

      Her question surprised me, and I took a step back. “I was healing him.”

      “Exactly!” Korey sighed. “Was or was that not supposed to be something we were keeping secret?”

      “Oh shit,” I whispered, realizing my mistake. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Clearly!” Korey blew air out of her mouth, exasperated. “It was great that you won the match, but now, you have told the entire court that you are a healer.”

      “This whole thing is ridiculous!” I proclaimed. “I just wanted to help him.”

      “We know that, Martin,” Rebekah said reassuringly. “But now, so does everyone else. That puts you at risk.”

      “How so?” I asked, not remembering the answer. “Great, now the court knows I can heal. They already knew I had light abilities. Now they just know what they are, big deal.”

      “It is a big deal, Martin,” Korey growled lowly. “They just thought you could destroy the corruption, not heal in general. Anyone smart enough will be able to figure it out.”

      “Figure what out?” I questioned, my frustration hitting a boiling point.

      “Insomier has not seen healers since King Garham and the false King Hennar himself,” Korey spat, her own irritation matching mine though her tone was still tinged with worry. “There were already rumors because of the dragons, but now they’ll be sure of it.”

      “Sure of what?” I countered, sick of her playing this pronoun game with me.

      “Sure that you are the King of Dragons,” Korey said.

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. “I’m still not sure what the problem is here.”

      “The last time this kingdom encountered a foreigner who also bonded with a dragon who could also heal was Hennar,” Rebekah explained, “and he created the corruption which we have feared for decades now. Now, here you are, displaying the same characteristics. Needless to say, they will either welcome you with open arms... or fear you.”

      “Basically,” Korey said with an unnecessary amount of sass to cover her fear, “you just made it a lot harder for the court to trust you.”

      Rebekah came up to me before I left the tent to return to the matches. She kissed my lips softly, barely a butterfly touch of lips, but I melted against her all the same, not realizing I had missed her touch.

      “You will get through this, Martin. I know you can.” Her eyes glinted with trust and courage, and I did not have the heart to argue with her.

      So I simply gritted my teeth and made my way back out onto the pitch.

      When I stood by my flag, I saw how the people who had lost, sitting on the bench not that far away, stared at me in a mixture of shock and awe. Still, it was time to focus on the upcoming matches. The final four came down to Razia, Maria, Em, and me.

      I ended up beating Razia. Since I trained with her and knew all her moves, it was over pretty fast. Therefore, the next two were Em and Maria, a match-up that was going to be painful to watch as the two were close friends.

      The question on everyone’s mind was, would Maria forfeit to Em? It seemed like the pattern but, the audience was torn because they wanted a fight, but many were unsure if Em could provide one, especially since she hadn’t fought her previous matches.

      Instead, Em surprised us all. After the trumpet signaled the start of the match, Em spoke to Maria directly.

      “What would you like to do, Maria?”

      “What do you mean?” Maria asked her opponent with a shaky voice.

      “Would you like to fight me, or would you like us to forfeit?” Em clarified the question. “Because I have been done a disservice so far today.”

      “I do not understand,” Maria replied, clenching her fists nervously.

      “I have not been given a fair chance to fight,” Em said sternly, with a clenched jaw. “Everyone has taken one look at me and compassionately bowed out. I do not believe anyone meant to insult me, but it was difficult not to take it as one. Instead, I wish to offer you a choice.”

      With a furrowed brow, Maria nodded, allowing Em to continue.

      “We can fight properly, or we can forfeit together, at the same time. Which would you prefer?”

      At her mention of forfeiting together, I felt bitterness crawl up my throat as I began to realize what that would mean.

      “This is ridiculous!” a noble shouted. “The tournament is not for civility. It is for fighting.”

      “While you are correct, sir,” Em called back to the spectator, “I believe this situation warrants a different tactic.”

      “Sire,” someone pleaded to the king. “You cannot let this continue. It breaks with the tradition of the tournament and the introduction process.”

      “They should be banned from being introduced!” someone else shouted harshly.

      The suggestion made Em visibly flinch. Her shakes worsened when more nobles agreed with the suggestion of banishment. It was on the verge of becoming a chant when King Atlus held up his hand. The crowd fell silent.

      “I would argue that this is not the only unprecedented thing about this tournament,” Atlus stated matter-of-factly. “I am not opposed to the idea of letting the tournament continue down this route. It is full of surprises, no? Please, ladies, continue with your match.”

      Both women curtsied up at the king, and it took all my self-control not to jump in and say something. The whole situation was amazing and ridiculous, and my emotions were all over the place at what the implications of the two of them forfeiting would mean, but it was also more than I could have hoped for. A surge of pride also hit me at King Atlus’s defiance of the court. Maybe some of our chess sessions were rubbing off on him too.

      Maria looked at Em incredulously. “How would that work? If we both forfeit?”

      “On the count of three, we would both kneel,” Em explained. “It is a sign of forfeit from both of us, declaring it a draw. Martin would then be declared the winner.”

      Upon hearing those words, the crowd tittered again. More whispers, which sounded more like regular conversation, traveled around the stands. It was a scandal to the juiciest degree, and the court lapped it up.

      I, myself, still stood shocked off to the side. My feet seemed rooted in their place, unable to move. A win I had not won? I wasn’t sure if I wanted to win that way. But I also knew I had no real say in how Em and Maria chose to do during their match. Especially since King Atlus himself agreed to let them figure out their match by themselves.

      “Alright,” Maria proclaimed with a nod. “On the count of three.”

      I tensed. Was this it? Was this how I won the Tournament round?

      Em smiled and already started kneeling, knowing it would take her a little longer to get to the ground safely. Maria crouched a bit too, lowering herself.

      “One,” Em began the countdown, “Two. Three!”

      Em’s words rang out through the arena, and she collapsed to the ground on one knee. However, Maria hadn’t moved a muscle. She remained crouched over the grass, but her knee didn’t connect. Maria hovered there and waited.

      It took the court a solid thirty seconds to realize what had happened. I was right there with them, deciphering the sight in front of us. Despite their agreement, Maria hadn’t forfeited. While Em’s knee rested on the ground, Maria remained upright and standing.

      Maria won their match.

      The trumpets stuttered for a moment before they blared out, signaling the end of the match. A roar exploded like fireworks over the crowd. Maria was quickly ushered back to her flag. She never once looked back at Em, who remained crouched on the floor.

      Since a match wasn’t in progress, I figured it would be okay to run and check on Em. I lowered myself down to her and gripped Em’s shoulders.

      “Emerald?” I said, shaking her slightly. “Em?”

      “Leave me alone,” Em’s voice was so quiet against the last of the cheers from their match I had to lean closer to hear her.

      “Let’s get you onto the bench, okay?” I offered. I gripped her arms now and tried to lift her back into her chair, but she threw me off with an incoherent shout. I fell back onto my behind and stared at her.

      Tears ran down Em’s cheeks in deep streaks. Her eyes remained closed, but I could see the hurt all over her face. It was etched into the lines on her forehead and the tight jaw muscles. I tried one more time to touch her but was met with a fierce buzzing sound in my ear. My shoulder rose to my ear to shoo it away, but the buzzing just grew louder. It zipped around my head and landed on my outstretched hand.

      It was a bee that glared up at me, vibrating so violently that I could barely see its wings, they flitted so fast. The sensations rippled up my skin, and I stilled. The insect’s stinger narrowed into a beautiful point that threatened to penetrate my hand if I moved it another inch. I got the merkin’s message loud and clear. So I retracted my fingers into a fist, hoping it would get the signal.

      The bee launched off my hand and zoomed to Em’s side. It swirled around her head twice before settling somewhere around her ear. During my standoff with the bee, Em had made it back to her chair. She put her hands on the wheels and made her way across the grass.

      She didn’t stop once. Not even when some of the losers called out to her, gesturing for her to come over to them.

      I didn’t know the consequences of not taking a defeat with dignity, but I also understood where Em was coming from. A defeat like that was not one I would dignify by watching the victor move forward.

      I watched her go as a dark thunder cloud rolled in. The sun suddenly left the sky, and it was clear that rain was inevitable. The ominous weather matched my disappointment and hurt. But I couldn’t allow myself to sink too low in those emotions. I had a match to win after all.

      I was already going to win for myself, to prove that I was worth the court’s respect, especially after they now saw my healing abilities and might possibly correlate me to the horrid King Hennar. Now, though, I would also win for my friend Em, who was disgraced and betrayed… even if that meant fighting, and possibly ruining whatever Maria and I had been starting after that afternoon in the greenhouse.

      I moved from my spot where I had knelt to comfort Em, stood at my mark, and waited for Maria to move to hers.

      I don’t know what she saw in my eyes, because my emotions were a whirlwind and flooded me with anger, fear, stress, and worry for my friend. But whatever she saw made her flinch back… hard. I had a small flash of regret as I recalled the way she would arch up into my touch, the sweet moans that had echoed around us not too long ago, but I shook those thoughts out of my head. This was a tournament, and I would not be distracted.

      The trumpets sounded, and she opened her mouth, no doubt to try to talk to me. But I wasn’t falling for it. I was not going to dignify her with the opportunity.

      In a flash, I was across the field, right in front of Maria, causing her eyes to widen and her arms to pinwheel as she tried to get her balance back.

      I pulled back my arm and, using the flat of my hand, thrust forward right at her sternum. The whoosh of all her air leaving her lungs blew into my face. I did a quick step to the side and caught her before she could fall.

      She couldn’t fight my grasp since she was still struggling to get air back into her lungs.

      “This isn’t how I imagined getting you in my arms again would go,” I said as I looked down at Maria. Trying to ignore the pinkness of her cheeks, the rosy lips that were open so invitingly, the heaving of her chest, or the way her blonde curls fell as I held her... or well, I tried to ignore those things.

      “Me either,” she replied. Her wide baby blue eyes stared up at me, the surprise in them mingled with a hint of something that made my pants a bit tighter than they’d have otherwise been.

      And then I dumped her out of bounds.

      The trumpets sounded, and almost as if coming from a distance, I heard King Atlus’s voice call out, “And the winner is Martin Mark Anthony, son of James and Nina Anthony!”

      There were cheers, but I simply stared down at Maria for a moment, but before I could think to help her up, people rushed the stadium, cheering my name.

      I smiled wryly. Guess they hadn’t minded my little light show earlier. I stayed for a few minutes basking in the crowd’s adoration before heading back to my rooms. After all, while I liked the praise, having a bazillion people talking to me at once was too much. A crack of thunder was heard overhead, and right as I made it to the palace, the sky opened up, and the rain fell.

      Safe in my chambers, I slammed the door behind me and slid down to the floor. I rested my head against the door.

      “Martin?” Ffamran paged.

      I groaned audibly. “Hi, Ffamran.”

      “Are you alright?”

      “Honestly?” I asked.

      “Always.”

      “Yeah, I am, but…” I sighed. “I feel like shit about Em and Maria, though.”

      “I have to admit I do not know what shit feels like,” Ffamran said, attempting a joke.

      “You know what I mean, Ffamran,” I replied with a laugh.

      “Quite a tournament, huh? You won. Congratulations!” Ffamran tried his hand at changing the subject.

      “Yeah, though I’m surprised at how easy it was,” I griped. “At least the end, anyway. The guards were pretty tough, but Maria… well, I don’t know what she was thinking.”

      “Probably that she wanted to see your big, strong muscles firsthand,” the dragon said coyly, and that thought brought heat to my cheeks. Despite what the noblewoman had done to Em, I couldn’t help but remember that she’d felt nice in my arms, both times that I had held her.

      “Do you need company?” Ffamran offered. “I would be happy to pick you up at your window.”

      “Thanks, but I think I want to rest actually,” I admitted. “I’m kinda tired after healing Travis and competing in the tournament.”

      “As you wish, Martin,” Ffamran relented, “but remember, I am here if you need it.”

      “I appreciate that, Ffamran, I really do,” I tried to put some sincerity into my voice, knowing it was rather infected with exhaustion and crabbiness.

      “You know how to reach me,” the dragon said, and then I sensed him slip out of my consciousness.

      It was comforting to know that he was only a thought away, but at the same time, it was nice to know I had my thoughts back to myself. After a minute with my thoughts, however, I realized I didn’t want to be with those either. They were a carousel, spinning without any intention of stopping. They analyzed everything from today, and I couldn’t get off the ride.

      So, I crawled, hands and knees over to my bed. I hauled myself onto the mattress and snuggled under the covers. I placed a pillow over my head to block out any excess light. I begged for sleep, and after some time, I got my wish.

      Surprisingly, I slept a dreamless sleep. The swirling thoughts seemed to stay with the daylight because when I awoke sometime in the middle of the night, they stalled.

      Grateful, I stretched out, enjoying the pops from my stiff joints and the pull against my muscles. I snuggled into my fluffy blankets and pillows and simply laid there for a moment until I noticed something glittering outside my window. I squinted, trying to get a better look at it. Something shone against the moonlight, reflecting a triangular face of a dragon that I recognized.

      “Johan?” I breathed.
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      I threw the covers off me and rolled out of bed. I rushed to the window, throwing it open. There, hovering outside of my chambers, was a dark green dragon with crystalized scales. They looked sharply cut emeralds as they glinted off the light from the moon, like ripples in a lake.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you,” I admitted.

      “It is the nighttime,” Johan said with a smirk. “It is where I belong, and this is the first time you have seen me in it.”

      “It suits you,” I complimented.

      “A little birdie told me that you had a rough day,” the dragon said with a sympathetic pout. “And by a little birdie, I mean a rather large and hairy dragon.”

      I scoffed. “Rough is one word for it.”

      “I am sure you have many words for it,” Johan said. “Why don’t you hop on out here and tell me all about it?”

      “What? Now?” I asked, baffled. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “Exactly,” Johan said temptingly. “It’s the perfect time for a ride. Have you ever been on a midnight flight, Martin?”

      “No,” I admitted, drawing out the word.

      “Then you do not know what you are missing,” Johan said as he shifted around. He turned so that his side was closest to the window, intending for me to climb through and onto his back.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Johan cut me off.

      “I am telling you, this is not an invitation you want to refuse,” Johan said with a wink.

      “I feel like I don’t have much of a choice here,” I said, putting my hands on my hips.

      “Truthfully, you do not.”

      I puffed out a blast of air, making my lips flutter. If I were honest with myself, I wasn’t tired and had no idea how I was supposed to go back to sleep after that long-ass and unplanned nap. Maybe a moonlit flight wasn’t the worst idea.

      “You are thinking about this too hard,” Johan scolded lightly. “Get your bony ass out here and hop on.”

      “Hey!” I said, taking offense to his comment about my butt.

      “Another birdie told me you had a bony ass,” Johan confessed. “Luckily, I have a rather rough exterior. Now, come out here already. Don’t make me stick my head in there and drag you out because I will.”

      “Alright, alright,” I relented. “I’m coming.”

      It took some finagling to get me out the window and onto Johan’s back. Once I was there, I realized he wasn’t kidding when he said he had hard scales. It was like sitting on a bunch of pointy pebbles, completely contradictory to Ffamran’s softer scales that molded to my body. Johan’s shell had no leeway and remained firm the entire journey.

      Luckily, the thrill of the evening flight took hold, allowing me to forget about my sore bum. The stars were out in full. They twinkled and shone in all their splendor. The night air was crisp and fresh. My lungs welcomed the sensation, almost like a cleansing. The ground below glistened in a silver hue, bathed in the shiny gray light.

      Johan knew what he was talking about. Night riding was a whole different experience, and I relished in it. As we soared through the evening, the worries of the day fell off me. They peeled off like a worn skin and retreated back into the darkness.

      It was almost as if the dragon could feel the release because he said, “Tell me about your day.”

      I recounted all the events, from the nervousness in the tent to trying to comfort Em after her defeat to my own victory.

      “I still can’t believe Maria did that,” I whispered into the night air. A weird shiver receded up my arms, and I knew it wasn’t from the wind. “It seemed so out of character for her.”

      “Not to point out the obvious, but she is a noble,” Johan said. “It seems quite in character for them. She did what she had to do to win, and frankly? So did Em. It just worked in Maria’s favor. At least you won in the end.”

      “I guess,” I muttered, still not satisfied with that explanation. “I would have hoped there was more to her than that.”

      “People have the tendency to disappoint you,” Johan said grimly.

      “Sounds like you have direct experience with that,” I said, seizing the opportunity to talk about something else.

      “Ah, yes.” I could feel Johan’s deep sigh beneath my legs as his chest deflated a little. “I am sorry to disappoint you, my lord, but I do not have as tragic a backstory as the others in our clan. It was more of a comment on the nature of man than anything else.”

      “Okay,” I said, not knowing how to continue the conversation after that. I thought of the only question that seemed to make sense. “Where are we going anyhow?”

      “You will see when we get there.” Johan turned his head around to face me and flash an annoying smile.

      “Wow, cryptic much?” I teased.

      “I like surprises,” Johan admitted. “You will find that I am a private being. While I am not as carefree as Sayles or as empathetic as Ffamran, I have my own strengths. Keeping others on their toes is one of them.”

      “Alright then,” I accepted. “I am prepared to be surprised.”

      Johan laughed at that. “That is quite an oxymoron, Martin.”

      The dragon and I flew on for so long that I started to get sleepy again. The discomfort of Johan’s scales, though, made it impossible for me to ease into a proper position fit for rest. I tried to move as little as possible, knowing from experience with Ffamran that it was troublesome for a dragon’s equilibrium if you moved too much.

      “You aren’t built for riders, are you?” I asked as I kicked out my legs to get some blood flow to my lower limbs.

      “No, we are not,” Johan confirmed. “We are not even really built for flight.”

      I recoiled at that. “How does that work?”

      “The Lomta Clan are heavier than other clans,” Johan explained. “Our scales, as I am sure you can feel, are sharper and crystallized.”

      “They remind me of ice, but green,” I commented as I stroked said scales with my hand.

      “Yes, but they are sturdier, more like gemstones if you desire to compare it to something.” The dragon slithered his neck back and forth so I could see the full splendor of his outer coat. The individual scales worked together, bending but never breaking. They interlocked like chain mail and united at the crown of Johan’s head. There was a sense of artistry that emanated from the sight.

      “So, what’s your weak spot?” I asked, not sure if the question was rude or not.

      “I do not have one,” the dragon said indignantly.

      “Oh, come on,” I said, not buying it. “With all of this gorgeous armor, you have to have a single spot where you can be hit. An Achilles’ heel.”

      “Tell me yours, and I will tell you mine,” Johan bargained.

      “Uh… I don’t have scales like you. I’m squishy.” I poked at my stomach to demonstrate my point.

      “Interpret the question another way,” Johan instructed. “What is the one place your enemy can always get to you without fail?”

      I fell silent. It wasn’t easy to think about one’s weaknesses. Flaws were not something readily admitted. This was especially true for me. I had never been good at anything. Even as a child, I struggled with excelling at many subjects in school. I didn’t have a propensity for any sort of sport, though now I wondered if I should have tried a martial art, considering how much I’d grown in physical combat. Past that, the only real skill I possessed was my art.

      I was lucky to have parents that supported my craft. They came to every art show, replenished my supplies, and encouraged my improvement. The thought of them revived that familiar piercing sensation. While duller with time, it never went away when I recalled the most important people in my life.

      Unconsciously, I reached up and touched that spot, right underneath my heart, that pulsed with pain. I realized, then, that it was the same place that warned me when Diana went down today. If I thought about it long enough, I knew that it was the spot that ached at the thought of my loved ones getting hurt or suffering.

      During my internal musing, Johan began our descent. We headed towards a rock structure enclosed in a shroud of trees. The dragon circled the area, steadily lowering with each rotation. His legs braced our landing, and he lowered the front ones so I could slide off.

      Our new environment was rather dark, as the canopy of trees blocked most of the moonlight. However, any silver that caught Johan’s scales radiated back with a visible glint. It looked like a broken green disco ball that flickered randomly. A couple of feet away was the entrance to a cave, large enough for even the dragon to fit through.

      “Do you have an answer for me?” Johan asked, raising back to his full height.

      I wrapped my hand to the place beneath my breast. I tapped it twice and then pressed my palm to it, applying a slight pressure to ease the ongoing ache.

      “Here,” I said. “Whenever I think of my parents, it hurts right here or when I imagine something happening to Diana, Alona, Bailey-Sue, Rebekah or the Dyers family… even, even Maria. This place, by my heart, hurts.”

      “Your loved ones are a weakness,” Johan concluded.

      Suddenly, I grew angry. “No. I’m not going to let you convince me that I should cut off all ties and be some sort of heroic martyr. If that’s where this conversation is headed, then you can take me back to court right now.”

      “You misunderstand, my lord,” Johan backtracked. “I believe weaknesses are important, essential even.”

      “Really?” I asked, skeptical.

      “Yes,” Johan said definitively. “They make you well-rounded. They mean you stand for something, that you have something to lose. Something to fight for. I would never suggest ridding yourself of your loved ones. I only wish you to recognize the weakness so you can better protect it.”

      The dragon then sauntered forward. He walked towards the cave and beckoned me forward with his head. I did so, and we traveled into the bowels of the rock together.

      We journeyed in silence and darkness for a bit. Even the occasional glint from Johan’s scales stopped after a while. I followed the sound of Johan’s giant footsteps as they echoed throughout the cave. Not for the first time, I seriously wished I had Bailey-Sue’s gift of seeing in the dark.

      Suddenly, the dragon stopped, and I collided inelegantly into his body. My nose throbbed, and my hand flew up to assess the wound.

      “I am sorry,” Johan said, his voice soft. “I sometimes forget that humans are not nocturnal.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, my voice nasally as I pinched my nose and wiggled it. “No blood, and nothing’s broken. I think we’re good, but I would greatly appreciate some light if you’ve got it.”

      “Aren’t you the one with the light?” Johan asked. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could hear the goading smirk in his tone.

      I frowned. “I mean, yeah.”

      “After you,” he invited.

      I called to the light, asking it to surface. The foolish feeling of forgetting my own gift stalled the light for a little before it finally showed itself. To my credit, I never used the power as a literal light before. It was always for healing or training. It was understandable that I forgot that I had a built-in flashlight.

      The tendrils of white light coiled up my arms. It stopped at my elbow and swirled like moving water. I bent my elbows, holding my forearms aloft, like a surgeon after washing their hands. I was about to say something snarky to Johan, but the sight around us forced the words back into my throat.

      We walked into a geode. I spun in a circle to take in the full beauty of the cave. Layers of sea-green rock ripped along the walls. It grew like coral out of the structure and glistened against my light. It reminded me of rock candy, the way the structures shone and protruded in misshapen ways. While the natural rock was not as polished as Johan, the colors complimented his forest green scales. It was as though he had been born from this very cave.

      “Whoa,” I breathed. It was the only expression appropriate for the wonder surrounding us. “This doesn’t feel real.”

      “I assure you, it is.” The dragon settled against the rock and lay down. He rested upon his throne, a king in his element. “My clan was built from the mountain. We were mined and survived in stone. While we eventually emerged into the light of the world, we still seek the comfort of the cold, silent enclosure.”

      “It suits you,” I complimented. “I see it now.”

      “Then you see me,” Johan said. “Because this is when I am at my most content.”

      “You honestly look like you just slipped into a hot bath,” I said with a chuckle.

      The dragon closed his eyes, his face relaxed with an enviable bliss. “This is where I come to protect myself. To recharge and center.”

      “It’s your safe place,” I supplemented.

      “Yes,” Johan agreed. “I wanted to show you this place because revealing it to you is like revealing an inner part of myself. It is my invitation to bond with you.”

      “I feel honored,” I said truthfully. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      “While this structure is strong,” Johan continued, ignoring me for a moment, “it has its own weaknesses. With the right amount of force or chemical composition, this place would come crashing down. However, it is difficult to do. The rock protects itself well. My gift would allow you to do the same.”

      Johan held out his face to me, lowering his head but keeping his eyes closed. By this time, I knew what to do. The gesture was automatic to me. I reached out my hand and placed a palm flat on the center of Johan’s head.

      Around my still-glowing hand, a weird ripple waved up my fingers. It spread up my wrist and to my arm. My light-filled skin shifted into a distorted shape. The crackling slid up the rest of my limb and stretched to the remainder of my body. The sensation made me stiff and limited my mobility.

      At first, I was rather terrified. I felt trapped and wanted to pull away but couldn’t. Johan and I, for the moment, were attached as his tough scales transferred themselves to my body. I could see then, when I looked at the dragon, what was happening.

      His crystallized scales had disappeared, replaced now with smaller scales emulating snakes. The color remained, but his armor was stripped. Instead, the protection now lived on my skin. It hardened and thickened, making me impenetrable.

      “You may let go now,” Johan commanded.

      I listened and released my hand. The armor stayed with me, and Johan remained exposed. The most amazing thing was that the light still glowed beneath the new lining. It was like wearing a bulletproof vest, but throughout my entire body.

      “This is incredible,” I said in awe. My eyes roamed all over my own body, examining every inch of the protection.

      “When you call upon the armor, much like you call upon the light, you will become invulnerable to most any physical force,” Johan explained. “Blades will not pierce you, and fists will not break you… unless they strike here.”

      The dragon’s tail curled up and around so that the tip tapped the place I described, right beneath my left pec. When Johan connected with my spot, the armor shrunk and faded. Johan’s skin was now replenished with his icy green scales.

      “You may also transfer the armor to anyone else, protecting them from harm, as long as you make contact with them,” Johan continued.

      “Wait a second,” I paused, thinking through the dragon’s words. “I can make other people invincible?”

      “As long as you are touching them, yes,” Johan confirmed.

      “But what about you?” I wondered, remembering the sight of the dragon without his outer layer. “When I call upon the armor, does that leave you vulnerable?”

      “Yes,” Johan said with a noncommittal nod.

      The weight of this gift pressed down on my shoulders. By using the armor, I put Johan in danger but was able to protect myself or others around me. It was a generous gift, one more sacrificial than any I had yet to receive. Some discomfort stirred in my stomach at the thought of having to possibly hurt Johan.

      “I swear,” I said slowly, the promise coming to me as I spoke it. “I swear to use this gift sparingly. I recognize the level of surrender this involves for you, and I will not abuse it.”

      “I would not have given it to you if I thought otherwise,” Johan said with a smile and a slight bow of his head. “I assure you, Martin, I would not put myself in danger for just anyone.”

      “You didn’t do this just because I am your king or whatever, did you?” I checked.

      “I did it because you are a true king.” Johan looked me in the eye, cluing me into the seriousness of his statement. “Just because someone bears the title of leader does not mean that they are deserving of it. You know that as well as I do.”

      “I wish nobility were earned,” I confessed. “I am not used to a world where that kind of power is handed out at birth.”

      “It is a different kind of privilege, is it not?” Johan agreed.

      “Something like that,” I said, my thoughts delving back to Em’s hurt and Maria’s betrayal. Then they jumped to Ffamran and our conversation from the day before. “I wonder if I am trying to do too much at once.”

      “That may be,” Johan considered, “but that is why you have us, my lord. Do not forget it.”
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      The morning after Johan returned me to the chambers, I awoke to two pieces of paper slid under my door. Immediately, I thought it was a note from Diana. She had been in my dreams the previous night, when, really? I wanted her in my bed. I still didn’t know how she was faring or what had caused her to leave the tournament so abruptly. So, when I didn’t recognize the handwriting on the paper, my heart sank.

      I resolved that I was going to find Diana tomorrow and demand to know what happened, heal her if necessary, and then kiss her senseless. It had been too long, and there was no need for us to remain distant despite our busy schedules. I knew my time had been clogged with bonding with dragons, chess lessons, and being introduced to court, so I would make time for the two of us.

      Lord knew we both could probably use it.

      The note, while not from Diana, still brought a small smile to my face. It was short and simple but got the message across well.

      Martin,

      Thank you for today. I will never forget your kindness and mercy.

      Travis

      I slapped the letter against my hand, an involuntary smile spreading across my face. While I was a little disappointed that I didn’t get to see Travis’s gaunt face when he delivered the message, I was grateful for his courage at even doing so. There was no way it could have been easy to write this. The grace it took to accept help was a lesson I was still learning, as well as the courage it undoubtedly required to go against the crowd.

      There was no doubt that they were still talking about me. I saw it in their faces as I made my way to the royal dining room. As I walked there for breakfast, I opened the other note from Madame Lilysmyth, demanding my presence that afternoon for the second phase of our training.

      It was time for the Dinner portion of the introduction, and my stomach wanted to launch my breakfast all over the courtyard at the thought of it. Something told me this was going to be a lesson in manners and etiquette which, while probably similar to high society stuff back on Earth, was still a language all of its own. I didn’t have any desire to learn how to speak it. It seemed like a waste of time.

      Plus, if I were truthful with myself, I wasn’t ready to see Em or Maria today.

      I didn’t anticipate sitting in the same room with either noblewoman, let alone both of them together, was going to be much fun for anyone. My suspicions were confirmed when I entered the dining hall, and the tension instantly choked me. It permeated the room like a dead rodent trapped in the vents. When I peeked my head in, I could see that it was only Em and Maria in the hall, awaiting the others.

      I tried to sneak away, close the door as quietly as I could, but Maria saw me and called out.

      “Martin!” she cried as if I were a knight coming to rescue her. In a way, I probably was. There was no way I was the only one feeling that tension right now.

      I did find it odd that she called out to me when I was the one who beat her in the match. But she must feel like any alliance would be a good one after the events of what had happened. And we had shared an intimate moment together before everything had happened.

      Upon entering the room fully, I could see that most of the negativity radiated off Em. She sat with her arms crossed in her chair directly across from Maria like she had planted herself there for the sole purpose of intimidating the other noble. Em was doing a decent job of it too. Her eyes were gaunt, as if she hadn’t gotten much sleep, and her brow was furrowed low enough to appear slightly demonic. Should she have the energy, I bet Em would demand a rematch right then and there.

      “Good afternoon,” I said politely, but even my false cheeriness wasn’t enough to slice through the tension.

      Maria bolted up from her chair and raced towards me. She reached out with both arms, intending to hug me, but I dodged out of the way. Hurt flashed across Maria’s face.

      “Not you too,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry, Maria,” I said, “I want to hold you again, I want to be able to… but I need to know that you understand what you did at the tournament was not fair to Em.”

      “I did what I had to do to win, and it was just a match, Martin,” Maria argued.

      I held up a hand to stop her words. “But it wasn’t just a match for Em. I still care for and about you, Maria, but you should realize I need some time, right? I don’t hold this against you, I just need to process, and you do too.”

      Maria lowered her arms and swung them loosely at her side. Her baby blue eyes were watery, but she nodded at me. Giving in to my impulses for a second, since the only other person in the room was Em, I leaned in and gave Maria a quick kiss, just enough to show that I wasn’t too upset with her actions.

      However, afterward, I ventured to Em’s side of the table and proceeded to sit down next to her. If I had thought Em would be appreciative of my solidarity, I was wrong. She didn’t move a muscle as I sat next to her. She only continued to glare at Maria with the malice of a vengeful dog.

      I leaned over and whispered to her, “Please remember that before all this, Maria was your friend, and she is still a sweet girl.”

      If my words had any effect, it was that Em did lower her gaze from Maria, and Maria must have heard me despite my whispering because she offered me a small smile as thanks. However, there was no noise after that as we all sat there waiting.

      Luckily, the three of us didn’t have to sit in this awkward silence for very long. Soon, Razia joined the group, closely followed by Eamon. Madame Lilysmyth entered by clapping her hands several times, snapping us to attention.

      “Who invited any of you to sit down?” she exclaimed upon walking in as if she’d seen a dead body instead of a bunch of young adults seated at a table.

      “Up. Up. Up,” she commanded.

      We all scrambled to our feet and retreated from the table as if it were on fire. Emerald wheeled back and almost ran into the wall, but I stuck out my foot behind one of her wheels to stop her. The girl gazed up at me and mouthed a thank you.

      I nodded, then turned my attention back to the all-knowing Madame Lilysmyth.

      “We have entered an entirely different stage of the introductions,” she announced. “The Dinner. It is here you will dine with the members of the council as well as other esteemed members of the court, including the king himself.”

      Alexie said that as if it were a huge honor to meet the king, and to these girls and guys, it probably was, but since I sat down with him almost every night, it wasn’t exactly as exciting as she made it seem for me though I could feel and appreciate the enthusiasm of the other.

      “There is an etiquette to these dinners that most of you mimic in your own homes,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a glare in my direction.

      I didn’t hide my surprise at her calling me out so blatantly. Yes, we all knew I wasn’t a noble. Could we stop drawing attention to it already? Apparently not, because the Madame continued.

      “While this will be a refresher for most of you, I encourage some of you to pay very close attention over the next two weeks as not to mess up or further embarrass yourselves.”

      Putting on a devil-may-care smile, I winked at Madame. “I won’t let you down, Alexie.”

      “You will only speak when spoken to, Lord Anthony,” she snapped, switching to my so-called formal name. It felt eerily similar to my mom using my middle name on me when I was a kid and had done something wrong.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I replied sarcastically, “I thought you were talking to me. Or at least, you were talking about me, right?”

      Madame Lilysmyth pushed her lips together into a flat line. “Why yes, Lord Anthony, if you are asking me directly, then I was speaking of you, considering the rest of the inductees are well-practiced in the art of dining.”

      “It can’t be that hard,” I said without thinking. Once the sentence left my mouth, I knew I had uttered a death wish.

      Madame Lilysmyth’s clear skin flushed red with irritation. Her left eye twitched slightly, and her composure nearly flew out the window. Instead, she unclenched her shoulders and swept back a stray strand of hair.

      “If you believe that to be the case,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a dangerous tone, “then this initial quiz should be no problem for you.” She clapped her hands twice more.

      Like Pavlov’s dogs, all the nobles stepped forward and proceeded to take a seat at the long dining table. It was an odd sight because the four of them were so spread out that no one sat next to one another. I still stood awkwardly by the wall, mouth open.

      Everyone’s eyes were on me, waiting for me to sit down. It felt like a life-or-death game of Minesweeper. I had to pick a random chair and hope that the bomb that was Madame Lilysmyth wasn’t going to explode on me. Before I had the chance to make my selection, the instructor spoke and interrupted me.

      “Do you know where to sit, Lord Anthony?” She taunted, knowing I had no clue.

      “If I did, I would have sat down already,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I will give you a hint,” Madame Lilysmyth sneered. “It is organized by house.”

      For some reason, my instinct was Hogwarts houses, but I knew that was absolutely incorrect. She had to mean noble houses, which is why all other others were so far apart. Since none of them were in the same family, none of them were next to one another. Closest to the head of the table, Em sat. A little way down was Maria, then Razia and Eamon.

      My brain studied the pieces and put them clumsily together. Emerald was cousin to the king, so it made sense that she would sit closest to the head where he would presumably be. Maria’s mom was on the council so she would come next, and while I didn’t know where Razia and Eamon fell on the rank of presumed importance, I knew exactly where I belonged in the eyes of these pompous nobles.

