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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The rumble of the Light-Bearer’s engine thrummed through Axel. One boot on the steel floor, the other on the bench in his cabin, he rested his chin on his knee and gazed out the porthole at the twenty airships in his task force. The early morning sun glinted gold off the fans propelling them toward the ice crystal embedded in Meka’s neck.

      Meka and his ice crystal were in Cian, the very heart of the Heartland, where Felix and Lukan concentrated their military might of airships, artillery, and an effective early warning system installed since Axel’s last incursion into their airspace to rescue Lynx. According to Axel’s calculations, they would reach Meka—and therefore Nicholas—in twenty-four hours.

      Axel was under no illusions: Snatching and then escaping with Meka and, hopefully, Nicholas, was not going to be a cinch.

      Blood would be spilled.

      Lots of it.

      It was his responsibility to ensure that his team accounted for very little of that blood. As noble as that objective was, it was fraught with challenges—most of them out of his control.

      Axel hated the vulnerability of being out of control. That was why he had grabbed this moment to gather his thoughts before he briefed his team on the mission’s battle objectives.

      The familiar rasp of boots on the metal floor made him turn.

      Lynx stepped through the hatch into their shared cabin. Her face, like his, bore a spatter of livid scars from Lukan’s Dragon’s Fire.

      In time, they would fade.

      Even if they didn’t, his blond-haired, glacial-eyed raider would still be the most beautiful woman in the world to him.

      She carried two steaming mess tins. She handed him one with a grimace. “Breakfast. Such as it is.”

      Lynx had never gotten used to the indifferent rations served on his airships. He shot her a derisive smile, his face aching from the slowly healing blisters. The food smelled just fine to him, even though he wasn’t quite sure what they were eating. He shifted and made space for her next to him on the bench.

      Lynx plunked herself down next to him. “Magridal,” she said above the roar of the propellers. “She collared me on the way here. Says she wants to speak to you before the briefing. Alone. I asked what it’s about, but she refused to say.”

      Axel sighed inwardly. Since Heron’s death, Magridal had been morose and even snarkier than usual. She’d also become slow in following orders. It was one of the things he planned to address today.

      Clearly, Magridal blamed him for the loss of her love.

      Her judgment wasn’t necessary. Axel carried more than enough of his own guilt for what had happened when Lukan had released the poisonous gas over Oldfort.

      None of that made dealing with his commander any easier. In truth, if Meka’s signal had beamed from any other part of the empire, Axel would not have chosen Magridal to lead the ground force.

      But he needed her skills in Cian too much to risk appointing anyone else. He had to trust that her years of training would come through and that she would not fail him.

      If he turned out to be wrong, he would have a nightmare on his hands when they reached Cian.

      The thought curdled his stomach, making his breakfast unpalatable. Still, he ate it because it was what warlords did—they acted as if everything was normal and under control, even when things were going to hell.

      “I’ll find her when we’re done here,” he said around a mouthful of mush. Hopefully, they could thrash out what was bothering her. “Give her a few minutes before the main briefing.”

      Lynx frowned at him. “Magridal isn’t the only person worrying me. You didn’t sleep again last night. That makes eight days in a row. What troubles you?”

      Eight days since the Burning of Oldfort. Eight days since the death of Heron. And the king of Tarach, Liatl.

      He closed his eyes and considered his words, then he spoke his heart. “Failure.”

      If it had been anyone else he would not have answered so bluntly, but this was his Lynx. He wasn’t just her warlord; he was her lover, her husband. If he couldn’t speak freely to her, then he was even more of a failure than he already feared himself to be.

      “Failure? Is this Axel Avanov I’m talking to?”

      “I killed Heron. I know you disagree, but it doesn’t change my perception. I failed him as surely as I failed Liatl by not getting us all into the burrow well before Lukan fired off the Dragon’s Fire. That’s why Magridal’s anger is threatening this mission.” His voice reflected his bleakness. “Failure is not a strong psychological starting point for my campaign.”

      Lynx stirred her breakfast. “That’s why you need to let Heron go. You and Magridal both.” It didn’t help that tears pricked her eyes at the mention of Heron’s name. She and Heron had been close in the mines.

      “Easier said than done. Magridal is hurting just as much.”

      “Enough of this nonsense, Axel Avanov!” Lynx’s barely touched mess tin crashed down onto the bench. “I understand that Magridal’s bitter and angry—she lost her love. But all this blame is ridiculous. Heron chose to stay with us after you begged him to leave. He knew the risks. Just as we all know the risk of attacking Cian. So, my question: Is Magridal the right person to be leading this heist when we already have Lukan and Felix to contend with?”

      So his Lynx had finally run out of patience with him and Magridal. He wasn’t sorry. Her sharpness centered his thoughts.

      “I wish I had an alternative, but I don’t. She knows Cian better than anyone else in this fleet. She’s been there often enough on intelligence raids for me. That alone makes her the best person for the job.”

      “I get that. But why not let Clay lead? Magridal will follow him, surely?”

      Axel threw his hands up. “You think I haven’t already thought of that? I have. But it will never work.”

      Not even a pocket of air turbulence, which rocked the ship, could shift Lynx’s mulish expression. “Why not? It seems ideal to me.”

      Axel gripped the porthole to stop himself sliding across the bench. “Clay carries no rank. He’s my assassin, not one of my commanders. I need him for this because he understands stealth and won’t hesitate to kill anyone who gets in the way of the mission. Magridal is a senior commander—one who’s already murmuring about obeying me. How do you think she will be with Clay? She could refuse to leave the airship, and then we’ll be scuppered because I have to have her on the ground.”

      Braced against the bulkhead, Lynx stared at him for a long moment. “Blackmail. Don’t we just love it?”

      Axel shrugged. “There’s a price for everything. The best I can do is humor her until the mission is over. Then watch me kick her butt for her insubordination.”

      The airship flew into calmer air, and Lynx rested her head on his shoulder.

      He put his empty mess tin and his informa on the bench and wrapped his arm around her. He kissed the side of her head. “Thanks for the support. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’d find another—less troublesome—wife. There must be dozens of women who would give their right arms to marry the dashing Axel Avanov.”

      “Not in this lifetime. You leave me, and I’ll become a hermit. I’ll go and live with Jerawin and spend my life watching the stars.”

      Lynx chuckled. “You spending a lifetime contemplating your navel? Never going to happen.”

      The Light-Bearer jostled, and Axel’s informa clattered to the floor.

      She picked it up and flittered her fingers through the red beam signaling Meka’s ice crystal. “I hope he’s safe. And that Felix hasn’t reneged on our deal.”

      “That is always a risk.”

      The plan to rescue Nicholas, Lynx’s and Lukan’s biological son but Axel’s stepson, had been simple: inject Meka with a trackable ice crystal, manipulate Felix into jailing Meka with Nicholas to hide him from Lukan, and then simply track Meka’s ice crystal to find both him and Nicholas. Since leaving Oldfort with Felix, Meka’s ice crystal had shown a steady trajectory across Chenaya toward Cian. Yesterday, it had reached the outskirts of the city and had stopped, barely moving at all. It had been almost stationary ever since. Axel could only hope that the young prince was indeed with Nicholas.

      But if Felix had discovered Meka’s ice crystal, that could have changed.

      Or, worse, Meka could have chosen to switch sides.

      Again.

      Meka was a consummate actor. While with Vasily, Meka had been the perfect Avanov supporter of Lukan and the Dragon. The moment he’d arrived in Treven, he’d changed, pledging his allegiance to the Pathfinder Alliance.

      An alliance that had questioned whether Lukan’s poison, Dragon’s Fire, had been real and not some ploy by Axel—who wasn’t above such devious tricks if it served him. An alliance that had doubted Lukan’s planned Burning of Oldfort would actually kill them.

      So Axel had arranged the necessary proof: criminals left in the square for Lukan’s gas to execute. Those deaths had been the only way to prove the poison’s lethality to the monarchs—to persuade them to support Axel in a war against Lukan.

      After the Burning, Meka had arrived in Oldfort with Felix and Lukan, and he had seen the bodies in the square. And he publicly announced that, because the leaders had left people to die to the Dragon’s Fire, he no longer supported Axel and the alliance.

      It had been the last time Axel had seen Meka.

      What had motivated the young prince’s reaction? Shock—or perhaps another change of heart? Which was the real Meka, and where did his true loyalties lie?

      Axel didn’t know.

      If Meka had turned rogue, Axel and his twenty airships could be on a wild-goose chase leading them away from Nicholas. Or, even worse, a trap that would see them all shot down.

      Just one more risk.

      “Maybe you could petition Dmitri to lend a hand with this mission.” Axel couldn’t stop an edge of frustration at the ghostly seer from bleeding into his voice. Dmitri was a capricious ally who only seemed to help the alliance when it suited him. If Axel could have orchestrated the Dmitri Curse without Dmitri’s involvement, he would have done so, gladly.

      Lynx looked at him with a sharp eye. “You need to have more faith.”

      The rap of knuckles on metal spared Axel from gracing that ridiculous notion with a comeback.

      Clay, Magridal, and Farith, the young Trevenite princess and nurse, stood at the hatch. Tension bled off them.

      It seemed Axel’s briefing had come to him.

      Pity his cabin was so tiny. There was barely room for him to stand to greet them when Magridal stepped inside. Pale, with black rings around her green eyes, she held an informa in her hands. “You seen this?”

      Axel frowned at her disrespectful tone. “Looks like a very ordinary informa to me. What’s the issue?”

      Magridal slouched against the bulkhead and thumbed at Clay, who waited at the hatch. “Tell them.”

      Clay grabbed the informa from her and flicked it into life.

      An image of Nicholas blossomed in the air. He scrambled down a drainpipe outside a tall tower Axel had never seen before. The building rose majestically into the air, dwarfing a collection of squat, ugly red-brick buildings next to it. The only clue to its whereabouts were swathes of forest that backed and flanked the compound. Given that the Serreti Forest stretched for thousands of miles down the spine of the Heartland, it told Axel nothing definitive.

      Worse, Meka was nowhere to be seen.

      Axel swore.

      Surely, if the boys had been imprisoned together, Meka would never have let Nicholas escape on his own? Meka had been told that, without his signal, there’d be no easy way to track Nicholas.

      Although Nicholas was embedded with the Final Word in Human Surveillance, its visuals provided little indication of his whereabouts in a world as vast as the Chenayan empire. To make matters worse, once Felix learned of the escape, he would surely shut down the visuals.

      Lynx jumped up next to him, her face wan and her eyes wide. “What do we do?”

      “We stop tracking Meka to Cian. That’s what we do,” Magridal shouted, waving her arms. “For all we know, he’s turned on us. We could be flying straight into a trap.”

      Farith’s spiky red hair bristled. “Meka would never do that. He’s on our side.” Tattooed fists clenched, she stomped toward Magridal.

      “Meka murdered Heron,” Magridal snarled. “Spirits! He happily pulled the canister of poison even though he knew Stefan hadn’t gotten the warning through to us. He could have killed over three thousand people, including all of us. Not to mention every monarch in the Free Nations. And this is the traitor you want us to rescue?”

      Axel opened his mouth to reprimand Magridal.

      “That’s not true!” The red-headed princess balanced on the tips of her steel-tipped boots as she faced the much taller Trevenite commander. “Stefan made it clear that Meka had no choice.”

      Farith would certainly have no qualms about punching Magridal in the jaw—if she could reach it.

      Axel squeezed between them. “Enough! Both of you. This is a military mission, not a fish market. We have a plan, and we will work it. Until we know where Nicholas is, we continue on course. The three of you keep your eyes on your informas.” He glared at Magridal and Farith to make his point. “Do not let Nicholas out of your sight. The minute you have a fix on his location, you report to me. I will issue the command to redirect the squadron.”

      Farith thrust her jaw at Axel in defiance. “You would go after Nicholas and not Meka?”

      Axel didn’t doubt she would thump him too, if she could.

      “You forget yourself, Nurse Farith,” Axel said coldly. “You may not hold a combat rank on this mission, but while on leave from the medical corps, you report to me. I will not be questioned by junior staff.”

      Farith shifted from boot to boot, and then her face settled back into its usual belligerent scowl. But at least her mouth remained closed.

      With Princess Farith, Axel counted that as a victory.

      As different as the girl was from Lynx in looks and temperament, she often reminded him of his raider. Meka had fallen so hard for the volatile Trevenite princess that he’d even allowed her to inflict a painful tattoo on him. Axel understood exactly why.

      That tattoo was the strongest evidence of Meka’s true loyalties.

      It was time to impose some discipline on all of them. “Back to your posts. All of you,” he commanded. “And no one take their eyes off Nicholas until I call my formal briefing.”

      Magridal continued to slump against the bulkhead.

      Farith dug her oversized boots into the floor as she continued to glower at Axel.

      Clay tugged both Magridal’s and Farith’s arms. Farith resisted his gentle pressure for a moment before allowing him to pull her toward him.

      Magridal ripped her arm away. “Axel, you and I need to talk. Now.”

      Axel almost choked on his shock. He spluttered, “Excuse me? But when do you give the orders around here?”

      Nothing but a glare from Magridal.

      While he understood her pain, her attitude infuriated him. He gestured to Clay and Farith. “Out. Both of you.” As soon as they left, he said, “Whatever gripe you have with me, this is not how Heron would have you solve it.”

      Magridal’s fists bunched. “Don’t you dare suggest what Heron would or wouldn’t have wanted.”

      Lynx stepped between them and shoved both their chests. “I have had enough of this! We are on a critical mission to rescue Meka and my son, who Dmitri promised would help us avenge all our grievances against Lukan. We cannot have this division amongst us. If we do, then Lukan wins. And Heron truly died for nothing.”

      Axel cocked his head at Magridal. “She’s right. I know you’re hurting. So am I. But please can we put this aside until after the mission?”

      Magridal flounced out the cabin.

      Axel watched her go, and then his shoulders slumped. He let out a long, slow breath. Finally, he faced Lynx. “Thanks for trying. Now, I trust you agree that Nicholas is the priority, and that whatever happens, we have to throw everything at finding him, not Meka.”

      She gnawed her lip.

      His heart sank. How could Lynx, of all people, doubt this decision?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Every cell in Lynx’s body wanted to scream, “Yes, Axel, I agree. My son is the priority. Find him. Bring him to me.”

      But she couldn’t. Not while the beam from the ice crystal she’d asked her nephew, Meka, to wear stabbed the air above the informa.

      When he’d accepted an incredibly dangerous mission to find Nicholas, Meka had implicitly trusted her promise to rescue him.

      The prince—not just a prince but Tao’s son—had risked his life by announcing to Lukan that he supported the Pathfinder Alliance. Lukan could have killed Meka before Felix’s fake bullet had struck him down. And Farith was right: Stefan had made it clear that Meka had been given no choice but to fire the gas.

      Meka had done his part.

      They had to do theirs and rescue him.

      But what if Axel is right, and he’s turned against us?

      Axel hadn’t spoken those concerns, but she wasn’t a fool. She knew her warlord too well not to recognize his maneuvering. Axel could have brought any of the medical corps with him on this mission, but he had chosen a wild card: Farith.

      Chad’s daughter was as short in temper as she was in stature. Always prickly, she was often downright rude. But she adored Meka. Axel—everyone—knew that. Axel might have said he wanted her aboard because she had inserted the ice crystal into Meka’s neck, and therefore should be the one to remove it, but Lynx wasn’t buying that reason.

      Axel feared that Meka had turned rogue.

      She pushed the niggling thought away. Regardless of Meka’s motives now, when the ice crystal had been inserted, he had been on the alliance’s side.

      “I’m waiting for an answer, Lynx.” Arms folded across his chest, Axel canted his head. His golden-brown eyes, lined with crow’s feet from a lifetime of derisive smiles, bored into her.

      “I know you are, but you’re not going to like what I have to say.”

      “You can’t possibly be thinking of risking your son—our son’s safe return in exchange for chasing down Meka? You know what’s at stake if we don’t get Nicholas safely back to Treven.”

      Oh, she knew exactly what this heist meant. Apart from her own anguish as a mother, if they failed to rescue Nicholas, all the support they had garnered from the monarchs at the conclave would be blasted to nothing.

      No monarch would risk joining an alliance that could not secure the safety of its own figurehead.

      She and Axel could not risk that, not with Xipal, Liatl’s son and the new desert king, breathing threats against them. Alliance intelligence reported that Xipal was bringing in youngsters from around the world to train as mercenaries against the alliance—cannon fodder.

      But despite all these legitimate reasons for focusing only on Nicholas, how could she abandon Meka?

      Not possible if she was to live with herself. Somehow they had to find a way of rescuing both boys during this mission.

      But convincing her hard-headed warlord of that was not going to be easy.

      Relying on Axel’s inherent integrity, she chose the one, irrefutable fact that not even her pragmatic warlord could deny: The agreement they had made with Meka to rescue him constituted an oath—the most binding promise they could have made the young prince. If they failed to deliver on that oath, Meka would have the right to take their lives. The loss of her life was nothing compared to the other sanction Meka had over them: He could call on the Winds to curse them.

      The Winds would answer. She and Axel would end up little better than Lukan, who fought daily against such a damning curse.

      “You made Meka an oath.”

      His face fell. “I made him a promise. The words ‘oath’ and ‘binding on my conscience’ never entered the discussion.”

      She narrowed her eyes. He could split hairs about the core belief she had built her life on?

      “Semantics, and you know it. He went with Felix believing we would rescue him. I promised him that, and I do consider it binding on my conscience.”

      He cupped her cheek. His usual way of asking her to calm down. He was right; losing her temper would not help her cause. She swallowed her anger. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t glare at him.

      He dropped his hand to his side. “What would you have me do?”

      “Rescue Meka as well as track and rescue Nicholas.”

      “You make it sound so easy.” He pointed out the porthole at the formation of airships flanking each of the Light-Bearer’s swept-back wings. “We have twenty ships with us. We need every single one of them if we are to create enough of a distraction to get Nicholas safely aboard. I don’t have the resources to split the mission to go after Meka as well.”

      She stared out the window at their escort. The plan had been for the twenty airships to engage Lukan’s might while the Light-Bearer sneaked away to rescue the boys. The alliance anticipated a strong ground- and air-military presence at Nicholas’s prison. They would use airborne artillery to wipe out any guardsmen on the ground while fighting Lukan’s airships in the sky.

      Once Nicholas was aboard the Light-Bearer, Felix could track them using Nicholas’s Final Word. But Lukan didn’t have a ship as fast as theirs to stop them leaving Chenaya with the boys. She bit her lip. That the alliance knew of.

      Everyone knew making it home from that battle would be unlikely. It was why Axel had limited the numbers to twenty ships. It was a sacrifice the crew had been willing to make to rescue Nicholas. Just as the alliance accepted the risk of openly invading Chenayan airspace. It was an act of war Lukan and Felix could not ignore.

      That aggression was only worth the risk if they rescued Nicholas.

      None of that was enough to outweigh her and Axel’s oath to Meka.

      “When we locate Nicholas, let’s split the task force. A few ships go after Meka, the rest rescue Nicholas.”

      Axel’s hard expression said he was unconvinced.

      She wanted to yell at him, but that would get her nowhere. So, as much as she hated to beg, she pleaded, “Axel, please, do it for me, for Meka, for . . . right. It’s what the Nicholas that Tao and I raised would do. He would not want his cousin abandoned, any more than I want to tell him he was rescued at Meka’s expense.”

      Axel’s face softened and, with it, his aggressive stance. “I can’t agree when we need every one of our ships to snatch Nicholas.”

      “I know it’s a risk. But . . . we have no choice.”

      Axel slammed his hand against the bulkhead. “We always have a choice! And I’m not making a stupid one that gets every single person on this mission killed for no reason.”

      She bristled at his angry tone. Axel buried his head in his hands—the only reason she didn’t lash back. A sign of weakness so foreign to see in Axel, it shook her to the core. She longed to offer him a comforting hug, but that could be seen as weakness on her part, too. And Winds knew, she wasn’t weakening on this.

      He looked at her with a haunted expression. “Lynxie, I cannot risk messing up Nicholas’s rescue like I screwed up the conclave. In a few months my new airships will be ready for a proper attack on Cian.”

      Stefan had wheedled plans out of Felix, plans of Lukan’s craft being used to target Oldfort. Thanks to that, Axel’s engineers were hard at work on a fleet of high-speed stealth craft for the alliance.

      “With Nicholas and those ships, we will get every monarch on our side—” Axel grunted. “Except Xipal, of course. Nothing will sway a man who is happy to use a child army to fight his wars. But we’ll finally be strong enough to attack Lukan—and win. This empire, and the endless suffering and war it spawns, will be history—but only if we have Nicholas.”

      Lynx hated that he made so much sense. “I know that, but I still can’t bring myself to abandon Tao’s son,” she replied, her voice quavering ever so slightly. “What do you think Felix will do with Meka? Kill him? Probably, because he can never let Lukan know Meka’s alive.”

      Axel squeezed her hand and sighed. “I give you my word, I will come back for Meka—after Nicholas is found and safely escorted to Treven.”

      It was the start of a compromise but not nearly enough to satisfy Lynx. “You’re talking days, Axel. By then, it could be too late. Meka may be dead.”

      “It’s my best offer.” Axel pulled away from her and walked over to pick up his breakfast mess tin.

      Once he left the privacy of their cabin, this discussion would be over. She—and he—would never bring up this difference in front of their team. United front. She either got agreement from him now, or she had failed both Meka and herself. She bit her lip, worried about what needed to be said.

      Mess tin in hand, Axel strode to the hatch.

      She threw caution to the wind. “Do you want Meka’s death on your conscience, too?”

      Axel stiffened.

      To evoke Heron and Liatl was a low blow and she knew it, but she was desperate. Axel had to see that abandoning an ally was dishonorable. The Winds, not to mention Dmitri the Seer, would never help them if they behaved little better than Lukan and Felix.

      Axel straightened his back. Eyes hard, he looked at her as if she, like Farith, was also a junior staff member. “Lynx, I still head the Pathfinder Alliance. As leader, I’m telling you that this mission is about finding Nicholas the Light-Bearer. Meka knew that when he signed up for an ice crystal.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off.

      “You throw Heron and Liatl’s deaths at me, but have you stopped to consider that, without Nicholas, they would truly have died in vain? Xipal will have every reason in the world to send his child army after us. That’s a risk I cannot—will not—take just to keep a promise to a boy who may or may not have turned against us. Not for you. Not for Nicholas. Not for anyone.” He stalked to the hatch, then stopped and glared at her. “As far as this mission goes, Meka is expendable.”

      And then he was gone.

      A tornado of emotions hit Lynx. She spun on her heels and slumped onto her bunk. But out of all of these emotions, the two that wailed the loudest were failure and betrayal.

      She had failed Meka and betrayed Axel by throwing that harsh accusation at him.

      And yet, she still had an oath to honor.

      Without Axel’s support, would she, too, be forced to look at devious means to achieve what was right?
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      Meka’s head pounded. The sun beat down mercilessly through the glass dome Nicholas had shattered when escaping the conservatory. It had to be about midday. He had been in the conservatory for twenty-four hours.

      That knowledge wasn’t helping his headache.

      Still wobbly on his feet from the drugs Felix had used to keep him unconscious during the flight from Oldfort, Meka sat against the wall with his forehead on his knees.

      His clothes, caked with dried blood from the fake bullet Felix had shot him with, chafed as he moved. After more than a week without bathing, he stank. He had tried washing in the sluice in the conservatory, but it hadn’t helped much.

      None of this improved his mood.

      Part of him wanted to pace to get his blood circulating, but the action reminded him too much of a caged animal—or, rather, a trapped boy. After a lifetime in the cage at the lake, that was not an analogy he wanted to explore, even if imprisonment of an even worse kind seemed to loom bleakly before him if Axel failed to rescue him.

      Meka wasn’t an idiot. Felix would not willingly give him up, not when Lukan thought him dead. It was not a risk Felix could take; he would have to keep Meka hidden until . . .

      Meka didn’t want to think of when that might be.

      He might never see Grigor again. Or Farith. Or his new family.

      Meka shook off the thoughts. He forced himself to his feet and paced on wobbly legs across the narrow space. The tower he was trapped in was tall, but not particularly broad, so he covered it in a few strides. At least at the lake, there had been space to move around.

      “Dragon’s tits, how Nicholas coped with being in here, I will never know.”

      But then, all those who knew and loved Nicholas hadn’t deemed him a possible traitor. Everyone in their family knew Nicholas was true to the cause. They respected Nicholas and wanted him back, not only for his value to the world, but because they loved him.

      Meka wasn’t so sure they felt the same way about him.

      Not after Oldfort. Not after Felix had said he would tell Axel that Meka had defected from the alliance.

      He chewed his fingernail. But the doubt gnawing deeper into his core did not abate.

      With Nicholas gone, would Axel still come for him if he thought Meka a traitor, someone who now supported Felix?

      If Axel assumed Meka led him and his men into a trap, then surely not.

      Unbidden, the blistered faces of the men in Oldfort’s square drifted before Meka’s eyes. Felix had told him Heron and King Liatl had also died at his hand. Axel and Lynx, and his grandfather, and his uncle, Clay—all the people who mattered so much to him—would surely not be happy with the boy who had murdered their closest friend. And what about the political implications of King Liatl’s death?

      It wasn’t the first time he’d debated this with himself. These worries had circled his head since Felix had closed the door on him, with no possible answers and thus no respite.

      He eyed the open roof, wishing he could escape, but quashed the idea. It was stupid. He could never climb the wall the way Nicholas had. And anyway, how would running away help? He would just have to face Axel and tell him the truth—Nicholas had fled and Meka honestly had no idea where he had gone.

      He slumped back against the wall and slid down until his butt hit the hard stone floor.

      There was an easy solution to all this. All he had to do was call Tao. His father would come in a flash. Surely he would know what Axel was thinking. Tao might even know where Nicholas had gone.

      But Meka had resisted the temptation to make the call. He had gotten himself into this mess, and therefore he had to solve it. Before Tao had appeared, only Grigor had been around to help him solve problems—and most of the time he and Grigor had fought with each other. That meant Meka had solved his own issues. And really, what issues had he experienced, locked in that cage?

      Still, it went against his nature to be dependent on someone else. He needed to remain resourceful if he was to be strong.

      Strength was everything. If Axel never arrived and Meka was left to deal with that snake Felix, he would need every ounce of mental and physical strength he could muster.

      Visions of an emaciated Nicholas rose in his mind. He cringed. That could be his fate if Axel didn’t come.

      Unless Felix meant it when he said I would work on his informas.

      Working for the enemy on something he loved was despicable, but better than wasting away here until death. Meka clung to that hope. That, or the possibility of escape if Felix ever showed his face here again. He grunted; logic told him he would probably never see Felix again, not when he had lackeys to do his dirty work. Lackeys who wore jaspers next to their eyes. Jaspers which gave them superhuman strength.

      Stop it! Thinking like that is weakness.

      Face set in a hard line, he sat down to await his fate.
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      Axel stomped down the gangway leading from his and Lynx’s cabin to the rest of the ship. He had a mission to run, and it was time he went to the bridge to do just that.

      Especially now that it had all gone to hell.

      At any other time, he would have been thrilled that his son had escaped his prison cell, but not now. Not with a rescue just a day away.

      The Heartland was a big place, and the empire even bigger. Even with Nicholas’s image and thoughts beamed to Axel and Lynx via his ice crystal, Nicholas could vanish, never to be found again. And even if Axel could track him, if Felix thought Axel stood any chance of rescuing the boy, Felix would very quickly cut the link.

      But even with all these worries, with every step Axel took, Lynx’s accusation shot back at him: He was abandoning Meka to die, just like Heron and Liatl.

      Axel lashed at the bulkhead.

      Did Lynx think he liked sending people to their deaths? That he took pleasure in breaking his promise to Meka? Or that he enjoyed condemning the boy to Felix’s cruelty? Or maybe that he wanted to see the same sorrow and accusation that dulled Magridal’s eyes in Farith’s when Meka didn’t come back to her?