      I made my way down to the opposite end of the table, away from Em and the king’s seat. There was no chair directly across from the kingly seat, and something told me that even if there were, it would be inappropriate for me to sit there too. Instead, I took the seat on the left side of the king’s chair, farthest away from him.

      It was the only chair acceptable for someone with no nobility, no family crest, and no title to his name.

      Madame Lilysmyth raised her eyebrows in mock surprise. “Well done, Martin, let’s see how you do with the rest of the meal.”

      Needless to say, I did poorly. I mixed up the silverware, the correct conversation topics, and apparently ordered the wrong meal. I thought I might be able to pull some knowledge from the one dinner I had with select nobles all those months ago, but considering I walked out on that gathering before much eating had gotten done, I was lucky to pass this one.

      Madame Lilysmyth approached me with a list at the end of the session. I stared from her to the paper and back again. I didn’t take it from her.

      “What is that?” I eyed the parchment like a bomb, ready to explode.

      “Believe it or not, Martin, I do not wish for you to fail,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a dramatic exhale.

      “Could have fooled me,” I countered.

      “These are a list of books I suggest you read or at least look over during the next two weeks.” She thrust the paper closer to me, but I still didn’t take it. “All of them can be found in the castle library, which I hear you frequent every night. Perhaps King Atlus will give you a chance to get some reading done?”

      “We’re just playing chess,” I said, unsure why I was getting defensive.

      “So it has been said,” the Madame said flatly, but I didn’t trust the flicker in her eyes when she spoke. “Please, take the paper.”

      I still didn’t. “What for? It’s a waste at this point. I don’t know how you all expect me to learn this in two weeks. I barely got through this meal, and there were only six of us.”

      “Even though you won the Battle round, I have been told that it is essential that you make a proper introduction to court,” Madame Lilysmyth said, retracting the paper and putting both hands on her hips.

      “By who?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure she would tell me.

      “The captain of the guard, if you must know,” Madame Lilysmyth replied. “She seemed to believe that introducing you to court will help the kingdom. It will show that you are serious about us, all of us, and put you in good standing, which, from that display at the tournament, is well on its way.”

      I leaned my head against the back of my chair and groaned. Relenting, I held out my hand for her piece of paper. She slapped it into my hand unceremoniously.

      “You just need to pass the next parts, Martin,” Madame reminded me. “You do not have to excel. You simply have to pass their inspection.”

      I nodded solemnly and curled my fingers to better grip the paper. The impossibility of the tasks ahead eased at her words, though only slightly. It would have felt great to dazzle them and shove it in their faces, but that’s not what was needed. I needed to blend in, and I needed not to scare everyone and play by the rules.

      No matter how many times I reminded myself of that, it didn’t get any easier.

      “Oh, and one last thing,” Madame Lilysmyth announced before she left me alone in the dining hall. “You need to bring a guest to dinner. Since most of the people you associate with are not full members of the court and have not been to a dinner like this, I suggest you get them up to speed as well, so as not to embarrass themselves or you.”

      With that ominous warning, the instructor left the room, and I sat by myself in a lengthy, elaborate dining room. The table stretched long and pristinely crafted before me. It was a beautiful piece that sat something close to fifty people. White marble columns held up the high ceilings, and sculpted arches connected one column to the next. It was so servants could whip in and out with ease, unseen and unheard.

      The ceiling peaked like a rounded cathedral ceiling. It depicted scenes from the war between the animals and humans before King Garham discovered the bonding process. That moment was depicted, too, including his symbol. One thing I hadn’t noticed before or seen captured in any other pieces of art with King Garham was a lengthy greatsword in his hand.

      It fanned out with spikes along the strong part of the sword. The fuller, the inside part of the blade, was decorated with a line of beads. The weak part tipped into a perfect triangular point. It had a silver hilt with a red grip. The pommel itself was in the shape of Garham’s symbol: a circle with a jagged, lightning-bolt-like line running through the center.

      It was a gorgeous piece, and I wondered if Rebekah knew who had made it. I was sure she would see the value in such a carefully crafted weapon. All craftsmen and artists could point out the intricacies that only those with a trained eye could see. I recognized a work of art when I saw it.

      That sword, along with the whole ceiling, was art.

      I could have stayed there all day, staring at the details. Every panel seemed to contain something new each time I looked at it, like a search-and-find book, only more realistic and a little faded from age. The high windows dragged in the fading light and suddenly cast more shadow. I knew I had to leave the hall. Chances were that someone was going to come in here and eat soon.

      Besides, I had a woman to see and an invitation to issue.
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      When the knock came at my door, I retched into a pot beside my bed. Hopefully, whoever was on the other side of the strong wood didn’t hear the foul noise beneath their incessant knocking. I closed my eyes for a moment and cleared my sore throat.

      “One moment, please,” I said, trying to keep my voice as even as possible and hide the rawness.

      I held my hands in my head as the knocking politely stopped. I waited there, hoping the individual would leave or forget or just wait out there all night, some alternative to the pounding that mimicked the one in my head.

      It was too much to hope for because the knocking started up again, this time accompanied by a voice.

      “Diana,” Martin called through the door. “It’s me. Open the door.”

      Panic struck me like a slap in the face. My symptoms tempered for the time being as adrenaline took over all my senses. The room blurred as I noticed how messy it had gotten since I’d been quarantined yesterday.

      “Until you can manage to stand on your own two feet again, you will not leave this room,” Rebekah ordered.

      I’d taken her command to heart and hadn’t ventured out. Rebekah had kept the rest of the guard away, warding off visitors, but somehow, the last person I wanted to see had managed to slip past everyone.

      The knocking came again, this time more insistent. “Seriously, Diana, let me in. I’m going to break down the door if you don’t.”

      I seriously doubted that he could kick down the door. But then I remembered the light cannonballs that he had threatened King Atlus with. I was trying to be inconspicuous, and having my door literally blasted off its hinges seemed like a rather large attention grabber.

      I hustled to my feet and grabbed the pot. With a quick toss out the window, most of the evidence of my illness disappeared. As I shuffled to the door, I kicked a couple of things out of the way to clear a path. I cracked the door open and peeked out. Predictably, Martin tried to push the door open further, but I held it steady. He jerked back and looked up at me, confused.

      “Diana,” Martin said with a chuckle. He pushed again, but I held firm. “What the hell?”

      “What is it, Martin?” I said as dismissively as I could. My heart grew heavy at having to do it, but I had to get him out of here.

      “What is wrong with you?” Martin asked, clearly offended. “Why won’t you let me in?”

      “Now is not a good time,” I said with an eye roll.

      “It hasn’t been a good time for weeks now,” Martin countered. “I haven’t seen you in so long.”

      He leaned in closer to the gap. Scents of oranges and hazelnut wafted through the door, and I nearly swooned right there. Those smells intoxicated me, especially when Martin slept peacefully. I found myself leaning in to match him.

      “I don’t know about you, but it has been too long,” Martin whispered invitingly.

      The corruption seemed to have no effect on my womanhood because, at the sight of his bewitching eyes clearly offering himself to me, my core tightened. His lips beckoned to be kissed, pecked, and tugged. I wanted to grip the back of his head, bring him to me, and have him carry me to the bed.

      “Martin.” His name left my mouth without warning. Each syllable slid into the air with an uncontrollable desire.

      He took that as an accepted invitation and put his lips to mine. Taken aback, I released the door, and Martin pushed his way in. He wrapped his arms around my waist and kicked the door shut with his foot. My hands found their way to his neck and up to his hair.

      He tasted sweet, and I tested my tongue against his teeth, tempting him to open it. However, when I did that, Martin pulled away and blinked with a disgusted look. His nose wrinkled, and his lips pursed.

      “What have you been eating?” Martin wondered, mid-gag.

      His question broke the spell he’d cast over me as I remembered the pot I just dumped and the gross bile I’d recently vomited. I released him and stepped back, covering my hand with my mouth.

      “I am sorry,” I said instead of answering his question.

      “It’s okay,” Martin said as he shrugged it off. “You can clean your teeth quickly and then…” Instead of finishing his sentence, he grabbed at the top of my pants and proceeded to untie the ribbon holding them up.

      I hastily scrambled to stop him. When I gripped his wrists, he misunderstood and looked at me with a wicked and seductive gaze.

      “Oh, you want me to go first?” Martin reached up to undo the top buttons on his vest.

      Before I had to fight against the sight of his gorgeous naked body, I enveloped him into my arms and squished him against me. I trapped his hands between our chests and buried my face into the crux of his neck. I felt his surprise through his stiff muscles, but he recognized the abnormal desperation in this act, so he untucked his arms and held me tight.

      For a moment, I let the tenderness of his touch comfort me. We didn’t speak a word, but still, I told him all the trials of the last twenty-four hours. I allowed the loneliness and pain to pour out of me. Bless him. Martin clutched me and my emotions with a grace I had never seen in him before.

      I could not remember the last time we had been so intimate. Yes, we slept together, but there was something purer at this moment, embracing one another as we did. The last time I felt this vulnerable was when I vowed to help Martin in a cave and kissed him for the first time.

      Suddenly, the thoughts of that initial kiss reminded me of why we were in that cave to begin with. Martin had weakened himself by trying to cleanse an entire town of the corruption. While he had done it, he was unconscious for three entire days. I only barely managed to get us out and escape the guards who hunted him.

      I resolved never to see him so helpless again. Those three days had been torture, and not just for me. Bailey-Sue, Alona, and Millie-May, Bailey-Sue’s mother, watched over him like personal guardians, with no guarantee that he would ever wake up again. Since then, I watched him heal individuals, lakes, wells, gardens, and plants. All of them weakened him in order to rid them of the corruption. Now, with the bargain he struck with Hennar, there was a good chance he might damage himself and still not heal anyone.

      I could not put him through that pain, not if I had any say in the matter. So I released Martin and stepped back.

      Surprise and confusion crossed his face, one after the other. He rocked forward, wanting to step closer to me, but I stopped him by retreating once more. Then an expression crossed his face that burned a hole in my heart: hurt.

      “What’s wrong?” Martin asked, his eyebrows furrowing in suspicion. “You’re acting really weird.”

      “We cannot do this,” I said, looking at the floor.

      “Okay,” Martin said slowly. “If you’re not up for sex, we can just talk. I had something I wanted to ask you, anyway.”

      “I do not want to talk either,” I growled, the sentence harder to say than I anticipated.

      “No,” Martin said definitively. “That one you’re not getting away with. I understand maybe not being in the mood for anything physical, but you’re going to at least explain why you’ve suddenly turned into a bitch.”

      “Maybe I have always been a bitch, you just somehow forgot,” I said, each word burning as it traveled up my throat.

      Martin huffed and opened his mouth, but nothing came out. For a second, I thought he was going to leave, and I had done it. However, he took a giant step forward so that we were inches apart. I scrambled back but found there was nowhere to go. Martin pinned me against the wall and put a hand on either side of me.

      “What’s. Wrong. With. You?” He punctuated each word with a crisp, clear accusation, and I nearly caved right then and there.

      My heart cracked each time he asked me that. Didn’t he know how badly I wanted to fall at his feet? How I wanted to hold him and be by his side as he fought for our kingdom? Since I had gotten ill, my fate had broken off from his. I would still help him, but it would not be at the forefront like I had dreamt. Instead, I would shove him ahead and hang back while I still could.

      “You would not understand,” I said lamely, thrown off guard by his intense stare.

      “Try me,” He challenged with a snarl.

      “I do not want to do this anymore,” I whispered cowardly.

      “What?” He said, despite knowing he heard me. We were too close for him to not.

      I gathered my resolve myself with a quick blink and emptied my face of the hurt that increased with each heartbeat. I made my eyes dead, and my voice flat.

      “I do not want to do this anymore,” I repeated, firmer and sterner.

      “This being us?” Martin clarified.

      “Yes,” I said, finding it easier to agree than explain.

      “Just like that, huh?” Martin said, clearly not believing me. “You’re full of shit. What was that just now? You aren’t that vulnerable with just anyone. Is that it? Are you starting to get real feelings, so you want to pull away?”

      “No,” I said, keeping my face expressionless.

      “This is stupid, Diana, and you know it,” Martin protested. “Do you need me to say it first? Because I will.” Martin inhaled, readying himself to make some confession I could not handle. If he uttered anything close to his true feelings about me, I would crumble.

      “No, Martin, that is not it.” I put my hands on his shoulders and firmly guided him back from the wall. Keeping him at arm's length, I continued to push us to the center of the room before I let go and stepped back.

      Martin, though, grabbed my hand before I could pull away completely. I tried to jerk out of his grip, but he clasped me with both hands and held tight. Our eyes met, and his filled with emotion.

      “Something’s not right here,” he said. “This isn’t you. Just tell me what’s wrong, and maybe I can help. I’m really good at healing, you know.”

      When he suggested healing me, his hands glistened with the white light that had become his trademark. Upon the sight of the light, I recoiled like he was on fire. My hand slipped from his, but Martin’s arms remained outstretched, glowing hands holding nothing.

      We stood there, feet apart, staring at one another. Nothing about this situation felt right or good. All I could see was a man who I cared deeply for, standing in front of me with empty hands and the dismay written all over his face. Inside of me was a myriad of feelings, at war with one another. Still, reason prevailed over sadness, longing, and happiness, so I kept my distance.

      “Damnit, Diana,” Martin pushed the curse through tight teeth. He lowered his hands, though they continued to shine. “You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?”

      “Yes,” I admitted, finally saying something truthful.

      “And you’re not going to tell me why? Just that you don’t want to anymore?”

      “There is no other reason,” I lied, with the rigidity of the soldier I was.

      Martin licked his lips, like he did not know what else to do, and bobbed his head up and down. It looked like a nod, but there was no conviction in it. His eyes scoured the room, gazing at anything but me. They landed on his still glowing hands, which opened and closed like he was hoping to grab hold of something amid this precarious situation I put him in.

      Suddenly, Martin ceased all movement. I could not see his face, but I knew him well enough to know that the lack of fidgeting meant that he had made up his mind about something. He was steeling himself to do it, and all I could hope was that he was readying himself to walk out the door without another word.

      Instead, with surprising speed, Martin closed the gap between the pair of us and put both of his glowing hands on the sides of my face.

      “No!” I cried out, but my warning came too late.

      Before either of us knew what was happening, the light from Martin’s hands illuminated the room. It brightened tenfold to a blinding glare. Heat vibrated between our touch, scorching the pair of us. It seared down my body, fast as a speeding arrow, straight for my stomach, where the corruption curdled.

      I slid my hands up through his and grabbed his wrists, removing them from my face. I spun Martin around, pulling him close to me, and crossing his arms in front of him. The move resembled a dance until I lifted my leg and kicked Martin in the rear as I let go. He tumbled forward and away from me.

      When we finally stopped touching, a blast of warm air flared between us, forcing his hair to flop forward and knocking me back a couple of paces. We remained there, me leaning against the wall and Martin panting on all fours.

      I muttered a series of colorful curses under my breath and knew that I was now in bigger trouble with this man than I had been when I was breaking his heart moments ago. What I wouldn’t have given to go back to that. I should have shoved him out the door before he got it in his head to touch me with his gift.

      “Okay,” Martin said breathlessly from the floor. He continued to face away from me, but he sat back on his knees. “You might not want to tell me why you don’t want to see me anymore, but you’re sure as hell about to tell me what happened just now.”

      “You should not have done that,” I said as I rubbed the back of my head against the wall, hoping it would soothe the worry culminating in my chest.

      “Done what?” Martin barked as he looked over his shoulder at me and met my eye. “Tried to heal you or figure out why you were feeding me a bunch of bullshit?”

      “Touched me,” I clarified. “You should not have touched me.”

      “I didn’t know it would be such a problem,” Martin growled, “considering I had done it several times before now.”

      “Yes, but never with your gift. You should not have touched me with your gift!” I snapped back. I pushed myself off the wall and loomed over him. For the first time in this entire conversation, I was truly angry with him. His foolishness and rash decision-making had put us both in danger.

      Martin wouldn’t let me stay above him for long. He hopped up to his feet and pushed his snarling face into mine. Our equal height leveled us eye to eye.

      “Why shouldn’t I have touched you with my gift?” Martin said, never breaking eye contact. “I was only trying to help.”

      “You should not have done that,” I protested. “You should have just left after I told you I did not want to do this anymore. Why did you not listen to me?”

      “Because I didn’t believe a word you were saying,” Martin argued. “There was something else going on, and I wanted to know what it was, but now it seems that maybe I really can’t believe you. What was that?”

      My brain was fried. I could no longer come up with any excuses, so I poured out the truth, despite how dangerous the result might be. I had to exercise the trust I had cultivated in Martin since that kiss in the cave.

      “It was my gift,” I replied.

      “Which is?” Martin stepped back, lowering his voice and putting his hands on his hips. Even now, when we were furious with one another, I noticed how attractive he was. His toned body and newly acquired muscles stood out when he stood like that.

      Martin coughed to recapture my attention, and I continued with my explanation.

      “I amplify other people’s gifts,” I said. “When they touch me while using their gift, it strengthens. Sometimes to a dangerous level.”

      Martin’s eyebrows shot up, and his mouth dropped open. He seemed to lose his resolve as his hands fell to his side, and he regained his balance.

      “I do not advertise this,” I continued because I could not stand him looking at me like that, as if I was some marvel or coveted prize. “People have… abused me in the past, often to hurt others. I always aimed to better myself in other areas so people would just assume I was gifted in something physical rather than this.”

      Martin still did not say anything, but his expression did shift. It was pity, and that only angered me more.

      “Stop that,” I commanded.

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop looking at me like that!” I shouted. “Like I am some poor child or a treasure that you just won. Stop it!”

      Martin immediately covered his face with his hands. My anger was temporarily tempered by confusion.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know how to look at you, so I’m not,” Martin said, his voice muffled through his hands. “The last thing I want to do is offend you.”

      “Yeah, well, too late,” I grumbled.

      “You’re not any of those things,” Martin said. He parted his palms so his normal voice could be heard properly. “You’re not a treasure to be won or a poor child. I think of you as so much more than that.”

      “Martin--”

      “No, wait, please,” Martin said as he stepped forward, still covering his face. “I am sorry. I shouldn’t have used my gift on you without your consent. That was wrong of me. I took advantage of you. Not of your gift, but of you and…”

      Martin’s voice caught in his throat. His lips curled, and he pushed out a breath. I inhaled, intending to speak, but he cut me off.

      “Hold on, I’m almost done, and then I’ll go,” Martin said, his words tumbling over one another. “Just like you asked. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but I respect you enough to let it go. Just know that I’m here. If you change your mind, I will listen.”

      As promised, Martin turned around away from me and towards the door. He kept his hands on his face the whole time and started to veer off course. I rushed to cut him off and gently guided him to the door.

      “Oh, thanks,” Martin said lightly. He tried to chuckle, but it was pained and forced.

      A rush of regret made my knees buckle slightly. I stood in front of this gorgeous man who held his hands over his eyes to make sure he didn’t look at me wrong. Who, despite his own hurt, was respecting my decision and walking out gracefully. Who smelt like hope and a future I never imagined I could have.

      And here I was, about to let him walk out the door.

      To something better and more important than me, I reminded myself. Then maybe, just maybe, if we both survived this, we might have a chance at that future. I leaned forward and lowered my lips close to his, enough to feel his breath. He gasped, surprised by my closeness, and his own breath quickened.

      “Martin,” I whispered into the space between us. “I would like to kiss you one last time. May I?”

      He took a pause, and in that brief moment, I promised myself I would not be offended if he said no. After all, I had just asked him to stop our romance so no one could blame him if he denied me.

      “Yes,” Martin responded, just as soft and light.

      I leaned forward gently and pressed my lips to his. I felt his body slack, melting into the kiss. It was brief and rather chaste, but I left my hopes in that final moment.

      Now parted from him, I opened the door, and Martin walked through. Before he could turn around and look at me, I closed it. I placed my forehead against the cold wood and exhaled audibly.

      It was, then, that I noticed for the first time in days, I felt… better.
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      Atlus found me that evening splayed out on my bed with an empty plate of chocolate resting on my stomach.

      “Oh dear,” the king said, surprised with a touch of sympathy. “It looks as though you have had a hell of a day.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said, not bothering to sit up. “I’m sure there’s some formality about standing when the king enters the room or something equally past that, but I’m going to assume we’re past that. If not, feel free to arrest me, because frankly, I don’t give a damn right now.”

      “That was quite a speech,” King Atlus commented.

      I heard him shut the door, and I lifted my head briefly, thinking he had left. But no, the king was still in my room and had now crossed to the edge of my four-poster bed. He didn’t sit or touch anything but just stood there and watched me.

      “What?” I prompted.

      “Nothing,” Atlus said lightly. “I am waiting for you to lament. Go on. I will listen.”

      I laughed, the plate bouncing off my stomach and tumbling onto the bed. “While I appreciate the offer, I do not feel like lamenting anything to you, sorry.”

      “Is it because of me or because I am the king?” Atlus asked innocently.

      His sincere question compelled me to sit up on one of my elbows. I gazed over at him with a lazy neck, swiveling my head.

      “It’s the subject matter,” I admitted, deciding to match his sincerity with some of my own. “It’s a little embarrassing and somewhat petty.”

      “You? Petty?” King Atlus joked.

      “Shut up,” I scoffed, throwing a pillow at him.

      Atlus chuckled as he caught the square pillow and placed it on the corner of the bed. “Come now, Martin. If something is preventing you from having a clear head to play our game, then you can offload it on me. I do not mind.”

      “I…” I started, but the words got caught in my throat. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      “Why?” Atlus wondered.

      “Because here you are, offering to hear me out like a friend would do when just a couple of months ago, you had a warrant out for my arrest,” I said, completely perplexed. “It’s a little baffling.”

      “Well,” King Atlus began, allowing himself to lean against one of the bedposts before crossing his arms over his chest, “a couple of months ago, I believed you to be a threat to the kingdom.”

      “What did I ever do to you?” I wondered, taking the opportunity to ask a question that had bothered me for a while. “I mean, what reasons did I give to make you believe that?”

      “It was not you specifically or any action you did,” Atlus said as he looked at his toes. “It was the circumstances. My father always warned me about outsiders and dragons.” He shrugged his shoulder with an exaggerated frown. “Then there you were, bringing both.”

      “Outsiders and dragons?” I raised an eyebrow and sat up fully. “What about them was so dangerous?”

      “That is what Hennar was,” King Atlus explained.

      Suddenly, I realized I had more pieces than I thought. Part of the history of Insomier came together, but I wasn’t sure about some of the specifics. I remained quiet and let Atlus continue.

      “He was not from Insomier, and he bonded with a dragon,” Atlus spelled out. “Then, he proceeded to destroy the kingdom. We originally welcomed him into the court until he learned of King Garham and his title as the King of Dragons. He believed that because he bonded with a dragon that he’d earned some right to rule the kingdom.”

      “That’s rather entitled of him,” I commented offhandedly.

      “When someone acquires so much power so quickly, it is difficult not to become addicted to it,” the king confessed. “I can honestly say it can consume you easily.”

      “I’ve seen it happen,” I joshed.

      “Yes, well,” the king said with a slight blush, acknowledging his past mistakes. “When the dragon denied him the title and my grandfather would not relinquish the crown, Hennar infected the king. My grandfather was the first victim of the corruption.”

      “Holy shit, Atlus,” I said, leaning forward and reaching out a hand. “I’m so sorry.”

      “My father lived in fear of someone coming and doing the same to him,” Atlus proceeded with his story. “He passed that fear on to me. Protect the crown at all costs, he would say to me.”

      “No wonder you disliked me,” I said, biting my lip. “I was the personification of everything you had been warned about.”

      “Exactly,” Atlus admitted. “I see now, though, that you are not Hennar.”

      “Far from it,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Indeed,” the king replied with a smile. “And I am not too little of a man to recognize my mistakes. I do not believe that I ever truly apologized for my actions against you.”

      “Oh, it’s okay,” I protested, not wanting the moment to get awkward. “We’re past that, really.”

      “Alright, I will not embarrass myself further,” King Atlus said.

      “Apologies and acknowledging that you were wrong shouldn’t be embarrassing,” I said, thinking aloud. “They are actually really brave things to do. Especially for a king.”

      Atlus bowed his head. “Thank you, Martin, though I will apologize for succeeding at only making the moment drearier instead of making you feel better.”

      That made me laugh, and I let the amusement run through me. “Believe it or not, Atlus, this conversation did make me feel better. It took my mind off my own misery.”

      “I am glad my problems could help you sort that out,” the king said as he uncrossed his arms and put a hand to his chest.

      “Nothing like someone else’s hardship to make you feel better about your own,” I joked, but the words came out awkward and unhelpful. I blushed at my blunder and closed my eyes. “Great, now I’m embarrassed.”

      “Shall we play a game of chess then?” Atlus suggested. “To distract both of us and prevent further humiliation?”

      “Yes, please,” I said as I reopened my eyes and hopped off the bed. I walked around just as Atlus was crossing to the table. We jolted back, almost running into each other.

      “Oh, sorry!”

      “Pardon me.”

      We twisted apart and proceeded to the table, our moment of clumsiness ignored.

      I went to the table where the chess set sat, and began to reset it from the practice session I had been playing a day or two ago. “Do you want to play here or in the library?”

      “Actually, I think we should play somewhere completely different,” King Atlus suggested with a tempting lilt to his voice.

      “Where?”

      “I believe I am doing you a disservice by only playing me,” Atlus explained. “I think we can expand your lessons by giving you different competitors, so I asked a friend of mine if she would be willing to play you. Luckily for us, she agreed.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” I agreed with a noncommittal shrug. “Who is it?”

      “My cousin, Emerald,” Atlus said proudly. “We are to meet her in her chambers, should you have agreed.”

      “And if I didn’t?” I chuckled. “You would have just left her there to wait all night?”

      “Of course not,” Atlus said with a shake of his head. “I would have sent a messenger to tell her our plans changed. She would have understood, but I think she will be especially glad now that we are coming. She speaks highly of you.”

      “Oh, that’s good to hear,” I breathed, surprisingly relieved by that statement. After the whole humiliation at the tournament and the tense practice dinner, I wasn’t sure how Em felt about me.

      “Shall we?” he said, opening the door and stepping through it.

      “Yeah, let’s go,” I said, following him down the hall.

      Em’s chambers were three levels above mine. King Atlus led the way, grabbing a torch off the wall as we passed one. We ascended a spiral staircase, spinning up several levels until we reached a long open hallway. Arches lined the hall, revealing the starry night sky. There were two guards posted on either side of the walkway, each nodding to the king as we passed. Neither acknowledged me, even though I mimicked Atlus’s nod.

      “Hey, Atlus,” I ventured as we traveled.

      “Martin, I must ask that you address me more formally when we are in public,” Atlus said from over his shoulder. “I do have an image to maintain, you know.”

      “Of course, sorry, sire,” I quickly corrected. “King Atlus?”

      “Yes?”

      “How come you aren’t afraid of me like the rest of the court?” I asked, worried about the answer.

      The king paused and didn’t respond right away. He waited until we completely crossed the open hallway and entered into another spiral tower of stairs. Then he spun to face me, the firelight flickering shadows across his face.

      “I am afraid of you, Martin,” King Atlus said simply, like he was stating a fact instead of confessing a secret. “You have more power than I believe you even realize. Should you choose, you could obliterate my entire kingdom. Now, having gotten to know you better, I do not believe you intend to do that. However, that does not eliminate the possibility.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but the king held up a hand. Out of respect, I closed my mouth and waited.

      “So, yes, I fear you, but I will not let that fear stop me from getting to know you and trying to do what is best for my kingdom,” Atlus finished. “And the best thing for everyone, right now, is you. Does that satisfy your question?”

      “Yes,” I half-lied because I was unsure how to digest the wisdom of his response.

      Once again, King Atlus reminded me not to underestimate him and his role as king. We might be becoming friends, slowly but surely, though that did not eliminate the fact that he ruled over this land. Something told me there would always be a mutual fear of one another. Hopefully, over time, it would become smaller and more manageable. If we were lucky, it might morph into something close to trust.

      After another set of stairs, we approached a short wooden door that curved into a point at the apex. Atlus rapped his knuckles gently, signaling our arrival.

      “Password?” a light voice called from the other side.

      “Chrysanthemum,” Atlus said, low and secretive.

      He looked over his shoulder at me, and I shot him a questioning look. The king only replied with a shrug.

      “It is her room, her rules,” King Atlus said.

      I mentally noted that Em may be the only person in the entire kingdom to have this level of sway over the king.

      The door swung open, and Em was on the other side. She stood, using a cane to assist her. She held out her free arm and smiled slightly. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      Atlus leaned down to fit through the door and proceeded to kiss Em on the cheek. “Good evening, cousin.”

      “Good evening, sire,” she replied with a kiss of her own. “Please tell me we do not have to maintain formality around Martin?”

      “No, we do not,” Atlus answered. “It is my belief that Martin is allergic to formality.”

      “That would not surprise me,” Em agreed in a teasing tone.

      “Hey!” I protested, having to duck in the doorway too. “I’m learning. It’s a process, but I’m getting… whoa!” My words dissolved into the air upon seeing Em’s so-called humble abode.

      It was a long studio covered in potted plants. While the bedroom part of her chambers resided in a corner off to the left with a ramp leading up to her elevated bed, that was not the most amazing part of the room. One whole wall was windows with a curved top, just like Maria’s greenhouse. There were several window seats with books and plants stacked about. Despite the clutter, there were clear, clean pathways so Em could wheel about in her chair without running over anything.

      There were cozy chairs and bookshelves along a stone wall. Lanterns hung from hooks on the wall, illuminating the garden that was her room. Just like the greenhouses, plants of all kinds grew freely. Something that I did notice was that almost all the plants were flowers. Some were still budding, others were wilting, but most were in full, splendid bloom.

      Tulips, violets, daisies, roses, and carnations were some of the few I recognized. It was a regular floral rainbow. The smell, surprisingly, wasn’t overwhelming, though the most prominent were honeysuckle and jasmine. It reminded me of stepping outside on a dewy spring morning.

      As I admired the flowers, I saw several bees hop from one flower to the next. I followed their flight pattern to a hive that hung from strong vines on one of the windows. Normally, I would have backed away from the sight of so many bees, but knowing that they were Em’s merkin comforted me.

      “When I was little, I was not always allowed to go outside, so Atlus resolved to bring the outside to me,” Em said, fondly looking at her cousin.

      “It’s magnificent,” I said honestly.

      “Thank you,” Em said with a small, bashful smile. “It keeps me busy when I am isolated.”

      “I’m sure it’s a lot of work to maintain,” I commented, absently thinking about all the water, soil, and sunlight needed to keep these flowers so healthy.

      “I get help every so often from…” Em stopped herself. She swallowed her words and started over. “I used to get help, but I can manage.”

      Something told me Em was about to mention Maria, but her resentment stopped her from saying her old friend’s name. I let the matter lie and changed the subject for her.

      “Atlus tells me you play chess?”

      “Yes,” Em said. “Not as well as him, obviously, but I have managed to beat him a couple of times.”

      “She is a talented player,” Atlus complimented. “Do not sell yourself short.”

      “All I am trying to say is I will be easier to play than this one,” Em said as she hip-checked Atlus lightly. She then held out her hand to a nearby table. “Shall we?”

      Atlus held out the chair for Em, and she sat. I placed myself across from her. Atlus placed himself in a window seat.

      “I am only here to observe,” the king said as he held up his hands in surrender. “It will be easier for me to watch Martin’s moves if I do not have to focus on my own game.”

      “As if that’s difficult for you,” I scoffed.

      “He is being modest,” Em teased. She rested her cane against the side of the table, and for the first time, I got to see the detailed handle.

      Predictably, it was a bumblebee. The tip was a curved stinger, and the wings were small enough and properly placed so Em could curl her fingers comfortably around the figurehead. It was encased in gold that shimmered in the firelight.

      “That is a beautiful piece,” I complimented.

      Em tilted her head in confusion, so I pointed to the cane, and Em’s eyes followed. “Oh, thank you.”

      “That is new, Em,” King Atlus commented. “Martin’s right. It is gorgeous, but where did you get it?”

      “It was a gift,” Em said absently.

      Atlus’s eyebrows rose. “From whom?”

      “No one you need concern yourself with,” Em replied coyly.

      “I am the king!” Atlus protested. “Everyone concerns me.”

      “A simple admirer,” Em answered. “Do not worry, cousin, I had Rebekah and Madame Michell examine it for any enchantments. They deemed it safe. I know better than to accept foreign presents.”

      The king looked at his cousin skeptically, but he seemed to accept her explanation because he proceeded to snatch a black and a white pawn off the table.

      “Whoever they are, they certainly have good taste,” I whispered across the table to Em.

      “Right?” she said with the brightest smile I had seen since the tournament. It was refreshing to see her comfortable and happy.

      Atlus interrupted us by thrusting his closed fists in front of me. “Pick one,” he commanded.

      I selected his left hand like always and, for one of the few times, got white.

      “You go first,” Em said. “I am excited to see how you play.”

      “Feel free to try to hold your breath,” I joked and moved my pawn to begin the game.
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      Training for the Dinner was a nightmare. We spent every afternoon over the next two weeks together, simulating the formal event. I had a running bet with myself about how long it would take for Madame Lilysmyth’s brain to explode from yelling at me.

      “You are using the wrong spoon, Martin.”

      “Martin, the Minister of Magical Affairs sits to the left of the Lead Caretaker.”

      “Do not wipe the napkin across your mouth. Dab only.”

      “You are slurping again, Martin.”

      It wasn’t as though I was a complete slob, but these practice dinners made me feel like I’d grown up in a pigpen. No matter how many times I reviewed the order of the courses… seven in total!... and the correct way to signal I was done with my plate, none of the rules would stick.

      To top it off, just a few days before the official dinner, Madame Lilysmyth gave us what she considered a wonderful surprise. Apparently, she and I had very different definitions of the word “wonderful.”

      “The king has requested that you inductees show off a natural talent during the dinner,” the instructor said with a giddy smile. “Between each course, one of you will present a skill to the rest of the guests. The definition of skill or talent is up to you, but it cannot have to do with your gift from your merkin. Demonstrations of that will be later in the introduction process.”

      Just what I needed: more opportunities to make a fool of myself. Now, not only did I have to get through a proper, noble dinner without utterly failing, but now I had to compete in a talent show. Because, of course, there was a contest associated with this presentation.

      “You will be ranked based on your manners and knowledge of proper protocol at the dinner and then for the presentation of your skill,” Madame Lilysmyth informed the group of us. “Similar to the tournament, if you do not make the top four ranks, you will be removed from the introduction process.”

      In all honesty, I didn’t have time to think about the skill or talent portion of the evening because I still couldn’t comprehend the rules of the dinner. No matter how much I studied or practiced, I couldn’t get the hang of it. It was like being back in high school studying for finals week.

      Rebekah found me one morning as I sat by myself in my room, a mock dinner setting laid out before me as I quizzed myself on dinner etiquette.

      Even though I heard her knock and open my door, I did not look up from where I sat glaring at the several spoons before me.

      “Did those spoons commit some atrocity against you to deserve such a look?” Rebekah joked, her voice amused and causing me to break concentration to give her an exasperated look.

      “Why are there so many rules for a dinner?” I bemoaned, earning another chuckle from the captain.

      I raised a finger and jabbed it in her direction, “If you’re so knowledgeable, why don’t you help me? Actually,” I looked Rebekah up and down, just now noticing that she was out of uniform and was actually dressed down, wearing a simple tunic and pants, “were you wanting something?”

      Rebekah’s face went serious for a moment. “I just wanted to make sure that you were doing okay since I haven’t seen you around in a while. But, since I am here… I think I can find a way to encourage you to remember the required etiquette for this dinner.”

      A tingle of something went down my spine at the way she said that, alongside the way her eyes darkened as she stepped fully into my room, closing the door with a quiet latch behind her.

      I brought up a smirk as I leaned back on my elbows, eyeing the captain as she lowered herself before me, “Is that so? You some master of dinner etiquette?”

      Rebekah’s laugh was huskier this time, and a memory flashed to the front of my head of the first time I really heard that type of laugh from the woman before me. It had been when she was describing her gift, right before we got intimate in the middle of the Marked woods.

      I crossed my legs in an attempt to hide the strain in my pants that I knew was there at the memory. Based on Rebekah’s knowing look, though, she knew exactly what I was attempting to hide.

      “Here is how this lesson will go, Martin,” she said, voice deepening with desire as her blue eyes pinned me in place. No doubt she heard me swallow at my suddenly dry throat. “I will ask you a question regarding dinner etiquette or placement of certain nobles at the table. For every correct answer…” Rebekah got up on her knees, hands caging me in as I sat before her. “I will get rid of a piece of my clothing.”

      Now that was an idea, an idea I was immediately interested in. Leaning into Rebekah’s space, I smiled at her.

      “And if I answer incorrectly?”

      At that, Rebekah leaned in until her breath was ghosting the shell of my ear, causing me to withhold a shiver. “If you lose, then I will stop until you answer correctly.”

      It sounded like a win-win for me. So with a wicked grin, I agreed, “Let’s do it.”

      Rebekah leaned back to the spot across from me and gestured to the placement before me, “Which fork is used first, and what is it used for?”

      “That’s a trick question.” Narrowing my eyes at the forks in question, I recalled the answer. “The fork on the right would be used first if oysters are served, while the outermost fork on the left would be used for salad if the salad was served first.”

      Rebekah grinned widely at my response, and her answer to my response was simply to twist her arms and, in one quick motion, remove her shirt, leaving her chest barely covered in a shift. She moved on.

      “In the event that the King uses the salad knife for the main course, what is the correct way to inform him?”

      I smirked and narrowed my gaze at the woman attempting to look innocent. “Are these all going to be trick questions?” She didn’t answer me, so I told her, “You don’t bring attention if the King uses the wrong cutlery. If possible, you simply use the same cutlery as he does so as to prevent embarrassment for him.”

      My reward for correctly answering that was the removal of Rebekah’s pants, leaving her in a pair of small cotton panties. My concentration level went down as my mouth watered at the sight before me.

      “Martin?”

      At the sound of my name, I shook my head and returned my eyes to Rebekah’s face. She hid a giggle behind her hands, and I melted a bit more.

      “Should I repeat my question?”

      I shuffled a bit where I sat, my situation growing a bit more uncomfortable as my eyes kept trailing down Rebekah’s exposed skin. “Please.”

      “What order do the nobles sit in relation to the King?” Her eyes flashed, and I knew she chose this particular question because it was one of the hardest to remember.

      My thoughts kept trailing away from Ministers and seating charts, and back towards where Rebekah was now moving her arms and gently cupping her breasts in her hands.

      “Um,” I fought against the thoughts now running through my mind, which were definitely not about seating arrangements, “the king’s family sits closest.” One of Rebekah’s hands trailed down her toned stomach. “And then the—the…”

      Her hand stopped right at the edge of her panties, and I quickly ran through the seating arrangements in my head.

      “The Ministers,” I began, and her hand resumed and ventured underneath the cloth. “In rank of importance, and then the noble families in rank of status.”

      Rebekah practically purred from her spot across from me. “Good job, Martin.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. Tossing the utensils aside, I grabbed Rebekah’s hips, ignoring her startled noise, and pulled her into my lap, capturing her lips in a bruising kiss as my hands trailed after hers.

      “Martin!” Rebekah gasped, not so much in surprise but in pleasure. “Do you not need any more tutorinig?”

      “No,” I growled with a grin. “I think the only lesson we need tonight is flat-backed on this table.” With that, I hooked my finger into the edge of those offending panties and tore them off her.

      Instead of a scowl or even a grimace of pain from the tearing fabric, Rebekah only had heat and desire in her eyes. “I should be angry, but the only thought in my head is how best to christen this table properly. Shall you instruct me now, Martin?”

      “I would love nothing better.”
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      After the… lesson with Rebekah, I took the time to go to the library for the next couple of days. I took Madame Lilysmyth’s list of books and asked for all nine every single time. The royal librarian was a cheery woman named Haylie. Her cheeks were perpetually rosy, and she spoke abnormally loud for a librarian.

      Nevertheless, I liked her, and in spite of all the rumors, she greeted me like every other patron. She had my books prepped and ready for me each morning, and I’d grown to appreciate her efficiency.

      So, when Haylie approached the table I’d claimed as a second dwelling, I smiled up at her.

      “Good morning, Martin,” she greeted me with that wide grin.

      “Morning,” I tried my best to match her cheeriness, but I couldn’t quite manage it. The anticipation of spending another couple of hours lording over these books and trying to commit the useless information to memory put a bit of a damper on my general cheeriness.

      “Pardon me, but I could not help but notice the books you always ask for,” the librarian said, her voice carrying a bit across the shelves.

      “Yeah?” I asked, wondering where she was going with this.

      “They are all about etiquette and history of the court, yes?” She confirmed.

      I tapped the title currently in front of me: The Ten Essential Tips for Dinner with the King. “How did you know?”

      “Oh, you are silly, my lord.” Haylie giggled. “But if it is not too imposing, I have found another title that might help your studies.”

      I looked at the stack of the tombs before me and grimaced. “I don’t know, Haylie. I really appreciate it, but I think I have my hands full here.”

      “I assure you, this text will replace all the others,” Haylie encouraged. She revealed a thin leather-bound book with a strap wrapped around the outside. The pages were yellowing, and the corners were dogeared.

      “What is it?” I asked, intrigued by the slimness of the volume.

      “It is a journal from King Garham’s valet,” Haylie said with bright eyes. She clutched the book to her chest, cradling it as gently as one would a child. “Her name was Bryleigh, and she was very close to the king. She documented many a dinner the late king hosted, including seating charts, meal lists, and more.”

      The librarian held the book out to me, one hand on the top and on the bottom. I gripped the sides, but Haylie wouldn’t let me take the book from her quite yet. She had one more warning left to impart.

      “This is one book that must be kept in the library,” she said with stern eyes. For the first time, she looked like the stereotypical librarian. “Do you understand, my lord?”

      “Yes.” I nodded vigorously, eager to flip through the new text.

      Taking me at my word, the librarian released the book and put her hands on her hips, satisfied. “Well, leave it at the front desk for me when you are finished. Hopefully, it will help.”

      “Thank you, Haylie,” I said, hugging the book to my own chest.

      She wiggled her nose and smiled big. The librarian waddled back to her station and left me to my studying.

      Immediately, I flipped open the journal and began deciphering the cursive handwriting. It was obvious that this was Bryleigh’s personal diary. It felt a little intrusive, even though this young woman was long since dead. It took a little bit of weeding, as I sifted through retellings of Bryleigh’s attempts to get a guard’s attention or her visits to the market.

      However, when I reached the dinners, the late lord’s valet didn’t let me down. Her details were exquisite, and some of the pages even contained sketches of table settings. The visual learner in me rejoiced, and I asked Haylie for a spare bit of parchment so that I could recreate Bryleigh’s drawings using charcoal. I would also read a passage and then close my eyes, trying to picture the dining hall as it was now.

      It was one of the most productive mornings since I’d been tasked with attending this dinner. I took breaks every so often when my butt went numb, or my neck was sore from pouring over the pages. It was during one of these pauses that my eyes caught an interesting word in Bryleigh’s fancy scrawl.

      Maximus, it read.

      I leaned forward in my chair, stopping mid-stretch with my arms still up in the air. As my eyes read the words, my arms lowered as my fingers flattened the pages. Apparently, Bryleigh had come upon the king having a conversation with his dragon:

      

      I knew I should not have stayed to listen. It was an accident. I was only trying to find his majesty to tell him that the Minister of Finances was looking for him. That man creeps me out, so I just agreed to get out of the same room as him.

      The king was down by the Zoo and seemed to be upset. I almost rushed to him, but I could see that Maximus was with him. He was clearly sharing a private moment with his merkin, so I turned to leave.

      Until the king admitted to being homesick.

      He used those exact words. Homesick! The king! He was always so private about his hometown. I always assumed he came from the outskirts of Insomier and was ashamed about his origins. He speaks so quickly and strangely, after all, but I would never say that to his face.

      But then the king spoke of traveling from a long way away, and there was something about a well. I wonder if his parents are water keepers or own a farm. Then the red dragon reminded him of the commitment he had made here, and there was no way for him to go back.

      I don’t understand. If he is homesick, why could he not visit? He is the king, after all, and can do whatever he likes. Surely, if anyone deserves a vacation, it is him.

      

      “What the fuck?” I shouted with a slam on the table. Some annoyed nobles shushed me, but I didn’t bother to apologize. They had no idea the revelation I just had. They didn’t know the implications of what I just discovered.

      My mind couldn’t quite process what I had just read, so I went over it once more and then a third time. My eyes looked at the words, and I even slowed down enough to whisper them to myself, but they still didn’t quite compute. The only thought that swirled was that I had to get to Maximus. Now.

      I stood up so fast my chair tumbled to the ground with a loud clatter which got me another shush from the other patrons. Still uncaring, I dashed forward with the journal in hand. I raced for the exit, but when I tried to cross the threshold, my hand holding the book jerked backward.

      I nearly slipped from the stalled momentum. I looked back, and my arm was outstretched, with the journal in hand, still stuck in the library. I yanked, but the book remained on the other side of this invisible barrier.

      “Oh, come on!” I lamented and tugged again.

      Haylie popped into view, with her arms crossed over her chest, shaking her head.

      “Haylie, you don’t understand,” I tried to reason with her. “I need to take this book to someone and show them something.”

      “You may bring them to the library then and show them,” Haylie countered. “But the book does not leave.”

      “He can’t come to the library,” I argued. “He won’t fit.”

      “Then you will have to just tell him what you read,” Haylie concluded as she held out her hand, palm out.

      I groaned in frustration but relinquished the book all the same. It plopped into the librarian’s hand. The minute I released it, my hand was freed. I pulled it out of the library and rubbed it. The skin was red and raw, like it had been confined in handcuffs.

      I pointed directly at Haylie and vowed, “I will be back for that.”

      “We shall see if I loan it to you again,” the librarian threatened.

      As much as I wanted to argue with her, there were more pressing matters at hand, like needing to yell at a dragon. So, I bolted off in the direction of the gardens. While I ran, I paged Ffamran.

      “Ffamran!”

      “How many times do I need to tell you that there is no need to shout?” Ffamran replied, exasperated.

      “Sorry, but this is important,” I protested.

      “It’s always important when you shout,” Ffamran said, annoyed. “But why this time?”

      “I need to speak to Maximus. Do you know where he is?” I asked as I rounded a corner. I didn’t time my speed correctly and nearly face planted. I picked up my feet and barrelled on.

      “Are you running?” Ffamran asked, not answering my question.

      “Yes, how do you know that?” I wondered, thoroughly confused.

      “Your thoughts just shifted to a string of rather delicious cuss words, and you were thanking a god that you did not fall,” Ffamran explained. “As for Maximus, yes, he is at the edge of the gardens with me. We’re in the west corner by the grove of apple trees.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Don’t let him leave. I’ll be right there.”

      “If you don’t wipe out on the way over,” Ffamran teased.

      “Oh, shut up, would you?” I snapped.

      “See you soon, Martin.”

      I pushed myself to cross the rest of the court at the fastest speed I could manage. My lungs pounded against my chest, gulping for air. My leg muscles shouted in protest, but I didn’t listen. I still couldn’t get Bryleigh’s words out of my head: speaks quickly and strangely, something about a well, there was no way for him to go back.

      If my suspicions were correct, then that bastard of a red dragon had a lot of explaining to do.

      When I approached the gardens, I slowed my pace. I fast-walked across the cropped grass until the apple trees came into view. Sure enough, my dragon clan circled in the grove, waiting patiently for my impending arrival. Upon seeing them, I picked up the pace the rest of the way and sprinted to join them.

      “My lord,” Maximus greeted me, “it is a pleasure to see you. To what do we owe the honor?”

      “Do not,” I huffed through a series of labored breaths, “my lord me, you asshat!”

      The red dragon leaned back in shock. His yellow eyes clouded over, and he blinked rapidly as if he were clearing an eyelash.

      “Tell me right now, and I swear to God, if you’re lying, I will make you regret it,” I threatened.

      “Martin…” Ffamran warned.

      “No.” I spun to face my merkin, holding out my finger and jabbing it in Maximus’s direction. I took another second to regain my breath. “He owes me the truth.”

      “I have always told you nothing but the truth, Martin,” Maximus defended, though I could tell from his tone that he hesitated.

      “Oh, yeah?” I asked with a snarl. “How about telling me this, truthfully? Did Garham come from my world originally? Yes or no?”

      The minute Maximus’s face paled to a rose color, I knew the answer to my question. Still, I waited to hear him say it. To hear him admit that I was not the only one who had made this ludicrous interdimensional journey.

      “Yes or no, Maximus?” I repeated. “It’s a simple enough answer.”

      The dragon exhaled deeply before answering. “Yes, King Garham was not born in Insomier. He was brought here, the same as you.”
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      “This is great, just great.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “So many weird things make sense now.”

      “Like what?” Ffamran asked offhandedly. He didn’t really seem to want to know the answer, but I gave him one, anyway.

      “Like how everyone thought King Garham invented chess,” I blurted out. “Or why the lord’s valet said he spoke funny because he probably used contractions like me, which no one in this whole world seems to know how to do.”

      “Are you speaking of Bryleigh?” Maximus asked. “King Garham’s valet.”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “That’s how I found out about Garham. She overheard a conversation between you and Garham about him being homesick. Bryleigh heard you all talk about the well and not being able to go back.”

      “She must have had a spectacular memory,” Sayles commented absently.

      “She had a very thorough journal is what she had,” I corrected, pointing directly at the white dragon. I swung my finger and attention back to Maximus. “But I shouldn’t have had to learn it from her informative diary. I should have learned it from you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I did not believe it to be pertinent,” Maximus argued, still calm. “What does it matter if he came from the same world as you?”

      “What does it matter?” I repeated incredulously, my eyes flying open. “How about that I’m not alone? How about that the last person to crash land in this magical world ended up as their king? I don’t want to be a king!”

      “You do not always get a say in your destiny,” Maximus replied easily.

      “Destiny?” I felt like a broken record, reiterating everything the red dragon said but at a higher pitch. “Destiny was never part of the bargain. I don’t want some grand, epic destiny. I just wanted a place to go where I could find a home again. I didn’t expect to have to save it.”

      “That is why you are the ideal person for the job,” Maximus said plainly.

      “That doesn’t make any sense!” I shouted. I must have looked like a crazy person, pulling at my hair and throwing my hands in the air like I was. “There are plenty of other people who would just love to be in a world with dragons, and talking animals, and magic. They would love to go on this crazy quest to save everyone from the evil king who plans to kill them all.”

      “You do not get to choose your fate, Martin,” Maximus said. “It simply is.”

      “I didn’t sign up for whatever this is!”

      “Neither did they,” the red dragon informed me.

      “They?” I stuck my neck out as if being that much closer would allow me to better understand him. “Who’s they?”

      Suddenly, the red dragon clammed up. I waited. We all did, the clan and me, for the oldest creature to speak his peace. However, he never spoke. Instead, it was Jin, the dragon covered in the color of the night sky, who answered for him.

      “Garham and Hennar,” the navy dragon answered.

      She walked out from her spot behind the trees, where she had watched the drama with the rest of the clan. Her dark scales rippled against the colorful grove, bringing the entire mood to something more ominous and daunting. I watched her approach with a glare which she matched with her amethyst eyes.

      “It was foretold to us that to stop the war between the creatures and the humans, we had to find a human not of this world. As dragons, we were unable to bond with any humans from our world.”

      “That’s another thing!” I shouted. “How no one else has bonded with a dragon but me, Garham, and Hennar. Is it’s because we’re from a different dimension, timeline, planet, or whatever?”

      “So it would seem,” Jin said plainly.

      “Is it because of our blood or something?” I wondered, pulling reasons out of thin air.

      “We do not know the science or magic behind it,” Johan jumped in. He spoke from a low place on the ground, resting his head on his front two legs. “It is one of those mystic things that just is.”

      “That’s frustratingly vague,” I said while rolling my eyes.

      “Trust us,” Johan replied, his voice sharp with annoyance. “We know.”

      “The various clans spent a lot of time experimenting to find a way to travel beyond our realm.” Jin glanced at the black and orange dragon, who puffed out her chest with pride. “Kolo was the first to discover the well and how it linked one world to another. She was rewarded as the first dragon to make the journey.”

      “And what? You just plucked Garham off the street?” I asked, completely baffled by this story.

      “There were requirements we had agreed to adhere to,” Kolo explained. “Above all, the human had to come willingly. Not only that, but they must also have an affiliation for magic, and they had to call to us.”

      “Call to you?” I squeezed my face in confusion, and I tried to ward off the oncoming headache that brewed beneath my forehead. “How the hell does that work?”

      “You did it,” Maximus said, speaking for the first time since he slipped up about Hennar and Graham.

      “How?”

      “You drew me.”

      My memory dragged me back to a window decorated with a ferocious red dragon that suddenly appeared in my dreams the next night. It was right after the painting was almost ruined that I found the well and the coin.

      “My wish…” I muttered, more to myself than to the dragons. “That is how you knew I would come willingly.”

      “It is how we filtered through the humans,” Kolo said, picking up the story. “Many called to us, sensed our presence in their world, and when the well appeared to them, we used their wishes to see their desires.”

      “Kolo found Garham and brought him here,” Jin interrupted, sticking to the core of the story. “Maximus and Garham bonded. Then, after a time, he was able to bond with other dragons and became the first King of Insomier and King of Dragons.”

      “Okay, I don’t know what the hell Garham wished for, but I didn’t wish for that,” I said, pointing at Jin like a lawyer accusing a criminal in court. “I don’t want any of that. I didn’t even really want to be your king, and Insomier hasn’t been the most friendly of places to me lately.”

      “What are you saying?” Jin asked for clarification.

      “I’m saying,” I started, not really knowing what I was saying. “That… I think you made a mistake.”

      “Garham thought that too,” Kolo said, attempting to comfort me.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know,” I stuttered, letting some of my terror seep through into my voice.

      “There is time to know,” Ninji assured me from behind me.

      “I’m just not feeling it, okay?” I said lamely. “It’s not right. It’s not me.”

      “I am not subject to your feelings, my lord,” Jin sneered. “You asked for a reason why we didn’t tell you about the others, and we are giving you one. Utilize some of Ninji’s grace and listen.”

      At the mention of her name, the pink dragon fluttered her thick lashes and sucked her teeth. I glanced over at her but couldn’t quite get a complete read on her reaction to Jin. I closed my mouth and flicked my hand, indicating that the dragon should continue her history lesson.

      “After Garham’s passing, we needed another human to bond with,” Jin proceeded as she paced back and forth in front of me, separating me from the rest of the clan. “I ventured out this time and brought Hennar back. He bonded with Kahn, and instead of launching the kingdom into a renaissance, he delved us into a dark age of the worst kind.”

      “Jin,” Kolo said softly. The smallest dragon reached out, using her voice as gently as a physical, comforting caress. In one word, Kolo intended to relax Jin, but it backfired and riled her up.

      “Do not pity me, Kolo,” Jin snarled. “I acknowledge my error in selecting him and accept it. Our king needs to know the history, so he does not repeat it.”

      Something about the way the dragon sneered when she said “king” pricked at my skin. It was callous and angry, almost resentful. With my frustration as loaded as it was, I fired off.

      “Are you mocking me?” I asked.

      “Are you bothered?” Jin snapped back.

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “I figured you would not care, given you spat on the title not more than ten minutes ago,” Jin said, light but spiteful. “You cannot both accept it and begrudge it at the same time.”

      “I am doing the best I can with all of this,” I argued.

      “I do not trust your best,” Jin said with disgust, “and I do not trust your judgment.”

      “Jin!” Kolo said the dragon’s name again, but this time it was a warning.

      “It’s not like your judgment is worth much considering you brought the biggest enemy this kingdom has ever seen,” I countered.

      The silence that followed my remark instantly told me that I’d crossed a line. The desire to apologize thudded in my chest and crawled its way up my throat. However, the anger and betrayal stubbornly forced it back down. I stood my ground and simmered.

      The rest of the clan looked more offended than Jin herself. Her eyes simply narrowed for a brief second and then widened back to their normal shape. She sat back on her hind legs, claiming her spot and taking her stance.

      “It would seem, my lord,” Jin said with the same mocking tone as before, “that we are at an impasse. As such, it will be impossible for the two of us to bond and be more than colleagues. Out of respect for my fellow creatures, I will refrain from flaying you alive right here.”

      I called to the light and let it spark between my fingers. “I would love to see you try.”

      Immediately, Kolo launched into the fray forming between the two of us. She spread out her wings, keeping Jin and me at a distance.

      “That is enough,” the young dragon commanded with surprising strength. “We are a clan, and you are our king, like it or not. I know you feel betrayed and lied to, Martin, but Maximus and the rest of us did what we thought was best.”

      “Best for who?” I countered, not bothering to snuff the light still rippling around my hand.

      “You, us, and the kingdom,” Kolo responded promptly. “We need to work together to achieve this.”

      “Achieve what?” I said at the same time as Jin announced, “I will not work with him.”

      Kolo turned her attention to Jin, her large horns pivoting towards me. “I understand he insulted you, Jin, but you are letting your past influence your assessment of the present.”

      “My assessment is clearer than ever,” Jin replied fervently. “I know this king of ours is too hot-headed and emotional to deserve an ounce of the gift I have to offer. I pity those of you who have already wasted your time gifting him.”

      “That is enough from you,” Ffamran said as he stepped forward. “I do not regret my choice to bond with Martin, and I hope, in time, you do not regret yours to deny him.”

      “I assure you,” Jin said strongly, “I will not.”

      At that, the dragon spread her magnificent wings, weaved through the rest of the dragons, and launched herself into the air. Her takeoff sounded like thunder as she flapped her wings up and away. Everyone watched her go except for Maximus, who after my gaze returned to the ground, stared at me.

      “I owe you an apology,” the red dragon said with a short bow. “Please forgive me, my lord, for not informing you sooner about the history of your travels and the origins of King Garham and Hennar. While it was our collective decision, I led the charge. I am to blame.”

      I looked at the dragon with a harsh gaze that soon softened to one of sympathy and hurt. Upon noticing the change in myself, I also noticed something touching my ankle. I glanced down and saw Ninji’s pink tail wrapped once around my leg. Over my shoulder, I saw the dragon lift her eyebrows expectantly.

      The calm I now felt was understanding, both towards Maximus and myself. The dragon only did what he thought was best. I was hurt because I did not like being lied to. The other emotion hiding behind my fury was concern because the other two foreigners from my world had knocked this one off its axis.

      I called the light back into myself, and my hand dimmed back to its normal skin tone.

      “There you go, Martin,” Ffamran encouraged in my mind. “There you go.”

      “I do not wish for us to fight like this,” Kolo said from her spot at the center of it all. “Jin is a stubborn but sad creature. It might take her millennia to come around.”

      “What will be, will be,” I said before turning my gaze to the red dragon. “Maximus, I accept your apology. I appreciate you trying to look out for me, but I don’t want to be lied to. Not again, please.”

      The remaining dragons, those participants in the conversation and those who remained passive, shared a glance. I couldn’t tell what passed between the six of them, but they seemed to come to some sort of agreement.

      “Not if we can help it, my lord,” Maximus answered with a closed-mouthed smile. “Now, if I may, I wish to give you something.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Maximus,” I assured him. “We all just went through something really emotional, and I think taking some time to recover might be best…”

      My efforts to stall were thwarted when the red dragon lowered himself to me and opened his mouth. It was massive and filled with two rows of glittering pearly white teeth. His tongue was thick, pink, and forked, like a snake. I gazed back into the dark abyss that was his throat and gulped.

      “Uh, Maximus?” I asked as I leaned back, nearly breaking my back to do so. “What are you doing?”

      He tried to speak with an open mouth, and it came out as a garbled mess. Spittle misted onto my face, and his hot breath steamed my skin.

      “Sorry, didn’t catch that,” I said, wiping my face off with the back of my hand.

      Maximus closed his mouth before speaking again. “Find the silver tooth.”

      “Then what?” I asked before he could resume the position of displaying his intimidating jaws. “Am I checking for cavities or something?”

      “Maximus, do you think now is really the time?” Johan asked with caution. “Martin is right in that we might need some time to think about everything.”

      “I need to reestablish trust with him,” Maximus said to Johan as if I wasn’t standing right in front of him. “This is the only way I know how.”

      “If you are sure,” Johan checked in the same hesitant tone.

      “I am not,” Maximus answered. Then, his yellow eyes focused on me with one of the most powerful stares I’d ever connected with. “That is why I am doing it. A leap of faith, right, Martin?”

      It was the same verbiage he used when I was deciding whether or not to jump down a well and into another world. The words struck a chord in my heart, awakening a dusty desire to change. I used to have confidence in my ability to face the unknown. It was a skill that developed after the death of my parents, the largest unknown ever to enter my life.

      I didn’t know if now was the time to bond with Maximus. Maybe we were rushing things, especially after I basically admitted I wasn’t sure about being their king. I called their choice a mistake. Was it?

      I still didn’t know, but I knew my bonds with Ffamran, Ninji, Johan, and Sayles grew stronger by the day. While for all intents and purposes, Ffamran was the first creature I bonded with, the connection I had with Maximus came first. Because he was the one who brought me here. He was the one who helped unlock my gifts. He was the one who granted my wish.

      Until now, the red dragon had not steered me wrong. He was cryptic as all hell, yes, and I didn’t always understand, or like, his methods. But he came through for me. In all actuality, I had no reason to doubt that he would continue to do so.

      “Open your mouth,” I commanded, never wavering from Maximus’s fierce gaze.

      The red dragon complied and widened his jaws once more. I leaned my head forward a little to get a better look at the rows of teeth, both top and bottom. Realistically, his mouth was so big that I could stick my whole head in there comfortably. Well, as comfortably as anyone could be with their head in a dragon’s mouth.

      My eyes gazed over his rows of teeth until I noticed the glint on one of them. It was slightly discolored from the others, and the one out of line. There was a gap between it and its brethren. The spaces were large enough for me to get my hand around.

      The whole tooth fit surprisingly well in the palm of my hand. It was drier than I expected, thinking the thing would be covered in dragon saliva. Instead, the tooth felt leathery and rough. However, it wasn’t the texture of the tooth that surprised me the most.

      The tooth was loose.

      A weird impulse tickled my stomach, surged through my arm, and into my hand. I tightened my grip on the tooth and pulled.

      The canine slipped out of Maximus’s gums, but that wasn’t the only thing that came out. Along with the tooth came a shining silver blade. A yellow light, something more golden than my white radiance, crackled in the air. The sound intensified with each centimeter that I pulled. I had to walk backward and out of Maximus’s mouth in order to get the rest of it out. By the time I was done, I stood before the dragon clan holding the most beautiful sword I had ever seen.

      The yellow light zipped around the sword like a dozen fireflies, putting the finishing touches on the weapon. They conjoined into one large ball of light that completed its magical transformation by exploding into a blast of little specks that floated down and dissolved. They left a trail of smoke shaped like a weeping willow.

      Instantly, I recognized the sword.

      “This was King Garham’s!” I exclaimed. “I saw it on the ceiling of the castle. Holy shit, it’s real!”

      “It is very real,” Maximus confirmed.

      “I thought it was something an artist had created to give the painting more drama,” I admitted.

      The sword exactly replicated its painted counterpart. From the pointed tip of the end all the way to the pommel shaped like Garham’s symbol. The weight was light enough for me to hold easily, but heavy enough to pack a punch when needed. I could grip it with one hand or two, but right now, I laid it flat between both palms, nervous and intimidated by the sheer beauty of it.

      “I gift you, Martin Mark Anthony, son of James and Nina Anthony, King of Dragons, with the sword of Rainwright,” Maximus announced. “Should you choose to accept it, that is.”

      The words were on the tip of my tongue, but something gave me pause. I didn’t know why, but I knew I needed a minute to consider the power of this gift. Magic flowed through this sword. I mean, I had just pulled it from the mouth of a dragon, and it formed from his tooth! It was incredible and an honor… but was it one that I wanted?

      “Martin,” Ffamran spoke into my mind. “Maximus would not give this to you if he didn’t think you could handle it. None of us would have gifted you without that knowledge.”

      “Jin doesn’t think I can,” I argued senselessly.

      “Well, you kind of pissed her off,” Ffamran reasoned. “But her opinion is not the only one that matters. Ours do as well. But it is your opinion of yourself that matters the most. So, what do you say?”

      I say… I say… what could I possibly say? What does someone say in response to a gift of this magnitude? I chose the only words that made any sense at that moment.

      “Thank you, Maximus,” I said.

      “Wield it well, my lord.”
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      I stashed the sword under my bed. I barely remember getting the thing back to my room. I felt like a thief in the night, sneaking around the court and trying to act as natural as possible.

      Paranoia told me everyone would see this crazy gorgeous sword hanging from my belt and kill me for it. Or accuse me of stealing it. Or worse, bow down and call me their next ruler.

      Once I made it to my chambers, I had no idea where to store it. There weren’t many good hiding places for a great sword in my rather simple room. The bed was the only place large enough for it. So there it went. Even completely hidden from view, I still believed someone would find it. That thought caused me to pull it back out and wrap it in a spare blanket before returning it back beneath the bed.

      I was only marginally satisfied, but I didn’t have a better plan. Man, what I wouldn’t have given for a guitar case about now.

      I stood in my room, hands on my hips, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do next. I didn’t want to go back to the library… perhaps not ever, considering Haylie now thought I was a book thief. Plus, my brain was too scrambled to think straight, anyway.

      My first instinct was to paint, but for some reason, I didn’t want to do that. It was rare for me to feel that. I could count the instances on one hand. Usually, it was when I was ill or emotionally exhausted. Painting for me was such a purging process that when my tank was running on empty, it was often one of the last things I wanted to do.

      What did someone do to relax in Insomier? Thinking back on it, I couldn’t remember a time when I had just chilled since I arrived. It wasn’t like there was a TV show to binge-watch or movie marathons to complete. I thought about reading a book, seeing if there was some Insomier fiction about, but that brought me back to the dilemma with the library, so I struck that idea.

      My mind wandered to the Marked Woods and wondered if there was a nature trail I could hike. Something calming and serene. It was getting colder by the day, being the middle of fall, but the trees were changing colors, and I would have bet some of them looked downright gorgeous.

      When I reached my door with a resolve to go out for a walk, I gripped the door handle and stopped. I realized then that I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. I wanted a distracting conversation, one that didn’t have to do with dragons, kings, bonding, the corruption, the court, or anything dinner related.

      Bailey-Sue’s beautiful emerald hair and her heart-shaped face crossed my mind, and I smiled. It had been a while since I saw the sassy goth-like girl and thought she would be the perfect one to distract me from myself. I opened the door and walked out, intent on inviting her on a random but much-needed outing.

      However, when I got to the Zoo, Bailey-Sue was nowhere to be found.

      “Bailey-Sue?” I called, letting my voice carry into the surrounding landscapes. “Bailey-Sue? Hello? Are you here?”

      I rounded the corner, intent on heading for the caves, which caused me to pass by one of the many lakes in the expansive habitat. There, standing a little way into the water, was Alona. A shirtless Alona. With her trousers rolled up to her knees, a long pole in her hand so she could clean the bottom of the lake. But my eyes could not get over the fact that she was half-naked and surprisingly… attractive?

      Her broad shoulders seemed more balanced with no shift hanging off them. She always had a lean frame, but now that it was bare, I could see the impressive definition in her arms and stomach. When Alona bent over, her back muscles flexed beautifully. To top it off, her tanned skin was flawless. Not a blemish or birthmark tainted the smooth outer layer of her body. Parts of it trickled with dots of water, where the lake splashed back upon her, which made the whole sight all the more enticing. I couldn’t see the front of her yet, but I had no doubt that her breasts would be perky and firm as befitting the woman who had them.

      At the sound of my hollering, Alona looked up. Her long hair, always tied back with a loose piece of string, swung around her shoulder, and a few strands fell loose. She swept them out of her eyes, which brightened when they landed on me.

      My gaze was drawn down to the exposed chest which bore breasts that were, like I imagined, perky and firm with pink areolas and nipples that were causing me to salivate at the thought of taking them into my mouth.

      “Martin,” Alona said with a killer smile, “I thought I heard you calling.”

      “Uh-huh,” I babbled. Seeing Alona in this new light broke the link between my brain and my mouth. I couldn’t phrase anything correctly, so I continued to stare, rather blatantly.

      “You were looking for Bailey-Sue?” Alona checked, cocking her head to one side, seemingly not embarrassed or concerned about her bare chest and my gaze. Several beads of lake water and sweat trailed down the side of her chin and down her neck. I watched it travel, sliding between her breasts and down her navel, and all I could think about was how easy it would be to lick it right off her.

      “Uh-huh,” I repeated, with the same monotonous, distracted tone of a dazed student.

      “Unfortunately, she’s not here right now,” Alona informed me, seemingly unphased by my lack of brain function and continuous staring. “She’s in the greenhouses today.”

      By some sheer luck, the word “greenhouses” slipped through my mental fog and clicked. It made me think of Maria and then reminded me that I was at an odd impasse with her, her gorgeous face framed by those blonde curls flashed through my head, but I couldn’t focus on how cute she was, and eventually, that frustration interceded my admiration of Alona’s body.

      “Huh?” I managed to ask. Though still not eloquent, it was progress. “What is she doing there?”

      “She helps out there every so often,” Alona said nonchalantly.

      “But I thought Bailey-Sue was all about the animals,” I said, utterly confused. “They are her passion. I didn’t think she cared about the plants unless the animals were eating them.”

      “It’s not so much about what’s in the greenhouses, but who,” Alona said with a smirk. While it was not directed at me, that smirk was borderline a smolder, and my knees nearly buckled right then and there.