      He didn’t.

      But none of that mattered. Lynx had already condemned him. And that hurt more than he could have imagined possible.

      The scrape of metal on metal squealed down to him. Someone turning the wheel on the fire door separating his cabin from the rest of the ship.

      At this time of day, no one should have been here, especially as he had given Magridal, Clay, and Farith—the only crew members who would venture here—orders to monitor Nicholas.

      He broke into a jog to apprehend the lurker before he or she vanished. And possibly spread the news that he and Lynx differed so sharply on how to run this mission. If they were to succeed, he and Lynx had to appear united at all times and in all circumstances, no matter how trying. Thankfully, since arriving in the mines, Lynx had always supported him in that.

      As he rounded the corner, he caught a flash of black uniform and red hair slipping through the hatch. Red-headed Trevenites dominated his crew, but his gut told him this wasn’t any of those people. The door started to squeal shut.

      He yelled, “Farith! Stop. Right now.”

      The heavy door juddered to a stop, but there was no sign of the girl.

      He folded his arms. “Step in here and explain yourself. I told you to watch Nicholas. Nowhere in that command was permission to skulk around my cabin.”

      A short pause, and the door creaked open. Radiating defiance, Farith hopped over the lip of the hatch and faced him. “I needed to know about Meka.”

      He wasn’t in the mood for this. “And I need a holiday at Tanzanite Cove. Doesn’t mean I’m getting it anytime soon. When I introduced you to Meka, I trusted you to act for the good of the alliance, not your individual whims.”

      “You said Meka’s expendable.” Her green eyes resembled a stormy sea—nothing like the placid waters at Axel’s favorite beach. “He’s not. He’s important. To me. To everyone. He has a brother.” Her voice rose an octave. “What’s Grigor going to say when Meka doesn’t come back?”

      Axel didn’t need her adding to his guilt. He held up his hand to stop the tirade. “You’re behaving like a child. I’m sure you also heard me say that I will come back for him.” If she hadn’t been Chad’s daughter, he would not have bothered discussing this with her.

      “Lynx said he could already be dead.”

      “And you have no shame that you listened to a private conversation?”

      She rose up on her toes. “Have you no shame about what you’re doing to Meka?”

      His mouth dropped. “Do you want to be locked in the brig for the rest of the mission?”

      “If it gets Meka rescued, then I don’t care what you do with me. You can toss me overboard right now, if that would change your mind about leaving Meka to die.”

      He sighed. He should be furious with her, but it was precisely because of her loyalty to Meka that he had persuaded Chad to allow her to come on this dangerous mission.

      “I will not be tossing you overboard today. But if you’re so worried about Meka, then you need to find Nicholas. Until I know where he is, I will make no decision about Meka.”

      Her pointed jaw still managed to look mulish. “Promise me that you will save Meka.”

      Forget his hand, Axel wanted to hit his head against the bulkhead. What was the matter with everyone today? Why was everyone asking for promises he couldn’t keep? Couldn’t they understand that it was up to him to make decisions that affected the whole world, not just Meka?

      With forced patience, he said, “Do as I command and go find Nicholas. If he is anywhere near Meka, then I will do all in my power to rescue your prince.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “You promise? You’re not just saying that to fob me off?”

      “Since when did you have such a low opinion of me?”

      Eyes filled with ageless wisdom stared up at him. “I know you well, Warlord. You stop at nothing to get what you want, even if it means hurting the one for the many.”

      “Then you also know my only real goal is peace. Sometimes it just takes a lot of blood to get there.”

      Farith rubbed the spot on her inner thigh where she had tattooed the M from Meka’s name—clearly making a point.

      When did they intend to finish their tattoos? The question did nothing to ease his guilt.

      “I beg of you, Warlord, don’t let it be Meka’s blood you spill. I could not live with myself if anything happened to him when I was the one who put the ice crystal in him.”

      Axel had long since stopped counting all the things he couldn’t live with and still somehow managed to digest in this never-ending war.

      But he also knew when he was defeated.

      Nothing he could say about betraying the boy would win Farith over. Or Lynx. Not to mention his own raging conscience.

      Could he really put young Farith through the same anguish he’d feel if something preventable happened to Meka?

      “I have noted your concerns, Nurse Farith. Now, you have a job to do. Go do it.” To circumvent any more objections, he swept past her and hopped through the hatch. “Lock the fire door after you.”

      It was only when he arrived at the bridge that he realized he still held his breakfast tin. He tossed it down, and it bounced across the counter.

      Clay and Magridal looked up at him from their seats, tucked away from the controls. They had been watching Nicholas on an informa. The boy was still to make good his escape from the tower precinct.

      Breath held, Axel stood at their shoulders. Guardsmen manned the asylum gate standing between Nicholas and freedom. Would he make his way undetected past them?
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      Talon shinnied down the drainpipe outside his prison. Excitement, mingled with apprehension—fear, if he were honest—trilled through his skin, doubling his trembles. His fiddle and bow, tied together with a short length of rope, bounced on his back. With each thud of the shiny wood against his ragged leather tunic, his heart soared.

      He was free!

      Real sun beat on his shoulders. Fresh air, crisp with the comforting woodsy scent of the forest, filled his nostrils.

      He had achieved the impossible. He had broken out of Lukan’s prison and had evaded the bastard’s monsters. Any minute now, he would be off this tower and out into the wide, wonderful world.

      Whatever that meant.

      He refused to even consider the challenges that awaited him.

      Who were the scary-looking old man and the teenage boy who had burst into his cell?

      The old man looked vaguely familiar, but the only people he had met outside of his family had turned out to be enemies. If the man’s hooded companion had come to Talon’s prison, then he wasn’t a friend either. Their presence in his jail carried a sharp warning: No one in this new world could be trusted. The sooner Talon got away from them, the better.

      He flicked his long matted hair out of his eyes and looked around to assess his options. His old prison—how good it felt thinking that—was attached to a large building, the biggest he’d ever seen. Dmitri had called it an asylum. To him, the dark, ugly structure was a forbidding place of noise and terror. A good place to leave behind as quickly as he could.

      A high brick wall with a large steel gate surrounded the asylum. Thick forest tumbled invitingly down the foothills of the mountains that encircled the wall.

      His heart soared. That was where he would go, back to the forest he knew and loved. Perhaps Mom would be waiting for him . . .

      He grimaced. That was a childish dream. Mom was either dead or with Axel in a place called Treven. Even if she wasn’t with Axel and had somehow escaped Lukan’s attack, the forest stretched as far as the eye could see on either side of the mountain range behind the asylum. Without knowing where his old cottage was, he’d never find it.

      Treven.

      That was where he had to go . . . wherever Treven was.

      He had always wanted to see what lay beyond the tiny patch of trees, scrub, and streams that bordered his old home. But now the prospect of going alone to Treven was daunting. He wished Mom and Uncle Tao had told him more about the world. It really would have helped.

      But first, he had to leave this compound without being seen and sent back to his prison. He studied the gate as he climbed. Even though it stood open, two men guarded it. They were dressed in identical clothing, exactly like Morass had worn that terrible day Talon had torn the monster’s eye from his head.

      Talon’s pulse spiked, and he almost lost his handhold on the pipe.

      Calm down, he snapped at himself. Of course they would guard the place. Lukan isn’t just going to let me saunter out of here.

      That just meant he had to be even more careful. Thankfully, neither of the monsters seemed to have spotted him yet. He intended to keep it that way. Silently, he slid the last few feet down the pipe until his bare feet landed on the drain it spilled into.

      A loud clatter assailed his ears. His hands automatically covered his ears, but still the sound jarred through his brain.

      Two vehicles drove across the rough, weed-littered courtyard between the main building and the gate. They headed for the exit.

      Two stout horses, whose hooves made a sharp clipping sound on the uneven ground, pulled the first vehicle. The second, even more deafening, was a steam-driven contraption. It seemed like nothing more than a large steel box with windows, set on wheels.

      Both vehicles had drivers sitting up front.

      At the pain in his ears, a snarl threatened to burst out of him. He suppressed it. As annoying as his heightened hearing was, if he cringed with every new clatter or bang, he would get nowhere. He gritted his teeth and forced his hands back to his sides.

      Noisy vehicles were just one of the many strange things he would see as he went out into this new world.

      It was the price he had to pay to be reunited with Mom.

      He paused in the shadows of a scrubby bush at the foot of the tower to watch what the guards did before trying his luck at escaping the compound.

      His caution paid off.

      One of the two guards strode over to the horse cart. He pulled back a tarpaulin to search the vehicle. The man spoke to the driver. Proficient in both Uncle Tao’s and Mom’s native tongues, Talon recognized the guttural sound as Chenayan. That had to mean he was still in the Heartland.

      “Headed to the market in Cian, then?” The monster’s voice carried clearly across the courtyard to where he hid.

      Talon had no idea what Cian was, but it had to be a place close by, a place with other people.

      Panic clawed at his throat.

      He gulped it away. He’d only met a mere handful of people his whole life, but as terrifying as a mass of strangers were, until he found his way to Treven, his best bet at hiding was to get lost in the crowd.

      He waited for the driver’s reply.

      “Cook’s sending me shopping. Inmates gotta eat, you know.”

      Talon’s stomach rumbled. Real food, not the mush of potato and cabbage he’d survived on for so many months. If this Cian had something good to eat, then it was definitely the place to be. Also, if the man was going to get supplies, then surely it was no more than a few hours away.

      A few hours by vehicle. He would be on foot, with no shoes and little stamina for sustained physical exertion.

      He eyed the steam carriage behind it enviously. It wasn’t the subject of scrutiny by the guards. Yet. Was it going to Cian, too?

      He took a chance and slipped closer to the gate. The guards waved the man and his horses on their way. They clipped out the gate onto a rutted track that snaked between two dense lines of forest.

      As the steam vehicle trundled forward to be searched, Talon’s ears protested. Instead of allowing the pain to debilitate him, he focused on the smoke scudding from its stack while he plucked up the courage to make a run for it. The smell of soot reminded him of the steam plow back home. Happy memories of plowing fields in spring with Uncle Tao almost leveled him.

      Very funny, Talon, he told himself. You’ve forgotten just how back-breaking plowing frozen fields can be. And stop messing around. Sitting here isn’t going to get you into Cian.

      Keeping low, he shot across the yard and dove under the strange contraption. He thrilled to see that its axles were suspended a good distance above the ground. He grabbed hold of the grimy cross bar closest to him and hoicked up his feet, planting them firmly on the axle in front of him.

      For once, the months of starvation played into his hand—it took little strength to hold his bony frame above the ground. Using one hand, he maneuvered his precious fiddle around until it rested safely on his stomach.

      He held his breath, praying to the Winds that the guards would not look under the vehicle. Their heavy, dark boots paced around the contraption. A set stopped close to his head.

      Talon clung on, fighting his trembling as he waited for the man’s face to appear at eye level.

      A shout—and then the vehicle lurched forward with a screech of wheels on brick.

      Talon’s eardrums almost burst.

      He cried out in agony before he could stop himself. His hands, already sweaty, fumbled their grip on the cross bar. He clawed for a better hold.

      Just when he thought he’d secured himself, the vehicle jolted onto the rutted track. His feet slipped from their mounting and thumped down, bouncing his heels hard on the ground. He clenched his jaw against the skin grating off his legs.

      Try as he might, he could not find the strength to lift his legs back onto the axle. He closed his eyes—and then his hands gave way.

      He slumped to the ground, knocking the breath out of his lungs. With a swish of air and an agonizing clatter of wheels, the vehicle shot past him.

      “Hey, you, boy!” one of the men at the gate screamed. “What are you doing?”

      Talon didn’t wait to answer. He leaped up and ran after the vehicle—only to see it swerve to avoid an oncoming steamed contraption even stranger than the one he’d tried to hitch a ride on.

      This one blazed a hideous black, red, and gold dragon on its sides. He caught a glimpse of a distinguished-looking man sitting in the metal box, dressed in the familiar monster uniform but older than the other guards. Did the man outrank them in importance—and possibly power?

      Talon leaped off the road. Breathing hard, he crashed through the thick undergrowth of brambles and thistles skirting the trees. The thorns tore at his hands and face, but he didn’t care.

      With each frantic step, he remembered Morass closing in on him with supernatural ease that day back at the old prison. Talon had been fit then. These men would have no difficulty grabbing him, weak and starving as he was now, and returning him to hell.

      No sound of pursuit.

      He risked looking over his shoulder as he ran. The vehicle had stopped at the gate, and both guards stood at attention, their fists clasped in a strange salute.

      Why had they let him go? Didn’t they know who he was?

      His foot hooked on a root, and he tripped. Cursing his stupidity, he scrambled to his feet and stumbled haphazardly through the trees until something sharp cut into the sole of his left foot.

      He gasped and stumbled again. His eyes darted to the trail of bloody footprints weaving across the leaf litter. His feet were bloody. Both soles were lacerated, probably from being scraped along the track under the vehicle. Not having walked any distance for almost a year had made his feet soft and vulnerable.

      To leave such a visible trail was nothing short of suicide. He had learned that from his dealings with Morass.

      Any moment now, the vehicle at the gate would enter the asylum and the monsters would be after him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he considered his options.

      He needed a pair of moccasins, and fast. He half-crawled, half-loped behind a giant spruce. He poked his head out to check on the vehicle. It and the road were hidden from view. That meant he was hidden, too.

      He slumped back against the tree to get his breathing under control. The dark, kindly forest wrapped him in a humid, loamy blanket. He allowed himself to breathe, at home for the first time in almost a year.

      A bird in the undergrowth opposite him screeched. His hands flew up to protect his ears, but it barely dampened the sound. He looked around for a rock, a pine cone, anything to fling at it to shut it up. Didn’t it know his ears were aching, that each of its shrieks sent a blast of excruciating pain through his head?

      And then he moaned in self-disgust.

      Get a grip. You don’t harm animals. Ever. No matter what’s happening.

      Not since his earliest childhood had he purposefully harmed a living creature, unless it was to feed or clothe his family. He wasn’t about to start now.

      Still the blasted bird cackled.

      He buried his head in his hands and rocked his body back and forth.

      “Focus, Nicholas.”

      Talon recognized the voice in his head.

      Dmitri.

      He opened his eyes a crack but caught no sight of the seer. He was about to ask where the seer was when Dmitri added, “You need moccasins, food, and proper clothing. You want to go to Treven. You need to find Axel and your mother. Those are your primary goals. Do not allow a little noise to deflect you from your purpose.”

      The pain in his head subsided as he took in Dmitri’s words.

      He looked up at the bird. From the terrible sound, he expected to see a crow leering at him.

      It was a diminutive sparrow. His eyes rolled in his head at the absurdity of the situation. He had always liked sparrows. Pretty little things, they were so bold when food was on offer. How could he have mistaken the sound of its sweet chirping for a crow’s caw?

      “Because you allowed your focus to wander. Remember what you learned about controlling your hearing? Choose carefully what you focus on, and your hearing will serve you instead of tormenting you.”

      Talon nodded with understanding. Hope blossomed in his chest. Are you here to protect me from Lukan’s monsters? Will you tell me how to get to Treven?

      With a dead seer on his side, surely no one, no matter how powerful, would be able to capture or harm him again. For the first time since leaving his jail, traveling to the unknown Treven seemed within his grasp.

      The air shimmered. Talon blinked, once, twice, and then Dmitri stood before him. As usual, the seer wore a dark-colored robe spangled with stars—the stars Talon had been named after, the stars that claimed he would be the one to destroy Lukan and his empire of terrifying monsters.

      Talon looked away, not wanting to even consider something so crazy. Or so potentially lethal. Not in a million years was he strong or smart enough to defeat Lukan.

      The seer crouched next to him. “I’m no longer your guard dog, Nicholas. If you want to evade those men, then you need to figure out how to do it yourself. The same applies to getting to Treven.”

      Talon’s shoulders slumped, but then his face heated. “Thanks. For nothing.”

      “Oh, in time, you will thank me for plenty. But right now, you’re a frightened rabbit. How long will you allow Lukan to cow you?”

      Talon could scarcely believe what he was hearing. “How dare you? You know what I’ve been through! You know what they’ll do to me if they catch me.”

      “Then don’t get caught. Stop sniveling, get off your butt, and help yourself.”

      Talon clenched his fists—his self-imposed prohibition on harming things didn’t extend to Dmitri. But when he swung his arm around to hit the seer, Dmitri had vanished.

      “Who’s the real coward here?” Talon demanded.

      Instead of a reply from the seer, the judder of the steam vehicle vibrated through the forest. That meant the guards would be free to come looking for him.

      It was time to get moving.

      Cursing Dmitri under his breath, he untied his fiddle and pulled off his tunic. With his teeth, he tore off two strips of the worn leather, each big enough to swaddle a foot. The sharp point of a pine cone provided the perfect spike for making holes along the edges.

      He sat back to think.

      The moccasins would need some padding to protect his feet and to soak the blood from his cuts.

      Moss.

      He had been a child when Uncle Tao had taught him that moss was a perfect antiseptic. He clawed handfuls of the soft green stuff that clung to exposed tree roots and fallen branches and layered them onto the leather. Next, he frayed the rope and threaded it through the holes to make drawstrings. Wincing against the pain, he crouched onto the leather strips. He pulled the rope tight around his ankles.

      “See, I don’t need your help.” He hoped Dmitri was around to hear him.

      Not as comfortable as the fur-lined moccasins he and Uncle Tao used to make, his creations would at least offer his ravaged feet some protection until he could find proper shoes.

      Steal, he corrected; he had neither time nor means to hunt game and cure skins. Lukan, possibly even Dmitri, had turned him into a criminal. He didn’t like that notion one bit.

      He pulled the remainder of his tattered tunic over his head. It barely covered his ribs. Even with his color-blind eyes, he could tell that his skin looked ghostly pale. Anyone seeing him would think he had spent his life in a cave, and they wouldn’t be too far from the mark. Once in Cian, he would have to steal nutritious food to build up his body if he was to find his way to Treven.

      He grunted, knowing he expected a lot from this mysterious place. But surely if people lived there, a boy who understood stealth would have no troubling kitting himself out with all he needed.

      Or so he hoped.

      He scooped up the remaining tendrils of rope and tied his fiddle and bow to his back. Carefully, he stood and peered out at the asylum.

      No sign of pursuit.

      Yet.

      He glanced up at the sky through the canopy of branches. Judging by the sun, it was now midmorning, definitely time to move if he was ever to make it to Cian.

      The thought of traveling along the road leading to the asylum scared him. Better to hide in the forest for as long as it trailed the track.

      “That’s called being smart. More like a fox than a rabbit,” he muttered, also for Dmitri’s benefit.

      Again, there was no answer.

      Talon slipped through trees, hiding his tracks so well that only a dog—or the dead—would be able to find him.

      Every so often, a steam vehicle rumbled along the track, anchoring his supernatural ears to the road. He listened for other sounds, too—more dangerous ones that might suggest the guardsmen were on his heels. But even his ears heard nothing.

      He walked on. Why hadn’t they come for him? Even if they didn’t know who he was, surely they would not allow anyone to escape from an insane asylum. He could have been a danger to others or himself.

      But no one came.

      On he pushed until thirst slowed his pace. He padded on aching feet to a strap-like plant drooping off an old oak. A good source of collected dew. He slurped his tongue across the leaves, and the green, leafy taste trickling down his throat brought back a rush of memories.

      Fishing with Uncle Tao and Mom. Charming bees for honey. Playing catch with Thunder—long before he learned that Dmitri occupied his pet’s body. Picnicking under the trees on lazy summer days with Mom and Uncle Tao. . .

      Tears pricked his eyes and then ran down his cheeks.

      Stop it, he snapped at himself. What does all the dew in the forest help if you blub it all out?

      Dmitri had called him a whiner. Talon wiped his hand across his nose and eyes. This wasn’t the time to lose himself in what was gone and would never again be.

      He forced his feet to keep moving, not wanting to admit how much his wasted muscles protested or how tired he was.

      A clump of mushrooms clustered under a rooting stump. White, waxy caps and darker stems—he knew them well. Had relished them as part of his normal family meals. His heart lurched with joy.

      He fell on them.

      Without stopping to wipe away the black soil clinging to their caps, he shoved them into his mouth.

      He closed his eyes and sighed as he chewed. This handful of mushrooms was the first fresh food he had eaten in almost a year. He paused in his chewing and stared at the beautiful dark gills of the last mushroom.

      Why am I trying to go to Cian? Why don’t I just disappear back to the forest? I can survive in its depths.

      The idea appealed to him, especially as Dmitri had seemed quite keen on him going to Treven. Anything to defy the seer and his terrible curse.

      But even though he liked the idea, staying alone in the forest without a weapon was as dangerous as trying to find Treven.

      Bears ruled the forest by day and wolves by night. With nothing more effective than a stick or stone to protect himself, he would not survive long. As it was, he would have to sleep in a tree to be safe.

      His only real chance of survival lay in getting to Cian.

      That will be dangerous, too.

      He tried to imagine a city and failed to conjure anything more than a few houses—much like his own in the forest—clustered together. But in those houses lived people, and he didn’t—couldn’t—trust people. Not after all he’d been through. Any one of them could betray him to the monsters.

      He would have to be careful when he went to the market.

      He scrunched his nose. Why people needed to take their food to a market was beyond him when they could just as easily keep it in their own larders and root cellars.

      Only one way to find out.

      That meant leaving the protection of the forest for the road.

      Unless it was like the track leading to the asylum, the road was another unknown.

      What other terrors awaited him there?
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      The sun streaming through a crack in the drapes woke Grigor. He yawned. The slither of sky between the velvet was blue, with streamers of cloud. It looked like a pretty day. He tugged the curtain fully open, sick of the gloom that had beset him since Meka had left almost two months ago.

      It felt like a year.

      A year of no letters. A year of no news of any kind from his brother.

      Grigor’s eyes roved over Meka’s fishing rod, still propped up in the corner of the room where his twin had left it the day Vasily had taken him to Gould. Although seeing it caused a flood of longing, Grigor couldn’t bring himself to move it. It was the most poignant and tangible evidence that Meka had ever existed. Beyond what his father told him of Meka, of course.

      But even that was precious little.

      Right now, Grigor had no idea where Meka was or when he’d come home.

      The void that had opened when Meka left had been glossed over by everyone in the palace. In a sense, Grigor understood that. No one spoke about Meka because no one, other than he and Natalia, knew him. To everyone else, Meka had been a shadowy figure who spent his life fishing. Now that he was gone, no one missed him.

      Kestrel and Lukan certainly never mentioned him.

      The day before, Lukan had returned from his trip to Treven. Grigor had been shocked at how disheveled and dirty his uncle—officially his “father” to all of Chenaya—had appeared. But when Grigor had asked Lukan if he’d seen Meka, his uncle had snarled something indecipherable and had stormed off to his observatory.

      Grigor hadn’t seen Lukan since.

      It didn’t inspire confidence that Meka would be coming home any time soon.

      Yesterday, Felix had also returned from Treven. Grigor had even asked him about Meka, but his answer had been vague—evasive. The count had mentioned something about Meka having a very full schedule and had then sent Grigor to the new tutor Felix had appointed after the inauguration.

      Grigor kicked his blankets off in frustration.

      These days, instead of writing endless essays on arcane Chenayan history, his lessons consisted of learning other stupid things, like which knife and fork to use at a banquet, or how to greet a visiting emissary. As if he needed to know that when his real concern was his brother’s safety.

      In truth, he understood why Felix insisted he learn all that stuff—it was because Grigor was crown prince.

      Familiar nausea billowed up in his throat. It still confused, infuriated, and sickened him that Lukan expected him to play at being his heir when Lukan had a perfectly good son of his own to inflict that horrible title on. A son the world didn’t know about—Nicholas.

      That was another reason why he was so frustrated.

      Meka had gone to Treven filled with zeal to find out information about Nicholas from Count Stefan Zarot. As unlikely as that sounded—Zarot was Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest, for crying out loud—Grigor had clung to the hope of news. Every day that passed without word from Meka dashed that hope.

      It also increased his fear.

      Had Meka spoken to Zarot, only to be punished by either the count or Lukan? As a loyal councilman, Zarot would have been duty bound to mention to Lukan if Meka had been sniffing about for information on Nicholas.

      For the umpteenth time since his inauguration, Grigor wished he had forbidden Meka to confront Zarot. As tough as it was, he would have accepted his title if it meant keeping Meka safe.

      But it was too late for that now.

      Zarot was at the palace for the High Council meeting. A meeting delayed because Lukan had yet to emerge from his observatory.

      “Time to get some answers.” Grigor leaped out of bed. Without bothering to ring for his valet, he dressed and left the apartment to find Zarot.

      Lukan and Felix may have fobbed him off, but Zarot wouldn’t. Not when Grigor pulled rank on him. Unlike Meka, he would not ask about Nicholas. No one would think it unreasonable if he asked Meka’s last known host where his brother was.

      He took the narrow, treacherous stairs that linked his apartment with the rest of the palace two at a time. A couple of steps from the bottom, he skidded into a halt.

      Natalia stood on the landing, gnawing her lip. Had she been deciding whether to climb up to his apartment?

      He slunk back into the shadows. Just as he had done—figuratively at least—since Meka had left. The shock of losing his brother had caused Grigor, despite being more gregarious than Meka, to retreat into himself. Spending all of his time alone in the forest, he barely attended any of the social gatherings he used to enjoy so much with the other youth. When he did occasionally show up at a recital, or in one of the gambling rooms, he had little to say to any of them. As much as he liked Natalia, that had included her.

      It touched him that she would seek him out. Trouble was, he didn’t have time for her now.

      Maybe later. After I have my answers.

      He continued down the stairs.

      Natalia smiled tremulously at him. “Grigor, I was coming to look for you. I—I’ve missed you.”

      Grigor took her shoulders and pushed her aside. “Not now, Natalia. I have to find someone.”

      Her eyes widened—and then she blushed. Not just her face, but her shoulders, arms, and upper chest, exposed by her summer dress.

      He cursed himself for humiliating her; coming to find him had taken courage. “Maybe later. We can . . . do something.”

      She tossed her braid over her shoulder and stalked off.

      He slumped against the wall.

      Way to go, idiot! Better hope you don’t charm Zarot like that.

      He huffed out a breath and pulled himself up tall. But he had not gone far down the passage when he spotted a gleaming form leaning against the window.

      Tao—his father—glared at him.

      Grigor glanced around to make sure they were alone. They were, so he said, “I guess you saw all that.”

      “I did. And I’m not impressed. What did I tell you after Meka left?”

      Grigor wanted to defend himself, but couldn’t. He’d been cruel to Natalia, and she hadn’t deserved it. In his embarrassment, he said softly, “That he was okay and I wasn’t to worry.”

      “Then why are you worrying?”

      Grigor wanted to stamp and scream like a child. Instead, he slapped his thigh. “Because he’s been gone for so long. And . . . and he’s my brother. I have the right to know where he is.”

      Tao moved away from the window and edged toward the stairs to Grigor’s apartment.

      Grigor folded his arms, refusing to follow. “You’re not planning to fob me off again with pleas to be patient, are you?”

      “No. I’m merely hoping to stop you doing something you will regret.”

      Grigor’s face burned. Triumph! “So I’m right! Zarot can’t be trusted.” He turned away to go confront the bastard.

      Tao grabbed his arm. “Have I ever failed you?”

      Grigor studied Tao for a long moment as he considered the question. “You have done some very weird things, but no, you have never failed me.”

      “Then why won’t you trust me on this?” Tao started up the stairs.

      Grigor didn’t resist as he was pulled up, too. “Do you know where Meka is?”

      “I do.”

      Grigor wailed, “Then why won’t you tell me?”

      A haunted expression crumpled Tao’s face. “It’s too risky. For you.”

      Grigor’s heart stuttered. “Then he is in danger?”

      Tao’s grim face said everything.

      Grigor’s back thumped against the banister. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “I have to help him.”

      Tao squeezed his shoulder. “Helping him is my job. If I promise to bring you answers about everything, will you give me time before you approach anyone in the palace about him?”