      I had to refocus on Alona’s words, instead of my own dirty thoughts. But just standing there, with the fading sunlight shining off her, still wet and gleaming and toned, it was rather difficult.

      “Who?” I asked, returning to the conversation. “She goes over there for the people?”

      “One person in particular,” Alona said, her smirk remaining in place. “She is friends with one of the gardeners.”

      “Maria,” I said without thinking about it.

      “How did you know?” Alona asked, her smile now replaced by a small frown and raised eyebrows.

      “A guess,” I said instead. “She’s the only gardener I know about, but Maria mentioned her being the youngest one. Not that Bailey-Sue couldn’t be friends with someone older, but it was a logical leap.”

      “Yes, well, it’s been a little rocky for them since the tournament scandal. Congratulations on winning, by the way,” Alona told me, and I breathed a sigh of relief that she didn’t question me more. “Bailey-Sue’s been trying to talk it out with her, but Maria’s not really responsive.”

      “That’s sad,” I said sympathetically. Even if I was angry at Maria, I didn’t begrudge Bailey-Sue seeking happiness, though a small part of me hoped that someday I could be a part of what made her happy, “I hope they can work it out.”

      “Maria is not a terrible person,” Alona reasoned. “She has her reasons for doing what she did.”

      “Don’t tell me you agree with her,” I said with a warning in my voice.

      “No, I do not,” Alona said definitively. “However, I still respect her as a person, and I respect her right to make that decision.”

      “That’s rather diplomatic of you,” I commented.

      “I like to think it is rather empathetic,” Alona countered, “but there you are. Did you need Bailey-Sue for something specific?”

      “Not really,” I said, thinking back to why I came to the Zoo in the first place. “I didn’t really need her either. I just wanted to see her.”

      “What for?” Alona asked.

      She waded her way out of the pool and set the long pole against a nearby tree. That same tree held her shirt on a branch which she retrieved. Alona rolled down her trousers to their proper length and then stretched the shirt over her head to cover those perfect perky nipples. It should have been considered a crime. She proceeded to tie her apron around her body, and a pang of sadness hit my heart, knowing that lovely view had been so suddenly taken from me.

      My reason suddenly sounded lame, now that I considered telling Alona about it. “It’s nothing,” I said as I waved the concern off, trying to come off as casual.

      “That is not true,” Alona countered, as she crossed towards me. She sat on a nearby log and started lacing up her boots. “It is never nothing when it comes to you, Martin.”

      “Well, it’s nothing important,” I argued. “I wanted to invite her on a walk is all.”

      “You have time for a walk?” Alona chuckled. “I thought all the introduction training and chess lessons were keeping you rather booked.”

      “They are, but my head’s going to explode if I don’t take a break,” I confessed. “Everything feels too congested and tight. I need to relax.”

      Alona’s eyes reached up and pulled mine to her. It was such a natural, noninvasive gesture that I willingly allowed myself to meet her eyes. We said nothing for a few moments and watched one another.

      I saw her leaned forward, elbows on her knees, hands clasped together in front of her. Her hair swept to the left, dangling over her shoulders. Her jaw clenched slightly, and she sniffled, probably from the cold of the water. I thought of her back muscles again and her abs and the gorgeous sight of her chest.

      Alona slapped her thighs and stood up, making a decision. She removed the apron she had just put on moments ago and hung it from a sturdy tree branch. Then she held out her elbow to me and turned sideways slightly.

      “Shall we?” she invited.

      “Shall we what?” I asked, unsure of what she was doing.

      “Walk,” Alona said simply. “You wanted to go for a walk, and obviously not alone, or you would have left already. So, if you would like some company, I would be happy to walk with you.”

      “But you have to work.” I gestured, arms outstretched, to the Zoo before us. “Don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Alona replied, her arm still cocked, prompting me to take it. “But the animals are fed, and cleaning can wait an hour or so. I am currently the Head Caretaker, so I can do as I wish with my schedule.”

      A drop of hope seared my heart, like oil flying from a simmering pan. “You would do that? Come with me?”

      “Martin, you would be surprised at the things I would do for you,” Alona admitted with a clever smile. “For now, if you need someone to walk with you, we shall walk. Now, would you like to take my arm or walk independently as I know you often prefer?”

      Alona was right that I hated having an escort. It often felt too intimate to do with a stranger, and it slowed me down. With my long legs, I often walked faster than the average person, and being escorted the way tradition dictated went against many of my natural instincts. However, at this moment, the desire to be close to someone hit me hard, and it wasn’t just anyone I wanted to be close to.

      It was Alona.

      So I slipped my arm through hers. It was firm, easy to lean on. Alona seemed to tense only briefly before she relaxed her arm.

      As we walked out of the Zoo, a thought occurred to me. Still walking together, I turned and looked at Alona.

      “Thank you, Alona,” I whispered.

      Most of the stroll into town was done in silence. We observed the shift in colors, trees mixed with orange and some green, stubborn leaves holding on to the last traces of summer. A brisk wind stirred and stirred up the leaves that fell early. They twirled and danced around our feet as we walked along the stone paths of the town.

      Citizens were bundled with handwoven scarves around their necks and too-thin coats wrapped around their shoulders. Various animals shuffled along. They ducked into alleyways and huddled together in packs. Some of them wove in and out of their Merkin’s legs.

      “Did you have a plan on where we were walking?” Alona asked with an arched eyebrow. “Or are we wandering? Is that what you need? To wander?”

      “I actually thought about going swimming,” I admitted, not really thinking as I said the words.

      “Swimming?” Alona wondered, surprised. “Last time I remember, you were not a fan of the water.”

      “I am not a fan of being dragged through the water catacombs by a pair of dangerous-looking mermaids,” I countered, reminding her of the specifics of our last swimming encounter.

      “That is fair, but you also told me you preferred the sky to the water,” Alona said. “Why the sudden urge to swim?”

      “What does it matter?” I leaned a little bit away from Alona so I could look her in the eye and gestured to the chilly environment. “It’s too cold, anyway.”

      “But if it was warm enough to swim,” Alona said, with a slight tease in her voice, “what about it was appealing to you?”

      “One of the dragons,” I began, always nervous to talk about the dragons in public, “gifted me with the ability to breathe underwater.”

      Alona whistled. “That is quite a gift.”

      “Yes, well, the last time I can remember feeling relaxed was when Johan and I were floating beneath the surface,” I confessed to Alona. The level of vulnerability caused me to shift my gaze down to my feet. I watched our boots, still in tandem, clack along the cobblestone.

      “You have been under a lot of pressure,” Alona said, more matter-of-factly than questioningly.

      “No kidding,” I said with a sigh. My eyes traveled up to the dark cloudy sky, swirling ominously. “Every time the wind blows like this, I’m scared it’s going to snow.”

      “It is close, that is for sure,” Alona said with a grave expression, “but the leaves still have to change. I know you have not spent a winter with us yet, but it gets a lot colder than it is now. You have time.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I said with a half-smile. “I just wanted a chance to forget it all. Take a break from it, just for a little while.”

      “If you believe swimming can do that for you, there is a place we could go,” Alona said slyly.

      I stopped in the middle of the street and slipped my arm out of hers. Alona spun, so she didn’t have to look at me over her shoulder. We stood like that, face to face in the middle of the street, and the world seemed to stop around us. I couldn’t say what it was, but something about her generous offer made me pause. It was considerate. It felt like everyone had been asking something from me, but Alona asked about me and what I needed. It was refreshing, like breathing in the first breath of a dewy spring morning.

      “I would really like that,” I said, “if there were somewhere we could go.”

      Alona waved her arm, encouraging me onward. “There are some hot springs a little ways away if you are up for the walk.”

      “Yes.” I nodded vigorously, the sound of hot springs being music to my ears. “Yes, I am definitely up for a longer walk.”

      I followed alongside Alona off a beaten path towards the south of town. We weaved in and out of the trees and passed into the Marked Woods. After some time, we approached a tight clearing with a mist shimmering into the air. Alona pushed back some wilting branches and revealed three large connected pools of heated water. It was nestled in a closed circle of trees that kept the warmth secluded.

      There were no animals, no wind, or irritating noise of any kind. We were alone in this little piece of heaven. I couldn’t wait to sink in and leave my worries in the water.

      “Alona,” I breathed after walking into the clearing. “This is perfect.”

      “Lots of people used to come here, but not everyone enjoys walking through the Marked Woods,” Alona explained. “They still think it is dangerous and full of Hennar’s minions, but this is the prime time of year for it.”

      “Amen to that!” I said.

      I didn’t waste any time and crossed to the edge of the pool. I stripped down to my boxers. Unthinkingly, I turned to Alona, intent on inviting her in, but she stood, dumbfounded, back where we had entered. She stood stiff as a board with her hands stuffed into her pockets, shoulders to her ears.

      “What?” I asked. My skin grew goosebumps in the chilly air. “I’m getting in. Aren’t you?”

      Alona shook her head slightly, as if coming out from a daze. When I saw her taking off her shirt, I turned back to the water in order to save myself further distraction. If I saw Alona’s impressive figure again, I might have stood there till I frozen solid. Or rushed in and gave in to the urge to taste her.

      Instead, I dipped a foot into the water and exhaled a contented sigh. The warmth radiated up my leg and into my belly, where it curled like a cat readying for a nap. The lower my body sank, the more I relished the warmth. It soothed my body, and as each muscle relaxed, my mind eased along with them.

      When I got deep enough, I slipped underneath the water so that every inch of me was wrapped in the embrace of the hot springs. I took a big inhale, and my lungs curled with heat. It felt like clearing my sinuses.

      I sunk down to the bottom and let myself float up, breathing in and out all the while. With each breath, I allowed the worry to seep from my pores. It took the fear and the exhaustion, and I let it.

      I burst up to the surface with a freeing laugh. I spun in a circle and splashed my arms against the water. I looked up and watched the steam swirl up into the air, dancing through the leaves. A couple of them floated down and landed in the springs. One even stuck to Alona’s shoulder. She flicked it off onto the bank with a smile.

      “This is perfect, Alona,” I said, watching the leaf slip back into the water. “Absolutely perfect.”

      “Good.” Alona turned her brilliant smile to me, and I matched it.

      “Thank you,” I said, but while sincere, the thanks didn’t seem like enough. I waded closer to Alona in the water, standing on my tiptoes to stay steady. “Can I give you something?”

      “Sure,” Alona said, not quite understanding.

      I put both of my hands around the side of her face and brought her close to me. “I’m going to kiss you now, okay?” I warned her.

      Alona stared directly into my eyes and nodded once. Then I placed my lips to her, and a warmer sensation, something even hotter than the springs, radiated through my body. Alona leaned into the kiss, and I put my arms around her waist and pulled her in close. I felt her give way to my embrace and then urged us downward, deeper into the water. We continued to kiss, even tasting one another's tongues until we were fully submerged into the water.

      It was more difficult to pull back from Alona than I imagined. While I had thought the water would distract me, Alona’s hands, lips, and body were more than enough to even out my swirling thoughts. It stirred familiar urges in me, and all I wanted was more.

      However, I centered myself and gave Alona one last final kiss before letting her go in the water. I shoved her lightly away from me, letting her float away.

      The shock of the release and of being underwater smacked Alona in the face. First, there was panic and then fear, but a second later, Alona realized what was happening. She was breathing underwater, alongside me. She looked left and right with pure wonder in her wide gaze. Then she looked back at me and smiled.

      I grinned cheekily back, knowing that I’d surprised the hell out of her. Alona swam in a circle around me, and I watched her glide through the water with the grace of a dolphin. Then Alona stopped in front of me and put two hands on my waist.

      I kicked my legs a little from pure jitters. Alona lowered her head and hovered her lips above mine, asking permission.

      I answered her question by closing the gap between us, kissing her because I wanted to, not because I needed to give her something. Kissing her for me, for us, without another care about the kingdom. The weightless feeling that our buoyancy in the water provided was as much a release for our souls as it was from the actual weight of our bodies.

      As we broke apart from the kiss, we drifted some, but I kept hold of Alona’s hand as the space between us increased, our link despite the gentle tug of the currents. Her hair fanned out like a halo, something that made her lithe frame even more beautiful to me, and then, as she smiled, I pulled her in. It was like an underwater dance between us, and as I reeled her in, I guided her into a watery spin. At the finale of the spin, Alona was flush against me, her back against my chest.

      I could feel her shiver in anticipation under my touch as I embraced her around the waist with one arm, while the other drifted down her arm. Careful never to lose contact with Alona’s body, I caressed up her arm gently then down to cup her breast gently. She melted into the contact and arched her back, craning her neck to look back at me. Given the chance, I slid our position just enough to capture her lips in another brief kiss before giving the beautiful caretaker another brief twirl.

      This time, I stopped her so that she floated facing me, and in our floating through the water, I now faced the surface, and so she was backlit by the cascade of light that shimmered through the waves. Alona was an angel before me, her eyes bright in wonder and arousal now that she had adjusted, and frankly, I couldn’t take it anymore.

      Taking both her hands in mine, I reeled her down to me as I kicked up with a swift motion. As we came together once more, I guided my rock-hard erection right home inside of Alona. It was a motion as elegant as the rest of our swim, delightful as it was direct, and the way her glittering eyes widened only heightened my desire for her.

      Alona was special and unique in her lovemaking, just as every woman I had met with Insomier had. She didn’t have Rebekah’s directness, Diana’s intimate knowledge of me, Maria’s primal lust. Instead, there was a purity and earnestness in her every motion as she gripped my shoulders and moved with the rhythm with which I worked her. In fact, the harmony of our motion as we worked to bursting only served to propel us through the water, a wave within the waves.

      It was sensual, passionate, and it did not take long for our watery tryst to bear fruit. There was a certain innocence within Alona, and perhaps that was why there was no denial, no fight to hold back her orgasm. Instead, she gave into it, letting out a silent cry of bubbles when she came. She didn’t pull away though. Instead, she rallied herself as I worked to my own climax. Her nails dug into my shoulders, she caught me in another passionate kiss, and hung in as we finished our dance with my own growling orgasm.

      It was only then that Alona slipped away from me, and hands entwined, we simply allowed ourselves to drift in our contentment, hidden beneath the waters for just a little bit longer.
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      Ever since I’d enhanced Martin’s healing gift, my body felt close to regular. There were pangs of pain and short swirls of nausea, but then they would pass. It was something close to a miracle. Rebekah did not believe me until I met her out on the training grounds and shot my bow and arrow.

      It whizzed right past her until it smacked into the target on the border between the center spot and the next best ring. It was not my best shot. However, it was enough to prove to Rebekah that I was strong enough to continue working on the guard and to move me out of quarantine.

      “The only reason I know you are not completely well is that you did not hit that target dead-on,” Rebekah said as she slapped me on the back appreciatively. “And if you are well enough to fight, then you are well enough to accompany me to the Introduction Dinner.”

      “Wait,” I said as I turned, nearly dropping my bow. “I do not want to go to the Dinner.”

      “I am not giving you a choice,” Rebekah replied, her face growing stern. “All the guests must invite someone to go with them. It would be rude if I showed up alone, an empty chair next to me.”

      “Then invite Madame Lilysmyth,” I argued. “I do not need to be there.”

      Rebekah’s frown deepened. “You are my second in command. It is entirely proper for you to be there. Besides, if I had a life partner, I would take them. As I do not, you are the next best choice. Unless you were hoping someone would ask you to attend…?”

      Immediately, I thought of Martin, but he and I had not spoken since I put an end to our relations. Unfortunately, this declaration seemed to put an end to our friendship as well. We had not said a word to one another, but I would not allow myself to miss him.

      “Or not,” Rebekah added, reading my face. “It looks as though you will be my date, then.” I opened my mouth to protest, but Rebekah interrupted me. “Do not make me order you, Diana.”

      I closed my mouth again and grunted in agreement. Seemingly satisfied, Rebekah gave me one more pat on the shoulder before walking off the training field. She spun around quickly and started walking backward, holding her hands around her mouth to speak louder.

      “Make sure to wear something nice,” Rebekah called. “I am wearing black if you wish to match.”

      I raised my bow and shot an arrow down by Rebekah’s feet, which she playfully dodged. She scurried away with a barking laugh.

      Suddenly, I wished I had stayed in quarantine.

      Preparing for the Dinner turned out to be an arduous affair. The last time I had worn my dress clothes was at the introduction Dinner two years ago. The corruption caused me to lose some weight, so the dress did not fit properly. Luckily, Martin had introduced me to Raiyna, the seamstress.

      Now I stood in front of my dusty mirror, examining my angles and straightening my cloak. I tugged down on the dark brown dress, attempting to stop it from hugging my breasts so tightly, but it did nothing. However, the dress cloak wrapped around me like a robe. It was a royal blue, but the collar was a black leather that came together in a triangular shape at the center of my chest. I tacked on a jeweled belt and fancier scabbard for my sword. It was more for show than practical use, considering it clanged against the studs whenever I walked. And the fact that I was not used to fighting in a hooped skirt dress.

      I realized that I resembled all the nobles I grew up around. Still, while I looked like them on the outside, I knew they would never accept me. Something about my blood tainted their image, and no matter what I did, what clothes I wore, I would never be one of them.

      Sometimes this thought gave me a sense of pride, especially when I told myself that I was better than them. However, I knew these were words I just used to make myself feel better.

      I coughed to alleviate an uncomfortable tickle in the back of my throat. I could not tell if it was nerves or symptoms of the corruption coming back. Martin’s burst of light had not eliminated all the corruption from my body, but it had tamed it again, made it manageable to live with. Instead of living in fear of when the sickness would crawl back into my bones, I relished in the temporary freedom I had, a few more days of normalcy.

      Unfortunately, I would have to waste one of these days going to a stuffy dinner and seeing Martin for the first time since I left him.

      The dining hall was packed when I first arrived. People scattered about the hall, and no one was sitting down. They chattered with goblets of wine and tankards of ale. Many of the men were dressed in various colors, though most, I knew, matched their family colors. The women were more done up, a lot like I was, with full skirts and updos that pulled at their skin. As I scoured the room, I did not yet see Martin, but Alona was in the corner speaking to Rebekah, so I approached the pair reluctantly.

      “Ah, there she is!” Rebekah proclaimed, shoving a tankard in my hand. I knew these shindigs were not the captain’s favorite part of her job either, so she often numbed the dismay with a drink or two. It seemed she had already started. “My date is here.”

      Rebekah clanked her drink to mine and then took a large sip. I eyed Alona over Rebekah’s dramatic drinking. Alona’s eyes widened, and she offered a slight shrug.

      “Might you not want to save some wine for dinner, captain?” I suggested lightly.

      “I am,” Rebekah replied. “This is ale. Wine for dinner, ale for now.”

      “I see,” I said, sympathizing with Rebekah’s logic. I took a small sip myself.

      “It is a shame to see you two ladies out here,” Rebekah said unexpectedly.

      Alona chuckled lightly, unsure what the captain was getting at. “What do you mean, ma’am?”

      “Well, when he didn’t ask me, I would have thought for sure that one of you would be escorting that handsome dragon king of ours,” Rebekah said a little too loudly.

      Immediately, Alona and I stepped closer to Rebekah and proceeded to speak over her loudly and incoherently. We received a couple of side-eyes from passing nobles, but it was more of a disapproving look at our volume than a curious, eavesdropping one.

      “What are you talking about, Rebekah?” I asked, dropping my voice to a harsh whisper.

      “I am talking about Martin,” Rebekah replied, mimicking my volume. “The inductees were required to bring a guest as well, and I thought he would have invited one of you.”

      Alona and I locked eyes, asking a silent question between the two of us. Alona’s face flush, and then she rubbed the back of her neck. My fingers twitched around the hilt of my sword. Rebekah had a point. If Martin did not ask any of the three of us, who did he ask to be his date to the dinner?

      As if in direct response to our question, the trumpets sounded to signal the start of the dinner. We took our seats, with me on Rebekah’s right, and Alona across from us. She had invited one of the evening caretakers as her guest, considering she was still filling in as Lead Caretaker.

      Per tradition, the inductees would enter the room as announced by the king. King Atlus stood at the head of the table while the rest of us remained seated. He wore a dark black tunic with a deep violet cloak wrapped across the top of his shoulders. Adorned on his head was a gold crown, intricately crafted to resemble lace. It had three large points in the front and then smaller ones wrapped around the rest of his head.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen of the court,” King Atlus announced, his voice booming throughout the hall, “It is my honor to welcome you to this annual introduction dinner. As many of you know and remember from your own introductions, this evening is a step for our young nobles to becoming full members of court.”

      I never understood why the king had to give this talk because we all knew the routine. Everyone in this room, save for Alona and I, had gone through it. It was a waste of time to remind us all. Nevertheless, the king continued.

      “In between courses, this evening, each of the inductees will display a skill or talent of theirs that is unrelated to their gift. The most impressive of these skills will move on to the final task of the introduction, the Ball, which, as many of you know, is one of my favorite days of the year.”

      There were some enthusiastic cheers, accompanied by a smattering of polite applause.

      “Please feel free to converse and question these young inductees,” King Atlus said. “Part of their test this evening is the knowledge of Insomier history and procedure. Now, without further ado, I present to you, our inductees.”

      The heavy oak doors down at the end of the hall opened ceremoniously. Standing at the front of the doors was a burly young man with a petite woman on his arm.

      “Eamon Alabasterous, son of Keely and Kelsey Alabasterous. He is accompanied by Saccharo Alabasterous, daughter of Keely and Kelsey Alabasterous.”

      Eamon and his presumed sister sat down in their seats next to the Minister of Finance and her husband.

      The entrances continued rather typically, with Razia inviting the guard Travis who she had been sweet on for a while now and Emerald bringing a cousin on her mother’s side, consequently not related to the king. Then Maria was announced.

      “Maria Poulis, daughter of Raina and Helena Poulis. She is accompanied by Bailey-Sue Vyer, daughter of Millie-May Vyer.”

      The whispers erupted like a thunderstorm. It was a mixture of astonishment at Maria bringing a commoner to the dinner, and the fact that Bailey-Sue’s announcement only included one parent’s name. It was not uncommon in the cities and outer towns for this to happen. However, in court, the sheer idea of not having two lineages was scandalous.

      Regardless of the chatter, Maria and Bailey-Sue walked in together, hand in hand. They shared a quick glance and proceeded to their seats by Maria’s parents.

      I shot Alona a quick glance, asking silently if she knew. Alona, once again, shook her head. The murmurs continued, and King Atlus had to quiet the crowd by holding up his hands as only a royal could do. It took a couple of seconds longer than desired to reach complete silence, but once it did, the king cleared his throat.

      “Finally, we have Martin Mark Anthony, son of James and Nina Anthony. He is accompanied by Maji Dyers, daughter of Styu and Vanna Dyers.”

      Unintentionally, my face broke into the largest smile at the sight of Martin and Maji standing in the doorway. Both of them looked beautiful in their own right, and despite their nervous smiles, they held themselves like a king and queen.

      They looked like kings and queens too. It was obvious that Raiyna had given them the full treatment. Maji wore a pink paisley gown that flared out around her sleeves. It was accented with a light dust of gold that complimented the metal leaves woven into her black hair.

      Martin complimented the child with a darker pink dress shirt that fit him perfectly. He wore a white vest over the shirt, with gleaming purple buttons that I knew were a symbol of his merkin Ffamran. His pants were the same white as the vest, with his dress shoes keeping the dark pink color. His blond hair was combed back, drawing more attention to his eyes and face.

      Alona stifled a laugh with the back of her hand. We had both been so curious about who Martin had invited. Instead, he made the perfect choice. He gave a young common girl the chance of a lifetime, by dressing up and coming to one of the most special nights in court.

      Maji was not missing a single moment of this magical evening. Her smile was big and bright, with two holes from where recent baby teeth had fallen out. Her gaze zipped about the room, excitedly taking in the ceiling, the clothes, the set-up of the table, and so much more.

      Whereas the rumors and gossip swirled like a tornado when Maria and Bailey-Sue entered, there was only stunned silence when Maji and Martin took their places at the end of the table. Maji’s chair squealed loudly, echoing across the chamber as all eyes stared at this young common girl sitting at their table.

      I reminded myself to tell Martin that he was brilliant. That was, if he and I ever started speaking again.

      “Welcome one and all,” King Atlus said. He seemed unphased by the discord and tradition-breaking. If anything, I could have sworn I saw an amused twinkle in the king’s eye that I had never seen before. “It is my pleasure to begin this dinner. Chef, let us have our first course.”

      As such, the dinner began. I wanted more than anything to be sitting near Martin, so I could compliment him, joke with him, and bask in his presence. I knew I had pushed him away, for what I convinced myself was his own good, but that did not take away the ache of missing him.

      Every time I glanced down his way, he seemed to be enjoying himself. His end of the table giggled and chatted away. They looked to be on their own island, disconnected from the rest of the table. Maji captivated them, and I knew that she had won them all over with her cute smile and old soul.

      Every so often, I managed to catch Alona’s eye from across the table. She seemed to be watching Martin as much as I was. Twice when I caught her glancing down his way, she abruptly looked back at her plate or turned to her colleague to speak to them.

      If I did not know any better, I would think that Alona had feelings for Martin. I knew this already, even if Martin did not. Alona was one of my oldest friends, and despite our time apart, her tells were still the same. Flushed cheeks, rubbing the back of her neck, and lack of eye contact. Something about her feelings, however, had gone beyond a simple liking.

      I tried to catch Martin’s eye, but he never looked our way, or least, he did not when I was looking at him. He continued to play his corner of the table and never strayed beyond toward the king or the other nobles, so far from him in the hall.

      In between the second and third courses, Eamon presented his skill. Eamon wowed the crowd, and myself if I was honest, with some sharp and technically advanced martial arts. His moves were different from what we taught in the guard and definitely slower, considering his size. However, there was power behind his punches, especially when he broke through three pieces of wood with one swing.

      The court applauded appropriately, and Rebekah leaned over to me to say, “He would be quite an addition to the guard.”

      “Agreed,” I whispered back.

      Later, between the third and fourth courses, Razia got up in front of everyone and solved arithmetic problems faster than anyone I had ever witnessed. She asked the court to give her random problems and sequences, to which she answered every single one correctly and within record time. While it took a bit to double-check her answers, the crowd was appropriately impressed. I knew many of the ministers would be fighting over her later, as that skill was heavily coveted between many departments.

      Emerald’s skill brought a little controversy, which she managed to talk her way out of gracefully. When it came time for her to display her skill, Em remained seated in her wheeled chair, and simply stated, “My skill is in front of you.”

      We saw our fifth course before us, which was a simple baked pastry with a small dipping cup of honey beside it.

      “I grew that honey with my bees and flavored it to best suit this fluffy pastry, which I also developed the recipe for,” Em explained to the room.

      Intrigued, the rest of us tasted the dessert before us. It was sweet, light, and complimented the airy breaded pastry perfectly. I wanted to stick my tongue in the dipping cup and lick the thing clean.

      It was clear from the pleasant murmurs and delighted groans from around the table that everyone agreed with me. Save for Maji, who, I noted, did not try the dessert. She glanced up at her server and kindly asked them to take the plate away or something like that because the server, without a word, whisked her pastry into the back. It was so smooth that you had to be watching or sitting right next to her to see.

      Martin obviously noticed and bent down to Maji, presumably to ask what was wrong. It did not seem to be anything dire because Martin straightened back to his chair and listened to the ongoing debate about Em’s skill.

      “If her merkin is the bees, then this would be a use of her gift,” Madame Zara Sachen, the Minister of Agriculture, argued. “This is not a skill.”

      “I beg to disagree,” Mister Moorly, the Minister of Health, countered. “She also created the pastry, which is baking, and that is a coveted skill as well.”

      “Sire, I believe you have to have the final say in this,” Madame Michell, the Minister of Magical Affairs, chimed in.

      “With all due respect, sire, she is related to you,” Madame Vike, the Minister of Law, protested. “You have a biased view when it comes to this decision.”

      “I understand your concerns, Elainne,” King Atlus said gently. “We can ask the opinion of another, someone with less concern about these matters. Young Maji?”

      When the king called out Maji’s name, the room fell silent once again. Poor Travis was left mid-chew and had to swallow loudly in the lack of a din.

      “Yes, sire?” Maji called back.

      “I would like to ask you a question,” the king said, ignoring the tension growing from his court.

      “Of course, sire,” Maji answered. Clearly, this twelve-year-old was not intimidated by the king in the slightest, and something about that strength amused me.

      “What do you think of Lady Em’s skill?” the king asked innocently. “You can be honest, girl, I promise no harm will come to you for expressing your opinion.”

      “I think baking is a skill,” Maji said slowly, thinking about her answer before speaking. “I also know that when working with animals of any kind, one has to be extremely careful, because they are their own creatures and cannot be forced to do anything they do not want to do. If Lady Em’s gift has nothing to do with honey-making, then I believe it would be an admirable skill indeed.”

      “Very eloquent answer, Young Maji,” the king complimented.

      “Thank you, sire,” the girl said with a small bow of her head.

      “What is it that your parents do in town?” he proceeded to ask, now changing the subject.

      “My mother takes care of my siblings and me while my father is the dye master in town,” Maji answered, the pride apparent in her voice.

      “When you go home tonight, please tell your parents that they have a very intelligent daughter,” King Atlus said with a smile.

      “I will, sire, thank you,” Maji replied.

      “Lady Emerald, thank you for showing us your skill,” the king said, returning the room’s attention back to the matters at hand. “Please enjoy the rest of this course, and then we will move onto Maria’s skill.”

      I pondered what Maria’s skill might be if she was not able to do anything with plants. Then I remembered that she was a rather talented musician in our childhood and hoped we were to get a private concert.

      Indeed, Maria pulled out her harp and played for the entire hall. With the vastness of the room, the music flowed and hit our ears with the precise tones. It was a lovely melody, one Maria claimed to write herself, that brought tears to the corners of nearly every noble’s eyes. Rightly so, it was a beautiful song, and when Maria struck the last note, the room erupted into applause, the first skill to garner that kind of reaction.

      Now, between the sixth and seventh courses, it was Martin’s turn. I saw Maji give Martin’s hand a squeeze before Martin had fully left the table. The two shared a small smile before Martin walked to the front of the room. There, four pillars waited for him. They had been set up during the previous course, and each held something, all covered by an individual white sheet.

      Immediately, I knew what Martin was going to do. He was going to show off his paintings. A fierce sense of pride swelled in my chest. I knew how important Martin’s art was to him, but also how sacred it was. He was very protective of it and limited who could see it. I had only ever witnessed his work on accident and was only rarely welcomed back. Now, here he was, about to unveil his pieces to the court. It was a tremendous step of courage for him, and I willed him to do well.

      One by one, Martin uncovered his artwork. He did not speak the whole time and gave no explanation or introduction to the pieces. He simply let us look.

      And look we did. There were four pieces painted on slabs of rock. They appeared to tell a story, starting with a dark expanse of ocean reflecting the night sky on its surface, gentle waves crashing on the shore of black sand, vibrant colored trees and foliage, and overhead, a bright full moon.

      Then it moved to show seven colorful dragons flying over the black sands, their wings capturing the grace and elegance of flight.

      The third panel depicted the moment when Martin had showed up on the palace wall, wreathed in light with seven dragons hovering beside him, staring down into a painted palace courtyard.

      Finally, the last panel was the brightest, the most colorful, and the one that caused a chorus of gasps to rise through the air. On that pillar were the same seven dragons from the last two, but these ones were depicted as being mid-take-off and on their backs…

      It was when Martin had invited everyone to fly with him and his clan. It showed all our faces in exquisite detail, the joy and fear and awe and wonder mixed on everyone’s faces. And in the center of it all was Martin smiling broadly atop Ffamran, who was roaring loudly, already in the air.

      I took a moment to glance over at Rebekah, Bailey-Sue, and Alona to see their reactions. And I wasn’t disappointed. Rebekah was smiling softly, a reminiscent glaze over her eyes, Bailey-Sue was nearly vibrating in her seat as she grinned as brightly as she did that day of flying, and Alona looked like she wanted to run up and hug Martin. Well, I couldn’t hold that against her since I wanted to, as well. I wanted to get everyone together again like we had been that day and just… be with them.

      Martin had depicted the story of his bonds, both to his clan and his friends, and I was on my feet before I realized it.

      It was gorgeous, breathtaking, and daring. And it was sure to win over all the other inductees.
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      “How dare you insult us so?” Madame Ella immediately shouted. The Minister of Finance and Martin’s least favorite councilmember rose to her feet. “Cover that up this instant.”

      I could hear the echoes of confusion around the table. Why was the Minister of Finance saying it was an insult?

      I looked at Rebekah in confusion, but she wore the same stunned and confused look as I did as she stared at the noble.

      “No,” Martin defied, his eyes squinted in confusion at the noble. “This is my skill. I am a painter, and this is what I chose to show you today. I don’t see why you think it’s an insult. It’s my story.”

      “You insolent boy,” the Minister griped. “You dare show your terrorism attempt to us? Are you threatening us again? Have you not done enough damage already?”

      “Terrorism?” Martin countered, bewildered. “Threaten? I’m just showing my story as it happened. It’s not my fault if you choose to interpret it that way, but I promise you I was not going for what you are implying.”

      “Madame Ella,” Madame Poulis, the Minister of Forestry, said in her gentle but firm tone, “you are obviously angered, but there is no need to shout and insult the boy. He did what was asked of him for this round.”

      “We do not need reminding of that day when you nearly destroyed the monarchy,” Madame Ella snapped at her colleague, still yelling. “And you should be angry along with me.”

      “I would say you just wish to cause trouble, ma’am,” Alona retorted with a rough voice. “No one else seems to have the issue you seem to have with Martin’s paintings. If you are so disturbed by them, I would question why you seem to be so insecure about the incident.”

      “How dare you,” the Minister breathed back at Alona. “I am a noble, and you are a commoner, you dare speak to me that way?”

      “It is only a suggestion, ma’am, yours to take or leave,” Alona replied, still with the same sharp tone.

      “Are we not supposed to judge on the art itself, not the subject?” Madame Michell asked. “Because, as Alona mentioned, Martin is a really talented artist, and I see no reason to be upset on the subject.”

      “It is an insult!” Madame Ella continued. “It should not be allowed in this room, let alone anywhere in the court. He is using his skill to threaten us.”

      “Not threaten,” Martin corrected. “I’m merely showcasing my skill as a painter through a subject that I feel depicts the happiest memories of my time here in Insomier.”

      “Well, I still say you are attempting to reignite your attempt to overthrow the true King. Now, cover those terrible rocks up,” the Minister of Finance said as she waved her hand dismissively.

      “Hansell,” the minister’s husband said gently, “does it really warrant this type of reaction?”

      “If you knew this boy, Reginald, you would have no doubt that this was a trick, a way to threaten us all,” the Minister said directly to her husband. Then she addressed the room as a whole. “This is a sign that he does not respect us and wishes to overthrow us! How can any of you trust him? Look past the pretty paintings and see the truth for what it is!”