      Grigor’s head shot up to look at Tao. “How much time?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      Grigor scoffed a laugh. “That’s crazy. You could take months.”

      “Not months. I give you my word on that. I need to speak to . . . someone else involved with this. I know he wants me to protect you, too. Once we decide on the best course, I will tell you everything. And I do mean everything. I will answer every question you have ever had, including why you wear the crown prince’s crown.”

      As much as Grigor craved these answers, it all sounded so vague. He considered leaving, but if his father was being this evasive, what would that brick wall Zarot say to him? Clearly, there was so much more going on here than Grigor had ever imagined. It seemed foolish to cut off his only likely link to information.

      He grabbed Tao’s arms and looked intently into his eyes. “You are my father and . . . I love you. I’m trusting you not to abuse that relationship by lying to me.”

      “No lies, my son. I love you too much for that. I will tell you the truth. All of it. Just give me time.” Tao’s voice rang with integrity.

      It reassured Grigor, just as hearing that his father loved him did. He nodded. “Time for answers. I can do that.” His voice dropped, and he pleaded, “Until then, keep Meka safe. I will not survive if anything happens to him.”

      Tao tossed an arm around his shoulders. “That’s why you have Natalia. Seek her out. Make your peace with her. You will need her in the coming months.”

      After Grigor’s stupidity, that seemed far easier said than done.
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      Tao was on a mission. He just wasn’t sure if it was the same mission Dmitri had in mind for him.

      It didn’t matter.

      He had promised Grigor answers, and he intended to honor that promise even though Dmitri had once forbidden him to tell Grigor about the Dmitri Curse. In addition, Dmitri had let Nicholas escape the asylum, leaving Meka and his tracker alone and desperate in that cell. How that helped anything, Tao couldn’t fathom. But he intended to do whatever it took to protect and defend his boys—all three of them. Even if it put him in conflict with the seer.

      He scowled at Dmitri, floating between the trees next to Nicholas.

      Tao’s cub hobbled on broken feet through the forest toward the road to Cian.

      Neither of the two guardsmen, or their baying hounds tracking Nicholas, knew Tao and Dmitri were there. To anyone but the dead, the deer path Tao’s cub stalked seemed deserted—devoid of all human life.

      Nicholas was just as oblivious of their presence.

      Nothing like the strong, vital boy Tao remembered, Nicholas was a waif so thin a stiff breeze could have sent him reeling. For all that, determination steeled his cub’s icy blue eyes.

      It fueled Tao’s frustration that his cub was being put through this unnecessary torture when rescue was just hours away.

      He said sharply, “You know why I’m here. I need answers for Grigor. And since you let Nicholas separate from Meka, I want a guarantee that you have a plan for my son and my cub that doesn’t include having them killed. Or worse.”

      Dmitri didn’t seem in a hurry to oblige him.

      Perhaps because one of the dogs—a sharp-nosed beagle—picked up Nicholas’s scent.

      Before it could yip out the news, Dmitri waved a gleaming arm through the air. The light on the mortal plane bent around Nicholas.

      The beagle paused, then sniffed frantically at the spongy black earth where it had caught the boy’s scent. It looked up in confusion, then turned on its heels and ran off in the opposite direction.

      Dmitri’s care only served to confuse Tao.

      “I thought you told Nicholas you weren’t his guard dog, but here you are protecting him.”

      “Aye.” Dmitri paused briefly to smile at Tao. “It’s called building his confidence.”

      Tao sailed over to a fallen log blocking Nicholas’s path. His cub scrambled over it and continued on his way.

      “It’s called deceitful, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      Dmitri’s grin faded. “His incarceration has made him scared of his own skin. Understandable but not helpful. He needs a reminder of his resourcefulness if he is to be of any use to Axel and the alliance.”

      Tao bristled at the criticism. As far as he could see, Nicholas was handling his escape incredibly well. “And insulting him will achieve that?”

      “If you call stating the truth ‘insulting,’ then aye.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?” Tao challenged. “He’s been jailed for nearly a year in the harshest of circumstances. Few adults would have coped as well as he has.”

      “Nicholas isn’t just anyone. He’s the Light-Bearer. Great things are expected of him. He can’t deliver if he’s terrified of Lukan and his guardsmen.”

      Tao knew all that, but it didn’t explain anything, and he desperately needed answers if he could continue supporting the seer.

      Dmitri chortled. “You are as transparent as glass, Tao. Spit it out.”

      Tao glared at him. “You obviously know what I’m thinking. Are you going to help Axel find Nicholas when they get to Cian? And for that matter, are you going to help Meka? Or must I go it alone to aid them?”

      “Why should I—either of us—help them?”

      Dmitri’s lack of concern at Tao’s threat was insulting.

      “Because this is your fault,” Tao replied. “You let it happen. Everyone—except Nicholas—knows how easy it is to get lost in a city that size. Or would you rather Nicholas flounder on his own?”

      Dmitri paused in his light-bending to eye Tao. “Make no mistake, Nicholas has to get to Treven as soon as possible. Nothing is more important than that. It’s the only way Axel will secure the military might he needs to unravel the empire.”

      Tao threw his hands up in frustration. “Then help him. Or give me the tools I need to help him and Meka. Grigor, too. He needs answers more than anyone.”

      “Ah! Now we’re finally getting somewhere.” But before Tao could get his hopes up, the seer said, “Did you know that I was once very fond of board games?”

      Tao blinked in surprise at this change of direction. It had never occurred to him that Dmitri had enjoyed playing games. But the seer had once been mortal, so Tao assumed he’d led an ordinary life, doing mundane things.

      “My brother Thurban and I used to play each other all the time. Our games went on for weeks at a time. That was before the invasion of Norin, of course. It always burned him that I usually won.” Dmitri smirked. “Should have been a warning to him that I am not to be trifled with.”

      “As I recall, your brother flayed you for cursing him. Seems to me like he won that round.”

      Dmitri gave a sharp wave of his arm, and the air crackled.

      Nicholas jumped.

      His emotions spilled out at Tao—fear and alertness powered by a spurt of adrenaline that propelled the boy behind a tree. Nicholas listened intently for a repeat of the crackle.

      Tao was used to feeling Meka’s and Grigor’s thoughts and emotions as if they were his own, but he hadn’t expected to experience it with Nicholas.

      He cringed at Nicholas’s amplified hearing, which turned the rustle of every leaf and the chirp of every cricket into a boom. That Nicholas wasn’t writhing in pain spoke volumes for his cub’s growing ability to filter out extraneous noise. Now it seemed it was only the unexpected that caused him pain.

      Nicholas’s pulse calmed as he realized there was nothing behind him. Cautiously, he crept out from behind his cover and headed off through the trees, following his course parallel to the road. Blood again soaked through his flimsy moccasins.

      The guardsmen should have heard the sound, too. But when Tao looked at them, they and their dogs hunted deeper into the forest, traveling in the opposite direction.

      Tao turned back to Dmitri.

      The seer had also stopped moving to watch Nicholas. A faint trace of regret suggested that he hadn’t intended to alarm the lad. That pleased Tao.

      Dmitri moved forward again, following Nicholas. “My death was a trifle. I merely sacrificed a minor tile—my mortal existence—to build a winning strategy. Any great strategist would have done the same.”

      Tao spluttered his derision. His mortal life had also been stolen from him. But he didn’t find himself nearly as sanguine about it as Dmitri seemed to be about his brutal murder at his brother’s hand. Tao still hadn’t resigned himself to all the opportunities Lukan and Morass had robbed him of. Like finding a woman to love. If he was to be “alive,” drifting between the third and fourth dimensions, he didn’t want to be alone.

      “The curse on the Avanov line was wrought in blood. Mine. It will be lifted in blood.” Dmitri shot him a sly smile. “Do you think Lukan will be destroyed without pain?”

      “I hope be bleeds buckets,” Tao said with venom that surprised him.

      Dmitri’s face settled into his usual serious mien. Tao decided the expression was more than just sternness; it showed bone-deep sorrow. He regretted some of his rebellion. “He won’t be the only one to bleed before this is done.”

      Tao’s interest pricked as he waited for more.

      “I find that I have a renewed interest in games. Tiles particularly.”

      Tao huffed his disappointment at Dmitri’s answer.

      After another sideways glance at Tao, Dmitri said, “Felix and I are currently engaged in a game of tiles. You want to be useful to your sons and cub, then help me win.”

      “That sounds a lot like cheating.”

      “Cheating! I am merely using my tiles wisely.”

      “And I’m one of your tiles?”

      “Of course.”

      Why didn’t that surprise Tao? “Pray tell, what spot do I occupy on the map? And does it come with the ability to see into the future? That would really aid me in helping my sons.”

      “You? See into the future? That sounds like a dangerous proposition. As it is, through your death, I’ve given you three things: wings to travel, a key to unlock the human mind, and a voice like a clarion call. Which tile is that?”

      “None,” Tao grumbled, irritated with this convoluted conversation. “Chenayans are not as erudite as all that. Our games of strategy are usually more about whom we can stab in the back or beat into submission.”

      “Aptly put. But you’re missing something. Think harder about who in the Chenayan court holds the power I have given you.”

      Tao’s face skewed. “You don’t mean Felix?”

      The idea of being anything like Felix was abhorrent to him, but Felix could travel anywhere in the empire that he chose, he read Nicholas’s mind, and he was certainly skilled at getting people to do what he wanted.

      “Aye.” Dmitri grinned like a cat on a sunny porch. “The Lord of the Household. The tile that, through ice crystals, controls the population of Chenaya.”

      “That is what you see me as?” Tao looked at Dmitri in disgust. “Are you actually giving me incentives to leave you?”

      Dmitri’s gleaming fingers touched Tao’s arm. “Not so hasty, my friend. Consider, if the things had worked out as I had hoped, before Lukan married Lynx, he would have risen to the challenge of being the Son of Prophecy. With no need to control anyone with ice crystals, he would have used you as his Lord of the Household to help unbundle this empire. I am merely giving you back what was rightfully yours.”

      Tao snorted. He wasn’t stupid enough not to realize that Dmitri was dismissing him with promises of fake honors. “Give me permission to speak to Grigor and something constructive to do—that I understand the logic of—to protect the boys I love, or I’m done.”

      “Counter Lukan’s Lord of the Household. I give you the power to do whatever it takes to ensure that none of the tiles in Felix’s possession are of any use to him. I want the very power he seeks to control him in the same way he controls the key tiles in our little game.”

      Even though he wasn’t entirely sure of what Dmitri had bestowed upon him—he didn’t feel any different—Tao smiled at that victory.

      “The only ‘tiles’ Felix controls are Meka, Grigor, and Nicholas. Does that mean Nicholas is now my responsibility?”

      Dmitri scoffed. “You think I would give the Light-Bearer to you to coddle? Not likely. That stubborn boy needs someone far less emotionally involved than you if he is to succeed.” He wagged a finger at Tao. “And I will not be crossed on that. When you can see the future, you can meddle with my Light-Bearer. Until then, you leave well enough alone.”

      Tao grimaced. His cub was in for a lot more tough love before Dmitri was finished with him. The seer’s grim smile confirmed his thoughts. Tao considered challenging the seer on it, but the last thing he wanted was to mess up and stop Nicholas from fulfilling his destiny.

      “Wise choice, my friend,” Dmitri said. “Meddling would get you on the wrong side of Axel, too. As much as my Lord of the Conquest resents me, he expects me to provide him with a Light-Bearer armed with power to rally men and women of might to the cause.”

      So Axel bore the hallowed title of Lord of the Conquest, not Nicholas. “I thought Nicholas was the one to lead the armies? Or is his role limited to emperor?”

      “The Light-Bearer is no warrior and never will be, if I have my way. He must be the bringer of peace and the dispenser of justice and mercy. The task of planning and orchestrating the war falls to Axel.” A toothy smile. “You could say that Nicholas is the face on the flag.”

      Tao chewed his lip, intrigued by how Dmitri saw them all. He longed to ask about Meka, but fear of the answer prompted him to ask about Grigor instead.

      “Grigor holds the center,” Dmitri replied. “Why do you think I manipulated Felix into arranging an inauguration for the boy? He needs the official sanction that comes with the title of crown prince if he is to be of any use to us. The day Nicholas and Axel march on Cian, it is my plan that Grigor will be the one who flings open the palace gates for them. To the people of Cian and the rest of the empire, Grigor will be a liberator—an Avanov they can trust, an Avanov they will be willing to follow into battle to swell Axel’s forces.”

      As pride for Grigor swelled his breast, the light radiating off Tao brightened, illuminating the forest around him. It dulled quickly; there was still much he had to do to bring Grigor to that point. “He knows nothing about the technology that powers the empire. And he’s clueless about your curse.”

      “Then change that,” Dmitri said offhandedly.

      Tao nodded with satisfaction at that absolute confirmation.

      Dmitri looked at Tao expectantly. Waiting for him to ask about Meka?

      “You know I want the answer,” Tao said.

      “Kerill Corner, the most benighted spot on the map—that is where Meka finds himself.”

      “He’s valuable,” Tao insisted. “He needs to move into a winning position. Like Grigor’s.”

      “Axel says he’s expendable. For this mission, at least. I eavesdropped on him and Lynx talking.”

      Expendable!

      The air in the fourth dimension hummed around Tao. How could he consider Axel an ally if his old friend abandoned Meka?

      Impossible.

      But then, what did that make Dmitri’s Lord of the Conquest? Tao’s enemy?

      Dmitri gave him a cryptic smile—one Tao couldn’t even begin to decipher. “If you don’t like Axel’s decision, do something about it. I’ve given you the power to act—use it.”

      Tao was left alone with Nicholas.

      His cub’s frozen terror drove all other thoughts from Tao’s head.

      Nicholas cowered in the forest at the intersection between the narrow track from the asylum and the main road to Cian. Military steam carriages and trucks, headed to and from Cian, roared along the cobbles.

      The military had been out since the floods the previous summer as they tried to rebuild the infrastructure around Cian and in the rest of the Heartland. These vehicles were interspersed with the occasional privately owned horse-drawn carts.

      Thanks to ice crystals embedded in the citizens in the Heartland, civilian travel was not encouraged. It was only with permission from the local priestess that people were permitted to travel from village to village.

      It therefore astonished Tao to see a motley band of musicians and performers dodging the traffic. Once a year, in the quest to thrill the high-born and to keep them compliant, Felix permitted artists from around the empire to travel to the palace for auditions.

      It had to be that annual pilgrimage. It had been years since Tao had lived at the palace, and he’d forgotten that event. As cheery as the crowd looked, he wished for his cub’s sake that the road hadn’t been so clogged.

      A million discordant vibrations, each like daggers, pierced his eardrums. Too much for Nicholas. He collapsed onto his knees with his hands clasped around his head.

      The pain hit Tao, and he, too, sank to the ground. He almost regretted now that Dmitri had given him access to Nicholas’s sensory information.

      Tao cursed himself. What kind of man was he to be thinking of himself when the boy he loved so much was in such agony? He forced himself to stand and to absorb the shock.

      Would his cub face this new torture and make his way into Cian as Dmitri wanted? Or would he flee back into the forest, thwarting them all?

      All while Tao stood on the sidelines. Should he help Nicholas or accede to Dmitri’s instructions?
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      Despite his anguish for his stepson’s pain, Axel took a much-needed breath. Nicholas had not only escaped his prison but had made the decision to head to Cian, with all the complications the capital city brought him—and Axel.

      Lynx shot through the hatch onto the bridge, clutching her informa. “He’s at the main road into Cian. In agony because of the shock and the noise. The sooner we get him out of there, the better.”

      Axel, Clay, and Magridal huddled around their device.

      Lynx skidded to a stop. “Oh, you already know.”

      Axel reached for her. She stepped into his arms, and he gave her a hug he hoped offered some comfort. “We know. Now we need to plan for rescuing him in a city of almost a million people.”

      The clatter of more boots on the deck, and then Farith swung onto the bridge. “I have him. Nicholas. He’s headed to the city now.” Her green eyes gleamed with more excitement than Axel had ever seen on the usually taciturn girl. “Can we rescue Meka?”

      Clay frowned, scrunching the scars on his face. “There was doubt about rescuing Meka?”

      Axel could have cursed Farith for leaking that information; instead he glared at her. The girl swallowed, but it was too late.

      “I prioritized the mission,” Axel snapped, to stop all discussion. “Nicholas was always the key objective.”

      Typically, Clay nodded his acceptance of Axel’s orders. “I’m with you, Warlord.” He paused, face glum. “Especially as Dmitri doesn’t seem willing to help.”

      Axel’s fury at the seer knotted every muscle in his body. Even so, he hadn’t been surprised by Dmitri’s response to Nicholas. Dmitri had left the boy to languish in a dark cell for almost a year when it would have been so easy for him to tell Lynx or Axel where to find him.

      Axel had come to expect Dmitri not to help. If Dmitri ever did deign to visit Axel, he would give the walking dead man a piece of his mind.

      Better to focus on the problem at hand.

      “We still need to find Meka,” Farith said.

      “We know where he is,” Magridal snapped back. Since Farith’s arrival, the Trevenite commander had moved from her chair to slump against the bulkhead. Her face was even surlier than Farith’s usually was. “In the same asylum Nicholas has just escaped from. Why he isn’t with Nicholas is the real question you should be asking.”

      It seemed damning for Meka that Nicholas had escaped on his own.

      Axel hoped that Felix was at fault, not Meka. Their plan had relied on Meka and Nicholas being jailed together; without that link, Meka wouldn’t have been able to deliver even if he’d wanted to. Perhaps Felix had reneged on the deal and had imprisoned Meka in another jail in that asylum, separate from Nicholas.

      “I told you Meka was not to be trusted,” Magridal added.

      Fist clenched, Farith lunged across the bridge at her.

      Axel grabbed the back of Farith’s tunic and swept her feet off the floor. “Not on my bridge.”

      Farith glared at him as she hung from his hand. “How can you let her say that kind of thing about Meka, Warlord?”

      He lowered her feet onto the floor and released her uniform.

      She didn’t bother straightening it. “It’s not right because it devalues him. Why would anyone want to save a traitor? But Meka’s not a traitor. Please, trust me on this.”

      The tiny, buxom Trevenite princess’s intensity touched Axel. He had chosen her to be part of his team because he valued her judgment. It would be foolish to discount her input.

      Lynx touched Axel’s arm. “She has a point. And let’s not forget that we are dealing with Felix—the most conniving, untrustworthy man on the planet.”

      “Agreed. I’ll reserve judgment on Meka until I have him back on this airship and can assess him myself.”

      Farith’s tiny frame sagged with obvious relief. “Does that mean we are going to fetch him?”

      “That depends on where Nicholas ends up.” Axel shot Farith a warning look. “The priorities of this mission haven’t changed. So, until ten o’clock tomorrow night when we arrive in Cian, everyone keeps eyes on Nicholas for as long as Felix allows it.”

      On the other side of the bridge, Axel’s navigator cleared her throat. “Sorry to interrupt, Warlord, but I have a weather report for you that changes a few things.”

      Axel strode over to her station. Cattigan, the captain of the Light-Bearer, joined him. Together they scanned the navigator’s instrument displays.

      Axel’s heart sank; the informa showing the weather forecast predicted a storm of cataclysmic size over Cian at roughly the same time as Axel and his airships were to arrive at the city.

      It had been almost two decades since he’d last experienced a Cian storm, but he hadn’t forgotten how furious they could be. Rescuing anyone in torrential rain with lightning cracking around them would not be easy. It seemed the gods were hell-bent on making this mission to rescue Nicholas as risky and as dangerous as possible.

      Cattigan’s eyebrows bunched. “Warlord, I assume you want to avoid that?”

      “So logic would dictate.” Axel rubbed the stubble on his chin. “But logic isn’t the only thing I have to consider.”

      Lynx stepped over. “Explain what you’re thinking.”

      “As much as I love our boy, he and the storm have complicated things. Our destination is now fixed, even though it means an air battle over Cian when Lukan retaliates.”

      Lynx’s face paled. “But burning airships will fall on the city. Innocent civilians will die.”

      “That’s unavoidable. I have to do what is best for the mission, not for the people of Cian. If their leaders choose to shoot at us, they must accept accountability for the fallout.”

      Lynx gulped. “That’s . . . harsh.” But she didn’t argue with him.

      “If Lukan hadn’t kidnapped and imprisoned Nicholas, we would not be doing this.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I know that. What time do we want to arrive?”

      He studied his navigator’s instruments. “The storm is an unacceptable risk. We have to get there before it breaks.”

      “That will be fuel expensive, Warlord,” Cattigan said. “Not for the Light-Bearer, but for the rest of the fleet.”

      Axel nodded. By speeding up to arrive before the storm, he risked his fleet’s ability to make it home on the fuel they carried. He rubbed his eyes. His crew knew the chances of survival were slight, even though it had been—still was—his personal goal to get as many of them back to Treven as possible.

      “Calculate the most fuel-efficient arrival time that beats the storm,” he said to his navigator.

      It took her a moment. “Six in the evening.”

      “Then so be it. Cattigan, set a speed for dusk arrival in Cian.” He turned to Clay and Magridal. “Prepare yourselves to zip into a city of nearly a million people to find our lad.” At their frowns, he added, “The first person to mention needles and haystacks in the same sentence gets to play out in the rain.”
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      Talon wanted to cry. If he had thought the screaming woman in the asylum was bad, then he knew nothing of noise. A long line of steam vehicles shunted along a road made from small stones packed tightly together. Their wheels clattered and squealed with each turn. The cacophony was like nothing else he had ever experienced. Or ever wanted to experience again.

      He didn’t know how long he crouched by the side of the road with his eyes clenched shut.

      It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered other than survival from the noise. Not food, not clothing. Nothing but freedom from pain. Dmitri had said that his ears were a blessing. Right now, they were a curse—every bit as horrifying as the curse that said he had to overthrow Lukan’s empire.

      Any thoughts he may have harbored about the seer being on his side were beaten away with every excruciating throb on his eardrums.

      Should he go back to the sanity of the forest? Could he even consider going to Cian if this is what being in a crowd would be like?

      Nothing in Cian is worth this.

      But if he didn’t go into Cian, he would never find his way to Treven. If he never got to Treven, he would never be reunited with Mom. And, out of everything, being reunited with her was his most pressing goal. She, like him, would not have given up hope of finding him, just as he refused to give up hope of finding her.

      He clawed in a breath to calm his panic. He stumbled to his feet and wiped away a tear. The air was heavy with the reek of soot and coal dust. He allowed his eyes to rove across the road, looking for something to focus on to drive out the noise—and his heart almost stopped.

      These vehicles all had dragons painted onto their sides. Like the carriage that had appeared at the gates during his escape.

      It had to be the ugliest creature he’d ever seen. Looking at it made his insides writhe, much the way watching the Dragon constellation always did.

      Dmitri had once told him that it was his task as Nicholas the Light-Bearer—such a stupid name—to overthrow the Avanov Dragon. The seer had said that the constellation Talon was named after had shifted the Dragon from the northern point in the sky. Dmitri had made that sound so easy. But then, stars moving across the heavens did look effortless and graceful.

      And remote.

      Standing alone on the side of the road, fighting to stay sane, was a very different proposition. How was he even to begin thinking about shifting the Dragon from its point of power in the empire? Especially when every single one of those vehicles carried at least half a dozen or more of Lukan’s monsters. Lukan had once told him that he had tens of thousands of monsters in his army.

      The idea intensified the noise in Talon’s head.

      Stop it! Don’t focus on things that make you weak. Now is the time to be strong.

      The monsters didn’t seem to bother the stream of people walking along the dusty footpaths on either side of the road. Some walked in single file, others in pairs or large groups. Either way, they all seemed to know each other. Listening to their laughter and snatches of their conversations, it sounded as if they were on their way to a party. A fact reinforced by the musical instruments—drums, cymbals, and the most fascinating array of stringed instruments he’d ever seen—many of them carried.

      That inspired confidence that he, with his fiddle, would fit right in. If he didn’t look so ragged and emaciated, of course.

      Nothing he could do about that.

      He had always had a talent for music. Much of his leisure time in the forest had been spent composing tunes on Mom’s fiddle, or on the drums and flutes he’d constructed from reeds, carved wood, and animal hide.

      As he studied each beautiful instrument the minstrels toted, a mix of envy and homesickness built up in him. Longing to know more about them, he stepped out of hiding. Most of the instruments showed no wear. Were they new?

      As he hobbled closer, it struck him that perhaps he should be focusing on the people—and the possible threats they presented—and not their instruments.

      While none of them looked as wealthy as Lukan with his velvet-and-satin clothing, these people didn’t look poor, either.

      Most of the women here had dark hair, unlike Mom. It was the first time he’d seen women, apart from her. Few of them wore their hair loose like she did, and none had feathers and braids. Instead, they wore their tresses in elaborate twirls, with tendrils tumbling down around their faces. They all wore dresses with odd bulges at the back and tight laced garments that pushed up their breasts.

      So much cleavage. He gulped. But at least eyeing their curves took his mind off the noise.

      A girl, perhaps a little younger than him, gave him a shy smile. Not sure what to do, he just stared back at her pretty face.

      But should he trust that smile? There was an entire crowd of people here; why was she looking at him? Did she know who he was? Did she work for Lukan?

      Her smile faltered. Perhaps staring at people unnerved them?

      A distinct hissing came from nearby. A basket strapped to an older boy’s back. What was inside? A snake?

      Talon shook his head. Why anyone would want to carry a snake around in a basket was a mystery.

      The boy laughed. “Lydia, by the Dragon, why are you making eyes at him? He’s a scarecrow. Save your smiles for the palace.”

      The girl blushed. “I—I was just being polite.” She turned away from Talon, scrunching her nose as if he stank.

      He probably did.

      Humiliated, he fell back away from their group only to bump into the person behind him.

      “Watch out, you dratted boy. Don’t blame me if my bear swats you.”

      Talon spun. A barrel of a man with a huge black beard strode behind him, leading a bear by a chain. Talon widened his eyes.

      But both the handler and the bear wore identical waistcoats and breeches. What kind of world was this, where men took noble creatures like bears and turned them into caricatures?

      He mumbled an apology and stepped aside to let them pass.

      Neither the man nor the bear wore shoes, and Talon envied them their tough feet. After his chase through the forest, all that remained of his thin moccasins were scraps of rope tied around his ankles. Given the squelch of blood in every step he took, his feet were bleeding again.

      It added to his light-headedness. Now that his ears were under control, his other survival needs were reasserting themselves. It was hours since his breakfast of mush in his prison. The handful of mushrooms he’d eaten in the forest were not enough to fuel the demands of all this exertion. He was thirsty, too.

      Hunger and thirst are a bad combination if I’m to survive long enough to reach Treven.

      He wished he could have asked that girl, Lydia, how far it was to Cian.

      Someone sidled up and nudged his arm. “What’s wrong with your feet? They’re pissing blood. It’s unsanitary.” A short laugh. “For you. Not the road. Or that’s what my grandmother would say.”

      Talon started.

      His assailant—a short, scrawny boy about his age—spoke with an accent that wasn’t quite Chenayan. The boy’s hair—more gray than black, although not as light as Mom and Uncle Tao’s blond—was tied in a topknot. Eyes a lighter shade of dark than anyone else Talon had seen today sparkled with mirth in his mischievous face. Unlike the other people here, his tunic and trousers were slightly small for him and ragged around the cuffs and ankles.

      Talon instinctively warmed to him until he reminded himself that he could trust no one. His suspicious silence didn’t seem to concern the boy.

      “You need to hitch a ride on one of the trucks. My grandmother says hitching rides on trucks is dangerous, but I think it’s the best fun in the world. Come, I’ll show you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the boy scampered to the back of the closest vehicle. A vehicle that now had a name: a truck. Boots resting on the steel rim at the back, three other boys already clung to it. As the boy leaped up to join them, his topknot bobbed. He looked back at Talon and waved.

      As much as Talon longed for a ride, at least a dozen monsters sat on wooden benches at the back of the truck. Their faces were soot covered and their clothes dusty. They must have traveled a long distance.

      Did that mean they didn’t know about him?

      He had not heard Lukan’s voice in his head since his escape, but that didn’t mean he should abandon caution. Maybe Lukan spoke in everybody’s heads. Perhaps Lukan had told every monster in the empire about Talon. If he jumped onto the slowly moving truck, would someone arrest him?

      But if he didn’t, would he attract even more attention from the boys?

      He dithered, torn between these confusing options.

      The pain in his feet overcame his fears. He half-ran, half-stumbled to the truck, just managing to grip the back as it chugged forward. He wasn’t strong enough to pull himself up. Topknot leaned down and hoisted him up.

      Talon smiled his thanks, fully expecting the original three boys to complain. They merely snuggled up closer to make room.

      It warmed his heart. Maybe not all people were as bad as he first thought.

      He decided to risk speaking to Topknot over the clatter of wheels and the roar of the engine. He cleared his throat. Twice.

      Topknot looked at him expectantly. “Naw! Spit it out. I don’t bite. My grandmother says that biting’s rude. Me and my brother never agreed, but I promise not to nip you.”

      Talon wasn’t sure if the boy was joking, but he was too desperate for information to care. “This road going to Cian?”

      Topknot burst into laughter. Even though it sounded good natured, the bubbling sound made Talon blush. “’Course it is!” He stopped laughing and scowled. “Now that the bastard Avanovs have closed the railway line. Why they do it when so many people need to get into town right now, I would never know.”

      Talon had no idea what a railway line was, but it had to involve transporting people. But he did know that Lukan was an Avanov. Had Lukan closed this line because of him? If so, it meant Talon had to be even more cautious.

      Even in his worried musing, he sensed Topknot watching him.

      Intently.

      “Strange color eyes you’ve got. My grandmother once told me that only the Avanovs have blue eyes—” Topknot spat as he said the word Avanov.

      Clearly, Topknot had no time for Lukan and his family. Talon’s family.

      “My brother also said they get it from the Norin women they marry.” The boy canted his head. “Are you Norin?”

      Talon’s blood chilled. Why hadn’t he anticipated questions? If he had, he would have come up with a story that explained his strange appearance. He hadn’t thought to lie, but he would have to work on that if he were to blend in and hide successfully.

      He opened his mouth to mutter something, anything, but the boy barreled on.

      “Naw. Can’t be a Norin ’cause your hair’s the wrong color. My brother says Norin have yellow hair. He should know, ’cause he was a guardsman.” Topknot’s brow furrowed as he scrutinized Talon. “Don’t you brush your hair? And your skin color is wrong, too. Too pale to be a Chenayan. So, you’re either some kind of half-blood or you’ve been living under a rock? Which is it?”

      Too many questions. He’d been wrong to trust Topknot.

      Talon let go of the truck. Anything to get away. He landed with a thud on his bloody feet.

      The movement caught the attention of one of the monsters on the truck. He stood and shouted, “Hey, you! Low-born scum, get off before I beat you.” He punctuated his shout by lashing out with his fist.

      It caught Topknot on the jaw. His head cracked back, and he tumbled off the truck onto the road. He hit the cobblestones with a crack—and didn’t move again. The other boys scattered.

      Talon stood rigid, torn between helping his interrogator before an oncoming vehicle flattened him and fleeing from the monster. Was Topknot trustworthy or not?

      I can’t go back to the asylum.

      Better to stay away.

      The truck behind them continued on. Topknot moaned but made no effort to stand. Could Talon let the boy die because he might be untrustworthy?

      Swearing softly, he grabbed the boy’s shoulders and dragged him to the side of the road.

      “Don’t see that kind of kindness every day. But it’s stupid to interfere with the guardsmen. If they want a man knocked unconscious, it’s better to leave him that way. They may beat you senseless, too.”

      Talon’s head shot up. The most beautiful woman in the world stood opposite him.
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      Talon stared. Long dark curls coiled down her back, and her dark eyes were rimmed with black. Smoldering.

      Where had that word come from?

      His eyes flitted down her body. Unlike the other women on the road, she wore curled-toe shoes, low-slung silk trousers that showed off her voluptuous hips, and a skimpy top, cut off under her pointed breasts. A bulging leather satchel slung over her shoulder was the only indication she was a traveler.

      It was the first time Talon had ever seen a woman’s body so exposed. Well, almost all of a woman’s body. It made his pulse race in a strangely uncomfortable way. How would it feel to run his hands through her hair, or to touch her skin? With all the risks facing him, the reaction was too weird to be credited.

      He gulped, and his face burned.

      She shot him a lazy, knowing grin. “Boy, you’re no older than Yuri there—and he’s my youngest brother,” she said, her hands twirling like dancing snakes. “My name’s Valeria.” Her voice sounded as delicious as honey.

      Talon’s blush spread to the rest of his body.

      He looked around to find Topknot—the boy should see him now. He’d never accuse Talon of living under a stone again, not the way his skin burned. That said, Talon would have happily slunk under a stone if he could to get away from the strange things Valeria was doing to his body.

      Topknot had vanished.

      Valeria laughed. “Relax. I’m used to men looking at me.” She twirled. “I dress for it.” She winked at him. “Your reaction merely proves that I have been successful in my efforts.”

      Talon opened and closed his mouth, unsure what to say. His mind screamed, Don’t trust her, but his body said, Give me more. He decided to pick a middle path—he would wait and see what happened with Valeria before making a final judgment on whether to walk along the road with her.

      He didn’t have to tell her anything about himself, but she could be a source of information—and information was power. It could be invaluable in helping him survive.

      Yuri, a boy with a sulky face and a squat body, folded his arms across his chest. Talon was a lot taller than him, but even before his imprisonment, his chest had been nowhere near as broad as Yuri’s.

      “You don’t look like much,” Yuri said. “Do you think you will even get to the palace alive?”

      Pity Valeria brought her brother with her.

      “Yuri! You don’t speak to strangers like that.” Valeria looked Talon up and down and sighed. “Sadly, he’s right. Where are your boots?”

      “Um . . . lost. I think.” Talon shrugged, feeling like an idiot. And what was with all these people that kept asking him questions. Was it normal? Or was he being interrogated?

      Whatever the answer, he couldn’t flee every time someone asked him a question. That would be even more suspicious than mumbling rubbish.

      But even as he raked his brain for an answer—even a rubbish one—all he could think to say was that he hadn’t been wearing any when Lukan and Morass had captured him.

      There was no way he could say that.

      Much better to pretend he was a bit soft in the head.

      Valeria called to her brother. “Give over that pair of boots you lifted from that man in Dashat.”

      Yuri’s scowl deepened. “I stole them. They’re mine.”

      Hands on her hips, Valeria loomed over him. “And I dance my ass off to feed you. I said hand them over. Do it before I clip your ear, you Dragon’s butt.”

      Yuri dug into his satchel and pulled out a pair of boots. He glared at Talon as he tossed them over.

      Talon caught one, but the other fell onto the road. He croaked out a thank you.

      “Well, don’t just stand there looking lost. Put them on,” Valeria commanded.

      Talon had never worn proper boots before, but he was no more inclined to gainsay her than her brother had been. He slid his feet into the boots, dreading the chaffing that had to come.

      The soft leather was surprisingly comfortable. Whoever Yuri had stolen them from knew how to cure a hide. Talon snorted softly as he fumbled with the laces. The boots’ owner probably had nothing to do with curing the leather. In the world he was going to, people probably didn’t cure their own hides and make their own shoes, but they would still have had to offer something in exchange for boots this fine. What that something was, he didn’t know.

      More troubling, what could he possibly give Valeria and Yuri in exchange? His lack of knowledge made him wary. He was now in debt to them with no means of redeeming himself. He hated how vulnerable it made him.

      He stood. “I—I have nothing to give you to repay you.”

      Valeria tugged on one of his ropes of hair. As wary as he was, he didn’t even think to protest the action. “Just play that fiddle for us tonight when we get to Cian. I’ll dance for you, and maybe we’ll make a few mycek in the marketplace. We can use them to buy dinner.”

      He had no idea what mycek were, but based on what she’d said, they could be exchanged for food. “You dance for mycek?”

      She gave him a saucy look. “That . . . and other things.”

      Her look, the way she said it . . . Despite knowing nothing about girls, Talon was sure he knew what she did to get enough mycek to keep herself and her brother fed. He found himself blushing again.

      A vehicle, similar to the one Talon had tried to leave the prison in, blasted its horn. He winced at the unexpected noise. Through the window he saw a wizened old man with a gaunt face and wispy white hair. The stone he wore, bigger than the guardsmen’s stones, was the same shade of black Talon associated with blood.

      The man who had visited Talon’s cell as he was leaving the prison.

      And then a flood of memories rushed at him.

      It was the same man who had come with Lukan and Morass to the cottage the night Uncle Tao had been murdered and Talon kidnapped. Whoever he was, he had been part of Talon’s capture and torture.

      He’ll see me!

      Trembling, Talon ducked his head and dodged behind Valeria.

      The blast of air the vehicle left in its wake as it wove through the crowds sent him reeling.

      He wasn’t the only one to scatter. People fled in all directions.

      “Dragon’s ass,” Valeria snapped. “High-born in their fancy carriages. They think they own the world.” Like Topknot had done when mentioning the Avanovs, she sent a juicy blob of spit after the carriage.

      That bastard had certainly managed to control Talon’s world. Wishing he could do more to show his fury, Talon sent a blob of spit after the carriage, too.

      Valeria laughed and grabbed his arm. “You’re all right, kid. Now come, let’s go. Or we won’t make it in before the gates close.”

      Talon resisted for the briefest moment, but Valeria and her brother had done nothing but help him. Maybe some people were just kind. He had been, before Lukan, Morass, and that man in the truck.

      Outside the forest, he could do little on his own. Part of surviving in this world meant knowing when and who to trust. With no other yardstick to judge by, he had to rely on his gut, and his gut said that if people were kind, then they were probably trustworthy.

      Until proved otherwise.

      He would give Valeria and Yuri the benefit of the doubt.

      He followed them. As his stomach gnawed with hunger and thirst and he battled new boots, Talon struggled to keep up. Every time he dropped back, he was conscious of Valeria’s hips swaying as she glided in front of him.

      It made his blood race.

      She slowed to let him catch up.

      Despite his exhaustion, he forced himself to initiate a conversation to learn what he could from her. “Which gates close?”

      She tossed her dark hair over her shoulder and stared at him wide eyed. “The gates in Cian. You know, they close them at dusk.” Another quick wave of her hands. “I hope we make it in time before all the beds are taken at The Cat. The guardsmen are very strict. We aren’t allowed to sleep anywhere else.”

      It took all of Talon’s control to keep his voice even. “The guardsmen control where we sleep in Cian?”

      “Only the performers. I think. So they can search us before we go to the palace. That way, they can control numbers, too. We’re only allowed to go in groups of twenty.”

      These people were all going to the palace? Talon blinked. He cleared his throat and ventured. “Why?”

      Another strange look. Clearly, she thought him very dim.

      She was right.

      He tried smiling to cover up. It felt strained. “I—I’m not from here.”

      “I get that. Though I’m not sure where you’re from.” An expectant pause.

      Talon bit his lip, then said quickly, “I lived in the forest.” That was true enough. “It’s why I’m so pale. We don’t see much sun.”

      He winced. That sounded so stupid. Why did she have to be so beautiful that his brain turned to mush every time those smoky, dark eyes alighted on him?

      “Oh! At Trapper Camp, I suppose. I’ve heard about the people who live there. Loggers and hunters, I’m told.” She frowned at his tattered tunic. “Looks like you should have hunted up some new gear for yourself before leaving. I’m surprised the priestesses let you out of the town walls dressed like that.”

      Talon scrambled for an answer. She swore. He could have spared the energy.

      “Bitches. I hate those priestesses as much as I hate the high-born.”

      Talon couldn’t resist asking, “And what about the guardsmen?”

      She spat. Again. “There’s a big garrison near Iron Gate, where I come from. They’re worth a few mycek when pickings are slim. When they bother to pay, of course. Most times, they just take.”

      Take . . . Oh. That the monsters would rape a woman reinforced his wary hatred for them.

      No. Not monsters, he corrected. Guardsmen. Unless he wanted to stand out like a fool, he had to remember to call them by their official name.

      Valeria gave a defensive hand wave. “Don’t judge me. I hate them as much as the next girl, but I’ve got a brother to feed and clothe. He’s supposed to be training as blacksmith, but he’s useless at it.”

      That explained Yuri’s powerful build.

      “Dancing jobs are scarce. It’s not every day we get the opportunity to travel anywhere, let alone to the palace to perform.” A worried crease puckered her nose. “I just hope I get picked. It would be good to dance for a living and not—” She made a crude gesture with her hands and shot him a cocky smile.

      So, that was what this motley procession was all about? These people were going to audition at the palace. His stomach clenched at the idea of visiting Lukan’s home. As curious as he was, going there would be stupid in the extreme. Very likely, if that evil old man with the blood-like stone worked with Lukan, he would also be at the palace. Going anywhere near either of them was not something Talon could risk, not unless he wanted to be tossed in another dark hole and forgotten about.

      A quick nod from Valeria at his fiddle. “Are you any good with that?”

      “I can play.”

      “Hmm . . . I’m sure you can, but can you play well?”

      The last time he’d played his fiddle, Lukan had been in the audience. Talon had stared a hole through the bastard, who had cringed and writhed in his seat.

      It had been one of Talon’s best performances.

      He was probably rusty now, but he wasn’t going to tell Valeria that. It would open too many questions he wasn’t willing to answer. “I can hold my own.”

      A sudden urge to play the fiddle he had risked so much for hit him. He tugged on its rope and untied it. Hands shaking, he lifted it to his chin and stroked the strings with his bow.

      The first pass sounded discordant.

      Valeria’s face fell.

      He had disappointed her. He couldn’t leave it like that.

      Talon poured all his energy into remembering the notes of a cheerful ditty he had composed for Mom and Uncle Tao to clap to. Even though so much time had passed since he last held a fiddle, his body quickly fell back into the rhythm.

      He closed his eyes and allowed the music to carry him away to a happier time and place. A raw throb settled in his chest, and he choked back tears. Would he ever stop missing Uncle Tao and longing for Mom?

      Getting to Treven was non-negotiable.

      Then it struck him that despite his emotional pain, his ears had not protested during his playing. He swallowed his tears, rejoicing in that victory.

      He opened his eyes to see Valeria’s reaction.

      Face enraptured, her hips swayed as if she were trying to shed her trousers without using her hands.

      Talon’s stomach somersaulted. All he wanted was to help her remove those trousers. Shocked at his reaction, he dropped his bow, and the music died.

      Valeria’s body jerked to a halt. “Why did you stop?”

      Talon looked away, not wanting her to see his eyes. What if she could tell what was on his mind? “I’m not sure how the auditions work.”

      Laughing, she mussed his hair. “The guardsmen let us in, and we assemble in the . . .” She waved her hand airily, and Talon guessed that she had no idea where they assembled. “Try-out room. We each get a chance to play or to perform.” She pointed to a man walking nearby with a pointy beard. “Bala eats fire.” A grin. “I doubt you got too many fire eaters at Trapper Camp.”

      Talon eyed the man in astonishment. When would this bizarre world stop shocking him? “No, we didn’t.”

      Valeria poked Talon’s ribs. “A job at the palace will put flesh on your bones.”

      Talon didn’t doubt that. Lukan, Morass, and the old man certainly looked well fed. But not even the lure of three solid meals a day would get him to the palace. He needed food for survival, but not bad enough to risk recapture.

      He would have to slip away from Valeria and Yuri long before that. In fact, he wouldn’t even go with them to The Cat—not if guardsmen would be there to meet him. Being searched by another Morass was not a risk he could ever take.

      She shot him a speculative look. “I can help you, if you like. Maybe we can go to the audition together.”

      He gave a noncommittal grunt.

      “If you’re worried about your clothes, don’t be.” She stuck two fingers into her mouth and whistled for her brother.

      Yuri walked a few paces ahead of them. He glanced back, then ignored them. She yelled his name. Face sullen, he waited for them to catch up.

      “What?” Yuri demanded.

      Valeria clipped him across the ear. “Don’t you take that tone with me. I have a job for you.”

      Yuri stuck his jaw out. “I steal my way blind for you every day. I’m having some time off.”

      “Dragon’s butt! Why do I put up with you? Right, because I promised Mama I would look after you. Now get your sorry ass out and find—” She turned to Talon. “What’s your name?”

      Talon’s stomach knotted. Should he be telling people who he was?

      An impatient twirl of her hand. “C’mon. Everyone’s got a name—even trappers. So what’s yours?”

      He considered lying, but he already had so many new things to absorb, he doubted he’d remember a fake name if she used it to call him. That would look far worse that owning up to the truth. He sighed and muttered, “Talon.”

      Her nose scrunched. “Odd name.” She laughed it off. “Yuri, find Talon some clothes. Nice ones, so he doesn’t stand out so much at the palace tomorrow.”

      Yuri looked at Talon with a mix of surprise and contempt. “Was that him playing the fiddle?”

      “It was.”

      Valeria and her brother exchanged a look Talon couldn’t fathom.

      Yuri rubbed his hands together and smiled—a long, lazy one that left Talon feeling raw and exposed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      What had they said in that silent conversation?

      She shoved Yuri to send him on his way. “We’ll meet you at The Cat.” She turned to Talon. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I rag Yuri all the time, but he’s good at what he does. He could steal a rat’s skin right off its back without the critter even knowing it was gone.”

      If the priestesses only allowed performers to travel to the palace, how had Yuri managed to accompany his sister? Why wasn’t he back in Iron Gate?

      “Here. Take this.” Valeria buried her hand into her satchel and pulled out a wedge of cheese and a chunk of bread. “You look like you’re going to fall over any minute. Bread and cheese will help. We’ll get you a proper meal with the money we make tonight in Cian.”

      Pure hunger made Talon forget his suspicions and, with it, his caution. He snatched the food from her hand. He bit into the cheese first. It tasted sharp and burned his tongue. He gagged, aware of her watching him. He forced himself to chew slowly to avoid suspicion.

      Too late for that.

      Not as mild and creamy as the goat’s milk cheese he had grown up on, the cheese was still good once he got used to the taste. A couple more bites, and the richness overwhelmed him. He licked his dry lips, longing for water.

      “How can you possibly have come this far without a water flask?” Valeria asked.

      Talon stopped chewing and swallowed. “I—I was robbed. On my way here. They . . . he . . . took all my stuff. My food. Clothes. Everything.” Had she bought his lie? He locked eyes with her. It seemed unlikely to him—why would the thief not have taken the fiddle? But he held her captive, defying her to challenge him.

      She shifted on her feet and only held his gaze for a second before looking away. He figured it was guilt because of her brother’s thievery.

      “Quite some eyes you got there. I suggest you don’t stare at anybody once we get to the palace. High-born don’t like being intimidated.” She pulled a flask out of her satchel and handed it to him. “Don’t drink it all, ’cause I’ll be needing some before we get to Cian.”

      Talon gulped the water greedily, only just managing to stop when he’d downed half the flask. Stomach bloated from the cheese and water, he slipped his bread into what remained of his trouser pocket. He would eat it later, once he slipped away from them to escape going to the palace.

      He sent a prayer to the Winds to forgive him for abusing Valeria’s kindness. He didn’t think it had been heard. Or, at least, that was what his stabbing guilt suggested. With a nod of thanks, he handed her the water flask.

      Valeria didn’t seem much in the mood for talking after she stowed it in her satchel. But instead of striding ahead with the rest of the performers, she lagged behind with him as he forced his aching feet to keep moving along the never-ending road. The crowd they traveled with thinned until they were the only stragglers left.

      Valeria spent a lot of time watching the sinking sun. Out of touch with its rising and setting, Talon wasn’t sure how long they had before the sun dipped below the horizon and the city gates closed. He dug deep into reserves he didn’t know he had and forced his feet to pick up the pace.

      Just when he thought he could go no farther, a forbidding stone wall loomed ahead out of the encroaching shadows. Cinched like a belt on one of Lukan’s guardsmen, it girthed a haphazard collection of stone-and-timber buildings of all shapes and sizes.

      It had to be Cian.

      Who would want to live in such an ugly place? Talon shook his head.

      A gate as high as it was wide opened like a belt buckle. On either side of it leered a statue of a black fire-breathing dragon with wings unfurled. Monstrous in size, the statues dwarfed the two guardsmen watching the people pass into the city.

      Talon’s breath hitched. He had expected the town to be guarded, but the idea of sauntering past two sentries made his throbbing body quake with terror.

      Valeria grabbed his arm and dragged him behind a tree on the side of the road. “I take it you got past the dragons at Trapper Camp okay? We don’t want any guardsmen coming after us.”

      So every town had dragon statues at the gates? It had to be. He considered lying some more, but the threat of guardsmen—and now these mysterious dragons—was too real to risk being ignorant of the dangers they imposed. “Why would they be interested in us?”

      “Come on, Talon,” Valeria snapped. “Not even a boy from Trapper Camp can be this ignorant. You can’t have lived in the Heartland your whole life without knowing that the guardsmen arrest people who don’t make it past the Dragon.” Her dark eyes challenged him. “You’re like Yuri, aren’t you?”

      Not likely.

      But as he didn’t know the point of comparison she had in mind, he shrugged.

      She flashed her eyes angrily at him. “Tell me now, and tell me straight—do we split up until we get into town?”

      Talon tried playing it cool. He fixed her with his icy eyes. “Why would we split? I thought we were traveling together?”

      “Because you don’t have permission to travel. I doubt the people at The Cat and Mouse even know you’re coming.”

      Talon took a step back before he could stop himself. “Why do you say that? How could I have come this far if I didn’t?” His voice lacked conviction.

      Valeria rolled her eyes. “You’re going to make me explain?”

      “Seems that way, because I have no clue what you’re talking about.” That sounded better—as if he were outraged at her accusation.

      “You want to play me for the fool? Okay, I’ll dance for you.” She gave a mocking twirl. “You’re immune to the dragons. Same as Yuri. He slips out of Iron Gate anytime he wants, and no one questions him. I bet you’re the same.”

      He hedged. “Is that why he’s gone ahead?”

      Valeria looked sullen. Why did she cling to him like moss on wet stone? It had to be more than just kindness. “Partly. Like you obviously do, we live in fear that he’ll find a dragon that catches him. Neither of us wants me going down with him.” Valeria’s voice caught. “That’s what happened to Mama. She used to slip about like a ghost until the day a dragon stopped her.” She glared at him. “You know how risky it is, and that’s why you looked so scared when you saw the dragons.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question. I thought we’re traveling together.”

      Some of the fire in Valeria’s eyes doused. Her tone was more defensive. “We are. Yuri has gone to get you clothes. But I need to know what to expect when we get to the city.”

      Talon shrugged. He wanted the answer to that as much as she did. All he could surmise was that ice crystals somehow communicated with the dragon statues. His hand trailed to his own neck, but he knew he didn’t wear an ice crystal. Mom and Uncle Tao had fought Lukan and a man called Felix to prevent them embedding him when he was a baby. A lump formed in his throat at his parents’ loyalty and love.

      At his last birthday, Mom and Uncle Tao had said that ice crystals controlled them and the rest of the population in the Heartland. Talon had seen the marks on their necks where the ice crystals had been embedded. Although he didn’t understand exactly what an ice crystal was, the devices had stopped Mom and Uncle Tao from leaving the forest around their cottage as effectively as Talon’s prison walls had kept him caged for almost a year.

      Perhaps, like him, Yuri didn’t have an ice crystal. But there was no way he could tell her all this because she’d want to know where he’d gotten the information. That would open up the subject of Uncle Tao and Mom, and he wasn’t about to discuss his precious family with some stranger.

      Also, she might wonder about his claim to be a trapper from this unknown place, Trapper Camp, if he knew so much about ice crystals. Who knew where her thoughts would lead her then? He doubted she’d figure out he was Lukan’s son—why should she?—but he wasn’t about to risk exposure.

      But if he were honest, the real reason he didn’t want to talk about the guardsmen and the dragons was that he feared them like nothing else in the whole world.

      What happened if he was like her mama? Would he arrive at this dragon and be arrested because he didn’t have an ice crystal? “Why do you want me?”

      Lips puckered provocatively, she snaked her hands at him and swayed her hips.

      But this time Talon wasn’t going to let his hormones control him. He stared her down. “If you want to know about me and the dragons, I want to know why you’ve adopted me—especially if you think I’m such a risk.”

      She tapped her foot impatiently. “Stop staring at me. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      Good to know. He didn’t shift his focus. “Then answer me.”

      A long sigh. “Your fiddle. I need you to play for me at the palace. I was counting on finding someone on the road, and then I saw you.”

      Before he could stop himself, Talon snorted a laugh. How could he have been so blind? Kindness had nothing to do with her “care.”

      That knowledge lifted his guilt.

      If she thought he would risk going to the palace with her, she was crazy. Not for boots, not for food and water, not for clothes he would probably never wear.

      He looked away to avoid being swayed by her pleading eyes.

      When had it gotten so dark? Nothing more than a nail clipping, the sun had dipped so far below the horizon that only the faintest glow of light beamed across the sky.

      From the direction of the city wall came the creak of chains. The guardsmen must have been shutting them out of the city.

      Valeria swore. Even she must have heard the noise. “You better not fail us.” She darted out from behind the tree and burst into a run toward the gate.

      Talon hesitated. With Valeria exposed, he was thrown back on his own resources. Cian offered food and shelter, two things he desperately needed. Out here on the road, there was nothing. He didn’t know if he had the energy to survive the night and then face a new day without food and water. Getting to Treven would be impossible.

      That left him with no choice but to take his chances with the Dragons and the guardsmen.

      Heart in his mouth, he broke into a run toward the gate. Although he pumped the last of his energy into his legs, it wasn’t enough. He fell behind.

      Valeria reached the gate first. She looked back at him in panic.

      But he had nothing left to give. Inexorably, the gate was closing—and he was on the wrong side of it.

      Valeria twirled her wrists at the guardsman manning the steam-driven chain-drive. “Wait, please. My friend is sick. Give him a chance.”

      The guardsman took his hands from the controls for long enough to brush her aside. He used more force than necessary.

      Not that there was anything Talon could do about it, given that he was still fifty yards from the gate. It could have been a thousand miles.

      Valeria bit her lip as he stumbled along. A flick of her hair, and she sashayed back to the brute. Hips swaying, she all but rubbed her breasts in his face.

      The guardsman raised his hand threateningly.

      Talon opened his mouth to scream to the monster to leave her alone, but the words died on his tongue.

      Like a fox caressing its mate, Valeria rubbed her body against his. “Let him in, and I’m yours. No charge.”

      The guardsman’s dull eyes locked on her mouth as she licked her lips. The gate paused in its closing, and other soldier on duty with him shouted to no avail.

      Bile filled Talon’s mouth. His fiddle skills were that important to Valeria that she would give herself to that beast for a chance to dance at the palace?

      Guilt, sorrow, and fury, in equal measure, gave him the final spurt of energy to close the distance to the gate.

      The other guardsman had taken over the controls, and the gate was swinging closed. Talon slipped in before it clanged shut.

      “Find Yuri at The Cat and Mouse,” Valeria called to Talon, from the brute’s arms. She winked at him. “I’ve work to do.”

      Talon had made it past the dragon and the guardsmen, but at what price? How could he now refuse to help Valeria when she’d traded so much for him?
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      Felix hobbled into his lair. Once he had closed the door to the office and was confident no one watched him, he tossed his walking stick onto his desk. Nothing more than a prop, he used it to deceive people in the palace into thinking he was a doddering old man entering his dotage.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Little did the palace rabble know that, since the Burning of Oldfort, he, Felix Avanov, Lord of the Chenayan Household, was a man at the pinnacle of his power.

      Even with Nicholas’s escape earlier that day, almost everything he had spent his life working to achieve was within his grasp. The only thing that would have made this day perfect was if Axel had been here to share in his triumph.