      No one else had spoken, and as I looked around the table, I saw why we were all wearing the same shell shocked expressions and looking at the Madame as if she had lost her mind.

      “Lord Anthony,” King Atlus interjected, speaking for the first time since Madame Ella had started the commotion. Everyone turned to look at the king, except for Martin, who continued to glare at Madame Ella.

      “Martin,” the king said again, this time sharper and using his given name to get his attention.

      Martin looked at the king. “Yes, sire?” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Thank you for sharing your skill with us,” King Atlus said diplomatically. “I would ask that you please allow the servants to remove the pieces and then return to your seat. We will continue with the last course of the dinner and then make our decisions about the rankings.”

      Martin lowered his body and crossed an arm over his chest as he bowed, seeing something in the king’s eyes that had him smirking slightly.

      “Yes, Your Highness,” he said with deep respect laced throughout his tone, a jab at Madame Ella, who was still glaring daggers at him. Then Martin made his way back to his seat, where a dazed Maji sat. Martin patted the girl’s hand after he sat down, and Maji clutched at it, grinning widely up at the man.

      I retook my seats as well. However, my adrenaline was still rushing through my veins. My heart beat wildly, and a small sweat to break out on my temple. I wiped away at it and felt some warmth on my forehead. I paused, mid-swipe, and tried to calculate the temperature in my head.

      The conversation resumed slowly, but surely. At Martin and Maji’s end of the table, it seemed as if all the surrounding nobles wished to speak to Martin about his Merkin. Martin’s smile was bright as he laughed with them, and his arms gesticulated as he described flying, and I wanted to go over and kiss him senseless. I wanted to tell him that what he did was brave, sharing his art with everyone, and that it was a sign of his commitment to all of Insomier.

      However, there was no chance to tell him or steal him away for a kiss. We were supposed to remain in our seats, chained to the conversations around us. Though I made no effort to talk to those around me, and they, in turn, did not talk to me.

      The longer I sat alone and silent, the more I noticed that my adrenaline still had not calmed. My heart proceeded to race at an alarming rate, and my forehead only got sweatier.

      I tapped my fingers on the table, trying to get Alona’s attention. I succeeded when the caretaker looked my way, and her eyes widened.

      “Do I look ill?” I mouthed across the table, making sure that no one was watching us.

      Alona gave me the slightest of nods. That only made everything speed up in my body. More sweat, more heartbeats, more warmth. I had to get out of here before the pain started, and everyone knew something was wrong. Before Martin knew something was wrong.

      But manners dictated that I stay put until the final announcement of the rankings. Even though the plates from the seventh course were being cleared, I did not know if I would be able to last that long.

      Surprisingly, there was a tug at my elbow. I looked around to the source of the tug and saw Maji standing next to me. The room had gone silent again, all eyes on the little girl who had dared to leave her seat and talk to the second-in-command of the king’s guard.

      I leaned forward and whispered to her, “Maji, you are not supposed to be out of your seat.”

      “Lean left,” she replied.

      “What?” I asked and turned to face her directly. It was then that I noticed that Maji’s eyes were white. They looked exactly as they had right before she made the prediction on her birthday all those weeks ago.

      “Lean left,” the girl repeated in her trance voice.

      I nodded and rose to my feet. I bent a little and lowered my arm to Maji so she could take it. “May I escort you back to your seat, my lady?”

      With an elegant grace, Maji took my arm, and I led her back to her spot down on the other end of the table. Martin looked from me to Maji, his eyes wide.

      “What did she say to you?” Martin whispered when I returned Maji to her chair.

      “Nothing,” I lied, then relented a little. “Or nothing that made sense.”

      “What was it?” Martin growled.

      “Lean left,” I replied reluctantly.

      Martin’s eyebrows furrowed together, and he did not say anything else. I shuffled back to my own seat as if nothing was unusual about the whole situation. There was no little girl with all-white eyes sitting at the end of the royal dining hall. I was simply returning a commoner, unfamiliar with the ways of the court, back to her seat. Nothing to see here.

      Once I returned to my seat, King Atlus seemed to take that as his cue to stand. I plopped into my chair, and immediately, a surge of pain struck my stomach. I fought the urge to curl over onto the floor. Instead, I stayed upright and directed my attention to the king, like a good little noble.

      “Thank you all again for attending this year’s introduction dinner,” the king said, addressing the room at large. “During this last course, the ministers and I have ranked our inductees accordingly. As many of you know, the inductee in last place will be asked to withdraw from the introduction process and may not be permitted to continue with the third and final task.”

      Bile rose in my throat, and I searched for something to keep it down. Unfortunately, all of our plates, glasses, and silverware had been cleared from the table. The only thing remotely close to liquid nearby was in Rebekah’s tankard. I made a rash decision and snagged it from my captain.

      “Hey,” she said, not terribly quietly.

      I ignored her and sipped from the glass. The hot ale slid down my throat and curdled in my stomach, but it tapered the rising corruption for the time being. I finished the ale off and shoved the empty tankard back into Rebekah’s arms, where she fumbled with it for a moment, before discovering it was empty.

      “Bitch,” Rebekah grumbled, hitting me in the shoulder.

      Her touch sent ripples of pain throughout my body, and I grimaced upon contact. Still, our exchange went unnoticed as the king announced the rankings.

      “First, we award the most valuable skill to Maria Poulis,” King Atlus said.

      The room burst into applause. I was slightly confused and a bit irritated that Martin did not win first, but one look at the King’s face, and I understood. He would not put Martin first in an attempt to hold his court’s peace.

      Both of Maria’s mothers leaned over to kiss her. Bailey-Sue patted Maria’s hand, but Maria reached over and enveloped Bailey-Sue into a hug which the caretaker willingly accepted.

      “Next is Razia Estepil, with her amazing skill for mental mathematics,” the king continued. “I know there are already many departments planning to court you for a job, Lady Razia.”

      Razia nodded her head graciously. I, on the other hand, felt my head grow heavier than my neck could carry. I wanted to flop over to one side and fall asleep. Still, I gathered the last of my will and held it upright.

      “Then we have Lady Emerald Vyer with her delicious honey,” King Atlus said with a specific smile towards his cousin.

      The King then sent a smile down the table towards Martin, “In fourth, we have Lord Martin Anthony with his gorgeous and awe-inspiring paintings.”

      My brain was operating slower than Alona’s as she gasped, “Yes!” Before I could register her reaction, Martin was being congratulated by the nobles around him as he thanked them with a simple nod in their direction.

      Martin had not been eliminated from the introduction.

      “Yes!” I said, louder than Alona, but no one seemed to be paying me any mind. All their attention now turned to Eamon Alabasterous, who was hanging his head low, his sister placing a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      Martin stood, looking to be about to argue for Eamon to stay in the inductee process.

      I took the opportunity to rise to my own feet. If Martin was going to draw all the attention to him, then I could leave without being noticed and find my bed faster. I, however, did not count on my Captain, who was sitting beside me to fight me. Rebekah gripped my elbow and muttered my name, signaling I should sit down, but I wobbled out of her grip.

      I had been noticed, and all attention, including Martin’s, turned to me.

      “If you leave before the dinner is finished, Diana, I will be forced to strip you of your title as second-in-command of the king’s guard,” King Atlus said with a sharpness that reached even my clouded mind.

      With blurry vision, I looked from the king, who I served, to Martin, who I loved. However, it was not Martin’s eye that I caught. It was Maji’s, now returned to her normal color. Her gaze was full of worry and fear. She shook her head at me, willing me to sit back down.

      “Would it be better if I asked to be excused?” My tone was ragged with skepticism and did not hold the normal amount of respect it normally would have when addressing the king, but my clouded mind did not register that.

      “One more word out of you, Diana, and you will be forcefully removed from this room,” the king warned.

      “Diana, don’t.” Martin’s voice rang through the thudding like a streak of sunlight through the clouds. I looked back over to him and saw his blonde hair. I saw his eyes swirl back at me.

      However, his fierce face was the last thing I saw when my vision went black. I could feel my body teeter, and I had just enough coherency to think, lean left, before I collapsed to the ground.
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      When Diana dropped to the floor, the air rushed out of my lungs. I made a mad dash towards her. She collapsed right as I reached her, and I sunk down with her on my lap and stroked her face, searching for signs of life.

      “Diana? Diana, wake up. Don’t do this, Diana,” I said, the words coming out in an incoherent flurry.

      I tapped at her cheek, ran my hands all along her body, and checked for a temperature. Her skin burned, and her limbs bent awkwardly, completely limp and unresponsive. My head snapped up to the surrounding nobles, some of which had jumped from their chairs and circled around Diana’s body.

      “What happened?” I demanded of them. “Did anyone see what happened to her?”

      “Nothing happened,” the Minister of External Affairs said. He had been on the other side of Diana and had a good view of the whole situation. “One moment, she was standing, and the next, she fell over.”

      My attention snapped to Rebekah, who stood with her back against her chair, looking fearfully down at the body of her comrade. “Did you see anything?”

      Rebekah shook her head and didn’t say a word, which was very unlike her. I knew that she had consumed a few drinks, but not enough to make her completely incapacitated or incompetent. This reaction from Rebekah threw me off and created suspicion in the bottom of my chest.

      “What’s wrong with her, Rebekah?” I asked, calling out the captain of the guard specifically.

      The beautiful lady just shook her head, looking grave, as if Diana was dead already. The defeated gaze didn’t suit the captain, and it struck a weird sort of fear in me that wasn’t there previously.

      King Atlus finally approached the group and shoved his way through. He looked down at the scene, me cradling Diana’s upper body on my lap, and turned to call behind him.

      “Someone, get the physicians,” the king commanded. “We have to get her to the infirmary.”

      “No need,” I said with a low and determined voice.

      I snuck my hands out from underneath Diana and called to the light. I willed it forth with a fierce insistence. The light responded and flowed down my fingertips. The instant my hands began to glow, the crowd took two steps back.

      Before I was able to lay my hands on Diana’s chest and diagnose her, a hand reached down and grabbed my wrist. It held steady as I tried to yank away, determined to heal my ex-lover. I looked up, ready to yell at the person preventing me from doing my job, and stared into Alona’s steady eyes.

      “You cannot, Martin,” Alona warned. She shook her head once. “You are not ready.”

      “Ready for what?” I questioned harshly. “What are you talking about?”

      “She did not want for you to know,” Alona said, her voice growing lower with each word.

      The suspicion that sparked from Rebekah’s weariness grew into a bonfire inside my chest. Pieces clicked together in my mind, and while they made logical sense, I couldn’t believe them to be true.

      “No,” I said, finally snatching my hand from Alona. “She can’t be. It’s not possible. Don’t tell me that she’s…” I couldn’t even finish the word, the horror of it snatching my voice.

      With one nod, Alona sealed Diana’s fate. It also signaled the king who had also picked up on the situation at hand. Immediately, he straightened his back and raised his voice.

      “We need to clear out this room,” King Atlus announced. Despite the urgency, he remained calm. “Please find the nearest door, be it the servants' exits or to the kitchens or the main entrance. We need to leave this hall. Now!”

      Like a stampede of elephants, the nobles stomped their way out of the room. They pushed into one another and snapped insults, but successfully left. Alona tried to take Maji with her, but she twirled out of her grip and came to sit next to me.

      “It is the corruption, isn’t it?” the young girl asked with a stoic expression. I admired her bravery at being the first one to voice the actuality of the situation.

      “I don’t see how,” I responded truthfully. “Hennar swore that he wouldn’t infect anyone until the first snowfall.”

      “Perhaps he lied,” King Atlus said. I was surprised that he was still there. I thought for sure he had run out of the room with the other nobles.

      “Sire,” Rebekah said, gripping at the king’s elbow. “I must insist that you leave.”

      “You are not in charge of me, Rebekah,” the king retorted. “I believe it is the other way around.”

      “I am in charge of your safety, sire,” the captain replied, polite but insistent. “According to our knowledge of this disease, if Diana perishes, then the corruption will spread throughout this room. We cannot risk you getting infected.”

      King Atlus met my eye, and I nodded at him, permitting him to go. However, the king didn’t leave right away. Instead, he leaned forward and spoke directly to me, as if we were the only two in this room.

      “You heal her at all costs,” the king commanded. “Do not let this corruption bleed into this court. Do you understand?”

      “I will do what I can, I swear it,” I said, more to myself than to the king. Nevertheless, Atlus took me at my word and finally let Rebekah escort him out.

      She threw one last glance behind her, worry glowing in her eyes at me. I nodded towards her, indicating that it was alright that she left. I knew she didn’t want to leave, but she was the captain of the guard, and as she stated, she was in charge of the king’s protection.

      That left Maji, Alona, and me hovering over Diana’s body. I checked her neck for a pulse and, thankfully, felt one. It was faint but still there, thudding like a far-away drum.

      “Martin…” Alona said cautiously, but I stopped her before she could continue.

      “Don’t even think about telling me to leave her here,” I snarled. “I don’t care if I have to play chess for hours or knock out Hennar’s teeth, he won’t take Diana. He won’t!”

      “Martin,” Alona said again in the same tone as before, “she is too far gone. I do not believe there is anything we can do for her now.”

      “That’s not possible,” I argued fitfully. “She can’t be that ill unless she’s had it for…”

      “She has been hiding it from you,” Maji answered, completing my thought before it fully formed. “She did not want you to know.”

      Suddenly so many things made sense. That afternoon when she was locked in her room. Her telling me she couldn’t do this anymore. When she dashed out of the tournament stands. Diana had been sicker for way longer than she had let on, and she didn’t want me near him so I wouldn’t find out.

      A surge of anger burst behind my heart and blazed through my arms. I raised them up and, in a tantrum, threw them back on Diana’s chest.

      “You absolute fool!” I screamed as I did so.

      The action was out of pure rage and hurt at one of the dearest people in my life, choosing to lie to me, choosing to stay sick when she knew I could heal her. I didn’t understand why, but knowing Diana, it was some stupid protection reason. What an idiot! I told her so with another smack to her chest.

      “You idiot!”

      This time, however, I left my hands on Diana’s body and forgot that they were still glowing, that the light was still alive. It pulsed and vibrated beneath my fingers. It heaved forward and wove throughout her upper body until it culminated in a point at the center of her forehead. That singular point grew until it looked like a black hole of light.

      Immediately, I knew where that hole was taking me. I closed my eyes, trying to fight against the pull, but it was like trying to fall upwards against gravity. Once I opened them again, I was standing in the white space. As per usual, there was a table for two in front of me with a chess set in starting position, and two chairs on either side. Across the way was Hennar, standing with his hands on his hips, looking rather annoyed.

      “Well, I have to say, I didn’t expect us to meet again so soon,” the false king said with pursed lips. “I don’t exactly appreciate being dragged back here before I was ready. But if you insist…?” He held out his hand, inviting me to sit at the table.

      The anger, once directed at Diana, now turned violently towards the dragon slayer. I let the light crackle and stir beneath my fingertips. Hennar noticed the surge of power and acknowledged it with only a slight raise of his eyebrows.

      “You lying son of a bitch!” I shouted at him, the light pulsing in time with each of my words.

      “Why this time?” Hennar asked, unphased by my temper.

      “You swore that no one else would be corrupted until after the first snowfall,” I continued, my voice still high and loud. “I don’t know where you’re camped out right now, but there’s no snow in Insomier.”

      “And I have kept that promise,” Hennar insisted.

      I gestured out, accidentally sending a couple of raindrops of light out into the whitespace. “Obviously not if we’re here right now.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Martin,” Hennar said with a slight frown. “I have not permitted any further corruption of Insomier since we made our bargain.”

      “Since we made our bargain…” I repeated his words slowly, lowering my voice for the first time since arriving. I let my gaze shift back and forth as my mind zipped through the timeline.

      If Hennar told the truth, not that I had any reason to believe that he did, then Diana would have had to have been infected before our agreement.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said aloud, not really to Hennar. “She would have told me.”

      “Are you talking about your guard friend?” Hennar asked, taking a curious step forward. “Because if so, that was not my doing. At least not directly.”

      “How do you know what I’m talking about?” I questioned, everything coming out sharper than intended.

      “She visited me,” Hennar said, in an oddly giddy manner. “This is not the first time she was on the brink of death, but your horde of dragons pulled her out of it and bought her some time.”

      “My dragons did what?” The question burst from me, not thinking about the consequences. The shock and the betrayal of this whole situation were too great. It crawled on my skin like a colony of ants, making me tense and uncomfortable.

      “They did not tell you,” Hennar commented. He made a little noise in the back of his throat. “Hm, interesting. Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now. Would you like to play me for her life?”

      I clenched my fingers into fists and pinched my fingernails into my palms. I let the anger flow freely. My friend had lied to me. My clan had covered up her disease. I had to find out about it all through this mongrel. At the heart of it all, this tyrant continued to corrupt those I cared for.

      “No,” I said, surprising both myself and the false king standing before me.

      He put a hand to his heart as if he were affronted by my declaration. “No? Why, you understand that if you do not play, she will die.”

      “No,” I repeated with more ferocity.

      “That is not how this works.” Hennar wagged a finger at me like I was a naughty child. He clicked his tongue in time with it. “You know the rules. We have to play, and then, maybe, just maybe, your precious guard will live.”

      “Not this time.” I released my fingers out, straightening them, and letting the live wire of light pulse out from me. “This time, you crossed a line.”

      “I told you,” Hennar protested, “I did nothing of the sort. Don’t do something you will regret, Martin.”

      “If Diana dies, you will be the one who regrets it,” I said, not wasting another second. I raised my arms, palms flat and facing Hennar. I blasted him with the largest and thickest stream of light I ever created.

      The false king, surprised, tumbled backward and fell to the ground. Despite his weakened state, I didn’t relent. If anything, I pushed harder. My anger transformed into a rage, and the light responded by brightening to a blinding state. A waterfall-like effect poured down from my hands, and I walked forward, increasing the pressure on Hennar.

      He managed to get up a thin black barrier, a reprieve from the onslaught of my light. I heard him cough and sputter from behind his shield, and it spurred me forward. It triggered the sounds of Millie-May’s cough or young Miji’s hacking that kept his mother awake at night in my mind. I stopped the stream for barely a second before I wrapped my arms up and around in a windmill motion. The light protruded from my hands like a whip of lightning and slammed down on Hennar’s shield.

      The blackness cracked with a thundering noise. Satisfied by the effect of my light, I raised my arms to do it again. However, on the upward swing of this rotation, my shoulders ached. My forearms twitched uncomfortably, and the whole maneuver was a struggle, like trying to lift one hundred pounds. Still, I managed to push through and throw down another threatening blow to Hennar and his darkness.

      Beneath the tumultuous crack that rippled through the white voice, I heard a voice. It came from a far-away place and crackled like an unstable radio signal.

      I ignored the change and wound up again, preparing for another strike. This time, I couldn’t get my arms over my head. The weight had grown insurmountable, and the exhaustion plaguing my body stopped me from moving any farther. My rage retaliated, claiming that tiredness was unacceptable. This man had to pay for his actions and for the lives he took without regret.

      I searched inside myself for the extra strength to lift this whip of light and break his shield into a thousand pieces. I wanted to see the blackness scatter into the white like a broken mirror.

      Deep within, I called to the light, but it was like shouting into a vast cavern. When I called louder, letting my rage speak for me, five additional strands of light appeared. They seemed knotted together and glowed a murkier yellow than the normal, startling white.

      At that point, I didn’t care what light there was, what strength I had left, but I needed it right then. Desperation fueled my actions as I yanked at the remaining light.

      In time with my tug, the far-away voice returned. It was louder this time but still as incoherent. I proceeded to pull at the five strands, which fueled my arms with enough power to raise them over my head and lay an earth-shattering blow to Hennar’s shield.

      The blackness broke with the eruption rivaling a volcano. The false king huddled on the ground with his hands over his head. His limbs shook as he tried to summon more darkness, but instead, he fizzled and flicked like a lighter out of lighter fluid.

      I sauntered towards Hennar, a train of light trailing in my wake. Watching him cower beneath me filled my chest with satisfaction. He was mine for the taking, and I knew that if I could raise my arms up for one more striking blow, it would be the final one. The one to end this monster once and for all.

      But as I walked forward, I could barely keep my balance. The white space tilted unsettlingly, like a boat about to capsize. My limbs felt like lead, and each jolt appeared to be filled with concrete. My lungs gulped for air, and my heart pounded in my ears with a deafening sound.

      Still, I ventured on. I strained to reach further, to make one last plea to the light. Those five strands responded in kind, slithering up to meet me. I held on and tugged to bring them to the surface.

      However, the voice that had been fighting to get through my rage spoke. Now I could actually make out a word in the underwater jumble.

      “Stop,” it chorused. “Martin. Stop.”

      As if my actions were not my own, I stopped. All of my muscles froze in place, and I couldn’t move. I jilted my shoulders but found that even they would not respond to me. My eyes stopped blinking, and my breathing evened out.

      Hennar peeked out from behind his hands and gazed at me in horror. Then, when he noticed that I couldn’t move closer to him, the false king’s eyes lit up in surprise and then relief

      “You should have done it,” Hennar spat through blood-soaked lips. “No matter the cost, you should have done it. It might even have worked, Martin. I mean, it’s definitely unlikely, but you never know. You might have gotten lucky.”

      With a final racking cough, the false king wrapped a cloud of darkness around him and disappeared. Still unable to move, I could only witness the white space dissolve around me. It melted away to reveal, not the dining hall, as I expected, but the familiar lavender landscape. It was in this violet-tinted world where I had all of my conversations with Maximus before I realized he was a real being.

      We were in a lavender version of the gardens. I tried to shift my eyes about it, but they were stuck inside my head as if they were glued to this one location. I heard a rustling behind me and fear of the unknown shot down my spine. It choked me with rapid breaths and a speedy heartbeat.

      The noise got louder as several thundering footsteps approached. It crept up behind me, and I wanted more than anything to close my eyes so I would not have to face my attacker head-on.

      Instead, a burst of navy blue intruded my vision. It stepped more into my line of sight and formed into a sleek, massive beast. Her sharp midnight-colored eyes locked onto me, and she shook her head in clear disappointment.

      “You foolish, foolish boy,” Jin said. “You’re lucky you aren’t dead.”

      Then, the dragon pursed her lips and blew cold air directly onto my body. Goosebumps erupted like a mosaic, and the gust melted away the spell that froze my body. The minute my limbs had their movement back, they collapsed beneath me, and I fell to my knees. My head soon tumbled after it, with no more energy to keep anything upright.
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      When I woke up, I was still in the timeless, lavender-tinted gardens. Jin nestled under a tree and looked at me skeptically. I refused to say anything to her while still laying face down on the ground like I was. It was a helpless position, and I needed to get up to give that dragon a piece of my mind.

      I snuck my arms beneath my chest, intending to use them to hoist me up, but it was like they were made of jelly. With that little smidge of movement, my body rippled with pain. I was stiff and disjointed.

      I let my forehead fall to the grass and groaned. Still determined, I adjusted my goal and thought about just rolling onto my back. With some internal coaching, I counted to three and then maneuvered myself over. With each inch of movement, the pain ricocheted from bone to bone. I released another satisfying groan, though it did nothing to alleviate any of the pounding in my body.

      My gaze now consisted of the pale purple sky. Some lazy clouds wafted overhead, only a darker variant than their background. They traveled along without a care in the world, and I found myself envying their freedom. I thought that coming to Insomier would award me that freedom, but instead, all it had gotten me was a lot of pain. Lots of pain.

      Especially right now. The sensations flowing through my body didn’t so much flow as they did stop and start like fifteen-year-old learning how to drive for the first time. They skidded and slid ungracefully, bumping into muscles I couldn’t remember having. The whole experience was worse than any of my training sessions with Diana or Rebekah.

      My mind instantly flashed images of Diana’s limp body, radiating a fever. I went to lift my head with urgency, but the pain slammed into the back of my neck and forced it back down. I tried to cry out her name, but it came out like a squawk.

      Suddenly, the navy blue dragon’s head popped into my line of sight, blocking most of the migrating clouds. She tilted it this way and that, seeming to assess something.

      “You will live,” she concluded.

      “Thanks,” I wheezed.

      “Can you get up?” Jin asked.

      “Not really,” I admitted wearily.

      “Good,” Jin said affirmatively. “It will be easier to talk to you if you cannot storm off.”

      I sighed, which only gave me a moment’s reprieve from the injuries. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “What happened in there with Hennar?” Jin wondered. Her tone was so light, like asking how my day was. It surprised me and threw me off guard for a second.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, but I really wanted to know why she was being so considerate to me. The last time we’d spoken, I was sure she would never look my way again. I was pretty sure I was dead to her.

      “I need to see if you know what you did back there,” Jin explained, albeit vaguely. “Or were about to do.”

      “I was going to kill him,” I replied honestly.

      I thought back to the moment when he cowered below me, and I wanted nothing more than to end this whole endeavor. I wanted to be done with the corruption, the entire saving the kingdom, so I could just ride away on my dragon and be done with it all. I wanted to see him break in two so I could avenge all those he’d hurt and killed.

      When Jin didn’t respond right away, I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “What? Do you have a moral dilemma with that all of a sudden?”

      “No,” Jin responded plainly. “I have no problem with a dead Hennar. In fact, I would prefer him that way. I want to know what happened to you in there.”

      I licked my lips, stalling. I wasn’t sure what answer she was looking for from me, but it was obviously something very specific.

      “Beats me,” I said.

      Jin groaned and rolled her own eyes. She disappeared from my limited view and muttered, “You are impossible.”

      “Hey,” I called out, willing her to come back. When she didn’t, I tried once more. “Hey, Jin!”

      I realized that whatever I had said was the completely wrong thing. My experience in the lavender light told me that I wasn’t getting out of here until the dragon that brought me here told me what they needed to tell me. Maximus always had some wisdom or insight or an important message to give. Apparently, Jin was trying to do the same thing. I owed it to her to try to listen.

      “Okay, hang out,” I called back out into the void, hoping she could hear me.

      Then I closed my eyes and counted my way through simple movements. Each time I reached five, I managed to move a limb or thrust a muscle forward. Eventually, I made my way to a sitting position, though my legs remained outstretched.

      Jin was back by her tree. I looked over my shoulder at her and made the final effort to swing my body around so I could face her. A loud moan escaped my lips as I did so. The dragon did nothing as I struggled except watch. I might have been imagining it, but I could have sworn I saw a smirk on the corner of her lips as if she enjoyed my misery.

      “I’m sorry,” I admitted. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at. All I know about what happened there with Hennar is that I didn’t want to play him in chess, and I was just so angry at all of his antics and sick of all the people getting sick that I just… I don’t know, I just erupted.”

      I clutched at the grass, uncomfortable with this admission to Jin. I knew she was going to use it against me. Call me ungrateful or some other insult that would strike right at my heart.

      “I managed to catch him off guard, and I was breaking him down, I knew I was,” I said, remembering as I spoke. “But each blow just got harder and harder until I reached the final strike. I had him in one.” I held up one finger to emphasize my point. “Just one more blow. So I called to the light and went to strike, even though I was so exhausted, but suddenly everything stopped. I couldn’t move.”

      “You did not hear my warnings, then?” Jin asked with a narrow gaze. “Or you chose to ignore them?”

      “That was you?” I asked, recalling the static-filled voice.

      “Yes,” Jin replied without more of a hint than that.

      “Why?” I wondered, trying to keep the conversation going.

      “Because you didn’t know what you were doing,” Jin replied harshly. The dragon rose to her feet and stepped closer to me, each step rattling the ground beneath us.

      “I knew that I almost had him,” I retorted, that familiar anger rising up again. “He even told me so before he disappeared.”

      “No,” Jin said strictly like a teacher disciplining a student. “The cost would have been too great.”

      “I’m ready to pay anything to get rid of this guy,” I said harshly and unthinkingly.

      “Do you know it wasn’t light you were channeling there at the end?” Jin said, changing the subject so abruptly, my mind spun just trying to keep up with her.

      “Yes, it was,” I argued. “It glowed like the light, it responded like the light.”

      “Did it?” Jin asked, already knowing the answer.

      I thought back to the five strands that tangled together. Come to think of it, the light was always willing to come when I called, but these strings hesitated. They resisted me at first. Also, they were not the same color. I remembered a more yellowish hue than the white. The shock of this realization made me pause.

      “What were they?” I looked at the dragon, my voice worried.

      “Your bonds,” Jin said softly.

      “My bonds? Like to the clan?” My jaw dropped open. “Oh shit.”

      “That is the appropriate reaction,” Jin said with a half-smirk. “You nearly broke your bond to gather enough power to defeat Hennar. You were about to sacrifice those sacred promises in order to obliterate an enemy. Granted, he is our worst enemy, but even if it had worked, it would have killed you and those you were bonded with. Do you think that’s what anyone would want?” She sighed. “Even I do not wish you dead, even if it meant Hennar would also be dead.”

      “Can that happen?” I asked, my voice minimizing to a quiver. “Breaking a bond, I mean?”

      “It is rare, but it is possible,” Jin explained. “There are items that can do it, for one, but usually it is in extreme cases when one side asks too much of the other. The relationship is strained and can snap.”

      “Oh, my God.” I held up a hand to my mouth.

      “Once broken like that, the temporary gain in power is strong but short-lived,” Jin proceeded. “It usually destroys the creature, and the human involved.”

      “I had no idea.” I breathed.

      “That is why I am telling you now,” the dragon said with a shrug. “Though you probably should have known that already. I should have told you, but alas…”

      “And that’s why you stopped me,” I said, the realization hitting me as I spoke.  “You were able to prevent me from moving physically. How?”

      Jin shifted her neck so that her snout nearly touched the ground. She looked as if she were sniffing flowers, but no flora was to be found in this section of the garden. For once, the snarky dragon was stalling.

      “My clan was few in number,” Jin said by way of an answer. “We were often slaughtered upon birth because of the danger we posed to other creatures, of all kinds.”

      “What kind of danger?” I wondered, intrigued.

      “We can control the minds of other creatures,” Jin admitted. The confession hung in the air, like a puff of smoke not yet dissolved. “No one likes to lose control, especially over their own mind and body.”

      “So, that’s what you did to me?” I clarified. “You took control of me, so I would stop abusing my bonds?”

      “It was the only way we could get through to you,” Jin explained with urgency and fear I hadn’t heard from her ever. “The others tried every way we knew how, even Ffamran, who should have the strongest bond to you.”

      Guilt struck me so hard I nearly fell over onto my back again. The thought of the clan in any amount of pain or distress, especially at my hand, made my throat close with regret and shame.

      “So I stepped in and commanded Ffamran to allow access to your bond, and I sent a message down it again and again until I could finally reach you,” Jin continued.

      “I am so sorry,” I said, the words finally releasing from my clogged throat. “I don’t know what to say, but I’m sorry. I had no idea. I didn’t even know this was a thing that could happen.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Jin snapped suddenly. “You are completely unaware of the power you hold.”

      The dragon whipped her tail around and turned away from me. She sauntered off, the curve of her muscles rippling along her back with each step. As I watched her walk away, the answer fell into my lap. The acceptance of it was greater than any physical pain I was currently experiencing.

      “You’re right,” I said, not bothering to raise my voice. “You’re one hundred percent right. I am undeserving. When I came here, it was for completely selfish reasons. I didn’t want to help anyone. I didn’t want to be anyone’s hero. I wanted an escape.” I sighed. “Even just now, when I was thinking about killing Hennar, I only wanted to do it for myself. So that this would be over. I wouldn’t have any more responsibility, and I could get on with my escape plan.”

      I huffed and leaned my head back to gaze once more at the sky. I swallowed before continuing. “Someone better should have these powers. Someone with a big heart and a sense of true nobility and selflessness. They should be your king. Not me. It should never have been me.”

      My head flopped to my chest, and I let it hang there, not caring about the strain it put on my neck. I let the shame swallow me, regret by regret, like a black hole.

      It wasn’t a secret that I didn’t feel equipped to be king. But in spite of all of their praise and encouragement, I still didn’t get the hang of that royal sense of duty. No matter how much I faked it until I made it, the final lesson that would launch me into being the ideal king and savior didn’t come. At this moment, I realized that it probably never was.

      A slick, cold tingle touched the tip of my chin. I saw it was the end of Jin’s magnificent tail lifting my head. I let her maneuver me until our eyes met one another. Hers swirled and blazed as if an entire galaxy hid behind her eyes.

      “Well done, Martin,” Jin said, her voice the softest I had ever heard it.

      I sniffled in response. “What do you mean?”

      “I have been waiting for so long for you to just admit that you are not good for this job,” Jin said as she tilted her head.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said sarcastically.

      “Humility and humbleness are not natural traits for someone like you, but they are necessary to rule,” Jin continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “You need to know your weaknesses to learn to compensate for them. You need help.”

      “As in therapy?” I asked, a little confused.

      “No,” Jin said sternly. “You need to ask for help when confronted with your shortcomings. You are inexperienced in human relations, having been alone for as long as you were. Because of that, you have only had to think of yourself that has become your natural default.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I replied, uninspired by this backward pep talk. “Anything else?”

      “You are stubborn,” Jin continued, “which can sometimes mean you don’t know when to quit, for better or worse. So, hear me when I say this, you will not be able to do this alone. That is why you have the bonds, with the clan and with other humans. Do you understand?”

      “I think so,” I said with a nod.

      Jin wiped it away with the end of her tail. “I believe if you do not understand now, that you will in time.”

      “Thanks?” I said, unsure if she was giving me a compliment. If so, it would be the first she ever gave.

      “You are welcome,” Jin said smugly, rather proud herself for someone preaching humility, but then she sighed, suddenly revealing her own tiredness. “I am still hesitant to bond with you.”

      “You want to bond with me?” I asked incredulously. I pointed to my chest and looked around, just to make sure there wasn’t anyone else in the lavender-tinted vicinity. “I thought you hated me.”

      “Hate is a strong word,” Jin mused. “Dislike is more accurate.”

      “Cool,” I grimaced.

      “Regardless of whether or not I like you, Martin,” Jin said, lowering her head back to my level, “I made a mistake years ago by selecting Hennar. He was unable to admit to his flaws, and instead, he let himself be consumed by them. I will not make the same mistake, and I need to fix it. You are the best chance of doing that.”

      “Again, thanks?” I repeated, turning my gratitude into a question.

      “But bonding with you means sharing my gift with you, and I am afraid it will be abused,” Jin admitted, a rare moment of vulnerability.

      I opened my mouth but closed it again, unsure of how to respond. At the mention of handling another gift, a new fear popped up like a weed in a flower garden. I had already been pushing my gifts to its limits, but now I had gone even past that. I caused the dragons distress and subjected them to the fear of a fate worse than death. All because I couldn’t control myself. All because I let my rage go past the point of reason.

      I had been willing to destroy myself to destroy Hennar, but I could no longer think of just myself. I had bonds with five, nearly six, other creatures who entrusted me with their lives. I bruised and abused that trust, probably more than once.

      Internally, I scolded myself for being so foolish, as Jin had said. I resolved not to do it again. I couldn’t bring myself to make a mistake that large again.