      That wasn’t to be.

      Felix swallowed a bitter taste in his mouth. His only son and Warlord of the Pathfinder Alliance, Axel, was still in Treven, consorting with traitors like Chad and Jerawin while Felix held the empire, and all the great things it stood for, together.

      I cannot let my son’s perfidy rob me of joy in my victory.

      He certainly had much to rejoice in. He had won the first round of his tile match against Dmitri: Grigor had been declared crown prince, with Felix as his mentor and guide, and Meka was safely ensconced in Nicholas’s old jail, pending removal to a permanent facility, where the prince would work on Felix’s private informa network.

      And the Light-Bearer?

      Felix had passed the boy earlier that day and had taken particular delight in watching him cower behind a whorish dancer. How that slut had been selected to make this pilgrimage to the palace to audition, Felix didn’t know. She should never have gotten past the selection process.

      Not that it mattered. Because the security of the palace and its inhabitants was at stake with each yearly audition, he had already chosen the honored few, intensely loyal to the Dragon, who would be selected to perform for the spoiled high-born. That whore’s name definitely wouldn’t be on the list.

      Still, Nicholas hiding behind a woman spoke of fear and defeat. Just what Felix had expected when he allowed Nicholas free access to the world. A Light-Bearer with no friends, no allies, and little reason to trust strangers was powerless—and Felix intended to keep him that way.

      As long as Nicholas had no access to his mother or Axel, Felix and the empire had nothing to fear from him.

      The day that changed—should Axel find a way of tracking, and thus rescuing, Nicholas—Felix would act.

      And while Axel was more than a week away in Treven, there was no reason to cut his access to visuals of Nicholas scampering around the countryside. There were risks in that decision, of course, but the benefits far outweighed them: while Axel had access to the visuals he would think Felix was on his side.

      Besting Dmitri in the complex strategy game had been no mean feat, even for someone as wily as Felix, considering the seer could read minds and saw the future.

      Felix smiled as he pulled out not one but two informas from his pocket. He placed them on his desk and thumbed them into life. One informa showed an image of Lukan, and the second Nicholas entering the gates to Cian.

      He turned his attention to the other, far more interesting picture.

      Lukan paced across the flagstones in his observatory. The emperor hadn’t left his hiding place since returning from the disastrous Burning of Oldfort the previous evening. At least the Burning had been a disaster from Lukan’s perspective. Felix was delighted with the outcome.

      Axel had survived. Nothing else mattered.

      Even better, Liatl had died. If Felix’s intelligence reports were to believed, Xipal blamed Axel and that the new desert king continued his father’s quest to recruit Blades. Blades that Xipal would use against the Pathfinder Alliance.

      If intelligence was to be believed, short on people in his own sparsely populated desert country to sacrifice in that war, Xipal’s cannon fodder would be youngsters scooped out of the slums in every city of the world.

      Thanks to the ice crystals embedded in every person in the Heartland, Felix would know the minute any of Xipal’s recruiters showed up and started snatching people.

      Not that the loss of a few thousand rabble would worry him. Anything that swelled Xipal’s army and kept Axel busy militarily in Treven was a good thing.

      While fighting on two fronts against Stefan’s guardsmen and Xipal’s cutthroats, Axel would not have the time for any military adventures Dmitri the seer might demand.

      Life could not get better.

      The only other threat was that, in his mania, Lukan would get it into his head to look at his son’s signal.

      That’s as unlikely as me supporting the Pathfinder Alliance.

      But Felix wasn’t a man who took chances. He pulled a third informa out of his desk drawer and used it to program the visuals beamed to Lukan’s device. If Lukan ever looked for Nicholas, he’d see a long loop of footage and thoughts from the archive of material Felix kept on the Light-Bearer.

      He uttered another quick instruction, this time to the ice crystal in Morass’s head, “Nicholas has been moved to a new cell, and you are no longer required to guard him.”

      Felix’s smile broadened. That would be enough to placate Lukan and Morass. He put the informa away and glanced back at the scene in Lukan’s observatory.

      Kestrel appeared at the door there. She wrung her hands as she hesitated on the threshold. “L-lukan. Please, tell me, what ails you?”

      Pacing like a caged animal, Lukan ignored her.

      “Please, I’ve never seen you like this.” A nervous gesture at Lukan’s clothes—disheveled and dirty—and then at his hair—greasy rat tails dangling on his shoulders. “It . . . it looks like you haven’t bathed since leaving Treven.” Kestrel’s nose puckered, probably at the smell.

      Lukan hadn’t bothered to wash since leaving Oldfort. Having traveled for seven days on an airship with the emperor, Felix knew Lukan smelled terrible.

      The only other time Felix could recall Lukan letting go like this was after Mott’s assassination.

      Fear and guilt had been at the root of Lukan’s breakdown then.

      Felix suspected that was the cause now, too. Lukan might think he had it in him to murder over three thousand people, but in reality, the dolt was not only a pathetic emperor, he was a sniveling coward, too. By giving the trigger to Meka, Lukan had shown his true colors.

      After that cowardice, not for a minute did Felix believe that Lukan would ever trigger the switch in his side to release the Dragon’s Fire that threatened the whole world. As unstable as the cretin was, he didn’t have the guts. Felix was convinced it was that realization that drove Lukan’s current despair.

      Felix had done nothing to bolster Lukan’s mood on the return trip from Treven. Even less to encourage him to attend to his person. Not when it was possible that Lukan’s self-loathing was finally manifesting in a beautiful mania that would make him unfit to govern.

      The timing could not have been better. The Fifteen were at the palace for a scheduled council meeting.

      Lukan had yet to show his face.

      Eyes wild, the emperor rounded on Kestrel. “Oldfort! I was in Oldfort. Enough Dragon’s Fire to kill three thousand people. But Axel survived.”

      Kestrel frowned. “I—I’m not sure what you mean. But you haven’t eaten since you got home last night. You . . . you look thin.”

      Felix canted his head, seeing Lukan as Kestrel might.

      She was right.

      Lukan’s filthy clothes hung on him like rags on a low-born beggar. The emperor’s attempts at eating over the past week had been sporadic, and Felix had made no effort to press food on him, either.

      Not much better than his son.

      Lukan stopped at a parchment map pinned on the wall. A detailed rendition of the heavens, Lukan had first started plotting it as a mere boy. Every star, every moon, every planet, every constellation had been carefully penned in from Lukan’s own observations of the night sky. Even Felix admitted that it was a masterpiece.

      Lukan’s hand thumped down on the Light-Bearer constellation. “Failure. Always failure. No matter how hard I try.”

      Felix gasped as Lukan’s clawed fingers tore ragged lines across the parchment.

      Kestrel could not have known how much of his soul Lukan had poured into the creation of that map, but from her face, even she was surprised at the destruction.

      She took a couple of steps into the room and stopped. She worked her lip with yellowed teeth, terror obvious on her face.

      She walked more purposefully to Lukan. She must have resolved to disregard her fear. A tentative hand rested on his arm. “Let me help you, please. You . . . we cannot go on like this . . . the court . . . people are talking . . . questioning why the emperor hasn’t been seen since Treven, yet Felix has been in the great hall.”

      Lukan shook her hand away. He stared blankly at his ravaged map. “Dead. He’s dead.” He spun on his heel and paced to the door. “The bastard deserved to die.” Back across the room. “Betrayed me.” To his telescope. “Betrayed us.” Back to the map. “All of us.” His voice rose to a wail. “Now Axel has Lynx. Forever.” He dropped to his knees and buried his head in his hands. “And I couldn’t hit the button to release the Dragon’s Fire. Coward. My father said I was a coward.”

      Kestrel’s face blanched.

      If Kestrel hadn’t been so devoted to Lukan, Felix might have thought it was the mention of Lynx’s name that upset her. But the woman seemed devastated at her lover’s plight.

      “Who . . . what are you talking about, Lukan? Who’s dead? And you could never be a coward.” Kestrel paused. “Your councilmen are asking for you.”

      Lukan’s head shot up. Red infused his face, and a pulse throbbed in his neck. “I never said I was a coward,” he yelled. He lumbered to his feet and staggered across to her. “Don’t you ever call me weak. I’m not weak.” His fist shot out and caught Kestrel on the side of her face.

      Felix winced as her head cracked back and her body followed. She skittered across the room, landing in a heap of petticoats on the floor.

      Eyes burning like fire, Lukan strode over to her. “Your son. Your traitorous son is the weak one.” His boot lashed out wildly in her direction.

      Kestrel rolled to avoid it.

      Anger spiked in Felix; never in his wildest imaginings could he picture himself beating Katrina. How Lukan could harm a woman who had done nothing but love him was unfathomable.

      But then, guilt could make weak men do terrible things.

      “No, Lukan,” Kestrel pleaded. Her voice cracked and tears spilled. “W-what did my son do to make you so angry?”

      “Meka killed the wrong people! I commanded him to kill Axel. But Meka was Axel’s all this time. A traitor. Just like Axel.” A crazy smile wobbled on Lukan’s face. “But Meka’s dead now. Felix killed him.” The smile slid away as Lukan’s knees collapsed and he sank to the floor.

      Kestrel gasped and then folded into herself. She covered her mouth with her hands and sobbed, a dry, hacking sound.

      “So, Lukan is finally losing his mind, and his soul mate pays.”

      Felix jumped at the voice behind him. He patted his heart. “Dmitri,” he scolded, “you startled me.” He didn’t add as usual because that would give Dmitri too much power.

      Dmitri snorted. The confounded seer had read his thoughts.

      He was about to object but was struck by the way Dmitri’s face went slack as he watched Kestrel and Lukan.

      Kestrel scrambled to her feet and headed to the door. Lukan buried his face in his hands again.

      “Tragic.” Dmitri shook his head. “And all so avoidable if Lukan had just been willing to share his archive with the world as I once asked him to do. Had he done so, his infatuation with Lynx would have faded. He would then have seen Kestrel for what she is: the only woman on the planet with the capacity to make him happy.” A deep sigh. “Instead, he chose a cursed crown.”

      Felix didn’t know what Dmitri was talking about, but the seer must have once tried reasoning with Lukan. It piqued his interest. “But what of Tao? Kestrel was his.”

      “She was never his, any more than he was hers. The test for Lukan was to see if he would choose to free his people from bondage. That included Tao and Kestrel, who were forced into a loveless marriage by your brother, Mott. Lukan failed, dooming Tao and Kestrel, along with himself.”

      Tears streaming down her swollen cheek, Kestrel gave Lukan a last, pleading look and then darted out of range of Felix’s hidden cameras in the observatory.

      Felix sighed. “So now she knows Meka is dead.” Mind racing, he mused, I need to see her. However unlikely, she may spread the word to Grigor.

      If Grigor was to learn of his brother’s “death,” it would be at a time and place of Felix’s choosing.

      With Lukan in his current manic state, the Sixteen, or rather, the Fifteen that mattered, would have no choice but to declare him unfit to rule. Or, at least they would once Felix finished with them.

      That shoved Crown Prince Grigor into the regent’s throne. A mere boy with no education, no training for leadership, and no support amongst the high-born or the Fifteen, Grigor was a non-starter—unless his kindly uncle and mentor helped him.

      With that help came de facto power for Felix—the one thing he had sought all his life. It may not have been Felix’s original dream—to have Axel on the throne as a figurehead while he ruled from behind—but Grigor would suffice.

      This plan was, however, not without complications.

      From months of watching Grigor, Felix knew the crown prince supported Nicholas. That meant he was Dmitri’s ally.

      Felix wasn’t a fool. Dmitri would not have maneuvered Grigor into the regent’s spot if it did not serve him. With Grigor’s known loyalties, he would likely come out in favor of Dmitri, were he ever to learn the full details of the curse. Something Felix would work very hard to prevent.

      In the meantime, Meka offered the best means of controlling Grigor. A simple threat to harm the crown prince’s brother would undoubtedly bring him into line.

      That wasn’t the only potential hazard of this scheme.

      As soon as Grigor opened his mouth to speak as regent, the empire would know that Lukan was no longer in power.

      Panic would follow.

      Panic Felix would steady with his skilled hand. When the history of this time was written, Felix would be hailed as the greatest power behind the throne in Chenayan history.

      And should Lukan recover from his current malaise—sadly, his father Mott always had when his insanity had struck—Felix would leave the crown prince and the Fifteen to handle the outraged emperor.

      Felix was under no illusions: No matter his mental state, Lukan would never tolerate a regent on the throne while he drew breath.

      None of the fallout would affect Felix. Coward that Lukan was, he needed Felix too much to act against him. Grigor and the Fifteen would suffer, but Felix would be inviolate.

      With all these good things in the works, he wasn’t going to let Kestrel rob him of that bargaining power by blabbing to Grigor about Meka first. He bolted for the door, remembered he’d forgotten his cane, and turned back to get it.

      The walking stick and Felix’s two informa had vanished off the desk. In their place sat Felix’s strategy map. A tile with a battle-axe emblem glinted in the Lord of the Conquest’s block.

      It should not have been here. Felix usually stored his strategy map and tiles in his apartment for use in his leisure time.

      This had to be Dmitri’s next move in their match.
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      Intriguing though the tile may be, Felix had no intention of getting into a discussion with his uninvited guest. “As delighted as I am to see you, I must rush.”

      Dmitri pointed a gleaming finger at the door, and the lock clicked.

      “Honestly,” Felix said. “This is quite outrageous. The dead are not permitted to harass the living like this.”

      “What? Lost your key?” Dmitri lowered himself into the chair opposite Felix’s.

      “It’s retina controlled,” Felix said icily. “My retina.”

      Dmitri blinked. And the tiny red light on the scanner flashed.

      Felix didn’t need to check to know that his eye no longer opened the door. He only just managed to resist digging for his handkerchief.

      “I have time on my hands.” Dmitri rested his fingers on the new tile. “Thought I would spend it with my ally, Felix.”

      Felix sighed. There was no escaping this. He sat. Pushing the sarcasm, he drawled, “I’m all ears.”

      Dmitri picked up the tile, threw it in the air, caught it, and then tossed it on the map.

      Despite the casualness of the action, Felix studied the spot where the tile fell. In no man’s land between the significant blocks, the toss told him nothing significant.

      Also, unlike Dmitri’s other tiles, this ivory block bore no distinguishing gemstone. That meant Dmitri’s Lord of the Conquest could have been any of the players in this drama.

      Felix wasn’t fooled. He steepled his hands. “Axel, no doubt.”

      A thin smile from Dmitri. “Of course. Who else?”

      Felix’s lips quivered. “You will not tell Axel where Nicholas is.” He wanted to add that he wouldn’t tolerate that, but refrained; he had little control over what Dmitri could or couldn’t do.

      “You would accuse me of cheating?”

      “If it served you.”

      “Ah, Felix, that’s why I worry for your soul. You really should give more thought to my offer of redemption. If you did, you would not consider everyone to be as conniving as you.”

      Felix snorted his derision. “So you will say nothing to Axel?”

      “My lips are sealed.” Dmitri stood, gathering the light around him. “Suffice to say that you will be hearing from my Lord of the Conquest in the not too distant future.” A nod, and then Dmitri vanished.

      Felix’s blood chilled. Had Axel already seen that Nicholas had escaped? Had he figured out from the visuals where Nicholas was? Was he coming to rescue the boy?

      He had to be. What else could that cryptic comment have meant?

      Cursing his stupidity in leaving Axel access to the visuals, Felix leaped to his feet. Where did that blasted seer put my informa? His eyes darted around the room.

      Mute as stones, his two informas rested on his drinks cabinet. He grabbed them both. With practiced hands, he flicked on the one programmed to Nicholas.

      The boy stood at the intersection of the main north–south road, which cut Cian in half. It was a landmark Axel would easily recognize. To the north, the wide-cobbled lane would take Nicholas to Zone Three, where the more affluent low-born merchants lived.

      Felix gritted his teeth; dressed as he was, Nicholas would stand out like a beacon there. An easy target for Axel to find should he ask questions.

      Nicholas went south along the cobbles to Zone Four. He must have had the same view.

      The poorest, most densely populated part of Cian, Zone Four was a bleak maze of stone and timber buildings, which teetered over narrow alleys where filth and raw sewage flowed. Its misery ended at the harbor on its most southerly side.

      In Zone Four, Felix’s holographic phantoms, the Dreaded, flashed at the unwary in numbers greater than anywhere else in the capital, and urchins begged. It was those urchins that gave the zone its unofficial name: Urchinville. In his rags, Nicholas would blend in perfectly.

      Felix grunted with satisfaction. Even with the images from the Final Word, Axel would have difficulty locating him there; and it had been almost two decades since Axel had last trod the street of the capital. He wouldn’t remember them very well.

      Still, Felix considered cutting the link to Axel. His fingers hovered over the device as he mulled his options.

      If Axel was indeed on his way to Cian and the images beamed to him and Lynx died, Axel might suspect Felix knew he was coming.

      Nicholas had only recently broken out of his cell, so Axel would probably only have left Treven that morning to rescue him. Losing the signal might persuade him to give up the quest.

      Felix rejected the notion; Axel had proved too dogged to be so easily deterred. And with that fast airship of his, Axel could be in Cian within three days.

      Felix would let the signal be. For now. But that didn’t mean Axel shouldn’t be welcomed into Cian. Felix snatched up the other informa and called through to the Battle Command in his lair.

      An officer responded with a deferential greeting.

      “Hazor, Count Felix. I have received a tip that we will soon have an enemy airship bearing in on us. Monitoring the Cian threat-board is the number one priority. Alert me the moment the intruder alarm sounds. Make sure this order is passed on to the next duty shift.” Felix’s mind raced through possibilities. “And scramble a rotation of ten airships from the home fleet to monitor the skies across Cian. They do not stand down until I give the command.”

      As Lord of the Household, Felix was responsible for security, and it was well within his rights to give such orders—but only after approval from the emperor.

      Or the regent.

      The joy in Felix’s smile caught him by surprise.

      While Lukan was happily going insane, a hostile airship was about to invade the airspace above Cian, just a handful of miles from the palace!

      In this act of war, the High Council would be justified in calling for action from the regent. The regent Felix controlled. The same regent who supported Nicholas, and thus Dmitri.

      In one stroke, Axel had just handed Felix two gifts. Firstly, the perfect opportunity to subdue any opposition from the High Council to his behind-the-scenes rule.

      Secondly, and perhaps even more valuable, an opportunity to destroy all Grigor’s claims to support Nicholas. When Felix was finished with Grigor, not even the seer would be able to redeem the crown prince’s tarnished reputation.

      Grigor would issue the command to unleash the ten airships that attacked Axel’s Light-Bearer. Faster, more agile, and captained by Axel, the Light-Bearer would swiftly destroy the Chenayan airships. Civilians on the ground could be killed in the burning debris raining from the sky. The citizens of Cian would blame the regent who unleashed those death-ships for their casualties, Dmitri’s chosen crown prince, Grigor.

      Not that the view of low-born rabble matters.

      More importantly, Stefan, the Lord of the Conquest and Felix’s son-in-law, would know that Grigor had given the command. Felix didn’t doubt that Stefan would brief Axel, his closest friend.

      Grigor’s reputation would be shattered. A spent force. Not even the seer would be able to rebuild trust in him. The crown prince would be a liability in the seer’s quest to lift the curse.

      “You wish our airships to converge on Cian, my lord?” Hazor’s voice interrupted.

      “Of course not,” Felix snapped. “They are to remain beyond visual sighting of the city until the early warning siren is triggered. And they are not to engage until commanded to.”

      “It will be done, my lord.”

      Felix cut the link and rose to find Stefan to drill him about Axel’s plans. Like all the other councilmen, Stefan was at the palace for Lukan’s council meeting. If anyone could confirm what Axel intended, it would be Stefan.

      It was only when Felix reached the door that he recalled that Dmitri had locked him in. He grunted in frustration. “Damn you, Dmitri. Restore my settings at once.”

      A disembodied laugh filled the room. “In the morning, perhaps.”

      Felix cracked the eye scanner with his walking stick. “This is not to be borne.”

      “You’re a master programmer. If you don’t like it, fix it.”

      This was probably one bit of programming that not even he would be able to crack.

      Felix swore, not something he was wont to do. He often worked through the night, so not even Katrina would question his absence. There would be no rescue until Dmitri deigned to release him.

      No matter. Something so trivial would not deter him. He called up Stefan on his informa.

      A moment passed.

      “Felix.” Stefan sat in a palace bar, sharing a drink with his brother-in-law, Pytor Pavel, Lukan’s Lord of the Granary. Pavel was married to Stefan’s sister.

      A complication. He doubted Stefan had ever told Pytor about his secret life as a double agent.

      Felix sighed. “Stefan, a private word, if you please.”

      Stefan’s lips quirked. “As you can see, Felix, I am already involved in a private word with Pytor. If you must intrude, then I suggest you join us for a drink.”

      As if he could.

      Felix blustered. “I don’t have time for drinks. But we urgently need to speak.”

      Stefan waved a hand. “Go ahead.”

      Felix fought to keep his fury under control. He snapped, “The traitor who leads the Pathfinder Alliance, where is he?”

      “Underground in the mines, I would assume, where he usually is,” Stefan answered blandly. “If he were anywhere else, my guardsmen would kill him. Those are our orders.”

      Felix wasn’t buying that drivel. “I have it from a reliable source—a man with great foresight and wisdom—that Axel is indeed somewhere else.” He added sharply, “According to my ancient ally, the traitor plans to attack us.”

      Pytor showed no reaction. Why would he, when it was common knowledge that Axel had been at war with the empire for almost eighteen years?

      More gratifying, Stefan’s eyebrow quirked.

      That was telling.

      Stefan put his chenna glass on the counter before him, nodded at Pytor to excuse himself, and left the bar.

      Felix watched impatiently on the cameras as Stefan strolled to his apartment on the upper floors of the palace. He even stopped to talk to a couple of councilmen. They exchanged banalities while Felix fumed.

      Finally, Stefan closed his apartment door behind him. With irritating slowness, he settled himself in a chair across from where Malika sat doing embroidery. Katrina sat opposite her. His beautiful wife’s hair, tinged with a blue wash to hide the gray, spilled from its bun as it always had. Knitting needles clacked in her nimble fingers. She was making him yet another new scarf.

      Felix’s eyes softened; he would need to live a dozen lives to wear through everything she had made for him over their long marriage. Felix’s grandchildren chattered in the next room.

      Malika looked up at Stefan in surprise. “I thought you and Pytor had things to discuss.”

      Stefan waved his informa at her. “Your father.”

      A grimace from Malika. “I’ll tell the children to keep the noise down.” She stood, then frowned. “Why’s he calling you on that”—she nodded to the informa—“when he could have summoned you to his office?”

      Perhaps she would suggest Stefan come and look for him? Felix’s hopes soared.

      A shrug from Stefan. “You know your father.”

      “Indeed I do.” Malika sashayed from the room.

      Katrina looked up from her knitting. “My darling Felix. He works so hard for us all.”

      Felix’s hopes of a speedy rescue were dashed. He considered telling Stefan that he had been locked in his office but rejected the idea. The humiliation would be too much to bear. And anyway, the seer would not be so childish to keep him locked up all night.

      As Stefan fired up his informa, Felix grimaced. The last thing he wanted was to discuss all this in front of Katrina; his wife had no idea how much he schemed. He doubted she would approve. When she gathered her bright red skirt, blazoned with purple and green flowers, and stood, he sighed with relief.

      Her knitting dropped onto the chair. A quick pat on Stefan’s shoulder. “Tell my dear love not to work too hard.” Feet lighter than a woman’s half her age, his lovely Katrina sashayed after Malika.

      Stefan waited until the two women had closed the door behind them. “I presume we can speak in peace here. Or is this room bristling with cameras, too?”

      “We can talk freely.”

      A grunt from Stefan. “‘Freely’ is a relative term. I will watch my back—and my tongue—as I always do.”

      Felix waved Stefan’s worries away—and launched into his strategy for getting Stefan to spill all he knew about Axel’s plans.

      “We have an early warning system in place over Cian. You know that. Axel will be monitored from the moment he enters our airspace. I will have no choice but to command that he be shot down.” Felix allowed his voice to spike. “My son, and your best friend, could die in the skies above Cian.”

      Stefan rubbed his eyes. “Felix, I begin to tire of your frantic calls telling me that you have no choice but to command the death of a family member.”

      Stefan hadn’t fallen for his emotional plea. Felix hid his disappointment.

      “Has it ever occurred to you that if you weren’t obsessed with power, you wouldn’t constantly find yourself having to protect us?”

      “It is not my fault I deal with Lukan. That the emperor—”

      “The emperor has nothing to do with this,” Stefan interrupted. He stood, strode away from his informa to the fireplace, and rested his hands on the mantle. A sure sign that he knew the room was bugged. “I was on the airship with you both for seven days when we flew back here from Treven. I watched him pulling threads out of his waistcoat. He hasn’t been seen since we got back here last night, so I can only assume that’s because he’s still . . . unwell.”

      “Off his rocker, you mean,” Felix corrected. “But that changes nothing—”

      “Did I interpret correctly that you have all this information about Axel from the man whose name I had better not mention unless I want you to execute me?” Another annoying interruption.

      “The same. He left my office no more than ten minutes ago.”

      “So there’s a slight possibility that he said all that,” Stefan replied with maddening insight.

      But what better way to drive a rift between Dmitri and his Lord of the Conquest than to claim that lie as a truth?

      “Suffice to say that Dmitri told me in very plain Chenayan that Axel is headed for Cian. I want to know when he will get here.”

      Stefan’s shoulders actually sagged. A tad.

      Felix’s spirits rose proportionately.

      “And you expect me to tell you?”

      “Of course I do. You are the empire’s Lord of the Conquest, Stefan—regardless of your other alliances.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but it seems that, unlike the seer, I am not so easily swayed from my—‘other alliances.’ If you want more information, ask your confidant.”

      “Stefan, don’t try me. I can very easily let slip that you are not who we all think you are,” Felix threatened.

      Stefan laughed. “And who would you tell? Lukan? You said yourself that he is currently off his rocker. The other members of the council? They would be very surprised to know how long I’ve not been who they all think I am. A fact I will make abundantly clear to them. They might even question you to know why you tolerated it—for all these many years—or failed so utterly in detecting it.”

      Threats alleging complicity or incompetence? Irrelevant. Felix reached for his handkerchief and blew his nose. “It does not alter the fact that we will have to defend ourselves against Axel. Lives could be lost. Including his. We need to put plans in place.”

      Stefan brushed Felix’s objection away. “When will you stop underestimating your son? Perhaps if you had given Axel more credit before Lukan and Lynx’s wedding, when he first spoke to you about saving the situation in Treven, he would not be fighting you now.”

      “Bah!” Felix slapped his desk. “From the moment that Norin bitch appeared, Axel was lost to me and to the empire. But if you care for your friend, you will warn him of the insanity of this incursion. I will never give him Nicholas.” Felix grabbed the opportunity to broaden a possible rift between Axel and Dmitri. “The seer gave me permission to embed the Light-Bearer with the Final Word, just as he knew all my plans to imprison the boy. He even gave me Meka and allowed me to train the boy as an ice crystal programmer.”

      At the widening of Stefan’s eyes—a sure sign of shock in his usually inscrutable son-in-law—Felix hid a smile.

      “You expect me to risk messaging Axel from the palace to tell him all this?” Stefan asked slowly.

      “Of course I do! No one will hack your link.”

      Stefan walked back to his informa and picked it up. “Except you.”

      “That hardly counts. He’s my son.”

      “Then you tell him.” Stefan cut the link.

      Felix cursed the man’s audacity. Stefan was becoming impossible to deal with. If he weren’t Malika’s husband, Felix would have ordered his execution. With that solution out of the question, he would have to find another way of controlling Stefan Zarot.

      This wasn’t the time. He still had to deal with Kestrel before she spoke to Grigor about Meka. After Lukan’s abuse, she had to be distraught. Judging from past experience of monitoring her, she’d have scuttled to her room to drool over her chenna cabinet, which Lukan had locked.