      “I won’t abuse it, Jin,” I said aloud, vowing to myself as well. “If you ask it of me, I won’t ever use your gift if you believe that to be best.”

      The dragon gazed at me with a look that shifted from suspicious to pondering to surprised.

      “You are sincere,” Jin said. It wasn’t a question.

      I waited, giving Jin the space she needed to make a decision. We sat in the pause together, breathing in the same space. Purple clouds continued to roll overhead, and the grass swayed beneath our feet.

      “If you swear not to use it, then I agree to bond with you,” Jin finally declared.

      “I agree,” I said without a second thought. Not because I was being careless, but because I knew it was the correct decision.

      “Then it shall be,” Jin proclaimed.

      The world around us froze. A silent moment passed between the pair of us. The visual of the tangle of yellow strands appeared in my mind’s eye. Suddenly, another strand, a sixth, slid into view. It joined the others in the center and pulled taut, forming a whole stronger than any individual strand.
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      I sat by Diana’s bedside as much as I could while she recovered. They kept her in the infirmary until she woke up. While she stayed incapacitated, they assured me that she wasn’t dying. Instead, she was recovering normally. I checked her nightly for any corruption, but there wasn’t a trace on her. Apparently, my battle with Hennar had been good for something, considering Diana was on her way to being fully healthy.

      The physicians told us that there was no official way of knowing when she would wake up, but they assured us that she would. As of now, there was nothing wrong with her. She simply needed to recover.

      Each time I visited her, I was tempted to end any remaining suffering and just heal her up the rest of the way. With the bump from her gift, it might not be too difficult. However, the scare from that last encounter with Hennar made me hesitant to use my gifts in any situation. Plus, I didn’t want to use Diana’s ability without her permission.

      So we waited.

      It wasn’t as though I had nothing to do while she recovered. I was in the middle of the final task for the introduction.

      King Atlus had found me after I successfully healed Diana and “came out of my trance,” as Maji called it. I had my own bunk at the infirmary just so they could monitor me and run a couple of tests. I tried to tell them I was fine, but no one seemed to listen.

      “King’s orders,” was all they would say to me as a way of explanation. So when the king himself entered the infirmary, I didn’t miss a single second in interrogating him.

      “When the hell am I getting out of here?” I asked right away when Atlus approached my bed.

      “Well, hello to you too,” the king said with a cheeky smile.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and then cleared my throat. “Hello, sire, when the hell am I getting out of here?”

      Atlus laughed. “I needed to make sure you were alright.”

      “I’m alright,” I assured him. “Can I go now?”

      “Where do you have to run in such a hurry?” King Atlus asked with an arched eyebrow.

      “Well, I would like to check on Diana, which they are refusing to let me do until I’m cleared,” I explained, letting my annoyance seep through every word. “And then, I plan to make my way to the Marked Woods and find the nearest rock, so I can decorate the hell out of it. Maybe go on a ride with my dragon, pick up an extra shift in the Zoo. I don’t know… anything, but stay stuck in this bed!”

      The king approached my bed and gripped the end of the wooden footboard. Two rings glinted in the firelight, and his knuckles turned white. I cocked my head to one side and scooted forward on the bed.

      “Atlus,” I said, changing my tone to something more cautious. “What are you doing here?”

      The king’s shoulders rose and fell with a dramatic breath. “The court is rather terrified after Diana’s collapse.”

      “Good,” I said without a shred of shame. “They should be. They should know exactly what Hennar’s doing.”

      “I agree,” King Atlus said, still refusing to meet my eye. “But oddly enough, they are in a more terrified state of awe of you.”

      “Cause that makes sense. The rest of Insomier doesn’t fear me, so why does the court?” I replied, astonished. “Care to explain that one to me?”

      “Some of them stuck around and saw what you did to heal her,” Atlus explained. “They crept up to the balconies and watched your light. It was an astonishing display of power, they said.”

      “But I healed her,” I reasoned. “Why are they afraid of me?”

      “Only some of them are,” Atlus said, as if this was some consolation prize. “Madame Ella has got them convinced that you infected Diana in the first place, only to earn our trust when you healed her. She thinks it’s a power play.”

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” I said, exasperated. “That is absurd!”

      “I agree,” the king said with a hefty sigh. “The rest of us see how your gifts can be used to help the kingdom. As such, there was a compromise made to allow Eamon back into the introduction.”

      “Wait.” I held out my hands like a cop trying to stop traffic. “So you’re telling me that half of the council trusts me and the other half doesn’t, and now suddenly Eamon is back in the running to be introduced?”

      “Yes,” the king said with a sheepish smile. “It is rather confusing, I know.”

      “It’s not just confusing, it’s ridiculous,” I exclaimed.

      “Martin,” King Atlus said my name with a plea that made me look at him straight on. “We need to convince the rest of them that you are not here to hurt us. In order to do that, I needed to give them some leeway. Instead of just kicking you out of the process as that group demanded, I convinced them to let you finish this process and prove to them that you are here for Insomier. To do so, Eamon was allowed back in.”

      “It doesn’t sound like it’s going to do much good if they’ve already made up their minds,” I said.

      “The Ball gives you a chance to show off your gifts,” Atlus went on. “Not only is it a celebration of the inductees for the whole court, but it is where you get to display your gifts. It is there you can show them the benefits of what you can do.”

      “They’ve seen what I can do,” I argued, “and half of the court still fears me. I don’t know how a full magic show is going to change their minds.”

      “Please, Martin,” the king said as he reached out and took my hand in a handshake. “Just give it another couple of weeks, get through the Ball, and then things will change. I promise.”

      I looked at our hands stretched out over the crisp white linen. Our skin tones were fairly similar, but where my fingers were rough and calloused, Atlus’s were smooth and long, like a piano player. I shook his hand and released it, flopping backward on the lumpy infirmary pillow.

      “Fine. I will get through the Ball.” I gestured at Atlus, smirking as his face fell into relief.

      “Thank you, Martin.” He stated sincerely.

      “You can thank me but telling the physicians to let me out of here,” I protested.

      Luckily, he did just that, and I was free to go about my training for the Ball, continue my watch over Diana, and resume my chess lessons. I did get a couple of chances to travel into the Marked Woods to draw, but the weather was dipping into colder temperatures. Back in my original world, I would have finished up some fall festival outside paintings by now and then called it for the rest of the year. I would take up some canvas and paints to fill the gaps during the snowy months.

      The one thing I didn’t do right away was to visit the dragons. I was nervous about facing them after everything. Ffamran checked on me a couple of times, but I always made up some excuse about introduction lessons or visiting Diana that evening. None of them seemed to mind, but I knew I would have to face them at some point.

      However, after what Jin had told me about the strain it put on the dragons, I didn’t want to face that mistake again. I didn’t want to see their faces when I apologized. I wasn’t quite ready for that. I didn’t know if I would ever be ready, but right now, I had enough excuses to continue to avoid that confrontation.

      I wasn’t exactly lying. Madame Lilysmyth kept us incessantly busy with preparations for the Ball. Mainly, that meant dance lessons.

      The only positive of these lessons was that I was improving. They were relatively similar to the joint group dances I watched in Victorian-era movies, or something out of Jane Austen novels. However, since Insomier didn’t have archaic notions about same-sex relationships, there weren’t any expectations about who led and who followed. Instead, we got to learn both parts.

      I was better at leading than following, predictably. Sometimes it was hard for me to follow since everyone we practiced with, mainly the inductees and Madame Lilysmyth, was shorter than me. Ideally, the lead was taller than the follower which helped with turns and such. So, there were many awkward collisions with forearms to foreheads, heads to other heads, and of course, feet on toes.

      I stifled a yawn as we watched Madame Lilysmyth waltz on the floor with Eamon. We were going on four hours of practice today, working through dinner. The sun had already set, a sign of the shortening days as we moved into fall and winter.

      The ballroom was a spectacular piece of architecture and interior design. There was an upper level that descended directly to the dance floor with a wide grand staircase. A chandelier hung from the mirrored ceiling, an effect that made the whole room grander somehow. Around the outside of the rectangular dance floor were assorted tables and chairs. Some couches and armchairs mixed in, all various pastel colors. The whole thing looked like it had come right out of Versailles itself.

      Unfortunately, the hours of relentless practice weighed on me, and after spending several days in a row locked in this room, it had sort of lost its dazzle for me.

      I released another yawn that Madame Lilysmyth caught, to my dismay.

      “Lord Anthony!” She called out from her spinning with Eamon. She had resorted back to our formal names, considering we were going into the final stages of the introduction process. “If you must yawn, you need to cover it with your hand or with your handkerchief as instructed.”

      “Sorry,” I said with another large and obnoxious yawn.

      Madame Lilysmyth groaned, and the rumble caused Eamon to lose time. Her attention shifted to scolding him with a whack from her fan on his head. Em giggled beside me, and I shrugged back at her, slightly apologetic.

      “I didn’t mean to throw off Eamon,”  I whispered to her.

      “A sneeze would throw off Eamon,” Em commented. “The poor lug is so uncoordinated.”

      We watched her assessment in action as Madame Lilysmyth’s loud counts echoed throughout the room, while Eamon’s clunky feet plopped about. They missed every number, and I couldn’t help but laugh a little myself.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked offhandedly to my friend. We chatted a bit during our chess lessons, which now perpetually took place in her chambers so I could trade off playing both her and Atlus.

      “I am alright,” she said, shaking her cane a little. “I’m upright today, which is always a good sign.”

      “Yeah, that’s nice,” I said, not really knowing how to follow that up.

      “It was a little scary, you know, when Diana got sick,” Em said, staring straight ahead. “It reminded me of when I was corrupted.”

      I shifted my head so I could look directly at her. She hadn’t spoken about Diana’s corruption or her own, for that matter. I wondered why she brought it up now.

      “Watching her fall like that.” Em shook her head a little. “I knew what the corruption could do, but watching it was a whole different experience.”

      “It’s not pleasant,” I agreed.

      “I just wish it hadn’t been her,” Em said, a little wistfully.

      “I don’t wish the corruption on anyone,” I answered honestly.

      “You don’t mean that,” Em challenged.

      “Sure I do,” I replied, shocked at her response. “It’s awful. I’ve literally seen what it does to someone’s body from the inside out.”

      “But you’re going to stand there and tell me that there isn’t a single person you would wish ill,” Em said as she finally turned to look at me, though her gaze wasn’t direct. It was an unsettling version of the side-eye.

      I paused, unsure what Em was asking of me. I waited for her to elaborate, and the longer I stayed silent, the more I knew she would fill the void. Em more than willingly obliged.

      “There has to be someone who really deserves it,” Em said with a little crinkle in her nose, like she smelled something foul. “Who deserves to know that kind of pain and torture? Hasn’t anyone wronged you enough to warrant that?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, hesitance smothered all over my words. “Why? Is there someone that has wronged you that way?”

      If I had blinked at the wrong moment, I surely would have missed Em’s sideways glances in Maria’s direction. The blonde bobbed along to the music with a sway to her hips and a tap to her foot. Em’s gaze immediately snapped back to me.

      I opened my mouth to say something, to comment on Em’s continuous resentment for Maria, but Madame Lilysmyth’s voice burst through. It overwhelmed everything and drowned out any thoughts I might have had previously. That woman knew how to demand attention.

      “As you all know, we only have two days until the Ball,” Madame Lilysmyth reminded us. “While most of you have been doing rather well partnering with each other,” the instructor shot a not-so-hidden glance at Eamon, “I believe it is time to get some different partners in here to see how well you really have learned these various dances.”

      Madame Lilysmyth clapped her hands as she was prone to do, and the door on either side of the grand staircase opened up. On the other side were members of our friends and family. Maria immediately ran up to Bailey-Sue and gave her a squeal as a greeting. Travis crossed to Razia and kissed her hand delicately. The guard did give me a courteous nod on his way over, which I returned.

      Much to everyone’s surprise, King Atlus stepped out of the doorway as well. When he approached Em, his presence made much more sense. Numerous nobles went to bow at Atlus’s entrance, but he quickly waved them off.

      “Please, there is no need,” the king said gently. “I am here as Em’s cousin, not as the king of Insomier. I beg of you to treat me as such.”

      “We will do our best, sire,” Madame Lilysmyth said with a small bob of her head.

      King Atlus nodded back at her before reaching out to Em and wrapping his arms around her. He picked her up and twirled her around once. Em begged to be released through a fitful of laughter. I watched their shared happiness, enjoying the moment of peace when I felt a tap on my shoulder.

      I whirled around and came face to face with Alona. We stood close enough to kiss, and as I felt the warmth of her body rush over mine, I had to fight the urge to do so.

      Aside from the dragons, Alona was the other person I avoided all week. We hadn’t talked about our underwater kiss… okay, kisses… okay, more than just kisses... and what that meant.

      Alona pushed her wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Hello.”

      “Hello,” I replied.

      “Madame Lilysmyth invited me to dance practice as your partner,” Alona explained, her words rushed. “She said she knew we were, uh, friends and that it was difficult to find someone taller than you.”

      “There are a surprising number of short women in this kingdom,” I commented offhandedly. I was savoring her warm breath so close to my face, and her scent of must, hay, and sandalwood rolling off her in waves. My eyes half-closed, intending to inhale more of her, but Madame Lilysmyth’s voice, notorious for its volume and inopportune timing, stole my chance to do so.

      “We are going to start with a waltz and then move to a basse,” she commanded. “Take your positions on the floor.”

      The other pairs maneuvered their way to the center of the dance floor, but Alona and I stayed put, finding it rather difficult to move away from one another. Alona reached out and held her hand palm up, inviting me to take it.

      “Shall we?” she asked me. I didn’t know what was so sexy about that question, but the way Alona asked it sent shivers down to my groin, causing my dress pants to tighten more than they already were.

      “We shall,” I replied, taking her hand, laying it on my arm as I led the way.

      We walked side by side, our arms slightly elevated as I guided her to our spots. The rest of the group circled up and then pressed themselves into their partners. I swiveled so I could properly face Alona and placed her hand on my shoulder. She replied by putting her other hand on my hip. My hands found a place, one hand on her shoulder, opposite of my shoulder that her hand was on, and my other hand cradled the small of her back gently.

      “And begin!” Madame Lilysmyth cued the music.

      A pianist started with a soft melody that, thanks to the incredible acoustics in the room, still rang out throughout every corner of the room. A couple of bars into the tune, the strings entered, and the whole piece elevated.

      Alona stood straight and graceful with her curved frame. I led her around the room, and I managed to keep time. Alona only had a couple of stumbles, but I covered them up with grace so that no one noticed. But otherwise, she slid along the floor, following my lead with a beauty that I did not expect from the caretaker.

      “Where did you learn to dance?” I asked her.

      Quickly, we’d learned that talking during dances was allowed, encouraged even. It showed the skill of a dancer if they could still keep time and stay elegant while also holding a conversation with their partner. Alona seemed to be adept at both.

      “Maria, actually,” Alona said with a nod in our friend’s direction.

      Maria had taken the lead out of the pairing, being slightly taller than Bailey-Sue. Their conversation was silent but still intense as the two friends focused on their feet and the steps.

      “I see,” I said, startled by the weird tone to my voice. I couldn’t quite place it, but Alona’s next statement called me out right away.

      “Are you jealous of Maria?” Alona wondered.

      “No,” I said, surprisingly sure of my own answer. “I was originally, when I found out you, Diana, and she were all friends as children. But now, now I see you are all gorgeous women, alongside Rebekah, and I find myself thinking sometimes...”

      “We were friends,” Alona said cautiously when she realized I had trailed off and wasn’t finishing my thought aloud, “but that was a while ago. She was kind to us when we first came to court. Over time, we went in separate directions.”

      “I know how that goes,” I said, recalling all the people I pushed away when my parents died. And only slightly disappointed that Alona hadn’t pushed at my almost accidental admission of how I wished all the girls to be together with me, their beauty and individuality calling towards me like the light did to the corruption,  “Life happens.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Alona said with a smile. She leaned a little closer and whispered in my ear. “You have nothing to worry about at the Ball. You are going to dazzle them all.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, my voice a tad too loud even to my own ears.

      “I mean it, Martin,” Alona continued to whisper despite my previous outburst, the vibration of her voice tickling my skin. “You have grown so much, and I cannot wait for all of them to see you and eat their words.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I threw back my head and laughed. I was still laughing through the turn I led Alona into. She collided a little too hard into my chest on her return to frame, but I held firm. I pressed lightly on her back and scooped her up, right back into the flow of the dance. I kept my smile as I saw the light pink dusting Alona’s cheeks, the desire swimming in her eyes amplified by her glasses.

      I wanted to kiss her desperately, especially as I felt her breasts pressed up against my own chest, creating a fierce friction as we moved together. I had to restrain myself, though, as there were other people around, and the dance hadn’t finished yet.

      We waltzed, and as we did, the rest of the beautiful room melted away. I focused on Alona and her alone. Her high forehead and sharp cheekbones. Her pointed nose, that was just a little crooked, like she’d broken it at an early age. The way her glasses refused to stay on. Her wavy brown hair that looked so sexy long. I wanted to take it out of its loose ponytail and see how it felt when I ran it through my fingers.

      The evening practice continued with the basse and then finally a carola, which was a chain dance where the ten of us danced together with Madame Lilysmyth clapping along by the musicians. It was an intimate group, but we cheered joyously and stomped in time with the music, enjoying every note and every move.

      Madame Lilysmyth stopped us after the last round of the carola and announced that we did not have practice the following day.

      “You all have earned it,” she said, beaming. “I look forward to seeing you the following evening for your introduction ball!”
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      It was the day of the final task where I would be officially introduced to the court. I stared down the finish line. It was within my grasp. All I had to do was show up in a pretty suit, dance a couple of dances, and then the court would accept me as one of their own. Oh, and I had to show off my gift.

      Luckily, I wasn’t terribly late to get ready. Mora was able to work some magic and get me looking presentable. Whether it was a natural gift or one given to her by her merkin, I didn’t know, but she sure had a knack for dressing me up.

      The chambermaid combed my hair back and added some gel to give it some substance. The suit had a dark purple vest, decorated with amethyst buttons, and a white dress shirt that hugged my muscles. The pants were starched and stiff, and a faded purple that looked white if looked at in a certain light, and paired well with the white dress shoes I had crammed my feet into. It was another masterpiece from Raiyna that had me feeling like I could take on the world.

      I stepped out of my room and made my way to the ballroom. When I got to the bottom of the stairs to cross the courtyard, however, I was met with a surprise. Alona stood at the bottom, dressed in a gorgeous dark violet gown that matched my suit. She was cleaning her glasses with the white accented sleeves when she looked up and saw me. The caretaker paused in mid-swipe of the lens and broke into a toothless grin.

      “Martin Anthony,” she said breathlessly. Rosiness rose to her cheeks the longer she stared up at me. “You are stunning.”

      I smirked down at the woman, subconsciously tightening my muscles to show off a bit,  “Thank you, Alona. You look rather gorgeous yourself.”

      Her eyes flickered down in a fit of shyness for a moment, “Raiyna did not give me a choice,” Alona said, stretching out her arms and doing a quick twirl so she could be on full display. “She said she had just enough fabric to make me something. To compliment Martin, she said.”

      “She is rather insistent.” I smirked.

      And compliment me, Alona did. The dress was full and hugged her breasts beautifully. The deep violet nearly black around the bodice and full skirt, but her sleeves and some lace that fell around her waist was a creamy white that offset her tan skin. In all, she looked good enough to eat.

      “Indeed.” Alona returned her glasses to her face and pushed them up the bridge of her nose in a way that made me want to sweep her into my arms right then and there. “I thought you could escort me to the ball, my lord. If you would like to.”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed.

      I was happy to have someone with me to keep me steady, to help drag me in the direction of my fears and anxieties, so I didn’t have the chance to run. Of course, I would have to kick off these tight dress shoes before I did any running.

      Despite having spent the last several days in the ballroom, it was nothing compared to seeing it decorated and lit up for the evening of the dance. The dozens of candles glistened and glittered off the diamonds dangling from the chandelier. Side lanterns were hung, giving the room a feel of midday rather than the crisp twilight during which the ball was being held. The tile was recently polished, reflecting as well as a looking glass.

      Around the perimeter, there were tables with various drinks and small desserts. We were supposed to eat dinner before the event, but my stomach hadn’t allowed me to swallow even a sip of tea. My nerves held my appetite captive, and it was rather irritating.

      There was already a gathering of people. They sipped, laughed, chatted, ate, schmoozed, and greeted each other. The room filled with a chorus of voices, all out of tune and varied. It washed over me like a wave, the sheer number of people, and once more, the urge to bolt in the opposite direction overwhelmed me.

      I froze with Alona at the entrance. We were on the second level, and I was supposed to wait until the ceremony began. Each of the inductees was to be formally introduced by name, show off their gift at the top of the grand stair, and then descend to symbolically and literally join society. With everyone below us, my stage just feet away, Jin’s words came back to me in a rush.

      You nearly broke your bond to gather enough power to defeat Hennar.

      You were about to sacrifice those sacred promises in order to obliterate an enemy.

      Once broken like that, the temporary gain in power is strong but short-lived.

      It usually destroys the creature and the human involved.

      When I didn’t follow Alona but still had a hold of her arms, she jerked back a little.

      “Martin?” she asked with concerned eyes. “What is it?”

      I yanked on Alona and dragged the girl to the edge of the second level, towards the railing. This way, we didn’t stop the flow of casual traffic, and I could take a minute, or six, to breathe.

      I clutched my side and bent forward, letting go of Alona. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Do what?” Alona lowered herself so she could look me in the eye. “The introduction?”

      “The display,” I admitted. “I can’t show off my gifts like I’m some kind of circus animal. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “Martin, that is the exact opposite of what your gift does,” Alona said with a sympathetic smile. “You cannot hurt anyone with what you do.”

      “Yes, apparently, I can,” I argued, even though Alona didn’t know the full scope of the problem. “Did you know that the bond between Merkins can be broken?”

      Alona looked as though I had just slapped her in the face. “That is a myth, Martin.”

      “Not according to Jin, it’s not.” I put a hand to my chest to slow my heart rate. “When I healed Diana, I strained my gift. I nearly broke my bonds with the clan and ruined everything. I don’t want to do that again.”

      “You are in control of your gift, Martin,” Alona said. She put a hand on mine that currently rested on my chest, giving it extra weight. “Give them a little bit of light. You do not need to heal anyone tonight. We just need an example, not a spectacle.”

      “I haven’t used it since,” I said, my voice so soft I wasn’t sure I spoke the words aloud.

      “Then it is about damn time, don’t you think?” Alona squeezed my hand and forced it back down at my side. “I have to go downstairs, but remember who is in control here.”

      My date left me with an encouraging kiss on my forehead. I watched her descend the staircase and meld into the crowd. After Alona and a couple of more nobles joined the larger group below, it was just the five inductees and a royal announcer on the second level.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the court,” the announcer shouted. His bravado shook the room and immediately captured everyone’s attention. He projected without a microphone, and still, his range and clarity were impressive.

      The massive ballroom fell into a silence filled with crackling anticipation and expectation.

      “It is my honor to introduce to you this year’s group of inductees,” the announcer continued. “First, Eamon Alabasterous, son of Keely and Kelsey Alabasterous.”

      Eamon lumbered forward to the edge of the top stair. He had a brass goblet in his hand, displaying it on the flat of his palm like a magician about to perform a magic trick. Which, weirdly, was exactly what he was. Eamon held out the goblet with a straight arm and stared at it. His eyebrows rose, his eyes narrowed, and a vein popped in his forehead. There was an awkward moment of pause when the crowd waited with bated breath for something to happen. Then came a second of doubt… would anything actually happen?... before the goblet melted.

      The edges curled outward like a flower and tumbled down into Eamon’s hand. The moldable brass collapsed into an indistinguishable puddle. The nobleman wrapped both hands around it and sculpted the material into a perfect sphere. The brass hardened again, giving the new ball structure and substance.

      In time with the crowd’s pleased applause, Eamon held up the ball like a trophy and pranced down the staircase. The cheers continued until he reached the base of the stairs, met by a small group of congratulatory nobles.

      It was Razia’s turn next, and she readily stepped up to the plate. I observed her anxiously, eager and nervous to see what she was going to do. Suddenly, though, there was a pull at my sleeve, and I turned to see a white-faced Em.

      “Martin,” she said with a low, worried whisper, “I do not think I can do this.”

      “What?” I asked, completely baffled. “What do you mean?”

      “It is the stairs,” she admitted with a crumpled expression. “I have to descend that whole staircase, and I do not believe I am ready.”

      My friend gripped the top of her cane with thin and pale knuckles. Gripped with a sense of purpose, my own nerves took a step back, and determination to help flew to the front of my focus.

      “What can I do?” I offered. “Do you want me to carry you down or walk with you?”

      “I am simply not ready,” Em explained. “I cannot go next. I need you to take my place.”

      “Are you sure that’s all?” I asked. “Because I don’t mind. You know I’ll break all the rules, I don’t care about decorum.”

      “I know,” Em said with a small, grateful smile. “I just need some more time to work my way up to it. Please, take my place.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      I straightened my back, squashing my own anxieties in the face of a new purpose to help my friend. I walked to the announcer and whispered the change in his ear. Unphased, he simply nodded once and proceeded with the program.

      “Martin Mark Anthony, son of James and Nina Anthony,” he shouted, my legacy echoing in the dance hall.

      The minute I stood at the top of the stair, overlooking the nobility of Insomier, the nervousness flooded back. The thoughts of showing off my gift like a circus animal clouded my mind, and I wanted to hurl. While I was ready and willing to help Em, I foolishly didn’t think about my own mental state. I wasn’t prepared for the silence, the anticipation, and the expectation that came with standing before a crowd of this size.

      In an effort to alleviate some of the nausea bubbling up, I lifted my gaze straight ahead and refused to look down upon the nobles. Across the hall from the grand staircase, at perfect eye level, was a stained-glass window. It was dark and rather lackluster, unable to show off its brilliance in the evening.

      Nevertheless, my eyes navigated through the individual pieces of glass. I distracted my mind by trying to figure out the full picture, instead of focusing on the seconds that dragged into minutes when I still hadn’t done anything, where I stood shaking in full display before a room full of people. People who judged me, who whispered about me. These people who expected me to save them when most did everything in their power to push me away.

      The impulse to run pulsed through my veins. I could kick off these shoes and bolt back through the door. I could call out to Ffamran, and he would be there in seconds, ready to carry me away, if I asked hard enough.

      As I puzzled through the stained glass, my mother’s voice came to me. It was a reminder, something she had always told me when making decisions in my life: “What can you live with?”

      I used this same question when deciding to fall down a well and come to this world. Once again, the question entered my thoughts and halted them, refusing to move until I had a proper answer.

      What can you live with?

      Instantly, I knew I couldn’t run. Not only because I wanted to save face, but in my heart of hearts, I wanted to save these people. I wanted to help the citizens, and I needed to use my gift to do that. Right now, I needed to show them what I could do, so that later, I could save their sorry asses. I couldn’t live with myself if I abandoned them, no matter how undeserving and ungrateful some of them might be.

      It was then, the moment I decided my next step forward, that I figured out the image in the stained glass. It was a decorated circle with a jagged line running through it from top to bottom. It was King Garham’s symbol.

      King Garham, like me, traveled to this foreign land and healed it. He became their king and ruled them despite his own doubts and the rejection of gifts offered to him. I wasn’t asking to run the place, but like that man before me, I would help them. I had more gifts to be able to help them.

      I held out my hands and called to the light. I spoke to it gently, begging it to show only a sliver of itself. The light obliged, and my fingers glowed in response.

      There was a smattering of gasps in the crowd, but I continued on despite them. I circled my arm outward, burning an image in the air for all to see. With two fluid motions, I drew the symbol of King Garham with my light. It glowed large and intimidating in front of me. Once I completed the jagged line down the center, I waited for but a second, gauging their reactions.

      The room fell into a crackling silence, like the whole crowd was on the edge of a cliff, waiting to jump. Instead, it was me who took the step forward, who took the symbolic leap of faith into the light.

      I walked through the glowing symbol, the light illuminating my face and body. When I stepped down, the image burst from behind me and disappeared as I descended. It was quite the sight, like my own fireworks show. I couldn’t help but smirk a little, especially when a single whoop burst from the audience. That one voice started the cheers, loud enough to rival Eamon’s, as I finished my display.

      I let myself chuckle as the nerves dissipated. They floated away into the applause. In a moment of reverence, I looked up at the stained-glass window and at Garham’s symbol, which had, once again, appeared when I needed it. But when I stared at the window, my eyes rounded in horror at the sight on the other side of the glass to the weather outside.

      It had started to snow.
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      “Look, it is snowing.”

      I heard about the snow before I saw it. The noble couple next to me pointed in joy to the sight outside. My head snapped to attention and followed the lady’s direction.

      Light flurries fell from the sky. They flew down at a slanted angle, at an easy pace. If the sight were not one of such ominous doom, it would have been pretty snow. Something magical and pure. Instead, the sight was tainted by Hennar’s promise.

      Alona appeared at my side, her worried expression matching my own. “We have to get to Martin.”

      I nodded once in agreement and darted forward through the crowd. We positioned ourselves at the back of the ballroom to get an unimpeded look at our friend. He was undeniably handsome in that purple vest with those form-hugging dress pants. Even from as far away as I was, I could see his nerves as if they visibly rolled off him.

      Then, in true Martin fashion, he did the unexpected. The illuminated symbol of King Garham was one of the smartest moves he had made since this introduction process started. It was a symbol of peace and unity in our kingdom. It represented our beloved late king, who we all agreed with on a fundamental level. It displayed Martin’s solidarity with Insomier.

      When he walked through and descended the stairs, I could not have been prouder of him. I smiled so wide my face hurt. My enthusiasm could not be contained, so I released a cheer, starting the chorus of them. Martin deserved so much more than that, but for now, it would have to do.

      Until the celebration was cut short by the arrival of winter and the impending dread surrounding Hennar’s promise.

      Alona and I pushed our way through as politely as we could, but it eventually got to a point where the crowd surrounded Martin. This was typical of new inductees. Everyone wanted to congratulate them and welcome them to court. Then they would usher him away to make room for the next inductee to descend.

      We witnessed this happen, Martin being crowded away. I could not see his face through the group of people. I elbowed Alona, utilizing her height to our advantage.

      “Where are they taking him?” I asked, eager for information.

      “Over by one of the food tables,” Alona reported.

      Reluctantly, I let her take the lead, considering she knew where we were headed. I had to get to Martin. I had to let him know what was going on outside. Part of me hated to ruin this celebration for him. My own expectations of the evening wilted. I wanted him to whisk me into a dance, and then I would apologize for my stupidity earlier. I wanted to right the wrongs that lay between us. It felt as though we were standing on two sides of an ocean.

      I knew he came to visit me when I was recovering. Sometimes I would pretend to be asleep just so I could enjoy his presence. But whenever I awoke, he would leave. Martin’s hurt from my betrayal ran deep, and I sensed it might take more than a dance to return us back to normal, but dammit, if I was not going to do everything it took.

      “Alona!” Martin called out.

      “Martin!” Alona responded, forgetting any sort of expectation or decorum.

      I jogged to keep up with her long legs, which still were pretty fast despite wearing a gown, until we reached Martin on the edge of the dance floor. He literally shoved his way past some nobles, not bothering with apologies. It was clear from his wide eyes and rapid breathing that he had seen the snow.

      He rushed up to Alona, and they gripped each other’s forearms, looking only at one another. I always knew they were friends, and I worked hard at repairing my own relationship with Alona, mainly for Martin’s sake. But this look, this embrace was something past friendship. I realized that my goal to reunite with Martin might be different than I’d anticipated. And strangely, I wasn’t sure if I minded that.

      “Where is the king?” Martin asked, getting to the point. “We need to stop this whole thing.”

      “Why?” Alona wondered, confused.

      “Don’t you see?” Martin gripped her arms tighter with urgency. “This is the perfect place to infect some of the most important people in the kingdom. Of course, it would snow tonight.”

      “He is right,” I said, injecting myself into the conversation. Both Alona and Martin turned to look at me as if they just noticed I was there. I stood stiff and straight, assuming a soldier’s exterior to hide my hurt. “It is the perfect place for Hennar to strike. If he still has an infiltrator in the court, then they could be here waiting for his signal.”

      “Well, they’ve got it,” Martin said with a gesture to the window and the snow. “We have to get the king to order everyone out of here.”

      “I do not think we should do that,” I argued.

      “They’re not safe,” Martin protested with a glare.

      “But the perpetrator is most likely in this room,” I reasoned. “We have a better chance of apprehending him.”

      “Enough,” Alona interrupted. “We should let the king decide. We need to tell him and Rebekah. They have the most authority to evacuate everyone--”

      I coughed, and Alona glared at me. “Or sniff out the traitor.”

      

      As one, we moved across the ballroom, intent on approaching the king at his elevated throne. King Atlus’s station was situated on the east side of the ballroom. It was not as elegant as his actual throne, but more of a muted version. It only rose two steps to give him a good view of the dance floor and the proceedings.

      When we reached the middle of the ballroom, we saw the king reach a hand up to his crown. He closed his eyes, almost as if in pain. However, the king would not allow for such weakness, so he simply removed his crown and rubbed his temples.

      “Oh no,” Martin gasped beside me. Unexpectedly, he called out, “Sire!”

      His voice interrupted the proceedings, and King Atlus looked up and out into the crowd, searching for Martin. However, once he raised his head, the king inhaled sharply, and his features contorted. His whole body tensed until he collapsed forward with a groan.

      Rebekah and his other personal guards rushed to his aid. My instinct was to rush forward with them, but a hand on my arm pulled me back. It was Martin who had a hold of my forearm. I looked at him and noticed he was fixated on something. I followed his gaze and saw the king’s crown fall from his grasp. It clattered to the floor and rolled on its side.

      As if by fate, the crown clattered towards the three of us and landed at Martin’s feet. He bent down to pick it up gingerly with two hands. For a second, I thought he was going to put it on his head, but instead, he slipped his arm through it and clutched it like a bag.

      Then, with tremendous force, Martin turned to the crowd and yelled. “Ladies and gentlemen, you must stop eating and drinking. Right now. By order of the king, you have to stop all consumption of food and drink.”

      “Who do you think you are, giving orders?” Madame Ella chided. She was inconveniently close to us, in a perfect position to defy Martin and diminish his proclamation.

      “I am your healer, and I advise you, for your own safety, to cease eating and drinking,” Martin said with an authority that I had yet to see on him. It was like the crown had infused a sense of regalness and leadership into his bones.

      “Our physician is the Minister of Health,” Madame Ella countered, “not some foreigner passing for a noble--”

      With perfect timing, the Minister of Health coughed. He stood next to the Minister of Finance and her husband and sounded as though he were about to hack up a lung. Martin blew past Madame Ella and put two hands on Mister Moorly’s heaving chest.

      His hands glowed, and while some people backed away from the sight, Mister Moorly was too weak to resist. Martin smoothed the Minister's shirt with his hands, searching his inner body. His eyes snapped open and caught mine. He nodded once, confirming our suspicions.