      It was time to restore her access so she could drown her sorrows. Not even Grigor would be gullible enough to believe his drunk mother if she claimed Meka was dead.

      From his desk drawer Felix pulled a skeleton key, which opened every old-fashioned lock in the palace.

      If Lukan recovered and learned Felix had interfered with Kestrel, he would be furious.

      Felix studied the key. Could he take the risk? Especially with all his other maneuverings? Uncertain, he pulled up the images from the cameras in the observatory.

      Hands clasped over his head, Lukan lay on the floor. His body rocked from side to side. The image reminded Felix of Nicholas in his dark cell. Only the Light-Bearer had proved too strong, too courageous, to lose his mind.

      Lukan moaned, the sound unintelligible.

      It gave Felix confidence. He snapped off the image and turned his attention to his locked office door.

      He wanted to rail against the seer, but an inkling of doubt stopped him. Dmitri may have been many things, most of them bad, but he was a stickler for human choice. Imprisoning Felix robbed him of his choice.

      But would the seer lie? That seemed equally as unlikely.

      There was only one way to find out. Felix tried the door.

      It slid open on its hinges.

      As much as it irked Felix, he guessed the door had never been locked. He had been so easily conned. A flush of embarrassment heated his cheeks.

      No one must ever know of this, he thought, as much for Dmitri’s benefit as for his own comfort.

      He headed for the apartment Kestrel shared with Lukan, and rapped on the door.

      “Go away.” Kestrel’s broken voice.

      Felix cracked open the door and peered inside.

      Body clenched in the fetal position, Kestrel lay on her bed. She looked up at him with tear-stained eyes.

      “My dear, forgive the intrusion,” Felix crooned. “But the emperor bids me to give you this.” He held out the key.

      Kestrel shot upright. “You have spoken with him?” she demanded eagerly.

      “Of course.” There was ample truth in that—he had spoken to the emperor almost every day since Mott’s assassination.

      Just not today.

      “The key.” He padded into her room and placed it on her drinks cabinet. “My dear princess, enjoy your evening.”

      Proud of his work, he closed the door behind him and set his mind to thinking of all the ways he could destroy Grigor.
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      Lynx’s eyes burned with exhaustion after a day spent watching Nicholas on her informa. She leaned back in her chair in the ward room and sighed with relief. After a hair-raising race for the gates, her son had made it to Cian. Now he slunk down a filthy street.

      “That’s Urchinville.” Magridal sat opposite her. Clay and Farith were also in the ward room, keeping tabs on Nicholas.

      Without taking her eyes off her son, Lynx asked, “How can you tell? Everything looks the same to me. Ugly, gray, and depressing.”

      “Don’t forget the stench.”

      Lynx puckered her nose. “Thankfully, informas can’t smell. But how can you be so sure?”

      “Every time Axel sends me to Cian, I hide out there. Trust me, Lynx, Urchinville is unmistakable. I don’t believe any other city in the world has as many alleys, twists, and turns as that warren.”

      “If Urchinville is a warren, how will you find Nicholas?”

      “Contacts. I always stay in a bughouse called The Ferret in Arms. Zav—he’s the owner—may not go in much for cleanliness, but he’s helpful.” A tiny smile twitched Magridal’s lip, the first Lynx had seen in days. “He’s immune to his ice crystal, so that makes him useful, as well.”

      Lynx wasn’t convinced, not when Axel’s comment about searching for a needle in a haystack rang so true. “Even with Zav, how easy will it be to find Nicholas once he gets his bearings and hides himself?”

      “Food buys information. Zav has a network of urchins on call who give him information in exchange for scraps. It may take time to get them talking, but eventually the lure of bread loosens tongues. If they’ve seen Nicholas, Zav will know.”

      Lynx twirled her braids. Time was a luxury they didn’t have. The success of this heist depended on speed if they were to grab the boys and then outrun the airships in Lukan and Felix’s home fleet.

      Farith bobbed in her seat. “Now that we know where Nicholas is, the warlord will have no excuse not to send Clay to fetch Meka while Magridal finds Nicholas.”

      Lynx gave an inward nod of approval; it seemed she and Farith were on the same page. The asylum was just a few miles east of the city, so it would be a simple matter to send Clay after Meka. All she had to do now was persuade Axel that this was the only way of fulfilling their oath to the prince.

      Magridal swept Farith’s suggestion away with a hand wave. “Forget it. I’m not risking my mission to find the Light-Bearer for the boy who killed Heron.”

      Farith glared at her. “How many times must I tell you? Meka didn’t do that on purpose.”

      “Heron’s still dead.”

      “And leaving Meka to die will bring him back?”

      Magridal’s fine-boned face contorted into something ugly. “No, it won’t. But Spirits know, it will ease some of my pain to have the Chenayan traitor pay.”

      Farith’s fists clenched. “Stop calling him that! Meka’s one of us. No different than you or me.”

      “And we can trust your view? Meka’s probably the only boy who’s ever kissed you. You’ll believe anything the traitor tells you.”

      Farith’s pale face flushed. “You think I’m stupid enough to be conned like that? I know what I am, and I know what Meka is. We may not . . . look alike, but we’re the same kind of people.”

      Lynx assessed Farith surreptitiously. With her permanent scowl, red spiky hair, and disjointed collection of colored tattoos, the girl was no classic beauty. She wasn’t the obvious choice for a handsome Chenayan prince like Meka. He could have had any girl he wanted, but he had chosen Farith. That said a lot—about both of them.

      Farith’s hand trailed to her thigh, where she’d tattooed an M for Meka before he had left Treven. “And . . . and that has nothing to do with him and me as a couple. So take that vile comment back.”

      Magridal laughed. “Or what, squirt? You going to hit me? You’re going to have to grow some first.”

      Before Lynx could step in a sharp voice cut across the room from the hatch. “Enough! Commander Magridal, you forget yourself. You do not just address a tiny nurse seconded from the medical unit, but a Trevenite princess. Treat Princess Farith with the respect she deserves.”

      Lynx—everyone—spun to see the speaker.

      Cattigan, captain of the Light-Bearer and commander of the fleet, glowered at Magridal.

      Lynx and Axel’s contemporary, Cattigan had let his soft spot for Farith slip on more than one occasion on this trip. Some months before, the girl had nursed Cattigan’s wife and baby son through a difficult confinement. A life for a life, like all Trevenites, he would consider that a debt on his conscience to be repaid to Farith in kind.

      Magridal glowered right back at Cattigan.

      The alarm bells that sounded every time Lynx thought about Magridal leading this mission clanged. But to say anything now would undermine Axel’s staffing decision.

      Cattigan walked into the wardroom and bobbed a bow at Farith. “Princess, you know you have my support.” He glanced around. “I was looking for the warlord, but it seems he’s not here.” He left the room.

      Farith blushed scarlet. Was the notion of someone being on her side so foreign? It seemed to make her even more belligerent than usual. “Clay can go on his own to rescue Meka.” She glared at Clay. “You want to rescue Meka, don’t you?”

      “I’m not in charge of the mission.” Clay’s voice was gentle. “Also, I’m here as Nicholas’s bodyguard”—a consolatory smile—“an assassin to take out anyone who tries to stop Nicholas getting on this ship.”

      Clay had a point. Even Lynx had to admit that. Nicholas was no fighter. Neither was Magridal. The Trevenite commander’s skills lay in stealth and reconnaissance. This all added to the challenge of rescuing Meka.

      Magridal echoed her thoughts. “I need Clay with me. There is no way I will agree to be separated.”

      “You said Zav will track Nicholas down for you,” Farith shot back. “Seems to me, all you’ll be doing is sitting around drinking cider in a public house while you wait for Nicholas to be tossed into your lap.”

      Not the most politic comment for the princess to make. Her sister, Anna, would never have responded like this.

      “They drink chenna, not cider,” Magridal snapped. Clearly, Cattigan’s reprimand had made no more difference to Magridal than Axel’s had.

      Lynx worked her braid. The only solution she could see was for Axel to go into Cian with them. It was unlikely Magridal would disobey him if Axel were on the ground with her and Clay.

      Having Axel in Cian raised a plethora of new problems. With a ruby next to his eye, he would stand out like the Avanov he was. And the only other Avanov who wore a ruby was Felix. It would not be hard for people to figure that Axel was Felix’s estranged son. The same son who headed an alliance that actively fought the empire. Although, how well known that was amongst the low-born in Cian, she didn’t know.

      None of these challenges changed the fact that Lynx still owed Meka an oath. Getting the young prince on this airship was non-negotiable.

      Even if she went after Meka herself.

      Her breath hitched. An obvious solution, why hadn’t she considered it before?

      She had never zipped out of an airship, but it couldn’t be too difficult. While Axel, Magridal, and Clay went for Nicholas, she could drop into the asylum.

      Armed with a shotgun, nothing would stop her breaking Meka out of that place.

      Nicholas would be surprised that she’d chosen Meka over him, but her son wasn’t mean spirited. He would understand she had made an honorable choice. And they would be reunited again, so what would it matter if she wasn’t the one who rescued him?

      The only remaining obstacle to this plan, as far as she could see, was Axel.

      He would probably see the logic of leaving the Light-Bearer in Cattigan’s hands while he went into Cian to fetch Nicholas, but she doubted he’d be happy with letting her go alone into what had to be a heavily guarded asylum to rescue a boy he didn’t fully trust.

      It wasn’t that he doubted her prowess, but he loved her. And love could sometimes be overprotective. Especially after what had happened to Heron. No one wanted another member of their tight-knit group grieving the way Magridal was.

      “You have a plan.” Farith’s voice broke into Lynx’s thoughts.

      All three of them watched Lynx expectantly.

      Lynx cursed inwardly that she hadn’t masked her face better. “I do have a plan. But I’m not ready to discuss it with anyone before I speak to Axel.”

      Clay gestured across the room. “Now’s your chance.”

      Face lined with fresh worries, Axel stood at the hatch. “Stefan’s pinged me. Lynx, we need to talk. Alone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      Tao felt Dmitri’s summons in every fiber of his shiny body. He groaned his dissent. Nicholas walked the streets of Urchinville, and Tao didn’t want his cub to be alone, even if there was nothing he could do overtly to help him. Just knowing he was there to watch over the boy gave Tao comfort.

      He was under no illusions about how jarring his forest-raised cub would find a teeming city, where Dreaded stalked and whip-wielding guardsmen prowled on every corner. It was almost two decades since he’d been in Cian, but he doubted it had changed much, even with the addition of ice crystals in every Cianese. The guardsmen would still be as prevalent and as vicious as they had always been.

      But Dmitri’s summons could not be denied.

      Tao floated toward the light radiating off the seer. He shot through the walls of a familiar but long-forgotten room, one of at least a dozen similar rooms in the heart of Felix’s lair.

      Battle Command Center.

      A threat-board stood in the middle of this operations room. The topographical image projected above the glass resembled Cian, with its harbor and tightly packed buildings ringed by sea and mountains.

      Even the palace, perched on a hill to the north of the city, glittered in the air. Farther up the coast, ten flashing dots circled over the Cian airship launch pad.

      A mass of electric cables fed the underside of the table. They lit up a panel of colored lights on one corner of the glass, the brightest of which glowed red: Early Warning Siren. Faces intent, black-clad guardsmen hovered around the board. Oblivious of Tao, they spoke in urgent tones about Felix’s news of an enemy airship headed for the city.

      “Tao,” Dmitri summoned.

      The seer hovered a few feet above the men’s heads. None of them stirred at Dmitri’s voice. As usual, the living were oblivious of the dead unless the dead chose to reveal themselves. These men would be terrified if they knew dead people occupied their space.

      Tao had a sudden desire to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. The seer would probably not approve. He suppressed the urge.

      Dmitri was not alone. Next to him floated a very Norin-looking woman, all the way from her blond hair and gray eyes to her leather trousers, tunic, and boots.

      “Cricket!” Tao grinned, pleased to see her. She had occasionally visited with him and Lynx while Nicholas was growing up. He had always liked her.

      “Good to see you, Tao.” Cricket’s smile morphed into a grimace. “It was better when you were alive, though.”

      Tao shrugged. “At least I’m still useful.”

      “Aye. And I intend to keep it that way.” Dmitri waved to a spot in the middle of the board.

      They sat on the glass. The image of Cian flickered across Tao’s skin as he moved.

      “Much has changed since you were last in this room, Tao. And, Cricket, you know nothing of this technology. So let me brief you on what the table we are sitting on does.” Dmitri pointed at the sea beyond the harbor. “The minute Axel comes within ten miles of Cian, that red early warning light will flash and a siren will sound. Every guardsman in this room will know that an airship has entered Chenayan airspace. Within seconds, Felix will know. I need not spell out what will happen next.”

      Tao peered at the slowly circling dots. “Ten ships will be no match for Axel’s task force, surely?”

      “Things have a way of escalating,” Dmitri said. “But we get ahead of ourselves. We have another matter to discuss first.” He looked squarely at Tao. “Nicholas. He has parted from Valeria for now?”

      Dmitri was aware that Nicholas had been with Valeria? Tao frowned. Dmitri hadn’t followed them the way Tao had. Clearly, Dmitri knew everything they did.

      “For now, yes.” Even as Tao answered, he wondered why he bothered if Dmitri already knew the information. “She told him to meet her at The Cat.”

      “Good. Valeria and her brother are in Cian because I will it.” A toothy grin. “Not that they are aware of that little truth. So, if Nicholas is wise, he will take Valeria up on her offer of help. And he will help her in turn. It will be a good lesson in humanity for him.”

      Tao’s frown deepened. “Surely Nicholas is right? Going to the palace would be too risky. It’s Felix’s show, so it’s possible he will look in on the auditions.”

      “Nicholas is a frightened rabbit,” Dmitri said, his voice as hard as the glass Tao sat upon. “Like everyone else, Nicholas and Valeria will perform before Felix’s hirelings. Even with Nicholas’s resemblance to Lukan, no one will ever suspect that he is Lukan’s son. Why would they?” A hand wave at the room. “It will do the boy good to see the inside of this dump. Or at least the hall where they will audition. It will give him a sense of identity. Help him understand he’s an Avanov—one who carries great responsibility to end Avanov power and privilege—and not just a forest waif on a personal mission.”

      “But Felix will know he’s here,” Cricket objected. “He could spook and have Nicholas arrested.”

      Dmitri smiled—it didn’t look pretty. “You underestimate Felix’s warped sense of humor. It would tickle him pink to know the boy had come to ogle the palace.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Tao muttered.

      “You forget, Tao,” Dmitri reprimanded, “Felix could arrest Nicholas at any time. But he hasn’t because he likes toying with us. Cat and Mouse. Just like the name of the dormitory he always sends the performers to. They, like Nicholas, don’t know that Felix Avanov plays with their destinies. People think the auditions are open to all the low-born. That is not so. The priestesses only sanction the higher classes to attend. Even then, the handful of winners are a foregone conclusion. Felix will not endure rabble in his home. The rest will go away with their hopes crushed and their family coffers empty. The thrill of it feeds Felix’s rotten soul. Now, enough about all that. There was a reason I brought you to Felix’s command center. I have tasks for you both.”

      Cricket smiled at Tao. “Dmitri has given me charge of Nicholas.”

      Tao wasn’t sure what to think about that. Nicholas had never met Cricket. Also, Tao couldn’t see how the gentle Cricket could be any tougher with his cub than he would have been. But who was he to second-guess the seer? “I wish you luck with him. He can be . . . strong willed.”

      “Oh, I don’t like to split hairs,” Cricket said matter-of-factly. “Let’s just call it like it is. Nicholas is as stubborn as any of you other thick-headed Avanovs.”

      “Luckily, I don’t consider myself an Avanov anymore,” Tao said dryly. “Perhaps I never did.”

      Dmitri chuckled. “No, Tao, you took after the Norin side of the family.” He shot a smile filled with affection at Cricket. “And believe me, there’s nothing more iron headed than a Norin.”

      Tao and Cricket grinned at each other. The seer had just paid them both a huge compliment.

      “I will begin with you, Cricket.” Dmitri pulled a small, thin book out of his robe. He placed it on the threat-board in front of her.

      The cover was fine blue leather, inlaid with an oval illustration of a man who looked remarkably like Lukan, except with blue eyes.

      Nicholas?

      The title neither confirmed nor denied Tao’s suspicion: The Illustrated Book of Chenaya.

      Cricket lifted the cover, and both Tao and she peeked at the title page. An exquisite gold-and-jewel-colored illumination of Dmitri’s face decorated the parchment.

      Tao read the subtitle: The Full History of the Dmitri Curse. His breath caught. He longed to snatch up the book to read it, but the seer had not given it to him.

      Dmitri eyed Cricket sternly. “I have more important things for Meka to do than sit around in Felix’s prison. It’s time to get him out of Kerill Corner. To achieve that, Tao needs your help.”

      Dmitri doubted Tao’s ability to help Nicholas without Cricket’s aid? Tao couldn’t help smarting, but he decided to say nothing until he had a better grasp of what was happening. If he had to fight this, he wanted all the facts.

      “Give this book to Nicholas,” Dmitri continued. “Tell him that all the answers he seeks are to be found between its covers.”

      Tao could no longer sit still. “Dmitri, you know Nicholas can’t read.”

      A withering look from the seer, and then Dmitri turned back to Cricket. “Tell him that a boy named Meka will read it to him. But first he has to rescue Meka from the asylum.”

      Tao wasn’t the only one to gasp at that plan.

      Cricket shook her head. “Dmitri, I understand why you want the boys back together, but the chances of Nicholas willingly returning to his jail are slim. You know how terrified he is of recapture.”

      “Nicholas will see very little value in a book, having never experienced the marvel of reading,” Dmitri replied. “Even the pictures will hold little appeal because he’s color-blind. The test here is to see if the Light-Bearer will help a stranger in need. If he won’t help the one, then the many in Chenaya had best despair.”

      Dmitri hadn’t deigned to reply to Cricket’s concerns. She wouldn’t likely get an answer.

      She took the book. “If he is to go to the palace to perform, when will he have time to get to Meka before Axel arrives?”

      “To answer all your questions, I have decreed that Axel and his task force will be in Cian at dusk tomorrow evening.” A quick smile. “I’m cooking up a bit of storm to make life interesting for my Lord of the Conquest. He decided he didn’t like rain, so he has put some wind into his fleet.” The smile vanished. “That means Nicholas has enough time to help Valeria and then to make his way back to the asylum. In his weakened state, that journey will take him a good few hours. He should arrive at the asylum by dusk, so he won’t have to linger there long before rescue comes. This helps Axel, too, because both boys will be in one place.” A sharp snort. “Not that my Lord of the Conquest deserves my help. Unbelieving rascal that Axel is.”

      Tao sympathized with Axel’s concerns. Even with Dmitri’s assurances, this seemed an impossible task. It didn’t take a seer to know that Nicholas would not want to stay in that jail for one second longer than he had to—even if Cricket managed to persuade him to go for Meka. And if Nicholas fled, Meka would go with him.

      Tao forced levity. “Can I chain Meka to the wall to keep him there? He’s another of those stubborn Norin you were talking about.”

      Dmitri’s eyes twinkled. “A Norin can never be chained. You know that. That is where the art of persuasion comes in.”

      Cricket tapped the glass threat-board with slender fingers. It was clear from her frown that she didn’t appreciate the joke. “Dmitri, from what I know of Nicholas, it will take a legion of guardsmen to make him linger in that prison to wait for Axel.”

      Dmitri slapped his thigh. “If Meka and Nicholas leave the asylum before Axel gets there, they will undoubtedly head for Cian. Meka’s signal and the visuals transmitted from Nicholas will lead Axel, Lynx, and their task force to the city. That is what Felix is hoping for. He will use it as an excuse to send in his airships. There will be unacceptable civilian casualties, which will make life difficult for Grigor.”

      Cricket’s gaze dropped to the threat-board. “I will do what I can.”

      Dmitri patted her shoulder. “I know you will. But to add to your challenges, thanks to Felix talking in Nicholas’s head through the Final Word, you must be wary of communicating with him like that. He will distrust you. All your dealings with him must be in person.”

      Cricket shot Tao a worried look. “Is there no way around it?”

      “Perhaps I can help. Meka knows Axel is coming. If he tells Nicholas that, my cub will stay to be rescued.”

      Dmitri glared at Tao. “Think about what you have just said.”

      Tao considered and then blushed. Meka could not tell Nicholas that Axel was coming because of the Final Word. Felix may have been aware that Axel was on the way, but he had no idea when Axel would arrive. Announcing that Axel would be over the city early that evening would give Felix way too much advantage. “Of course. Sorry.”

      “Which is why I brought you both here.” Another wave of Dmitri’s hand. “Tao, lean over and flick that red siren switch. The one you were studying so intently when you first arrived here.”

      Tao hesitated. “Doesn’t turning off Felix’s early warning system constitute interfering with the living?”

      Dmitri bristled. “It’s called payback for lying with the intent to mislead both Stefan and Axel.” A small smile at the guardsmen. “And how can it be called interference when all it would take is for one of these poor creatures to notice that it has been tampered with?”

      “But they are not going to, are they?”

      “Not after you’ve bent the light around it.”

      Tao’s fingers slid across the glass to switch off the red light. He smiled his delight. He and the dead were finally doing something active to support the alliance. “Are we going to tell Axel what we have done?”

      An eyebrow quirk from the seer.

      “So he knows we’re helping him,” Tao explained.

      “Axel needs to trust that I’m on his side. Telling him all my secrets is not how he will achieve that.” Dmitri stood. “Now go. You both have work to do.”

      Tao and Cricket floated out of the Battle Command Center together. Tao was about to head off to find Grigor, but Cricket paused in mid-air. Uncertainty clouded her bright face.

      Tao clasped her arm. “You look doubtful about our orders.”

      A shake of her head, and a strand of soft blond hair hooked on her mouth. “Not the orders, just the application.”

      He brushed the hair away from her lips before he could think not to. “Never forget that we have free will.”

      She took a quick step back. “You doubt the seer?”

      He wasn’t sure what had startled her, his words or his actions.

      “I think—” He snorted. “I know he plays us all like tiles. Personally, I will do what I deem best for my sons—all three of them, because whatever we do, Dmitri already has a scheme in mind to move things along the way he wants them to go.”

      Her gray eyes widened to two full moons. “And if what you ‘deem best’ goes against Dmitri’s wishes?”

      “Do you really know what Dmitri wishes?” he asked, voice spiking. “I don’t. I never have. And that’s why I’ll check his commands against the reality of the moment. I believe that is what he expects me to do.” He gave her a beseeching look. “Please, do the same for my cub. Right now, more than anyone, Nicholas doesn’t need to be played like an ivory tile in a pissing contest with Felix.”

      She smiled at him. “You always did speak your mind. I like that about you—even though I don’t always agree.”

      “Like now?”

      “Like now.”

      Persuading her suddenly became extremely important to him. He floated closer to her. “I don’t believe that Dmitri expects us to slavishly obey his every command. Not for a minute. So, I’m not going to.”

      She gasped. A ripple of light shot through her body. “That is wrong, Tao. Just wrong. And don’t for a second think that I will let you mess with Nicholas in this rebellion of yours.”

      Her words hurt in a way he could not have imagined possible. Sparks that shot off his skin.

      She floated out of the firing line.

      For reasons he couldn’t understand, that irritated him even more. “It’s not rebellion. It’s me using my intelligence to best apply Dmitri’s instructions to fit the circumstances.”

      “The living often do very stupid things. It does not help them if we support them in that.”

      “So, you’re saying that me being pragmatic about things is a stupid idea?”

      She looked into the distance with faraway gray eyes. “The Avanovs have ruled for so long. So many people have suffered.” She glared at him. “I don’t want anything to get in the way of us—of Nicholas destroying them.”

      “I get that. I really do.”

      When her face scrunched doubtfully, his irritation flared again. She asked, “What do you propose?”

      “You won’t fight me if I tell you?”

      “Of course not.” A tiny smile. “I will call you a dolt, though, if I think you’re rushing in to do something stupid.”

      “As Meka would say . . . Dragon’s ass to that. And thank you for the confidence in me.”

      Her smile spread. “Any time at all. Now answer my question, so I can plan on how to rescue you when this all goes horribly wrong.”

      How maddening. He hissed a sigh of frustration. “I’m doing nothing until I’ve listened in on Nicholas, Grigor, and Meka’s thoughts.”

      She didn’t object. It added to his determination.

      The very fact that the seer had given him access to Nicholas’s mind, even if he wasn’t the one in charge of his cub, also confirmed to Tao that he was on the right track with this.

      He added, “I might drop in on Axel and Lynx, too.”

      Once he knew what each of them was thinking, he would know how to act in Meka and Grigor’s best interests.

      He pulled away from Cricket and slipped into the fourth dimension to do some eavesdropping.
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      Even from across the room, Axel sensed the tension radiating off Lynx, Farith, Magridal, and Clay. Tension he didn’t need in his closest team members. Not when his informa had just been pinged by Stefan.

      It had been many, many years since he’d heard that signature sound. It was the encrypted code he and Stefan had used to communicate when Axel had still served as Lukan’s warlord in Treven.

      It could only mean bad news. And that meant he wanted Lynx with him before he responded to his friend.

      He moderated his tone to hide his anxiety. “Is there a problem?”

      Lynx hopped up from her chair in the ward room. “Nothing we haven’t anticipated. Cattigan was looking for you.” She frowned as she walked over to join him. “You don’t look too happy. Something wrong?”

      Axel forced a smile. “Nothing we haven’t anticipated. And Cattigan must wait.” He took Lynx’s arm. “Things to discuss. Our cabin will do.” He looked at Magridal and Clay and then glared at Farith. “We are not to be disturbed.” He set a brisk pace through the narrow gangway toward their cabin.

      Lynx grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “I have good news. Magridal says Nicholas is in Urchinville.”

      “Thank every god in the pantheon. Even the ones I’ve never heard off.” He dropped his voice. “I was honestly beginning to despair that nothing would go right on this mission.”

      “It’ll all work out.”

      Axel wasn’t so sanguine. Not since he’d been pinged by Stefan. Also, Urchinville was a big place; it was possible even Magridal would struggle to find Nicholas there. But it didn’t surprise him that Nicholas gravitated to that part of town. He would fit in well with all that poverty.

      Trouble was, this wasn’t turning out to be the quick-one-location-outside-Cian heist he hoped it would be. Once he heard Stefan’s report, he would have to look at his battle plan again.

      “Axel, I have a few ideas to share with you after we’ve spoken to Stef,” Lynx said, breaking into his thoughts. “They came out of my discussion with Magridal, Clay, and Farith.”

      That explained the tension he’d witnessed. “Helpful ones, I hope.”

      “I think that, after some consideration, you will find them so.”

      Axel knew Lynx too well to be fooled into complacency by that comment. He grinned over his shoulder at her. “Great. Another argument coming up.”

      Lynx chuckled. “Not if you just agree with me.”

      “And set a precedent? Can’t do that.”

      Lynx bounded next to him. She wrapped her arm around his hips and nestled her head against his side. Holding her meant they had to squeeze through the passage, but it was worth it. He took the opportunity to kiss her head. Her hair smelled like plumeria on a hot summer’s night, sexy and inviting. Distracting. He pulled away from her and took the lead.

      They reached their cabin. Axel locked the door behind them.

      “First, my issues,” Axel said. “Stefan wants to talk. We never communicate when he’s at the palace because it’s too risky for him. But something must have come up because he’s using our old encryption code from way back before I defected from Lukan. Clearly, he doesn’t want Felix listening in on this call.”

      Lynx gnawed her lip. “Do you still know how to decipher it?”

      “I have the key on my informa.” He sat on their bunk. “I just have to put in a pass code.”

      She sat next to him. “You locked it with a code? Wasn’t your eyeball good enough?”

      He always used a retina scan to lock his secret files.

      “You underestimate my affection for Stefan.” He grinned at her. “What if someone cut off my head to get to my eye?”

      “Right. Like you would let them.”