      “We need to get the Minster to the infirmary,” I declared. I walked to the Minster and took his other side, intent on escorting him out of the room.

      “What is it?” Madame Ella joked with a demeaning chuckle. “The corruption?”

      The Minster chortled and got the nearby crowd to laugh nervously along with her, although not all of them believed her nonchalance. There were furtive glances and exchange of whispers, even from her husband to their daughter.

      When neither Alona, Martin, nor I answered right away, the Minister of Finance’s laughter slowed and then fell into silence. She eyed Martin and then me and then Martin again.

      “You cannot be serious,” she said, finally lowering her voice. “You actually believe that he has been corrupted, don’t you?”

      “It is a possibility,” Martin answered, though his voice sounded like the words were lodged in the back of his throat. “That’s why I suggest you stop eating or drinking.”

      “There is nothing wrong with the food,” Madame Ella snapped, almost offended. “I helped organize the menu myself.”

      As if needing to prove herself, the Minister held up the wine glass in her hand and held it out to Martin as if to cheers him. She raised the glass to her lips, intent on drinking.

      Suddenly, a bolt of light shot right in front of Madame Ella’s face and knocked the glass right out of her hand. It clattered to the floor and shattered. The breaking of glass seemed to still the surrounding crowd, like a spell had been cast over them.

      Madame Ella slowly turned her head to Martin, who held out his arm straight and stiff. His fingers were outstretched, aimed right for her face. He showed no remorse as the Minister glared at him with a look ready to kill.

      “You’re welcome,” Martin said as he lowered his hand.

      “You insolent little boy!” the Minister snarled and outstretched her own hand as if ready to strike Martin. I stepped into the line of fire, ready to take the blow for him just as Ella’s daughter cried out in pain and bent over, clutching her stomach.

      “Josephine!” Madame Ella exclaimed with a shriek.

      Josephine’s cry sent off a chain reaction. All around the ballroom, various nobles bent in two and groaned. They popped up like fireworks, each exclamation and moan erupting from a different corner of the grand hall.

      The three of us whirled about, trying to find the source of the next victim. And then the next. And the next. But then the cries culminated into a resounding chorus as half the court was consumed with unbearable pain, shakes, and a fever.

      “It is a pandemic,” Alona whispered.

      My training clicked into gear, and I searched for Rebekah, awaiting orders. But the captain of the guard was nowhere to be found. Suddenly, I worried if she too was struck ill, but then I remembered seeing her with King Atlus, who was no longer on his throne. The captain must have done her duty and protected the king by removing him from the room.

      It hit me like a blow to the head. By default, I was now in charge.

      I dashed for the throne, and fighting against all of my worries of treason or blasphemy, I launched myself on top of it. I stood in the nearest and highest place and shouted orders out to my fellow guards.

      “Guards!” I began, my voice rivaling the announcers. “Escort all of the ill nobles to the infirmary. Only those afflicted will be permitted to leave. Everyone else must remain in the ballroom.”

      Cries of protests rose as the guards followed my orders. The doors snapped shut around the ballroom. Bouts of chaos broke out across the floor as the guards sorted through the nobles. We managed to split them into two groups: those in pain and those that appeared healthy. We checked the temperature of each noble before they were led out of the hall. Some of them had to be carried, unable to stand on their own.

      Once the system operated on its own, I hopped down off the throne and made my way back to Martin and Alona, who were over by the food and drink stations. They looked over each and every tray and dish, Martin’s hands glowing the whole time.

      “That was an impressive display of power,” Alona joked, trying to lighten the situation.

      “I did what needed to be done,” I replied, not meeting her playful tone.

      Like a dejected puppy, Alona hung her head and focused back on Martin.

      He looked up at me as I approached. “I can’t find it.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The corruption,” he lowered his voice when speaking the word. “I can’t find the source of it.”

      “Your light cannot sense it?” I wondered, confused and worried by that pronouncement.

      “No,” Martin said, his own voice indicating his concern. “How do you and the guards normally discover it?”

      I gulped, knowing that we had never revealed this system on purpose because it exposed me and my gift. “Rebekah's gift allows her to see people for who they really are. When I… enhance her ability, Rebekah is able to look beyond the physical plane and see magical things and what they truly are.”

      “Like the corruption,” Alona filled in.

      I specifically didn’t mention how Rebekah needed to orgasm for her gift to work, but by the look in Martin’s eyes, he already seemed to know about that little detail.

      “Exactly,” I confirmed, “but she is guarding the king. It would take too much time to find her.”

      “Well, what do we have here?” Alona said. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and studied the table. “What was on the menu?”

      “I don’t know,” Martin said as he held out his still glowing hands at the table. “I don’t recognize half of this fancy stuff.”

      “We can ask the chef,” Alona reasoned. “If word has not gotten to the kitchens, we can head down there and see what he prepared.”

      “I do not know if I can abandon my post and leave the situation up here,” I admitted. I looked around at the ballroom which was mostly cleared out by now, considering that the majority of nobles were struck down by the corruption.

      “You don’t have to come,” Martin said with a nod. “Your duty is to help these people.

      His words seemed to assure me. Yes, I wanted to help him more than anything, but I had a job to do. It was my duty to the kingdom that made me hesitate. And he seemed to understand that. Maybe, just maybe, he was on the path to forgiving me.

      “Come on, Alona,” Martin said after I’d nodded back. “Lead me to the kitchen.”

      The two of them took off,  heading through one of the servants’ doors and disappearing downstairs.

      “Everyone has been escorted to the infirmary,” a guard said next to me.

      I turned to face him and saw that it was Travis. “Well done,” I complimented.

      Distracted, I looked back to where Alona and Martin left. An invisible string pulled at me, willing me to go after them. If things were under control here, why could I not go after him?

      “Ma’am?” Travis asked, bringing me back to the present.

      I made a split-second decision and snapped to face my comrade. “I need you and the remaining guards to interrogate the healthy nobles.”

      “About what, ma’am?” Travis asked appropriately.

      “We are in search of a traitor,” I admitted, laying out the mission clearly. “Do not share that information with anyone. Simply tell the guards that we are seeking any information about anyone who had access to the food and drinks tonight. We want to know their whereabouts leading up to the preparation of the ball. Document everything, and no one is to leave the ballroom until Captain Rebekah or I get back, understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Travis barked at me with the assurance that he understood.

      “Good man,” I said and then jerked my chin in the direction of the nobles hoarded by the south wall. “Go.”

      Travis snapped his legs together before taking off. I booked it right behind him before breaking off to head through the same servants’ door that Alona and Martin walked through.

      I reached the kitchen only minutes after them. When I entered, Alona and Martin had the cook back against a wall while the rest of the kitchens was devoid of people. Martin sat up on the counter next to the cook, his glowing hands in full view of the servant. Alona stood across from the man as he read off a list. The pair of them surrounding him made the chef nervous enough for the paper to rattle in his hand.

      “Deviled eggs. Salmon rillettes. Baked brie with cranberry sauce. Curry-roasted pistachios. Crunchy chili-lime quicos. Cheddar olives,” the chef recited. He pushed the paper closer to his nose, making the print bigger. “Sausage stuffed mushrooms.”

      “There is no way that everyone that struck ill ate the same thing,” Alona said, shaking her head.

      “What about the drinks?” Martin said, prompting the chef to jump ahead.

      The plump man leaned forward and swapped out one paper for another one on the counter next to Martin. Once again, he shoved the parchment close to his face in order to read it. His meek voice trembled as he read through the drink list.

      “Ice water. Lemon fresh water. Pale ale. Red ale. Sunflower ale. Peach wine. Honeysuckle wine. Citrus poppy water. Coffee.”

      As the chef spoke, my mind reeled. I thought through each of his words until one hooked in my brain and would not let go. My memories raced as connections came together. I thought back to the forest, running through with Sloan after Maji’s party. The shriveled, blackened plant. I thought about the young Dyers boy, Miji, falling ill when he ate a…

      “It’s the wine,” I announced from my spot at the bottom of the stair.

      Martin and Alona looked at me. The chef even lowered his paper slightly to peer out over it.

      “Which one?” Martin asked, his voice raising an octave.

      “The honeysuckle wine,” I said confidently. I took a step further into the room.

      “How do you know?” Martin asked curiously.

      “Because Miji ate a honeysuckle at Maji’s birthday,” I explained. “And the plant that Sloan and I found destroyed was a honeysuckle.”

      Understand dawned on Martin’s face. He hopped off the counter and squared himself in front of the chef. “Where did you get the honeysuckle plant for the wine?”

      “From the greenhouses,” the chef answered. “They always provide it for our larger batches.”

      Martin closed his eyes and slammed his fist into the counter. The chef and Alona jumped, but I stayed still in my spot across the kitchen. I waited for him to compose himself before asking a question I was pretty sure I already had the answer to.

      “What is it, Martin?”

      Martin shook his head, rubbed his nose, and opened his eyes. He blinked a couple of times, confidence rising in his eyes. Then he licked his lips and answered me.

      “I know who the traitor is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      She was upstairs with the rest of the unaffected nobles, being interrogated by the guards. Diana approached her, solemn and stoic. I stood in the background, swallowing continuously as if that would hold back the tears of frustration and pain at the betrayal. Her blond curls bobbed when she turned to Diana, as innocent-looking as a child.

      “Diana,” Maria said, with a half-smile. “What is going on? They will not tell us anything, but they keep asking us about our day. Where we were and what we were doing.”

      “Maria Poulis, daughter of Raina and Helena Poulis, you are under arrest,” Diana said with no remorse. Her voice frightened even me as I heard her utter the young noblewoman’s fate.

      “What?” Maria’s eyes darted about, and she exhaled with what sounded like a cross between a huff and a chuckle. “You must be joking.”

      “You are under arrest for treason against the true king, King Atlus, conspiracy to destroy the kingdom of Insomier, and attempted genocide,” the soldier continued.

      “Genocide?” Maria balked. “Diana, what are you doing? Unhand me!”

      Two other guards grabbed Maria’s wrists and yanked them behind her back. They shoved her to her feet and pushed her along. All the while, Maria protested loudly, and her cries echoed in the hall.

      “This is absurd! I have not done anything! Let me go! Diana! Alona! Martin! Let me go!”

      The doors silenced her with a final slam. The ballroom stood in a shaken silence at the spectacle that everyone had witnessed. Diana cleared his throat and spoke to the room at large.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the court, you are free to return to your rooms for the evening.”

      “What about the others?” Mister Ella asked from beneath the arms of his wife.

      “What about them?” Diana answered unsympathetically.

      “Will they be alright? Can we see them?” the nobleman begged.

      “Unfortunately, we cannot be certain at this time,” Diana reported. “We need to contain the corruption as best we can until all of the citizens can be healed.”

      “So it is true,” Madame Ella spoke sharply. “The corruption has reached the court of Insomier.”

      Even though it wasn’t a question, Diana answered definitively. “Yes, I am afraid it has.”

      At that proclamation, women buried their heads in their hands. Men clenched their fists at their sides. Some gasped, others cried. All but one person, Mister Ella, who I had first met all those weeks ago at my first horrific dinner with the king. He and his wife were the epitome of the nobles and all of their elitist ideals. But here he was, a father, looking at me with sorrow and a plea.

      “Can you heal them?”

      I wanted to throw up at the hope he had in me. The question plucked at all my insecurities and prior nerves that continued to grow throughout the evening. I was at a loss for words. What could I possibly say to him without promising anything? Because, if I was honest with myself, I didn’t know if I could heal them. I didn’t know what kind of toll this mass healing would take on my body. How many people would we lose while I recovered?

      So I told him the truth.

      “I will try,” I said.

      Mister Ella nodded and then curled back into the safety of his wife’s arms. The Minister of Finance didn’t look at me, either out of hate, spite, or shame, I didn’t know. But I figured it was for the best. I should leave them to their grief and get to reducing it as much as I could.

      I walked away from the ballroom, Alona at my heels. Diana remained, still commanding her guards, like the soldier she was. I exited the room, and once the door safely blocked me from the gazing eyes of the nobles, separating me from their worry, I leaned against the wall and rubbed my eyes.

      “Hey,” Alona’s calm voice said from beside me.

      I uncovered my eyes and waited until the blurry version of her cleared. “Hey.”

      “You should get some rest,” Alona suggested.

      “What? No!” I replied, shocked. “I have to go start healing people. I have about a hundred games of chess I have to play.”

      “Martin.” Alona took me by the shoulders and removed me from the wall so I could face her head-on. “You do not have to do this right now. You have had a long day, and you need your strength. You can start tomorrow.”

      “What if someone dies tonight?” I argued. “While I’m sleeping? No, I can’t live with that.”

      “This whole thing is not your responsibility,” Alona tried to assure me, but I wasn’t buying it.

      “No, you’re wrong,” I said as I stepped back and out of his grip. “This is my whole purpose, or destiny, or whatever. I’m supposed to heal these people, and I need to get to it. Now.”

      Alona sighed and relented. I appreciated that about Alona. She let me do what I needed and didn’t resist me too much. Ultimately, she knew that my decisions were my own.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” she offered with a low voice.

      I thought about it for a moment, before I completely wrote her off. I thought about Maria, and then my thoughts led me to Bailey-Sue.

      “You need to find Bailey-Sue,” I said. “She doesn’t know about Maria yet, and she’s going to be upset at the news of her friend.”

      “Yes,” Alona agreed with a nod. “Anything else?”

      “We need to burn the honeysuckle plants in the greenhouse,” I said, speaking aloud as the thoughts came to me.

      “I think Diana and some of the guards can do that,” Alona said with a gesture back to the ballroom doors.

      “And I will go find King Atlus,” I finished. “He should be the first one I heal if I can.”

      “You can,” Alona said with a sharp tone. “You have. I have seen it. Do not let this false king take that from you.”

      “I’m not scared, Alona,” I spoke with confidence.

      Alona’s eyes were bright behind her glasses as she appraised me.

      Then she gave me a quick kiss on the lips. It was so fast that I didn’t have a chance to even close my eyes. She pulled back with a smile.

      “Now, just what were you thinking, giving me such a lousy kiss?” I joked, smirking at the woman.

      She laughed lightly and allowed me to guide her face towards mine, where I surged forward with a heated, desperate kiss.

      Her lips were silky, and she bore the taste of green tea on her tongue as mine wound in her mouth. We pulled away slowly this time, and we just stared at each other, soaking in this closeness, this desire and love we shared in the middle of this sudden panic and turmoil.

      She was the first to break the silence, “I will check in on you in the morning,” she promised.

      With that pronouncement, we walked in our different directions: her to console our friend and me to heal the king. I rushed to the king’s chambers as fast as I could until I approached the guarded doors.

      “Is he in there?” I pointed to the door.

      “Yes, but they are not letting anyone in at this time,” the guard replied.

      “I’m here to heal him,” I said indignantly. I held up my hands and called to the light, so they would glow as proof.

      “I am sorry, my lord, but orders are orders,” the guard said with a small shake of his head.

      “I could blast this door open, you know,” I threatened with a closed fist aimed for the door handle.

      Immediately, the guards whipped out their swords and hovered them above my wrist. “We would be forced to take drastic action if you were to do so, my lord.”

      He used my title as a warning, and I sighed. Luckily, a familiar voice came to my rescue.

      “What is going on here?” Korey called up the hallway.

      The hard-faced guard broke into a jog to reach us quicker. She clutched the hilt of her sword at her side and slowed as she approached. The guard looked in turn at each of her colleagues and sniffed in disgust.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Korey demanded of her fellow guards. “Do you know who he is?”

      “He claimed he was here to heal the king,” the other guard answered.

      “But we were not permitted to let anyone in,” the first guard jumped in, rushing to ensure he was doing the right thing.

      Korey sighed, annoyance dripping from every sound. “While I appreciate your diligence at following orders, Lord Martin Anthony is permitted in the king’s chambers.”

      “They did not say as such, Korey,” the first guard said as he widened his stance.

      “I outrank you, soldier, and you will do as I say,” Korey said, stepping within the guard’s personal bubble. “Let Lord Anthony in now.”

      “Rebekah said not a soul, and the captain outranks you, I am afraid,” the guard said with a defiant smirk.

      Korey snarled and made to turn away from the guard. She opened her mouth, most likely to apologize. I held up a hand and stopped her. Looking at me with a hint of confusion, Korey gasped when I threw out my arm and knocked the guard to the ground. He fell like a doll, and before he hit the ground, I kicked up my leg and did the same to the second guard. His chin whipped around, looking as though he dislocated it from his face.

      One, two thuds bounced off the corridor walls, and Korey stared at the unconscious guards with awe.

      “What the--?” Korey wanted to ask, but I interrupted her.

      “Can you take care of this?” I motioned to the unconscious guards.

      Bubbly laughter erupted from the friendly soldier as she gestured towards the chamber doors. “Go,” she urged. “I have this. Heal the king.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I slammed myself into the door and pushed it open.

      In the center of the room, on an ornate rug, lay King Atlus with Rebekah hovering over him. The captain tried to feed the king some water, but the liquid dripped down the sides of Atlus’s face. The king looked like a corpse, splayed out with limp limbs and pale skin. I wonder briefly if I was too late.

      “Rebekah?” I said, unintentionally lowering my voice to a whisper.

      The captain looked up, and her face widened at the sight of me. “Martin, thank God you are here. He is worsening, and I do not know what to do. I have not seen the corruption strike this fast.”

      I approached and called to the light. It responded quickly, springing to my fingers in the space of a snap. Rebekah, unlike the other nobles, didn’t recoil. She simply stared.

      “It is always so marvelous,” Rebekah admired. “I know you can help him, Martin.”

      Instead of coming up with anything clever or reassuring to say to the captain of the guard, I put my hands on the king’s chest and spread out my fingers. The light compiled easily. It followed the paths of my fingers and extended beyond them into the king’s body. When the light reached his naval, it was met with that familiar, inky darkness.

      My face squeezed tight at the sight of it. It spread like a spider’s web strung from each of Atlus’s organs. It wrapped around them like a black coating of paint and hardened, stopping the flow of fluids and blood. The corruption plagued his entire digestive tract and spread out to his bloodstream.

      “What?” Rebekah asked, reacting to my pained expression. “What is wrong?”

      “It is the corruption,” I confirmed, “and it’s bad. Really bad.”

      “Martin,” Rebekah said, her voice low and serious. “You have to heal him. Atlus has no heirs, and if he dies, then King Garham’s line would be destroyed. Insomier would have no leader. I know he is not perfect, but he is our king. My king.”

      I listened to Rebekah’s plea, sounding almost identical in tone to the one I’d heard minutes ago from Mister Ella. It pricked at my skin, knowing that I was literally the only hope for this kingdom. I tried my best to slow my breath, not ready to dive into the white space and meet Hennar.

      Nevertheless, I surged the light forward. In time with my exhale, I poked the blackness.

      The effects happened instantaneously, as if Hennar couldn’t wait to see me. I felt slightly dizzy at the sudden change in my surroundings. I was, once again, in the white space in my purple ensemble, kneeling before the table and chairs.

      Shamelessly, I used the edge of the table to get back to my feet since I’d been kneeling over the king. The pieces rattled about, some of them falling over the side. I didn’t care. I could pick them up later. Or hell, I’d make Hennar do it since it was his precious game.

      Speaking of Hennar, the bastard dared to come to my aid and took my hand. He lifted me to my feet and gripped tightly when I tried to jerk away. His touch was cold and clammy, like a seventh-grade boy holding hands for the first time.

      “Allow me, my lord,” Hennar offered with a slimy voice.

      Once I was upright, he released me, and I visibly wiped my hand on my pants. If Hennar saw or was insulted by the gesture, he didn’t show it.

      “It is a pleasure to see you again, Martin,” Hennar said. “Though, I do hope you don’t intend to blast me. I assure you, it will not go as well this time as it did the last.”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “I intend to play you, just like you want.”

      “And have you been practicing?” Hennar said with bouncing eyebrows.

      “Yes,” I admitted through gritted teeth.

      Hennar clapped his hands, rather similar to Madame Lilysmyth. “Oh, good. Shall we then?”

      The false king held out his hand, offering me the table. When he looked over at it, however, his expression grew grave.

      “Oh dear, you have caused quite a mess.” Hennar tsked. “This will not do.”

      He bent down to pick up the pieces, one by one. I was content to watch and sneer, letting him do it all by himself. The older gentlemen crouched low, bent in half as he scoured the ground. He navigated about until he stood in front of me and then looked up.

      “The white king is under your chair,” Hennar said with a point. “Would you permit me to retrieve it?”

      The thought of Hennar underneath me and putting me in a vulnerable position had me prickling like a porcupine. “I got it,” I assured him.

      I stood up and bent over to try to see the piece. There he was, the white king with his carved crown and stoic, unbendable shape. I got to my knees and plucked the piece from the floor.

      When he entered my hand, he shifted. It was subtle, but I saw the crown shift to mimic the one that I’d retrieved from King Atlus right before the corruption struck. While the piece remained white, the carving shifted until there were the same amount of points and indents to represent the jewels.

      I stared at it incredulously. Had I done that? Had I changed the piece to resemble something I knew? My gaze shifted up to the white space. I recalled the first time I had been in this space. It was with Ffamran when we had to decide whether or not to bond. I convinced him by painting his homeland, though I hadn’t known it at the time.

      I remember manipulating the space to my will, with my paint and my creativity. It had felt so natural and easy then, as freeing as any of my other paintings. The idea crawled up the back of my spine and lodged itself in my brain like a parasite. It ate its way through the unease I felt until it reached the anger and hatred I felt for this man. It mixed with my fierce determination and formed into a plan.

      “Martin?” Hennar asked, breaking through my thoughts. “Did you find him?”

      I wrapped my hand around the king, letting his sharp edges bite into my skin, more comforting than painful.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      I sat in the seat opposite of Hennar and placed the king in his spot on the board. Hennar held out two hands to me, indicating that I should pick one. I selected his left, and he revealed the white pawn. I hid my smile of delight and instead plucked it from his hand and set it back where it should go.

      Hennar, finally, sat down. “Might I also say that you look quite dapper tonight?”

      “You may say it, I guess,” I countered, that slimy feeling dripping from me again.

      “You begin,” Hennar said with a nod.

      I moved my king’s pawn forward, and the game began. It was difficult to play for the first couple of rounds. I had to wait for the right time. I needed to pretend that I actually gave a damn about this game and didn’t have the winning move up my sleeve. It wasn’t until we were eighteen moves in that I decided to act.

      I picked up a knight and moved it in its perfect L shape. However, while the piece was in my hand, I pictured one of my bishops, the long slender piece with his circular point at the top. The knight transformed into the new piece before I placed him back on the board.

      “Check,” I announced.

      Hennar eyed the bishop suspiciously. “I thought you picked up your knight.”

      “No,” I said with a blink of innocent eyes. “My knight is here.”

      Then I pointed to the knight who had appeared in the bishop’s former spot. Hennar looked back and forth between the two pieces and then up to me.

      “I see,” Hennar muttered. “My mistake.”

      The false king moved his own king out of the way of the threat from the bishop.

      I only got to do this manipulation twice more before Hennar snapped.

      “Something is wrong,” Hennar said, more to the piece than to me.

      “Other than the fact that you tricked me into playing a game of chess over a man’s life that you infected in the first place, I don’t see anything else wrong,” I admitted with fake ease to my voice.

      “It is your pieces,” Hennar concluded. “Are you changing your pieces?”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said as I moved my ‘queen’ into a position. “Check.”

      “You are!” Hennar said, astonished. “Your queen was over there before. There is no way she can be checking my king right now.”

      “But there she is,” I reasoned, holding out my hand to put my queen on display.

      “You are a cheat,” Hennar accused with a stiff finger in my face.

      “Not any worse than you,” I threw back at him. “You are a liar, murderer, and despicable person. It’s easy to believe you came from my world.”

      “Ah,” Hennar said as he sat back in his seat. “You found out.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Not like it matters much, but it makes sense how everyone here thought Garham invented chess and that you play it so well.”

      “You would be correct,” Hennar said, absently moving a pawn to block my attack on his king. “But you are also a cheater, and I refuse to play with cheaters.”

      “I will do whatever it takes to defeat you,” I said as I took the pawn with my rook and declared, “Checkmate.”

      “It is not real,” Hennar countered.

      “Yes, it is,” I argued. “You never said that I had to win fairly. You just said I had to win.”

      Hennar swallowed. I watched his Adam’s apple bob uncomfortably. “You would not be wrong.”

      With a flick of his finger, Hennar knocked over his king, and it clattered against the wooden board.

      “Exactly.” I put both of my hands on the edge of the table and leaned forward with a sinister sneer. “Now, heal the king.”

      “I will heal him,” Hennar said as he rubbed his thumb and pointer finger together like he was rubbing off a speck of paint. “But I cannot guarantee he won’t get sick again.”

      “Oh, didn’t you hear?” I said, full of triumph and smugness. “We found your traitor. All of her sources of corruption are being burned as we speak. Your time in court has come to an end.”

      “You say that,” Hennar said with a shrug, “but there will be more corruption. Mark my words, Martin Anthony, my time in court will have a long reign.”

      “And I’ll be waiting here to stop you, Hennar,” I retorted with a smile.

      The faint growl in the back of Hennar’s throat betrayed a hint of distress under his careful mask, but before I could say more, he dismissed me with a wave of his wrist. The table dissolved from between us, and he faded into black smoke. My vision returned me back to the king’s chambers, back to kneeling beside the sickly king.

      Rebekah had her hand on the king’s forehead and paid me no mind as I reappeared, shaken and stirred by Hennar’s challenge.

      “His fever broke,” Rebekah said excitedly. “Martin, you did it. You healed him!”

      Yeah, for now, I thought ominously as Hennar’s threat still rang in my ears.
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      I should have felt better than I did. The king was healed and recovering, the traitor was in jail to await her sentencing day, and I was able to heal the others without confronting Hennar again. It was slow going since I had to recover after each healing. However, I made my rounds throughout the court, and the mending began. Everyone welcomed me into their homes without judgment or criticism.

      I should feel accomplished. Elated. On cloud nine. Instead, the brief recompense I felt after healing the king dissolved and left me with harried, confused, and in a daze. If I wasn’t out and about appeasing the court, I stayed in my room. It had only been forty-eight hours since Atlus came back to life. Yet I secluded myself, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      My mind was consumed with the last conversation Hennar and I had. Since beating him at chess and throwing his own stipulations and rules in his face, it appeared as though I scared him off. When I went to heal someone else, ready for another tricky match, nothing happened. I was never transported to the white space. I stayed with the light and pieced apart the darkness within the noble until it dissipated.

      It still took the wind out of me to pull enough light into the corruption, but it was refreshing to not have to compete with Hennar. Nevertheless, the false king had a lasting impact on me, like a temporary tattoo that still left flakes of ink no matter how hard you scrubbed. I couldn’t decipher the conversation, find the root of it.

      Additionally, the fear of future corruptions plagued me like an illness itself. I laid in my bed, staring at the maroon canopy as if the subtext of his words would appear in the tapestry. Hennar warned me that there would be more infections to come. Not just within the kingdom, but specifically within the court. His reign was just beginning…

      What on Earth did that cocky son of bitch mean?

      Sometimes, I wanted to tell Alona, Diana, Rebekah, or any of the dragons. They tried to check on me from time to time, but I always made up some excuse about needing to visit another family in the court. Part of me wanted to confess everything to them, but after discovering Maria’s betrayal, I wanted to keep my information close to the chest. I wanted to have some sort of plan before I came to them.

      However, surprisingly, it wasn’t any of them that I confessed my sins to. No, it was to Vanna Dyers, who I visited immediately after I discovered Hennar had abandoned our chess match. Her son deserved my full attention, and I wanted to alleviate any additional worry.

      I stood at Miji’s bedside, having finished dissecting the corruption, while Vanna stroked his hair. My breathing labored, and my legs struggled to stand. I wanted to support Vanna, but I could barely stand upright. My energy drained from my limbs like steam from hot water, and I leaned against a nearby wall.

      Vanna looked up at me and reached out for me. “Martin, take a seat. Please.”

      “No, I’m okay,” I tried to protest, but the natural mother in Vanna wouldn’t hear another word.

      “Sit,” she commanded. “You have done your job. Miji is healed, and now it is your time to let yourself do the same. Let me get you some water.”

      Vanna did as she promised and poured me a mug of clean water. We sat at their large family table while the other children played in a nearby room, and Styu worked out in the shop. Muffled cries of delight and giggles faded in through the thin walls, and my soul felt at ease, knowing that young Miji would soon be joining them again.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” I apologized, not for the first time.

      “I knew you would come when you could,” Vanna assured me. “It was difficult, seeing my son so unlike himself. These weeks were some of the hardest we’ve lived through.”

      I opened my mouth to apologize again, but Vanna cut me off by putting a hand on mine. “But we had faith in you, Martin. We have always had faith in you. It helps, too, that we have a child who can see the future and reassures that Miji will live to get married one day.”

      “I’m terrified for the day when Maji tells me I won’t succeed,” I muttered, revealing more of myself than I had in a while.

      “She hasn’t seen anything of the sort,” Vanna said defensively.

      “And yet...” I replied grimly, my voice trailing off into a sigh.

      “What has got you so down?” Vanna asked with the knowing stare of a mother. “I know healing exhausted you, but this,” she pointed her fingers and used it to circle my face, “is not that. This comes from too much mental exhaustion. What is worrying you?”

      So I laid it out for Vanna. I told her about the change in the noble’s attitudes towards me and how Maria’s betrayal still bothered me. She wounded me after we had shared an intimate moment, so the betrayal stung deeper. I talked about Bailey-Sue and how she visited her friend every day, convinced of her innocence, and how that felt knowing that I loved the caretaker as more than a friend. Now, she would just see me as Maria’s jailer. How I wanted to be able to be with Rebekah, Alona, Bailey-Sue, Maria, and Diana without any of these complications. I finished by reciting Hennar’s ominous promise.

      During the whole conversation, Vanna simply listened. The woman refilled my glass and stoked the fire, but her attention never faltered.

      “Do you know why Maria did what she did?” Vanna wondered after I ended my venting session with a viable collapse of my head into my hands.

      I looked up at Vanna but kept my arms flat on the table. “No.”

      “Something is missing there,” Vanna said with a wag of her finger. “I understand that all signs point to her, but what’s bothering you is the why.”

      “Why?” I repeated, not really understanding.

      “Why she did it,” Vanna clarified. “Not the how, you figured that part out, but what is eating at you is why she did it. You cannot make sense of it, and that is bothering you.”

      “I definitely would have thought it was the evil guy telling me he wasn’t finished,” I said, only half-joking.

      “That too,” Vanna said with a shrug, “but Hennar will not stop until he himself is defeated. There is no other way to handle that kind of insanity.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t even know how to do that!” I argued. “All I can do right now is keep trying to clean up his mess.”

      “Maybe you can ask Maria,” Vanna suggested.

      “Oh, that will go over well.” I rolled my eyes. “Hey, Maria, you know how you decided to corrupt the entire court? Yeah, do you know where Hennar is and how to defeat him?”

      “Maybe with a little more tact,” Vanna said as she nudged my shoulder, “you might have a chance. At the very least, talking to her might take one or two things off your plate.” She had a slight twinkle in her eye when she spoke, and I fought a smirk down. With that done, she beckoned me forward, pulled me into a tight hug, and whispered into my ear. “Thank you for saving my son.”

      “Thank you for all you and your family do for me,” I replied, growing teary-eyed. “I couldn’t stand the thought of losing any of them.”

      “We do not want to lose you either, yes?” Vanna pulled away from me and held my head in both of her hands. “Go home, get some rest, so that you can help more people tomorrow.”

      When I left Vanna’s house, I had intended to listen to her about resting. However, my feet guided me down into the bowels of the court, rather than up to my room. Empowered by my conversation with Vanna, I thought I might follow through on her other piece of advice. Therefore, I weaved my way through a series of staircases to head to the dungeons.

      I approached the guards at the top of the landing. It was a dark and dank hallway that led to the prison. While there was a smattering of lit torches, it was difficult to see more than ten feet in front of me. The shadow of the flame flicked over the stone and blinked into my eye.

      I lowered my head and acknowledged the guards with a bow. “Lord Anthony here to see the prisoner Maria Poulis.”

      “Of course, Lord Anthony,” the guards said. He unlocked the door for me and handed me a lit torch. “She is in the farthest cell down the first hall.”

      “Thank you,” I said with another small bow. I took his offering of the torch and descended into the dungeons.

      After I saved King Atlus’s life, Rebekah asked me how I had gotten in the chambers. It didn’t seem to matter at the time, but she was concerned about how I got past her guards. In response, I simply opened the door to the chambers where Korey stood on the other side. The guards were tied up to the balcony edges, dangling with their heads over the side.

      Korey shrugged nonchalantly and said, “Don’t look at me, this was all Martin. They would not let him in.”

      Since that moment, Rebekah gave the guards permission to let me into any room in the court I wished to enter. Unless it was someone’s private quarters, I was permitted into any section of the castle at any time. If I had more time and less worry, I would have abused this privilege to explore everything. However, after healing people most of the day, I didn’t feel like taking an adventure.

      Yet, when I needed to make an unscheduled visit to the jail, the universal pass came in handy.

      This was one part of the castle I had yet to go to. The walls stood strong and intimidating with a layer of hard stone. The ceilings were low and didn’t accommodate my tall frame, so I had to hunch over when traveling down the narrow hallways. The only light came from the torches, which were far and few between. Insomier took to punishing their prisoners with limited light, damp cold, and a stale smell. Anyone could develop a serious case of claustrophobia since the walkways were only wide enough for one person, and the cells themselves couldn’t be bigger than eight feet wide.

      Taking deep breaths, I navigated my way through the maze of cells. Most were unoccupied. However, those that contained humans rotting away the rest of their lives made my skin crawl. Some would pop out their faces through the bars, like flowers turning towards the light. Others would howl at the sight of me, more like vampires protecting themselves from the sun.

      Feelings mixed together in a confusing and tumultuous swirl. My stomach responded with rocking nausea even though I was the furthest place from a boat or the sea. The intensity only worsened when I approached Maria’s cell. I only knew it was hers because Bailey-Sue sat on a petite stool on the other side of the bars.

      The caretaker looked up at me as I approached. Her face curved into one of desperation. She immediately rose to her feet and rushed towards me.

      “Martin!” Bailey-Sue said with a husky tone like she hadn’t used her voice properly in a long time. “Have you come to release Maria?”

      “I’m afraid not,” I said, blinking and startled. “I’m only here to ask her some questions.”

      “To determine her innocence?” Bailey-Sue added. Her hope clutched on like a sticky piece of candy. It would do more harm than good to scrape it off the table, so I let her think what she wanted.

      “I just have a few questions,” I said noncommittally.

      “Maria did not do this, Martin,” Bailey-Sue said with squared shoulders. “You know she didn’t.”

      “I don’t know anything, Bailey-Sue,” I replied. “I only know that we found the plants that she took care of to be corrupted.”

      “Someone else did it,” Bailey-Sue persisted. “They are framing her.”

      “It doesn’t look that way,” I tried to ease her gently, wanting to kiss away those tears that were starting to form in the corners of her wide eyes.

      “You do not believe in her innocence?” Bailey-Sue said breathlessly.

      Considering I was the one who had put Maria in here, who had laid out all the evidence against her, I wasn’t wholly convinced. But I didn’t say that aloud to Bailey-Sue. My silence answered her question loud and clear.

      She rolled her lips over her teeth and sucked. The noise squeaked out into the stone walls and vibrated off them. Bailey-Sue’s face narrowed, and I desperately wished that we were not in this situation, that I could pull her into an embrace without her trying to fight me, that I could kiss her and steal her breath so that she didn’t feel the need to cry. Instead, a voice broke through our standoff.

      “Bailey-Sue, leave Martin alone,” Maria advised from her cell.

      “He is just like the rest of them,” Bailey-Sue said, spitting the words out as sharply as a slap in the face.

      “Let me speak with him,” Maria asked, her voice softer than before.

      “Not if he is just going to accuse you of this nonsense,” Bailey-Sue replied without taking her watery violet eyes off me.

      “I want to talk to him,” Maria said with a plea that both Bailey-Sue and I recognized. “Please.”

      It took Bailey-Sue nearly a full minute before she shoved herself against the wall to let me pass. I nodded my thanks, but she didn’t respond. A small pang of guilt nicked my heart. I didn’t want to lose Bailey-Sue over this or any chance at a future I could envision with her, but her friendship for Maria blinded her.

      I took Bailey-Sue’s stool and stuck the torch in a holder on the wall. The light bled into Maria’s cell, revealing her state since I’d seen the guards drag her out of the ballroom. She was in the same ball gown as before, but now it drooped around her like a wilting flower. Her curls exploded into a tangled mess while her make-up had been smudged and washed away, presumably by her own tears.

      The cell was one of the smallest in the whole place. While Maria was a shorter woman, she barely had enough room to lay down on the straw patch provided, especially if she avoided the hole in the corner. There were no remnants of food or drink that I could see. Suddenly, I had the horrible thought that they weren’t taking care of the girl, letting her punishment be dehydration or starvation.

      “Are they feeding you?” I asked, with more care than I wanted to reveal right away, though my heart hurt at seeing this beautiful girl in such a state.

      “Yes,” Maria said with a stiff nod. “Not anything of substance and not nearly enough, but I have eaten if that is what you are asking me.”

      That was a small relief, but out of courtesy, I didn’t say that to Maria. Instead, I looked at her and sighed.

      “What do you want to know, Martin?” Maria asked, taking the words right out of my mouth. “Why are you here?”

      “I want to know why,” I admitted, figuring if I wanted the truth, I should give her some in return. “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?” Maria replied with raised eyebrows. “Because I did not do what they are accusing me of.”

      “Maria,” I muttered, knowing that we weren’t going to get anywhere if she continued to deny it. “No one else has access to the greenhouses save for the other two gardeners. They already admitted to the honeysuckles being your plants.”

      “They are my plants, that I will not deny,” Maria said, almost proudly. “I did provide the honeysuckles for the wine for the ball, but I did not poison them. None of my plants are poison.”

      “The honeysuckles were,” I protested. “I tested them myself.”

      “Fine,” Maria relented, “but I was not the one to poison them. I would never harm my plants that way. I could never do that to another person.”

      “Why should I believe you?” I snapped back, suddenly revealing more of my hurt and pain.

      “I do not know,” Maria said, surprising me. “It is not as though I have given you a reason to. I have been known to go against my promises, like how I hurt Em at the tournament. Or how I told Diana and Alona I would never go through the introduction process when they could not participate.”

      Maria hung her head and placed her folded hands in her lap. “Those mistakes I admit to, those friendships I wrecked with my broken promises and lies. But there are two things I will never admit to being mistakes. The first one is our time together in the greenhouse. The second is this… this treason… I would never resort to this. I cannot tell you why I did it because I did not do it.”

      The blonde noble sat in front of me and almost looked to be in prayer. I examined Maria, but I could not trust myself to believe her. She was right in how many times she had tricked others in her life. At the same time, I admired the fact that she admitted to those incidents. And at her mention of the greenhouse, I was reminded of her passion and how she willingly bared herself before me. Was her sincerity something genuine or just another trick?

      “I would also like to think,” Maria said as she lifted her head and gave me what was left of her dazzling smile, “that if I were to poison the entire court, that I would be smarter about it.”

      “How do you mean?” I said, my eyes narrowing on their own with cautious suspicion.

      “Well, I would like to think I would not make it so obvious,” Maria reasoned. Her smile brightened. “I would have at least tried to pin it on someone else.”

      “That is what you think this is,” I translated. “You believe someone is letting you take the fall.”

      “Yes,” Maria said definitively. “Then, once I am good and dead, and you have wasted all this time healing everyone, they will come out and strike again. Another innocent will take the fall, and the cycle will repeat until the entire court is wiped out.”

      I watched Maria’s face as she said this, but nothing twitched, nothing moved save for her mouth. She flattened her eyes, giving nothing away. Irritation flared in my belly. I didn’t appreciate being played like this, even if that irritation was paired with longing.

      “That is how I would do it,” Maria added. “If I had done it.”

      Her argument pounded in my brain. It smacked the walls like a paddleball, repeatedly hitting until my temples grew sore. I wanted to interrogate Maria more, press her for more details until I could see something through her defense. What I did see was that Maria was done talking to me. She confirmed my suspicions by calling out to Bailey-Sue.

      “Bailey-Sue, are you still there?”

      “Yes,” Bailey-Sue appeared at my side, looming over me.

      “There you are,” Maria said with a cheeky grin. “I just wanted to see your face once more.”

      I took that as my cue to leave and excused myself. Bailey-Sue immediately resumed her spot on the stool and proceeded to talk to Maria as if I had never been there. I left my torch so I wouldn’t have to step awkwardly around her. Instead, I called to the light and asked it to guide my way.

      The light replied generously and lit up my path back out of the dungeons. As I retraced my steps, I decided to send a message to Ffamran.

      “Ffamran?” I asked. “Are you busy right now?”

      “Not at the moment,” the dragon replied with a sigh. “I am just outside, resenting the snow.”

      “Great,” I said, ignoring his complaint. “I need your help.”
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      I met Ffamran at the greenhouses. He was not happy, to say the least.

      “You know it is freezing out here, right?” The dragon reminded me as if I couldn’t see the snow littering the grounds or feel the chill cooling the air.

      “You are such a beach dragon,” I teased as I stomped my way towards him.

      “I do not know how much help I will be here,” Ffamran said honestly. “From what you described, these greenhouses are much too small for me to do much searching.”

      “I just need you to look in them,” I argued. “I need to know if there are any more corrupted plants.”

      “I thought you already looked for more and did not find anything.” Ffamran raised a furry eyebrow at me with apparent skepticism. “What are you really doing?”

      “I…” I started, but nothing came out. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I don’t know. I just have a feeling.”

      “Ah, your specialty,” Ffamran joked.

      “Shut up,” I shot back. “The sooner we get done here, the sooner you can get back to your bonfire.”

      The guards had helped set up a large fire pit in the center of the hedge maze so the dragons could cozy up around it during the colder months. Most of them ventured out to the Marked Woods to find caves to hunker down in, but Ffamran refused to leave me, so we did what we could to make him comfortable in court.

      “Alright, my lord,” Ffamran replied, full of snark. “Where do you want to start?”

      “With the greenhouse that had the honeysuckles in it,” I said as I pointed to the center greenhouse.

      The structure was coated in a light layer of snow. However, one of the panels was covered by a large cloth strapped down. Two nights ago, when I sent Alona to burn the honeysuckle, the smoke wasn’t escaping fast enough, so they had to break open one of the panes of glass.

      Further evidence of their wreckage was more apparent on the inside. The honeysuckle vine that once grew alongside a corner of the greenhouse was now a pile of ash, an obvious gap in the design of the room as not even the skeleton of the plant remained. Other fauna had retreated into the cold soil for the winter or wilted beforehand. It was a stark contrast from the lush gardens that Maria had displayed proudly a couple of weeks ago.

      I closed the door behind me and gazed about. Above me, Ffamran brushed the snow off with his tail and hovered the top so he could look down into the long room.

      “What do you see?” I asked him in my mind.

      “A lot of dead plants,” Ffamran replied unenthusiastically.

      “Come on, Ffamran fon Desca,” I said, using his full title as a plea. “There has to be something here. If not in this one, then in one of the others.”

      “I do not sense any presence of the corruption,” Ffamran said. “Do you?”

      I spoke to the light and asked it to come to the surface. My fingers glowed, and I extended them out, feeling like a metal detector. I walked up and down the deserted isles, willing something to pop out at me.

      “Martin,” Ffamran interrupted, “why are we really here? I thought we had tied this up already. We caught the traitor, the people are being healed, and the corruption is contained. What more is there to do?”

      “Something’s bothering me,” I confessed, still waving my hands slowly over the pots.

      “Something or someone?” Ffamran asked with a knowingness in his voice.

      “Honestly?” I stalled.

      “Always.”

      “Two somethings,” I continued. “Something Hennar said, and something Maria said. He told me that his time in court was just beginning, and there would be more corruption. Then Maria said that if she had been the traitor--”

      “Which she still denies,” Ffamran jumped in.

      “Which she still denies,” I confirmed before continuing. “That she would have done a better job covering her tracks.”

      “All criminals would like to think that,” Ffamran offered as a simple explanation.

      “I know, but I think in Maria’s case, it’s true,” I confessed the thought I had been harboring since speaking with her. “I think she is smart enough not to lead us so clearly back to her. I mean, the evidence is so overwhelming. If she had been so careful and so quiet for this long, why would she change tactics now?”

      “Maybe she got impatient,” Ffamran suggested.

      “Or maybe she was framed,” I countered.

      “Oh, I really hope not,” Ffamran lamented. “I was starting to enjoy the thought of having a quiet, lazy winter.”

      “I don’t want to be right!” I protested. “I would love it if the whole thing were this simple. But...”

      “I agree,” Ffamran interrupted. “It is too simple.”

      “Thank you!” I rounded the corner and started my way down another aisle. “It’s definitely suspicious. It’s worth another look.”

      “And that is why we are here,” Ffamran concluded. “Having another look.”

      “Exactly!” I stuck a triumphant finger in the air, trying to play into the positivity.

      “And if we do not find anything?” Ffamran challenged. “What then?”

      “I do not know,” I said, slowly lowering my finger back down so that my arm was parallel with the other.

      “Well, let’s hope we find something,” Ffamran said skeptically.

      After a silent minute, Ffamran moved on to one of the other greenhouses, but I only had one more row left in this one, so I decided to finish clearing it completely before following my Merkin. I wandered over empty pots and half-full bags of soil. Dried leaves crunched under my feet as I stepped slowly, one foot over the other, so as not to miss anything. I crouched lower to snoop under the tables and walked, crab-like, down the row.

      Finding nothing, I decided to go. I went to open the door when I noticed a plant near the entrance. Normally, that wouldn’t be out of place. However, this plant was in full bloom. It was a short flower with round purple petals and a red center. I had never seen anything like it before and quickly wrote it off as another one of those Insomier anomalies that didn’t exist on Earth.

      However, the color combination made me pause. While I knew I had never seen this flower, something about it struck me as familiar. My head spun with a wild sense of deja vu. Something clicked in my memory, and I realized it wasn’t the colors I had seen. I hadn’t seen any of this before. I had heard it from Maji when she spoke of the vision she had of me.

      Then you opened your hand, and everything flashed purple with red at the center.

      Right now, my hand was open, palm facing the flower, the purple flower with the red center.

      My memory fought to remember the rest of the vision, the warning she had given me, something about not going back. While my mind grappled with the bits and pieces, my eyes caught a new image.

      A small insect appeared from behind one of the purple petals and rested gently on the center. Its wings buzzed as it hovered delicately over the flora, and then the bee began to pollinate the lavender flower.

      Several thoughts collided in my head at once. I wondered why there was a bee in the greenhouse in the middle of winter. I wondered how the bee even got in here. I wondered if bees pollinated honeysuckles, and then I wondered if there were other honeysuckle plants in the court. I blinked rapidly in an effort to clear my clogging thoughts.

      “Ffamran!” I shouted out into the cloud of thoughts.

      “What?” he responded instantly. “What is it?”

      “Something doesn’t add up,” I said, starting slow. “There is a bee in here.”

      “Are you really terrified of those?” Ffamran criticized. “They are harmless, really, unless there is a swarm of them.”

      “A swarm,” I repeated, almost in a daze. “That’s how they got infected.”

      “What got infected?” Ffamran asked appropriately.

      “The flowers,” I said, still halting my stream of thoughts. “The bees infected the honeysuckle. The bees infected Em. But why would she…?”

      “Martin,” Ffamran said before hesitating a moment. “What are you getting at?”

      “I don’t think Maria’s the traitor,” I admitted. “I think she was framed, just like she said. I think it’s Em. Or at least Em’s bees.”

      “Her bees?”

      “Think about it!” I held out my hands, pretending to visualize the whole thing in front of me. “If the bees are corrupted, they can spread it through pollination. That would be how they tainted the honeysuckle without anyone noticing. I saw them when Maria took me here… and that could be how they infected the honeysuckles at the Dyers house! The bees roam freely, and they’re so small, no one would suspect them. They are just doing their natural duty.”

      “I think you are right,” Ffamran agreed, his own voice coming in slowly now. “It would make sense, especially with how Diana got infected.”

      “You know how Diana got corrupted?” I asked incredulously.

      “I think I do now, anyway,” Ffamran continued. “She was stung by a bee.”

      “That has to be it!” I threw my hands in the air like a referee at a football game, calling the kick good. “We have to go tell Em.”

      “Martin, wait,” Ffamran called out, but I was already out of the greenhouse door. I spun around and walked backward, not wanting to waste any time.

      “What?”

      “You need to be careful,” Ffamran warned.

      “I will,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

      “No, you do not understand,” the dragon landed down in front of me, and I stopped walking. “If it is the bees, I presume that they reside with her in her chambers?”

      “I’ve seen them,” I assured him. “There’s a whole… swarm.” I finished off the words with a soft terror crawling up my throat.

      “If they are the source of the corruption, she can release them into the world, and they will be much harder to catch,” Ffamran reasoned. “You have to keep them contained.”

      The thought of hundreds of little corruption bombs free out in the kingdom of Insomier sent a wave of fear through my whole body. I started to shake, and I knew it wasn’t from the cold.

      “How am I supposed to kill a whole swarm of bees?” I asked my Merkin with wide eyes.

      “Take the sword,” Ffamran advised.

      “I’m not going to lie,” I said, holding out my hands in protest, “I don’t think that swinging a giant sword at a bunch of bees is going to do anything.”

      “You misunderstand,” Ffamran said with a shake of his head. “Use the sword to cut the bond between Em and her bees. That will, hopefully, break the bees’ connection to the corruption.”

      “The corruption is in Em?” I thought back to our only encounter with one of Hennar’s minions. “She supplies it to the merkin just like that guy did to his harpy?”

      “I suspect that is how it works,” Ffamran said.

      “But the sword can do that?” I gulped. “I didn’t know it was that powerful.”

      “It is a sword, yes,” Ffamran informed me, “but its main purpose was to sever the bonds between merkins if that bond is abused.”

      “That is…” I whistled. “That is a lot of power.”

      “Maximus did not feel you were ready to know, but considering the circumstances, I think the knowledge will serve you well,” Ffamran said with a crooked smile.

      “Speaking of Maximus,” I said, the thought occurring to me right then, “I need you to gather the rest of the clan.”

      “You do not want me to come with you?” Ffamran said, a little hurt coming through in his voice.

      “I always want your help, but I want to end this,” I announced. “Once I end Em, I plan to end Hennar. I don’t want to give him another chance to infect this court, this city, or anyone else.”

      “You will call me if you need help?” Ffamran checked as he leaned forward and lowered his head to mine.

      I placed my forehead to his and closed my eyes. I listened to our collective heartbeat, pounding in time with one another, and used that noise as my battle cry to recharge me and give me confidence as I headed into this impending battle.

      “I promise,” I swore with as much conviction as I could.

      Ffamran gently pushed me away from him and spread his wings. “I expect to see you soon.”

      I gave him a reassuring nod before the dragon shoved his wings down and bolted into the air. He soared in the gray clouds. I allowed myself only a second to watch his magnificence before I headed off towards the castle.

      I raced through the corridors at a full sprint. I tapped into Ninji’s grace so that I didn’t slide around corners or into other passersby. Without decorum, I burst into my room and dove under my bed. There, wrapped in the blankets, was the late King’s sword.

      Flat on my belly, I shimmied the weapon out from its confinement and laid it before me. I found the hilt sticking out of the blanket, and I wrapped my hand around it. With one swift tug, I yanked the sword out and held it in front of my face.

      The metal glowed as if it had recently been polished. It vibrated, almost like the sword knew it was headed into an important fight. I stood and looked at myself in the slim reflection of the sword.

      A hard-faced man stared back. His blonde hair mussed upon his head. His eyes burned with determination, and his jaw was set. He twitched his nose slightly, itching away the prickle of nerves that settled on his skin. He inhaled once, twice before breathing on the glass and erasing his image from view.

      Despite the nerves and the messy look, that man looking back at me was a king. It was about damn time I acted like one.

      I turned the sword so that the blade lined up with my nose. I threw the sword up in the air with surprising ease, giving it a little flip. I caught the hilt in my right hand, letting the blade face the ground. Once again, I bolted out the door in a run.

      On my way to Em’s quarters, I passed many people who I had to ignore rudely. However, there was one that wouldn’t let me pass without an explanation.

      “Martin?” Diana said as I rocketed by on the exterior bridge leading to Em’s chambers.

      When I didn’t answer her and instead zipped past, Diana dashed to keep up and eventually passed me. She grabbed my arm, halting my momentum and swinging me around to face her. The guard and I landed nose to nose, with our bodies pressed against one another, as Diana tightened her grip on my elbow.

      “Look,” she started, her voice surprisingly low and husky. “I know you are angry with me, but I cannot stand you ignoring me like this. I need to--”

      “Maria’s not the traitor.” The words left my mouth, completely cutting her off.

      “What?” Diana’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline.

      “Maria’s not the traitor,” I repeated. “I think it’s Emerald.”

      “Em?” Diana repeated me. “How?”

      In response, I used my free hand to grip her wrist and jerk it upward. I held it between our close faces, the back of her hand facing her so she could see her own healing wound.

      “Want to know how you got infected?” I said, giving her all the evidence she needed.

      Diana’s eyes widened with realization. She pulled away from me and stared incredulously at her hand. Then her gaze snapped up to meet mine.

      “We have to confront her,” she declared.

      “I’m going to confront her,” I corrected. “I need you to go tell Rebekah and the king.”

      “No, you do not understand, Martin,” Diana said as she skirted around me. She jogged a little bit ahead of me on the bridge. “I just saw the king. He went to go visit Em. He is in her chambers right now.”
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      When we approached the door to Em’s chambers, it was locked.

      “Step out of the way,” I commanded.

      Diana hustled behind me and watched as I impressively kicked the door open with the precision of an FBI agent on a drug bust. We both filtered in the room and were immediately met with a half of dozen bees each in our face.

      The pair of us froze in place to take in the scene playing out before us. Sitting on the lengthy window seat was Em, with King Atlus’s head resting on her lap. She had the head of her cane in her hand, and her fingers gripped around the carved bee. Instead of the normal capped tip, the cane now sported a twelve-inch black spike with a tip as sharp as the sword in my hand.

      That spike was pointed at the king’s throat.

      Luckily, Atlus appeared to be asleep, resting peacefully in the grey light of the sky outside. Due to the cold, all of the windows were closed, unlike the last time I was in these quarters. I swallowed my gratitude that none of the bees seemed to have an obvious means of escape.

      “I knew you were coming,” Em said casually like she was expecting us for tea. “When my merkin saw you in the greenhouse, I knew it would not take you too long to piece everything together, especially if you talked to this one.” Em took a brief second to point her deadly weapon at Diana before it quickly returned to Atlus’s jugular.

      “Em,” I said slowly, still eyeing the six bees in front of me, “I just want to talk.”

      “Oh, yes,” Em said jovially. “That is why you broke my door in carrying a large sword when I have never seen you wield a weapon before.”

      “Okay,” I admitted with a small frown, “maybe more than talk, but we can start there.”

      “What is there to talk about, Martin?” Em asked with a one-shoulder shrug. “I am rather annoyed with you and do not exactly feel like talking.”

      “What did I do to annoy you?” I prompted.

      “What did you not do?” Em spat accusatory. “You actually beat the master at chess. You healed the king. You have been healing the court left and right, even when you know they do not deserve it.”

      Memories of conversations about the nobles between Em and I came rushing back to my head. “Is that why you did this? Because they deserve it?”

      “I thought you would agree with me,” Em said as she rolled her eyes. “They only care for themselves. Anyone different from them is made to suffer. After all that they put you through, I could not believe that you would still run about saving their lives. The world does not need such elitism.”

      “I do agree with that,” I said with a nod in her direction, “but I do not agree that eradication is the appropriate punishment.”

      “They will not learn otherwise!” Em shouted. I apparently pushed the right buttons. “Instead, they will continue to disseminate, hide away, and thrive while others suffer at their insolent hand.”

      Em leaned forward a little, clutching the bee stinger with white knuckles. “I have lived my entire life in this court, and they have treated me like garbage. My parents isolated me because they were ashamed of my illness, my weakness. When I bonded with a creature, they were so disappointed it was a pathetic bee.”

      “Bees aren’t pathetic,” I offered, trying to sympathize.

      “To them, it was no better than an ant or a chipmunk,” Em snarled. “They wanted something grander, something to be proud of. Something that would heal me when I never needed to be healed. But they and the rest of the court never saw it that way.”

      “They are pigs about the whole thing, aren’t they?” I said, continuing down the sympathy path. Diana gave me a sidelong glance, but I didn’t return the look. I hoped she could catch on to what I was doing.

      “Yes, they are,” Em agreed. “I want a world without them. I wanted the power to show them that they are no better than any of us. So, in my isolation, I made a friend.”

      “Hennar,” I answered.

      “He listened and understood my plight,” Em continued, her face brightening at the thought of the false king. “He promised me a world that we could create, and it could be whatever we wanted. First, we had to destroy the world we are currently in.”

      “See,” I hissed, “that’s where we disagree.”

      “It is a shame that we do,” Em said as she leaned back and rested her head against the window, almost as if she was tired. “I tried to appeal to you, I really did, but you seem to think you owe something to this world, that it is worth saving. Insanity, especially when you are not even from here!”

      Em released a bark of a laugh. “Yes, he told me as much, that you are both from the same world. The technology and medicines are extraordinary. He said that in his world, they could heal me. They could make me strong. Isn’t that funny? I would think to myself, Why would Martin ever want to leave a world like that and come to this shithole?”

      “This world gave me a home that I had lost in that one,” I said, my own frustration rising. “There is no such thing as a perfect world. That one had its problems too.”

      “I do not believe you,” Em snarled. “It sounds wonderful, and when I am finished obliterating this one, I will create a world just like yours. I am sorry that you will not be around to see it.”

      Upon that declaration, Em plunged the stinger in King Atlus’s neck. Diana released a wretched scream and barreled forward, forgetting about the bees. I reached out for her and closed my eyes tightly.

      “Johan!” I shouted in my mind.

      At the mention of the dragon’s name, his green armor erupted around me and rippled across my skin. It traveled in waves along my body until it covered the tips of my fingers and toes. Then the scales migrated to Diana’s body, blocking her face from the bee attack.

      Diana took one look at her scaly limbs and then whipped her arms to scatter the bees that targeted us. We fought against the swarm as they surrounded us like a tornado. However, Johan’s borrowed armor protected us from any of their stings. I slid my hand down Diana’s arm so I could more comfortably grab her hand. She clutched onto me, knowing that it would mean death if she let go.

      When the bees realized they couldn’t penetrate our skin, they retreated around Em. She rose to her feet and left the stinger in King Atlus’s neck. The swarm surrounded her like an aura.

      “Clever trick,” Em complimented with a cock of her head. The bees followed her movement in tandem.

      “Thanks,” I replied without meaning it. “This ends here, Em, I will not let you corrupt anyone else.”

      “I am eager to see you try,” Em said with a menacing grin.

      The noblewoman then yanked the stinger out of Atlus’s neck. A small droplet of blood dripped from the king’s wound. Em held out the weapon like a sword and surged forward. Supported by the bees, she had more agility and speed than I ever saw from her before.

      With my superior reaction time, I pulled on Diana’s arm to sweep us to the side, out of reach from Em’s lunge. As we moved, I lashed out with the King’s sword to parry her strike for good measure. The metal of my sword clanged against her stinger with a resounding bang. It was complemented by an eerie squeak, as if the metal ran along glass.

      Now on the offensive, Em struck again. I gathered the sword closer to me to block her. However, the scales were rather heavy and slowed my movement. She was going to get the upper hand soon due to my lumbering motions if I didn’t attack back.

      Fighting tied to Diana didn’t help matters. I clutched her right hand with my left, which prohibited her from pulling out her own weapon and aid in this battle. Instead, she was kind of like dead weight I had to whip around.

      Another strike from Em, though she swung the stinger over her head and threatened to split our connected hands. I bumped into Diana, shoving her to the side as I raised King Garham’s sword horizontally over my head. Our weapons crashed into each other, but Em didn’t relent as she pushed downward, trying to drive the spike into me.

      Em pushed down on me, and I shoved up at her. I relented only slightly to give her false confidence and me a little bit of bend to my knees. Then I popped up with a violent shove and sent Em tumbling backward. The girl stumbled into the table that we once played chess on before she regained her footing.

      Rather than stalking towards her, I turned to Diana and caught her eye.

      “I need you,” I said in a low whisper.

      Her eyes responded with confusion.

      “I need you,” I repeated. Internally, I knew that being connected like this meant I could call upon some of Diana’s charging power regardless of her consent. But I wouldn’t do that, not until she gave me permission. I refused, even now, to take advantage of her in that way.

      Diana’s mouth opened slightly, but then she quickly nodded. I responded with a smile and a small squeeze of her hand. When I did that, a surge of power raced up my arm, and instantly, the light appeared. It zoomed across my armored skin, for the first time glowing a different color than white. With the armor, it mirrored a paler green than Johan’s forest color.

      I channeled that energy and powered forward. With the light radiating off me, I could see other strands of light that I hadn’t noticed before. All around me, thin yellow strings connected the bees to Em. They looked exactly like the strands Jin said connected me to the clan. I chanced a quick glance at Diana and noticed one thick one protruding from her. Even King Atlus had one. Instantly, I recognized these as the bonds between the Merkins. They were right there, out in the open.

      Now I had a target.

      However, during my realization, Em recovered. She now stood on top of the table with her stinger raised high in the air.

      “Don’t you see?” Em shouted, her own power culminating in the violent buzzing from the bees. “You cannot defeat me. I am the Queen Bee.”

      After the declaration, Em launched herself down upon us. She aimed right between our connected hands, like a game of Red Rover.

      My gaze flitted to Diana, who never took her eyes off me. As if reading her mind, we let go of our hands. Instantly, the armor melted off Diana’s body, and the glowing light vanished from mine. There was nothing left for Em to land upon, so the girl hurtled for the ground, her spike slamming into the wooden floor. Meanwhile, Diana and I spun ourselves so that we turned to face Em on the floor while raising our opposite hands in the air above her.

      Together, we clutched the hilt of King Garham’s sword. The green armor returned to Diana’s body, and the light surged through me once more. We stood over Em, sword piercing the air above us. The thin bonds between her and the bees flowed off her like a long wedding veil, flattened against the floor in a spider-web like display.

      “As impressive as that may be,” I said, responding to her previous proclamation, “I’m the King of Dragons.”

      Then I lowered the sword, Diana’s hand accompanying me, in a downward arc and slashed through Em’s bonds with the bees.

      When the blade cut the yellow strands, the buzzing roared in a thunderous clap. Em’s own screams chorused in time with the bees’ agony. All the yellow strands recoiled into Em’s body, like a measuring tape snapping back into place. On the end of each of the strands was a blackened bit dripping with darkness, the corruption Em was pumping into the bees, now cut off with her bonds.

      Then there was a brief clattering like a five-second hailstorm. I looked behind us at the source of the noise and witnessed the corpses of hundreds of bees tumble to the ground. Their bodies littered the ground, a disgusting insect graveyard.

      Suddenly, a gasp of breath came from the king. He jerked upward and coughed like he was trying to get water out of his lungs.

      “Go to him,” I tilted my head in the direction of Atlus, and Diana didn’t have to be told twice.

      With the immediate danger over, I released the scaly armor, sending a short thank you to Johan for letting me borrow it. Now unburdened, I turned my attention back to Em, who curled into a shivering ball on the ground. Placing the tip of the sword on the ground, I crouched down to be closer to her while still keeping some distance in case she had one last surprise.

      “You’re under arrest for treason, attempted murder, and domestic terrorism,” I said to Em, not caring if she understood me. I still got a sense of satisfaction from accusing her. “I’m sure I could convince the king to reduce one of those sentences if you answer me one question.”

      Em didn’t respond verbally. She shot daggers up at me with her eyes and snarled.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I leaned closer, putting my hand on the ground between us for balance. “How do we eradicate the corruption?”

      “You will never be able to rid the kingdom of it,” Em spat, “and if you think I am telling you anything, you are mad.”

      A sudden and unfamiliar rage pulsed through me. This bitch had put me through hell for her own selfish reasons. While I had defeated her and she was going away for a long time, there were still a lot of people I had to heal. There were undoubtedly other servants dedicated to Hennar and his mission for a better world. Or whatever lies he had fed them to get more people on his side, to spread his sickness. I had to defeat this at the source. Something in my fury told me there was no other way.

      Worst of all, the answers were right there, locked away in Em’s mind. Her stubborn loyalty wasn’t going to get her to talk when all of her information was so valuable and could give me a leg up. It was infuriating to think that the answers were so close and yet so far.

      Maybe, a tempting voice said in the back of my mind, they aren’t as far as you think.

      I had a way to get into Em’s mind. I could force her to tell me everything I wanted to know. I didn’t have to waste time trying to coerce it out of her. I could simply make her tell me.

      My hand lurched forward and clutched Em’s shirt. It was a violet tunic with a red button that indented my palm as I gripped her. I gazed into her eyes and licked my lips, ready to command her. To use Jin’s gift and force Em to bend to my will.

      For the second time that day, a sense of déjà vu overwhelmed my senses. I saw the purple and red and blinked. My vision swirled with images of the flower and of a young black-haired girl speaking words that my rage wouldn’t let me comprehend. Instead of trying harder to listen, I evened out my voice and spoke directly to Em.

      “You will tell me how to defeat the corruption,” I commanded. My words came out as smooth as velvet and slipped along my tongue like cold water.

      Em’s eyes, once full of malice and hatred, instantly glazed over. A glassy sheen glossed over her pupils and placed a permanently dazed expression on her face.

      “You must defeat Hennar,” Em said, her own voice more staccato than her normal tone. “He is the source of the darkness, and you must defeat the darkness to eradicate the corruption.”

      “You will tell me where Hennar is,” I prompted, keeping the intoxicating tone.

      “I always believed he hid in the remnants of the mountain,” Em said, still monotone, “but I am not sure. He never told me.”

      Suddenly, the hand clutching Em’s shirt began to shake. My fingers glowed, and the light appeared on its own. Never before had the light come of its own accord. The sight frightened me, and I released Em’s shirt, falling back on my behind. A brilliant flash burst forth like a flare and blinded me for a solid six seconds. I tried to blink the sensation away, but it took longer than normal, leaving little black dots in my vision.

      At that exact moment, Maji’s words rushed into my ears, as loud as a waterfall: You should not open your hand. Do not release whatever you are holding. For when you do, there is no turning back.

      “Well, shit,” I exclaimed. “I guess we’re in the endgame now.”
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      As I stopped to take a sip of my now cold coffee, I felt a ghost of that adrenaline and apprehension that had filled me back then.

      “Wow, so King Atlus’s own cousin was behind the court’s corruption?” The voice of Gina brought me back to the present. I looked to see her eyes sparkling as she gazed up at me from her spot on the floor.

      “Yeah.” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my head. “It was definitely a shock for the court to deal with.”

      The brother, Mort, more interested in the battling and adventuring, spoke up from his chair. “So, now that you knew where Hennar might be, did you and the dragons surge in with that sword…” He paused, digging up the name before triumphantly shouting, “Rainwright! And destroy him?”

      A snort off to the side drew everyone’s attention to where Rebekah sat, pouring some Antigvilian liquor into what little coffee remained in the cup.

      Rebekah was the one who snorted as she looked at us. “What sort of person just dives in with no plan to attack a dragon killer?”

      Bailey-Sue chuckled from her spot near Ffamran. His eyes were closed and seemed to be asleep on his couch, though I knew better as he laughed along with Bailey-Sue in my head.

      “Yeah, Martin, who would do that?” Bailey-Sue asked sarcastically.

      I gasped, affronted, though my wide smile showed it was all in good fun. “I’ll have you know that I had a perfectly good plan.”

      “Martin?” I looked up at where Alona stood with one of my paintings hung up on the wall beside her.

      This particular painting was vibrant, the flora and fauna seeming to jump off the canvas as bees pollinated them. Seven distinct shapes of dragons could be seen in the distant background, flying above the plants. It was one of my more colorful paintings and one that depicted my range of emotions towards what occurred with Em and the corruption she carried with her, as seen by the inky darkness bleeding into the painting from the two bottom corners, slowly turning the plants black.

      I stood up and placed my coffee cup on the mahogany bar top as I walked over to her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and tugged her to my chest. “Yes?”

      Her giggle was absolutely beautiful as she told me, “Don’t forget you promised the Dyers that you would go visit them today.”

      “Thanks.” I blinked and then gave Alona a kiss. “I haven’t, but I should get a move on.”

      Alona slapped a playful hand on my chest. “Then go! We have it covered here.”

      Murmurs of agreement came from Bailey-Sue and Rebekah, so I turned to Mort and his group, including the pretty Gina, and offered them an apologetic smile.

      “I guess the rest of the story will have to wait.”

      Mort looked around at his friends before shrugging. “This place is actually pretty cool. Mind if we rent a room so we can stay and hear the rest of the story when you get back?”

      Raising an eyebrow over the man’s head at Rebekah, I saw her look of surprise as well. I offered the man a shrug in response before turning to let out a sharp whistle. Ffamran shook his head as he raised it to glare at me.

      “Sorry, Ffamran, but you promised to come with me to the Dyers, so you have to get up, anyway,” I reminded the dragon.

      He sighed but didn’t dispute me as a head of soft blonde hair came through the doorway, and a soft feminine voice called out, “Someone wants to rent a room?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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