      “Stranger things have been known to happen.” He thumbed his informa to life and said the command, “Eyes Only.” The device scanned his retina before a beam of light burst from the top of the device. “Eg0rBad0r.”

      She looked puzzled.

      He explained, “When Stefan, Tao, and I hunted as lads, Egor Bador was our huntsman. He taught us everything we know about stalking game. We all loved him, so we chose his name as our code.”

      A jumble of letters and numbers riffled the air.

      And then Stefan’s voice. “Let’s make this quick.”

      “Speak.”

      More spiraling code as the device unscrambled Stefan’s words. “Felix knows you’re coming. The seer told him about the task force.”

      “What!” Axel almost dropped his informa in his shock. “Whose side is that bastard seer on?”

      Lynx’s steady hand gripped his shoulder. “Is Felix telling the truth? The seer would never betray us.”

      He waited for Stefan’s reply. It took a moment in coming, and then it had to be decrypted. “What does it matter? The game’s up. I dropped into Battle Command before calling you. Felix has ten airships in the sky waiting for you to trigger his early warning. There are forty more he can launch from the pad outside Cian. That drastically reduces your window to grab the boys and flee.”

      Axel suppressed a dozen swear words. How could Dmitri, the one person he should have been able to count on, have done this?

      “Have you located Nicholas yet?” Stefan asked.

      “He’s in Urchinville,” Lynx replied.

      Stefan grimaced. “Finding him will take time—time you won’t have once Felix starts unleashing airships.”

      “Is there another way of getting our team into Cian?” Lynx asked. “Something Felix won’t anticipate?” She pulled up a map of Cian and the surrounding area out of her informa. She pointed to a spot on the main railway line that ran along the coast toward the capital. “This is outside the limit of Felix’s early warning system. If the Light-Bearer flies there while the rest of the task force handle his ten ships, we could zip our people down in safety. They can stow away on a train to Cian.”

      Her plan had problems, the least of which was finding a way back with Nicholas in tow.

      She frowned. “We would have to bring the boys out the same way, though.”

      Axel started racing through all the pros and cons of her idea.

      “Train lines are not an option,” Stefan objected. “I was speaking to Pytor Pavel earlier tonight. He’s pulling his hair out. It’s Felix’s performer audition month. To make it more challenging for the applicants, he deemed all railway lines into Cian military use only. No civilian travel at all. Pytor can’t even use it for getting grain into the capital. It now has to be brought in by road.”

      “What caring leadership you have.” Frustration leached into Axel’s voice.

      “That’s not your only problem, Ax.” Stefan sounded tired.

      Stefan had to be nearing the end of his endurance as a double agent. But like all of them, he would plod on for as long as he had to. Axel just hoped that Stefan’s exhaustion didn’t affect his competence.

      “Felix claims that Dmitri gave him permission to do all the terrible things he did to our boy. And he says the seer has given him Meka. Even if he’s lying, it looks like we’ll get little support from the dead.”

      Axel slapped the bulkhead, then stared out the porthole as he assessed the situation. Both Stefan and Lynx fell silent, giving him space to think. With only twenty ships and a long search for Nicholas in the offing, his options were limited. To have any success here, rescuing Meka was definitely off the table. As it was, he had to accept that, apart from the Light-Bearer, none of his airships would make it home to Treven.

      Finally, he turned to face them. “I will take ten ships into Cian with the Light-Bearer. They can handle Felix’s airships while we fly over the city for Magridal and Clay to zip down into Urchinville. The rest of the fleet will hover beyond the ten-mile mark. The Light-Bearer will join them there to wait for Nicholas to be found. When that happens, we will stage another attack on the city to get him, Magridal, and Clay out.”

      Lynx’s mouth scrunched. That probably had something to do with Meka. Axel wasn’t willing to debate with her while Stefan could hear them.

      “What stops Felix from sending ships to engage you as you wait?” Stefan’s voice crackled. “International airspace isn’t likely to stop him.”

      With certainty, Axel said, “I’m Felix’s son. He won’t risk my life.” He allowed a derisive smile. “And international airspace falls out of the ambit of the Lord of the Household. The Lord of the Conquest would have to issue that order. Will you set airships on me, Stef?”

      “Of course not,” came the measured reply.

      “He might not have a choice,” Lynx objected. “If Lukan commands it, he will have to obey.”

      “True.” Axel rubbed his hands over his eyes as he considered other options. The only alternative was for the Light-Bearer to slip down the coast, leaving his remaining airships to deal with the Chenayans.

      The whole idea grated. He had never run away from a fight in his life, and he didn’t want to start now. But even as he argued with himself, he knew this was one fight he would have to step away from. The Light-Bearer wasn’t expendable. If he, Lynx, and this craft were destroyed, there would be no hope of ever rescuing Nicholas and fulfilling the Dmitri Curse.

      A short delay for the encryption, and Stefan said, “No worries there. Lukan is having some kind of manic episode. Just like Mott used to get. Looks like the Oldfort Burning—or the failure of it—has finally sent him over the edge.”

      Axel’s jaw hardened. “Serves the bastard right. Okay, so it’s decided. Ten ships will come with me into Urchinville, and ten will wait out at sea. Stef, keep me posted if anything changes.”

      “That I will. Axel, Lynx, may the gods be with you. All of them.”

      Before Axel cut the link, he asked, “Are we sure Felix still doesn’t know about Meka’s tracker?” What he really wanted to know was whether Meka and Felix had reneged on the deal.

      It was a long wait while Stefan’s voice was decrypted. “Felix didn’t share that with me. Read into that whatever you like.”

      Axel shrugged, none the wiser. He flicked his thumb across his informa to end the call.

      Lynx slapped her hands on her hips. “I didn’t want to say this in front of Stefan, but we cannot risk Magridal leading the mission. She’s made it clear that she won’t be taking orders from anyone while she’s in Cian.”

      “So that’s what all the tension was about?”

      “And then some. She and Farith got into it again. Cattigan broke it up. You know how protective of Farith he is.”

      He managed a mirthless laugh. “So what do you suggest? Given the leadership constraints.”

      She hesitated, then blurted, “I still believe that Dmitri will help us. I bet he wants Nicholas found as much as we do.”

      He frowned, but she barreled on.

      “We still have twenty-four hours to pinpoint him just off the visuals from the Final Word. With Dmitri’s help, we may very well find him before we arrive in Cian.”

      “I can’t rely on that. Not after everything that’s happened.”

      She looked crushed. “That’s a problem, Axel. I know the Winds only help me when I believe.”

      “Evidence of support helps belief. Stefan telling me that Dmitri blabbed to Felix doesn’t build that evidence.”

      She worked her braid. “Either way, you need to take over leadership from Magridal. Go with them into Cian.” Another pause. “And drop me at the asylum before you head for the city. I’ll fetch Meka.”

      He gaped at her.

      She rushed on, “If you’ve found Nicholas by then, we can rendezvous for the pickup.”

      She would consider risking her life for Meka? Axel shook his head. He narrowed his eyes as he watched her, resolute and unmoving in her determination to fulfill that blasted oath.

      To gainsay her would start a war with her—a war he didn’t need with the woman who was also his lodestar, the driving force that had kept him on a trajectory of supporting Dmitri and his curse, nurse-maiding reluctant monarchs, and waging war with Lukan and his father for almost two decades.

      She may have looked to Dmitri and the Winds for support, but he needed her in the same way. So, as risky as it was to have them both on the ground in Cian, he said, “I can work with that, but with certain refinements.”

      A smile twitched her lips. “And what would those be?”

      “You go with Clay to the asylum. I’ll take Magridal to look for Nicholas.”

      She darted across their tiny cabin and flung her arms around him. “I knew it wasn’t in your nature to break an oath.”

      He hugged her back, not bothering to point out that in keeping his oath to Meka, he was risking the fulfillment of the Dmitri Curse.
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      Ropes of matted hair covered Talon’s face as he slipped through the crowds streaming down a filthy street in Cian. The road cut through two rows of stone and timber buildings jammed together like crooked teeth in a gaping mouth. More teeth than he had dreamed possible.

      It’s like I’ve stepped into a dragon’s mouth.

      Lines of laundry strung between the tottering structures—these were people’s homes. Grimy children playing in the street in the slowly fading twilight confirmed that impression.

      The stench of feces—something he’d hoped to leave behind since escaping his jail—rotten food, and soot from military steam trucks hung like a soggy blanket in the air. But at least the shock of people jostling him kept his ears under control, even though he could hear every breath they drew as they elbowed past him.

      Refusing to allow the sounds to disconcert him, he studied the children as he slipped by. He didn’t understand their games, but the sight of them filled him with melancholy. Would he have played with other children if he hadn’t grown up alone in the forest?

      That last terrible evening together, Tao had said that he had two sons about Talon’s age. Would they have been his friends if he had grown up with them at the palace? Did they even know about him? Or had Lukan managed to keep them oblivious of their forest cousin? The idea filled him with inexplicable sadness—both for himself and for them.

      No point in dwelling on things I can’t change.

      He was about to quicken his pace to bolster his confidence when a man dressed in ragged clothes with a bloody axe protruding from his head jumped out at him.

      Talon yelped and fell back onto his haunches, his hands scrambling behind him for balance. Like a beetle, he scuttled back to get away from the horrifying sight.

      Unbelievably, the man grinned at him, showing off broken teeth in a bloody mouth.

      And then he vanished. Like he had never existed.

      Talon crouched on the road, too terrified to move.

      “Dragon’s blessing! Protect us all from the Dreaded,” someone muttered.

      Talon looked up at the speaker. A father, he guessed, holding the hand of a small child.

      Fear lived in the man’s face. The little girl sobbed.

      In his haste to get away, the father dragged her across the street right in front of a military steam carriage. The vehicle swerved, and the driver yelled, “Watch out, you dolt!”

      The father paid no mind, dodging past until he and his daughter reached a sagging door in a grimy house. When he wrenched it open, it squealed in protest. He shoved his little girl inside. The door oomphed closed behind them.

      Shaking like a leaf in a breeze, Talon stood. He studied the spot where the apparition had appeared—no living person could have survived such an axe blow—but saw nothing to explain it. He’d met and talked with a dead person, and that hideous thing looked nothing like the seer.

      With no answers, he shrugged. It was yet another mystery in Lukan’s vile empire. The empire Talon was supposed to destroy. But every step he took into Lukan’s world showed him how ill equipped he was for such a task.

      Can’t think about that now.

      He forced his legs to keep moving. Valeria had said he was to find The Cat and Mouse, but he had no idea where to even begin looking for it.

      He could have asked someone, but the thought of stopping one of these strangers was forbidding. It was more important that he got his bearings in the city. Only then would he understand the risks and be able to defend himself.

      Those risks included the guardsmen waiting at The Cat and Mouse.

      Valeria had sold herself for him. He grimaced. It had increased his debt to her a hundredfold, and he was in no position to repay it.

      Except by playing my fiddle for her at the palace.

      An impossible request. Also an unfair one.

      Had he known she expected that from him, he would never have accepted the boots or the food. Regardless of what Valeria thought of him, he could not meet with her and Yuri.

      But she sold herself for me.

      He writhed in his skin.

      I didn’t ask her to have sex with that brute.

      But the fact remained that he would have been trapped outside the city if not for Valeria.

      His niggling conscience refused to still. Mom and Uncle Tao had an unwavering sense of honor, but would they expect him to repay a debt he hadn’t willingly incurred if it resulted in his possible recapture?

      Even if they do, this is about me. I have to put myself first if I’m to survive long enough to get to Treven.

      He limped on down the road on his throbbing feet.

      The slimy paving stones finally opened onto a square surrounded by more weathered, wooden buildings.

      Stalls displaying forest berries, vegetables, and fruit made his mouth water, even if the produce did look tired and over handled. Other stands displayed loaves of black bread, wrinkled fish, and dark cuts of meat that looked as if they had been in the sun too long. Yet more offered cooked food.

      This had to be a market. It took all his self-control not to rush up and help himself to the fish fillet a stall-holder was frying.

      Patience, he snapped at his screaming stomach. Valeria said people pay mycek for food. Let’s see how this all works first.

      He scooted behind a pillar holding up a sagging balcony to watch. Each stall attracted crowds of harried people who haggled with the stall owners. He saw more than a few of them exchanging handfuls of metal disks—mycek, he guessed—for the food.

      He didn’t have a handful of mycek.

      Even though he’d considered stealing what he’d needed, the whole concept was so alien he didn’t even know where to begin. These sharp-eyed stall owners would catch him for sure.

      He didn’t know what the penalty would be, but he had already seen enough of Lukan’s empire to guess that the consequences would involve the dull-eyed guardsmen patrolling the market with whips in hand. Talon wasn’t ready for another confrontation with a potential Morass. Not after everything he had been through.

      The sounds of laughter and clapping coming from beyond the market tickled his ears. It was mingled with a familiar grunt.

      A bear!

      His pulse spiked with excitement. And then he thumped back to reality.

      That bear wasn’t calling from its lair in the forest. Like him, it was a stranger in this manic, man-made creation of noise, stench, and busyness.

      Could it be the bear from the road?

      As loath as he was to leave the food, he followed the sound. It led him through a narrow archway, the only other exit in the market, into another square dwarfed by buildings. Burning street lamps illuminated a ring of people gathered to watch the same bear and its barrel-shaped handler. The same man he had bumped into on the road. The handler clapped his enormous hands, and the bear, dressed in its humiliating trousers and waistcoat, and with a chain around its neck, did a lumbering dance.

      Anger boiled in Talon as he watched. Having been a captive himself, he understood this magnificent wild creature’s misery. He wished he had the courage to shout in the bear’s defense, but fear of exposure kept his mouth closed.

      That galled.

      Before Lukan and Morass, Talon had never hesitated to defend the weak. He had lost count of the times he had stepped in to help sick or wounded creatures in the forest. Nature was cruel, culling the weak and defenseless, but that didn’t mean people had to be heartless, too.

      His inability to act nearly frightened him more than the threat of every guardsman in the empire. He didn’t want to admit that the seer could have been right: perhaps he was little better than a frightened rabbit. How he solved that, he wasn’t sure, when the guardsmen were so terrifying.

      You’re better than this, he snapped at himself.

      He had almost persuaded himself to speak out against mocking the bear when an old man in the crowd threw a mycek down at the handler’s feet. It tinkled against a handful of disks already lying in the dirt. It encouraged a faded woman to dig into her pocket. Her mycek joined the others glinting in the lamp light.

      This was what Valeria had meant about dancing for money.

      Should he take a chance to play here in the hope of some kind person rewarding him with dinner money?

      The gnaw of hunger pushed him forward. Hanks of hair covering his blue eyes, he clenched his fiddle and bow in shaking hands and started to play the ditty he had played for Valeria. It took a moment for the crowd to notice him and to register his tune. Slowly, they turned away from the man and his bear to listen.

      And then the first disk fell at Talon’s feet. His heart leaped with joy. He morphed his tune into another melody to keep the money coming, but his brain stuttered as he tried to remember the notes. His bow jarred across the strings. And then the music rushed back at him. His whole being swelled to the rise and fall of every piece he had ever composed. The rhythm flowed into hands and, from there, into the instrument. He closed his eyes and reveled in the familiar motion of making music.

      More money chinked at his feet.

      And then a shout, followed by stomping feet.

      Talon’s eyes flew open.

      Bear Handler strode across the square.

      From under his hair, Talon watched him come—and guessed that his short debut as a Cian fiddle player was about to come to an abrupt end.

      “Dragon’s curses! This is my turf, you dratted boy,” the man boomed. Talon started to duck as Bear Handler’s fist came crashing down. It connected with empty space.

      Talon scooped up his mycek and darted away. Thrilled with the cold metal in his hand, he couldn’t resist tossing his hair aside and smiling triumphantly at Bear Handler. “Winds! I pray your bear will one day rise up and rend you. You deserve it for abusing the poor creature like that.” He called out to the crowd, “Thank you for my dinner.” Victory pulsing through him, he scampered out of the square back to the market.

      He skidded to a stop at the first line of stalls. He had no idea what he could buy with his three mycek. The last thing he wanted was to be cheated. Better to wait in the shadows and watch while he assessed each seller.

      He studied each of them in turn, finding none he felt comfortable approaching. Also, as much as he longed for the taste of the wilted vegetables and fruit on his tongue, he had to be practical. He needed rib-sticking food if he was to get his strength back.

      At one stand, a middle-aged woman served and sold cooked meals. She had a gentle face.

      Eyes haunted with hunger, a little girl in clothes even more ragged than his stopped at her stall. She licked her lips and pointed a tiny finger at a greasy tray. All that remained on it was a skewer of braised meat.

      The woman leaned down, patted the child’s head, and slipped a skewer into her grimy hand. “Be on your way before the others try to steal it from you.”

      Others? He glanced around.

      As the night had drawn in, the people in the market had changed, with adults giving way to children. They were all as emaciated as this girl.

      As emaciated as him.

      Some of the stall keepers were beginning to pack up.

      Convinced the generous woman would not cheat him, he moved toward her before she, too, packed up her braziers and pans.

      A scuttling sound came from behind him.

      For no reason he could explain, every hair on his body stood.

      The last time he had experienced that kind of presentiment had been during his last winter in the forest. He and Uncle Tao had been out hunting when a hungry wolf stalked them.

      Talon turned quickly but saw no one. Even listening hard, he heard nothing, either.

      You’re being paranoid.

      But even as he berated himself, he could not shake the sense that someone watched him.

      Has Lukan sent someone after me?

      The idea robbed his food haggling of all its joy. But if he was to fight off another guardsman, he needed energy that only food could give him.

      Every sense alert for watchers, he made his way to the woman. He held out his hand with his money so she knew he wasn’t begging. He didn’t want to be beholden to anyone ever again.

      She smiled and gestured to his fiddle. “Here to play at the palace, are you?”

      He nodded. “But I need food.”

      “They sell a meal at The Cat, you know. Cooked hot for the performers. I hear it’s nourishing.”

      “I—I want fish. And . . . and vegetables. Chickpeas, too. If you have them.” He pointed to the dregs of stir-fried vegetables and flaked fish in a heat-blackened pan. The food looked a little charred, but that didn’t matter. It still smelled of carrots, beans, and onions. It was the best food he’d seen since his birthday dinner. “I’ve got mycek. I can pay.”

      The woman eyed him and the three little disks in his hand. It suddenly seemed paltry compared to what the other people had paid for their meals. “We don’t get chickpeas here in the Heartland. They come from Norin. Or so I’m told. You been to Norin?”

      He longed to slink away because of the reference to his Norin heritage, but he needed the food too much. Careful that his hair covered his eyes, he lied, “No. I—I ate them once. Someone on the road had them.”

      “Ah, well, that explains it. I can’t take your money.”

      “Then I can’t take your food.”

      The woman chuckled. “And miss out on the best meal in Cian? We can’t have that. Fish and vegetables coming up.”

      He almost started drooling as she scraped the pan clean, dishing every last flake of fish and shred of vegetables into a brown paper cone. She handed it to him.

      “Mycek first. Take it,” he insisted before reaching for the food.

      Another laugh, and she scooped the three disks off his open palm. “Good luck at the palace, lad. A boy like you deserves to go far.”

      He grinned at her. “With this in my stomach, I can’t lose.”

      He darted over to a low wall, where all the other street waifs congregated. But the first finger-full of food hadn’t crossed his lips when he sensed eyes on him again. He froze, then slowly looked behind him at a dark doorway in an even darker building. If anyone was there, he couldn’t see them. Or hear them.

      And that was even worse.

      Too disconcerted to eat, he moved to the other side of the market and leaned up against the wall in the deepest shadows he could find. But it was only when his heart stopped racing that he could consider eating his meal. He slurped it quickly, too anxious to taste it. He was gulping the last mouthful when he remembered the bread in his pocket.

      Now more crumbs than loaf, he pulled it out and frowned at it. A sign of his betrayal of Valeria after she had prostituted herself for him. As much as he needed the food, he could not bring himself to eat it—or even keep it.

      He looked over at a couple of little boys squabbling over squashed cabbage leaves left by a departing stall owner. His heart went out to them to be condemned to cabbage for dinner.

      “Hey, you,” he called to them.

      Apart from turning their grubby faces to peer over at him, the children didn’t move. It struck Talon that calling to them from the shadows was probably creepy. Given what he’d seen of people in the short time he’d been free, he was glad they were smart enough not to follow his voice. As he started toward them, he split open the soggy paper cone, licked it clean, and tossed it on the ground. He held out the bread. “Share it.”

      Eyes watchful, they hesitated before taking the loaf. Even then, they didn’t immediately devour it.

      To make them feel at ease, and because he needed to know, Talon asked, “Anywhere to get water around here?” He looked over to see if anyone watched him, but no one seemed to be.

      The children relaxed their stance. A lad with a matt of curly hair leaped to his feet and trotted over to a faucet, set in a stone wall at the entrance to the market.

      “Water fountain.” The child looked Talon over. “You here for the stuff at the palace?”

      Talon nodded. “But I don’t have mycek for The Cat. Any suggestions on where I could sleep?”

      Another more detailed scrutiny of Talon’s person. The boys looked at each other, shrugged, and then their matted-haired spokesman said, “Nah.” They trotted off with the bread.

      Talon watched them go, trying to understand the interaction. Perhaps they thought he was giving them the food in exchange for information. Maybe in their harsh world, that made sense to them rather than an outright kindness. When they figured he had nothing else to offer, they lost interest in helping him. It was something to bear in mind if he was to become as streetwise as they were.

      He snorted.

      I never want to become so mean that I don’t help people unless they can do something for me.

      That brought him uncomfortably close to his betrayal of Valeria.

      Not something he wanted to focus on.

      He tossed his hair away from his eyes and drank deeply from the fountain. Thirst quenched, he left the marketplace and stopped to listen for pursuit.

      Nothing.

      It was time to find somewhere to sleep before his exhausted body failed him. The night was warm so he had no problem with sleeping outside. After his months in a prison, it would be a pleasure to sleep in the fresh air.

      A trickle of people still walked the wide main road. If he was to feel safe, he needed a dark, secluded place where no one would stumble on him. He started toward the narrow archway that led to the square where the bear had danced. Just before he reached it, he came upon a tiny passageway between two buildings.

      A quick look over his shoulder to check that he was alone, and he slipped into it. It was so narrow, the windows of the rickety buildings almost touched the wall on the other side of the alley. Even better, the vile-smelling place was deserted. Right at the very end stood a dark doorway. The low wooden door stood invitingly ajar.

      He quickened his pace, creeping on silent feet to the door. He stopped outside and listened hard.

      The faintest sound. Probably a mouse or a cockroach scuttling across a wooden floor. Nothing else.

      That was promising.

      He carefully pushed the door open.

      In the pale moonlight streaming through a tiny window, he just made out a round table with two chairs. It was decked out with a tablecloth, a shiny samovar, and two glass cups.

      A counter with a glass display case ran along the wall. The case was stuffed with a plate of forest berries, nuts, a jar of what looked like goat’s milk cream, and—best of all—a bottle of honey.

      All his favorite things.

      He could smell the sweetness above the reek of mold and dust. At the far end of the room was a stout wooden door. He stepped inside and listened again. It was as silent as the grave.

      Perfect.

      He closed the door behind him and strode quickly across to the other door. It would be useful if he needed a quick escape. Also, he didn’t want anyone creeping up on him through it.

      It was locked with a padlock.

      He bit his lip. Why had the front door been left open? It seemed odd if the back one was bolted.

      A noise made him spin.

      Heart racing, he scanned the space. The treats had shifted from the display case to the table.

      “Who’s here?” he called, unashamed of his wildly beating heart.

      No reply.

      He took a hesitant step toward the table.

      The fruit, cream, and honey smelled fantastic, especially when mixed with the woodsy nuts. He tried to stop his mouth watering but failed. “Who put this here?”

      A woman materialized from nothing.

      He almost jumped out of his skin. He clasped the table to stop himself from falling.

      She wore similar leathers to what Talon, Mom, and Uncle Tao had once worn. Her pale skin glowed in the moonlight. Just like Dmitri’s.

      “You’re dead,” Talon announced with more confidence than he felt.

      A quick smile.

      His breath hitched. Her eyes were light in color—the same as his, Mom’s, and Uncle Tao’s—and her hair was long and silvery, just like Mom’s, only without feathers and braids. Even her face resembled Mom’s.

      Voice cracking, he asked, “Mom, is that you? Did . . . did Lukan kill you?”

      Every muscle taut, he waited for the answer that would devastate him like nothing else in the world could.

      If Mom wasn’t in Treven with Axel, then what was he to do? Where was he to go? What was the point of his existence? Was his purpose nothing more than to fulfill the Dmitri Curse?

      Never. Not when the seer refused to help him find Mom. Unless Dmitri knew she was dead.

      Of course he did. And he didn’t tell me! Talon’s body clenched in fury and pain.

      The woman patted a chair at the table. “Sit, Nicholas.”

      He didn’t move. But he took some comfort. She didn’t sound like Mom. Also Mom would never call him Nicholas. And she would not be so distant with him. Even if she was dead. That meant this woman wasn’t her.

      “I made the treat just for you,” the woman said. “It would be a shame for it to go to waste.”

      Talon jutted out his jaw. “Who are you? How did you know I’d come here?”

      “My name is Cricket. I know a lot about you, so it wasn’t difficult to figure that you’d choose a dark alley to hide in. This was the closest one to the market.” The woman sat down in the chair opposite the one she had offered him. She lit a candle and poured two cups of chai. “I know your mother.”

      He swallowed, watching the flickering flame. “Is she dead?”

      “No. She worries about you constantly. All she wants is to be reunited with you.”

      Relieved, he collapsed onto the chair. “Where is she? In Treven? With Axel? I need to get to her, but I don’t know where Treven is. Dmitri’s being a real swine . . . He won’t help me.” He scowled. “Not that I want his help. I can manage on my own just fine.”

      She smiled enigmatically at him.

      All the air—and the bravado—gushed out of him. His elbows slumped onto the table. “Please. Tell me about my mother.”

      He wanted to ask why she hadn’t come for him, but even as the thought formed, he tossed it aside. Clearly, she had no idea where he was, or she would have rescued him.

      The woman—Cricket—pulled from her pocket a strange object about the size of Talon’s hand and as wide as a finger. A leather cover hugged neatly trimmed sheets of parchment. The covering had a picture on it and a collection of symbols Talon recognized from Uncle Tao’s and Mom’s failed effort to teach him to read.

      Cricket pushed it across the table to him. “This book is yours. It will tell you everything you need to know.”

      His eyes widened at the picture on the cover: the boy there looked just like Lukan except with Talon’s eyes.

      Disconcerting. Talon knew he was the spitting image of his father, except with Norin eyes instead of his father’s Chenayan ones.

      He flipped the book open. Each page had a picture that, even with his grayscale vision, looked beautiful. There was more writing, too. But even after studying each picture intently, he couldn’t make out the story. For that he would need to read.

      Disappointed, he tossed the book onto the table. “I don’t read.”

      “You can’t read, is what you mean.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You said you don’t read. That implies you have no interest.”

      That had certainly once been true. But now?

      He resisted the urge to fiddle with the book’s leather cover. If he lifted it slightly, he might catch a peek of one of the pictures. He was sure he saw one in there of Lukan with his skin flayed off. That would be worth another look.

      Instead, he said, “Can’t. Don’t. What does it matter? The book is worthless to me. So maybe you should just tell me about my mother.”

      “You demand a lot, Nicholas, for a boy who offers so very little.”

      He bristled. “My name’s Talon. And I don’t demand a lot. I’ve helped myself with everything since I escaped.” He bit his lip. “Well, almost everything.” He had to acknowledge Valeria’s efforts.

      “Your refusal to accept your real name is a case in point.”

      He stood, then swayed on his feet. He was exhausted, and all he wanted was to sleep, not exchange riddles with a dead person.

      “Funny.” Cricket canted her head to look at him. “Your father felt the same way the night Dmitri visited him and offered him this book. All he wanted was to sleep. You could argue that he’s been asleep ever since. Is that what you want, Nicholas?”

      The last thing he wanted was to be like his father. He sat down with a huff. “You’re not very nice, are you? And I don’t appreciate you reading my mind.”

      She had to have been digging in there to know that he had been dreaming about sleep.

      “‘Nice’ won’t help you survive.” A speculative look. “You want to survive, I assume?”

      “Of course I do.”

      She tapped the book. “Then I suggest you ask Meka to read this for you.”

      “Meka? I don’t know a Meka.”

      “The boy now trapped in your old prison cell. You saw him as you escaped. He even called to you. Said something like: ‘Go, Nicholas. Show the bastards you can’t be beaten.”’

      His stomach clenched. How had he not considered what the boy had shouted? “He’s in my jail as a prisoner?”

      “That he is. He needs your help to escape. It’s very important that you get him out of that jail.”

      Talon could hardly believe what he was hearing. “But . . . but if I go back there I could get caught. I got lucky last time. I might not get away again, and then we’ll both be in jail.”

      “That is always a possibility.” Cricket riffled through the book. “But that’s the price for answers to all your questions.”

      He chewed on what she’d said. “How do I even know if that book has answers? This could all be a trap.”

      “It could. That is what you have to decide. If I speak the truth. And, if so, whether it’s worth rescuing Meka for answers. But only you can choose that.”

      He stood and paced. “I don’t care about your book. It means nothing to me. But . . . but the idea of anyone being in jail like I was.” He turned hard eyes on her. “Why don’t you help him?”

      “That’s not my job.”

      “Of course it isn’t. The dead don’t give a toss about the living unless we can do stuff for you. I get the picture loud and clear. I also know that if I tell you to piss off, you have to leave. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “Piss off.”

      He watched the light fade around Cricket. She even snuffed the candle light.

      He wanted to yell after her that she was a spiteful witch for leaving him in the dark. Instead, he grabbed the treat she’d left him—he wasn’t in a position to refuse more food—and stomped off to a corner of the room to think about what she had told him.

      He, his fiddle, and his treat sat together in the dark. Soon all that remained was him and the fiddle. But not even the warm, slightly nauseous feeling in his stomach could convince him to go after the stranger named Meka.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Even though Grigor had lain awake most of the night in the hope of his father appearing, it wasn’t to be. His father hadn’t arrived to answer his questions. Now, another day had dawned, and he had a choice: He could either mope around, waiting for Tao, or he could make his peace with Natalia.

      He chose Natalia.

      Natalia always took a pre-breakfast walk down to the moat to feed the wolves food left over from dinner. He raced through the palace, pushing past diners on their way to an early breakfast to meet her. He was about to skip out the front door when someone grabbed his arm.

      “Grigor! Slow down. T-think of what p-people will say if they see you running through the palace like a low-born.”

      Kestrel.

      His heart sank. He turned to face her, and his eyes widened. Someone had punched her. Her cheek was bruised and her eye almost closed. The rest of her face was redder and even blotchier than usual.

      She must have been crying.

      Then he caught the reek of chenna on her breath. His mother was drunk before breakfast. Her slurred stutters suddenly made sense. Maybe she had fallen in her drunken state.

      He felt nothing for her plight, and that irked him. Even if he was moved by no familial regard, surely, as one human being to another, he should feel some sympathy for her? But nothing stirred in him as he faced her.

      He replied, “You mean high-born never run? No wonder they all look like lemons.”

      She glared at him through puffy eyes. “Y-you are the crown prince. C-conduct yourself accordingly.” She tottered on her heels. Her hand waved in front of her as she tried to steady herself against him.

      Not wanting her to touch him, Grigor took a step back. “Sure. Sorry.” Anything to get away from her.

      She dug her nails into his arm. “W-when I . . . I first met your father, he comported himself—” A hiccup. Swaying, she wiped her wrist across her mouth. “With the highest d-decorum.”

      Grigor blinked. What was she rambling on about? One could say many things about Tao, but accusing him of comporting himself with “decorum” wasn’t one of them.

      “One l-look at your f-father, and everyone knew he was the crown prince.”

      He grimaced; she was talking about Lukan. He cursed his stupidity in forgetting something so basic. A mistake like that could get him into endless trouble.

      “If you w-want people to respect you, Grigor, y-you should strive to emu”— her tongue struggled to get the word—“copy what L-lukan once was. Especially now that your brother is . . . g-gone.” Her breath hitched, and it sounded like she was about to cry.

      That was the last thing Grigor wanted to deal with. Especially since their caring mother probably knew even less about Meka’s whereabouts than he did.

      Also, if he didn’t escape soon, Natalia would finish up at the moat. He had no idea where he would find her after that. “I’ll bear it in mind. Now, if you don’t mind, I want to find Natalia—”

      Kestrel seemed confused by his response. She blinked owlishly at him. “N-natalia? Count P-pavel’s daughter? You spend time with her?”

      That question hurt, although it didn’t surprise him that his drunk mother should be clueless about his relationship with Natalia. She was oblivious about everything else that went on in his life. He didn’t feel like enlightening her.

      “The same. So if you don’t mind—”

      The grip on his arm tightened. Breathing fumes at him, she blurted, “Meka!” Her face crumpled. “He’s g-gone. Lukan said so . . . he said—” Her mouth quivered, and more tears flowed.

      Had she only noticed now that Meka had been missing for almost two months?

      Grigor shook her hand off in irritation. “I know exactly what happened to Meka. Clearly, a lot more than you do.”

      She looked at him with open horror. The news seemed to sober her. “And . . . and all you’re worrying about is your girl?” She threw her hands in the air defiantly. “Why don’t I send for my jeweler? Y-you . . . you can order her a necklace. Rubies seem obvious.” Defiance gone, tears welled in Kestrel’s eyes, and she seemed to crumple into herself. “T-that’s what y-your f-father d-does when he wants to buy me.”

      Grigor gulped. Would Natalia like a necklace as a peace offering? She was a girl, so he supposed she would. He shook his head; she would think him an even bigger idiot if he arrived holding jewels. “Thanks, maybe some other time.” He dragged his arm away and scampered down the passage.

      A hot wind, carrying the scent of flowers, greeted him as he shot down the main palace stairs. It gave him an idea of what to give Natalia. Too hot for his coat, he pulled it off as he ran to Kestrel’s rose garden. He tossed it on a bench at the entrance. One of his nannies had once told him he’d been born in this rose garden. It gave him a sense of propriety over the place. Someone had to enjoy its beauty, seeing as the rightful owner hardly ever visited here anymore.

      Heady with the scent from a thousand rose bushes, he ran down the paving between blazes of bright color. A profusion of white blooms, tumbling over a pergola, caught his eye. Natalia had once told him that she loved white roses. Careful of the thorns, he snapped off enough blossoms to make a posy, rather like a sweet smelling snowball. He headed off down to the spot at the moat where Natalia and her wolves met for breakfast.

      Heart pounding from a mix of hope, fear, lust, and longing, he paused in the shadow of a beech tree to watch her. She really was lovely, and that had nothing to do with her beguiling face, her long dark hair he craved to lose his hands in, or her perfect body, dressed in a simple, bustled blue cotton dress. Although he couldn’t hear what she was saying, she spoke to the wolves. From the yips and yaps coming from the moat, they were answering her back.

      He’d been a moron to ignore her.

      A smile smoothed away the scowl that had taken up permanent residence between his brows since his inauguration. He stepped out behind her. “I’m sorry I’m such an idiot.”

      She stiffened. “Grigor?”

      “How many other idiots do you have in your life?”

      She chuckled, but the laugh ended abruptly. “I’m not talking to you.”

      “That makes me very sad.”

      “It does?” She spun to face him, saw the roses, blushed, and then bit her lip. “They’re pretty. White roses are my favorite.”

      “I know. You told me.” He handed them to her.

      She hesitated. “For me?”

      “No. For your wolves.” He canted his head. “Though I think they’d prefer a juicy steak from your leftover-dinner basket.”

      “I’ve finished feeding them.” She glared at him. “Maybe you should have come earlier. I could have tossed you in. It’s not every day they get to snack on fickle-hearted crown princes.”

      He shrugged off the comment. It wasn’t that he didn’t deserve it. “The fickle-hearted crown prince is really sorry.” He held out the roses. “Please. Take them.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Why?”

      Why? Because he hadn’t thought to get her rubies? She would never be bought with jewels. Even roses were turning out to be a problem. It was why he liked her so much. “Because I’ve picked them, and I’m sure neither of us want them to die in vain.”

      She snorted her derision. But she took the flowers—and hit him on the shoulder with them. “That’s for ignoring me.” A few petals fluttered to the ground. Another slap on the arm with the bedraggled posy. “And that’s for leaving me alone to fend off Leo.”

      His heart clenched. Leo, one of the boys he and Meka had almost beaten up the first night they had been introduced to the youth, had always fancied Natalia. “I hope you told him to get lost.”

      “Why would I do that? At least he bothered to speak to me.” Her scornful tone made him cringe.

      But he knew this was bravado; she despised Leo.

      “Maybe because I’ll knock his head off if he dares to upset you.” He shot her what he hoped was a winning smile.

      She tossed the crumpled flowers onto the ground, keeping one mangled bud twirling in her fingers. “You would do that for me?”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      “How can I believe you when you’ve ignored me for weeks?”

      “It’s all wrapped up with Meka leaving. And . . . and a whole lot of other things.” He took the bud from her and gently pushed it behind her ear. She didn’t resist. That gave him confidence. “Come, and I’ll explain it all to you.” He grabbed her hand and started walking, fast.

      He didn’t get very far.

      Heels dug into the grass at the edge of the moat, she snapped, “I haven’t said that I forgive you.”

      “I know. That’s precisely why I want you to come with me. So I can explain it all to you.” He cracked a small smile. “If you still hate me after my explanation, then you’re free to court Leo.”

      She made a gagging sound. But it thrilled him when she took a step after him. Then she stopped. “Where are you taking me?”

      “The forest.”

      Her jaw dropped; she snapped it closed and then yelled, “Are you crazy? We can’t go into the forest by ourselves. You aren’t even armed. What about wild animals?”

      He tilted her face up to him. “Please trust me.”

      She wrenched away from him. “You let me down, Grigor. You embarrassed me by appearing to like me and then dumping me. Since then, you’ve barely spoken to me.”

      “I know. And now I want to make it up to you.” He patted his hunting knife hanging from his belt. It said something for her mood that she hadn’t noticed it. “And I’m armed. You’ll be safe.”

      She looked unconvinced. “Why the forest?”

      “There’s something I want to show you.” Maybe if he took her to one of his most treasured places, she’d believe he was truly sorry.

      Her bright eyes bored into him, as if searching his soul. Whatever she saw there made her relent. “My mother will kill me if she finds out.”

      He laughed, took her little hand in his big one, and trotted with her to the closest drawbridge.

      It was time to tell Natalia the truth about who he really was. Perhaps it would change her view of him—for the better—if she knew he wasn’t the real crown prince. That he struggled to cope with a stolen title; that the boy who deserved that honor had been hidden away from them all by Lukan. It was a risk; but one he was willing to take.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      The sound of footsteps woke Talon. He jerked upright and looked around. Other than him, the room, lit by gray dawn light peeking through the window, was deserted.

      That didn’t mean someone wasn’t lurking.

      Perhaps the same someone who followed me last night.

      He stood, careful to make no noise, and looked at both doors. The front door stood ajar.

      He had closed it when he’d arrived here. Cricket hadn’t bothered with such mundane things as doors when she’d visited with him the previous evening. That meant someone else stalked him. It had to be the same person who had rattled him in the market.

      He bit his lip and searched for a weapon. Never a fighter, he could at least wield a chair like a club if he had to. What good that would do against a guardsman, he didn’t know.

      Forget stupid books, I need to learn to fight if I’m to survive.

      He gripped the leg of the closest chair and padded to the door. Hoping for the element of surprise, he yanked the door open and flew outside with his chair flailing.

      A skinny cat yowled.

      It hissed at him, spun, and knocked over a broken flower pot. By the time the deafening clatter had stilled, the cat had long gone. And anyone else who may have been hiding in the alley.

      Talon breathed deeply to slow his pulse. If the watcher had been one of Lukan’s guardsmen, surely he would not have just watched Talon sleep. A guardsman would have arrested him. That meant it had to be someone else.

      Yuri’s sulky face swam before him.

      The brawny boy was the only person Talon could think of who would follow him. Yuri certainly had motive enough to harm him: Talon had failed his sister in a matter that was clearly very important to them both. Yuri looked like the type to seek revenge.

      But Yuri was also a thief.

      Talon spun to look for his fiddle. It lay on the floor where he had left it.

      So what did Yuri want? To hurt him? Had Talon disturbed him before he could try, by muttering in his sleep, perhaps? Or had Yuri already left to get the guardsmen to arrest him?

      Time to get out of here, if that was the case.

      Talon grabbed his fiddle and slung it across his back. The book winked in the sunlight on the table where he and Cricket had sat. He hesitated and then grabbed it, too.

      Just because he hadn’t decided whether to risk all to rescue this unknown—Meka—didn’t mean he could afford to spurn pieces of the puzzle—not if it helped him find Mom, and through her, someone to teach him to fight. It seemed people needed to be skilled with a blade or fists, at the very least, if they were to survive in this world.

      And then I’ll never be a victim again.

      But first he had to get to Treven. That meant asking people in the marketplace for directions.

      Maybe that nice woman who made the stir fry will know.

      He slipped out into the alley and paused to listen for Yuri.

      Apart from a hot wind that moaned through the alley, silence.

      Eyes darting into every corner, he headed for the marketplace. The first stall owners were setting up, but the kindly woman wasn’t one of them. Not sure what else to do, he hid in a doorway to wait for her to come.

      The muffled sound of people laughing and singing to drums and pipes carried on the wind toward him. The sound came from beyond the square, where the bear had danced.

      The sound got closer.

      All too soon, the noise was upon him. A crowd of twenty performers dressed in motley—some of whom he recognized from the road—entered the marketplace through the narrow archway. They were trailed by a line of guardsmen holding whips. Even so, the performers’ excitement was palpable. They had to be headed for the palace.

      Face burning with shame, he watched for Valeria.

      She wasn’t in the crowd. Neither was Yuri.

      Was that because she couldn’t find someone to play for her? Or had she not been chosen to be part of the first group of the day to visit the palace?

      He sent a quick prayer to the Winds that she would find someone else to help her.

      A guardsman strode toward Talon. Had Yuri sent him?

      Heart in his throat, Talon tried to slip deeper into the doorway, but the man grabbed his shoulder. “Get a move on, boy.” Another harder jab in his ribs with the butt of his whip’s handle. “Don’t fall behind, because we won’t be coming back for you.”

      He assumed Talon was going to the palace! The last place in the world Talon wanted to be—other than perhaps Meka’s prison.

      Talon flicked his hair in front of his eyes. “Um . . . I’m not part of this.”

      “You’ve got an instrument, then you’re part of this. Now move, before you taste my leather.” The guardsman dragged Talon by the arm and shoved him into the throng of performers.

      A line of guardsmen closed behind them.

      The soldiers and their whips herded him and everyone else through the market into the city. This time, they went north, instead of south. They came to a different gate than the one he and Valeria had entered by.

      He held his breath as he moved past the dragons. No one was challenged. It seemed everyone had permission to leave the city.

      Once beyond the gates, he walked into the woodsy scent of the forest that hugged the hill before him. With it came the promise of escape.

      He glanced around him to assess his chances. A ring of guardsmen, as tight as any net, circling him and the crowd dashed that hope.

      He drifted to the middle of the group, as far away from the guardsmen as he could get. How he would avoid being forced into the palace, he didn’t know. With every step he took up the steep, winding footpath, which flanked a cobbled road through the forest, his mind raced for solutions.

      He came up short.

      And then his face twisted with fury. He was tired of being forced to do what he didn’t choose by Lukan and his thugs. Almost a year in a dark hole had been more than enough for one lifetime. He wouldn’t tolerate any more prodding or loss of control, not if he was to live with himself in his own skin.

      And if Meka, the hooded boy, was locked in Talon’s prison, it was because Lukan and that scary old man willed it, not because Meka chose it. That they dared jail Meka the way they had Talon was untenable. No human being should have that much power over another.

      If he did nothing else worthwhile with his life, he had to free Meka.

      He shoved his way to the side of the crowd toward the guardsmen. They blocked him from leaving the path to get into the forest, the route he would take to reach Meka. He opened his mouth to command the closest man to shift when the glint of sunlight off metal caught his eye.

      A series of onion-shaped domes soared above the trees into the sky. Great flags, blazing the evil-looking dragon, flew on top of each of them.

      It had to be the palace.

      Others in the crowd had seen the domes, too, given the cheer of excitement that battered against Talon’s ears.

      A woman next to him wrung her hands together, wailing, “Gold! They’re made of gold. Our emperor’s palace is made of gold.”

      A sudden, inexplicable desire to see the home he should have been brought up in flushed his anger. He took a few hesitant steps forward.

      The trees, which had swallowed the path all the way up the hill, gave way to the hugest, most astonishing building he had ever seen. His steps faltered as he gaped at Lukan’s colossal fortress.

      Stunned into silence, the entire procession also stopped to look.

      Since first hearing the word palace, he had conjured an image of something beautiful, even if Lukan lived there. But the sprawling building looming ahead of him was more forbidding than beautiful.

      Black stone. Soaring towers with those strange onion-shaped domes. Tiny windows that would let in little light. All this, softened by rolling lawns, in the corner of which a lake sparkled in the morning sun. But even the beauty of the lake was ruined by a high, spiked fence, perched with a thousand dive-bombing dragons.

      He shivered, hating how those dragons made him feel.

      Closer at hand, the entire precinct was encircled by a wide ditch as tall as the giant spruces and oaks peeking over the rim. The only way across the ditch was at the mechanical bridge more guardsmen were in the process of lowering.

      From the ditch came the eerie howl of wolves.

      He craned for a better look. Was it possible Lukan kept wolves trapped in that terrible place?

      He had trapped his own son in a dark hole for almost a year. Why would wolves be any different?

      And then Talon saw him.

      A tall, handsome, dark-haired, dark-eyed boy about his age. Like Lukan, he had a diamond next to his eye. Without a jacket, he was still dressed in the same finery Lukan sported, although, at first blush, the boy didn’t seem quite as stuck up as Lukan.

      A pretty girl, with a dark stone embedded next to her nose, and long dark hair, held his hand. She had a white flower tucked behind her ear.

      What special powers did their stones give them? Superhuman strength like the guardsmen had?

      The pair walked toward the drawbridge. The boy looked directly at Talon and stopped. So did the girl. They both stared at him as if he had fallen off another planet.

      Then a guardsmen shouted, “All bow for His Imperial Highness, Grigor Avanov, Crown Prince of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories.”

      Talon gasped. This boy, every bit as regal in his bearing as Lukan, carried Talon’s title.
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      Grigor flushed as the crowd of performers and guardsmen at the drawbridge dropped to their knees at the shout of his title.

      All except for one person, that is.

      A boy with startling blue eyes remained standing. Bright as lamps in his ghost-white skin, the frail-looking waif’s eyes bored into him.

      Grigor’s breath caught. Surely only Norin had eyes that color?

      And as for the rest of him—long, matted hair, almost like the dreadlocks Tao wore, tumbled down the urchin’s back. Only, unlike Tao’s, the stranger’s hair was desperately in need of a wash.

      His leather clothing was similar to what Tao dressed in, only far more ragged. He stood to one side of the crowd, almost as if he didn’t want to be seen. Impossible, given the incongruity of a brand new fiddle strapped to his back.

      “He must hail from Norin,” Natalia said, obviously drawing the same conclusion. “A long way to come. Or maybe he lives nearby. One of his parents must be Chenayan, given his dark hair.”

      That made sense. After all, the Avanovs couldn’t be the only Chenayans who married people from the Norin tribe. Next time he saw Tao, he’d ask him about it.

      “Perhaps we should talk with him.” Concern brimmed in Natalia’s voice. “He looks like he needs food.”

      Grigor’s heart went out to the stranger in a way it hadn’t with his own mother. “Maybe even get him a job here at the palace, if he can play that instrument.”

      Still holding Natalia’s hand, he strode across the drawbridge, past the bowing performers and guardsmen. But in the few seconds it took to reach the other side, the strange boy had vanished like smoke into the forest.

      Grigor could have sent the guardsmen to look for him, but something in the stranger’s bearing said that the urchin would not appreciate that kind of attention. Grigor certainly hadn’t enjoyed it when guardsmen had shadowed his every move.

      He parted the bracken for Natalia and helped her dodge nettles as they also slipped into the trees. He scanned the trees and undergrowth with eyes accustomed to seeing life in this dark world.

      There was no sign of the stranger.

      He studied the leaf litter for tracks, but not a twig had been stirred by the boy’s passing. It was uncanny.

      “How could he just vanish like that?” Natalia asked, her brow furrowed.

      Grigor’s mind raced as all the bits of this picture came together for him. Tao had said that Nicholas had lived with him in the forest. The boy looked like Tao in so many ways. Even more so, despite his ragged state, the stranger showed a remarkable resemblance to Lukan—except with Norin blue eyes. The eyes Grigor’s Aunt Lynx would have had.

      That meant the boy was very likely Nicholas.

      It was the only thing that made any sense. And if that was the case, as frustrating as it was, it was highly improbable that Nicholas would allow Grigor to find him. Not after the guardsmen had blared that Grigor held Nicholas’s title. If Nicholas had wanted a meeting with his usurper, he would have hung around for it.

      “Because he knows the forest like you know your own bedchamber. Maybe even better.”

      Natalia cocked her head. “You sound like you know him.”

      “I think I do. Come, I have so much to tell you.” Insides bursting with a mix of excitement, longing, and frustration to have possibly seen his cousin—the true crown prince of Chenaya—he took her hand again and started walking. It seemed crazy to be walking away from a possible meeting with Nicholas, but Grigor knew his limits; he would never find someone who left no tracks. He had a better chance of tracking a bird in the sky.

      “What about the boy?”

      Grigor looked around wistfully. “I would give everything I own to talk with him, but he’s made it very clear that he wants nothing to do with us.”

      Another quizzical look from Natalia. “Okay. Now you had better start explaining yourself.”

      “I will. I promise. But first we need to get away from the palace.”

      He picked out a muddy, indistinct track. Natalia’s long dress snagged on every bramble and every stick as she struggled over a fallen tree, through a ditch, and then over a tiny stream. As pretty as she looked, Grigor acknowledged that she wasn’t dressed for the occasion. It was only his supportive hand that prevented her from sliding on her butt.

      But it pleased him that she kept up with him, even if she skidded and slipped in her mud-stained blue pumps. Clearly, she wasn’t as angry with him as she made out to be if she was willing to endure this.

      Her dress snagged again and then ripped. She stopped. He was about to untangle her, but she grabbed his arm. “I’m out of patience. Where are you taking me?”

      “Somewhere special.”

      “Is it far?”

      “A few miles, but it’s worth it. I first went there about a year ago with a man Meka and I know. He lived somewhere in the forest. With that boy we just saw.”

      “A few miles!” Even though she glanced back toward the palace, he sensed her excitement to know more. “Give me a minute.” She grabbed his knife off his belt and then shoved him away. “Go and stand behind that tree.”

      “Huh?”

      “If you want me to come crawling through this forest with you, then do as I say.”

      He obeyed, wondering what she was up to.

      A few moments later, she called him to join her. Her bustle lay in the mud in a pile of discarded blue cotton. Her once voluminous skirt, hacked away just below the knees, now showed off her legs.

      They were fantastic.

      He suppressed a massive grin.

      Without catching his eyes, she gritted out, “Okay, now I think I am dressed for the occasion. Let’s go.”

      He clasped her hand and led her to his favorite fishing hole, the one where he, Meka, and Tao had spent so many happy hours together when life had been so much less complicated. The stream tumbled down a small incline, falling into a deep pool under the trees. Fish “yea big” cruised there. Coaxed by the dappled sun, masses of flowers danced on the grassy bank. It was idyllic.

      He watched Natalia as she took it in.

      “It’s wonderful.” She stooped to pick a daisy and added it to her hair. “I love it. Do you come here often?”

      “Every day since Meka left.”

      “You miss him a lot?”

      “All the time. It’s why I’ve been so morose.”

      She looked down at her ruined shoes, her legs, now scratched from brambles and branches, and at her tattered dress. “Coming here with you was worth risking my mother’s ire.”

      Something inside Grigor snapped. Before he knew it, his hands were on her cheeks, holding her face. And then he kissed her.

      His lips molded to hers as if they had been designed with her in mind. When he slipped his tongue into her open mouth, she gasped and her breath became ragged as she clutched him. He held her up against him and continued to kiss her. Then he stopped as abruptly as he had started. He pulled away from her, sure his face radiated how ecstatic he felt.

      Tears glittering, she beamed up at him. “I think I may have forgiven you.”

      “I told you I was irresistible.”

      She swatted his arm. “Now you’re pushing it.” She sat on the grass. “Tell me about that boy.”

      He sat opposite her. “I think his name is Nicholas the Light-Bearer. If I’m right, he’s Lukan’s son—his real son. Not the fakes that Meka and I are.”

      She swallowed. It sounded loud, even amid the buzz of bumble bees dancing in the flowers. “I think you had better start from the beginning.”

      “The beginning? Well, that is quite tough because I know so very little. But . . .” It was his turn to gulp; how did he even begin to tell her about his dead father who regularly visited him? He took her hand. “Some of what I’m about to tell you is strange. Very. Please don’t go screaming through the forest back to the palace.”

      “I’ll consider myself warned.”

      She threaded her fingers between his and pulled his hand onto her lap.

      His heart swooped into his belly. He had to struggle to concentrate against the soft pressure of her silky fingers stroking his. He forced himself to sound coherent. “My real father’s name is Tao. Tao Avanov. He was—is—Lukan’s brother. Lukan banished him and my Aunt Lynx—Lukan’s wife—”

      “I know who Lynx and Tao are.” Natalia looked furtively over her shoulder and then gnawed her lip. “I once overheard my mother and father talking about them,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “My mother doesn’t believe that she and Tao fled to Kartania. But then my mother hates the emperor because he killed my grandfather. He was the emperor’s Lord of the Treasury, and they had some argument about money. I don’t know what it was. But anyway, my grandfather was executed when I was a baby. My parents have never forgiven the emperor for it.”

      “Good.” When she frowned at him, he added, “Not that Lukan killed your grandfather . . . that you know about Lynx and Tao. I know for a fact that they never went to Kartania. Lukan banished them to the forest.” It was his turn to frown. “Why, I don’t know. I wish I did. It would answer so many questions. Like why Lukan insists on making me his crown prince when I hate everything about him, his title, his Dragon, his empire.” That must have sounded a lot like whining. He steeled his voice. “Lynx was pregnant with Lukan’s son.” He cocked his head in the direction of the palace. “The boy we saw at the drawbridge. He was born in the forest and lived there until about a year ago with Tao and Lynx.”

      “What happened then?”

      “Lukan—or Morass, I suppose—killed Tao.” He gave her a pleading look, aware that his hands were sweating; she would feel that in the one she clasped. “Remember what you promised about not screaming through the forest?” When she nodded, he said hesitantly, “Tao came to see me and Meka. After that . . . incident.”

      Apart from a slight scrunching of her nose, she didn’t seem too alarmed—or incredulous—at that disclosure. She didn’t even reject his clammy paw.

      Encouraged, he said, “He told us that Nicholas had been imprisoned somewhere. Knowing Lukan, I can only imagine that it must have been hell for Nicholas. He certainly looks terrible. But he still managed to escape. Good on him.” His frown broadened as he tried to make sense of things. “Why he came to the palace, though, is anyone’s guess. It was hardly safe for him to do so. The last thing we need is for him to be captured again.” He looked around with longing. “I wish he’d stayed to speak to me. There is so much I would ask him.”

      “And Lynx? What happened to her?”

      Grigor shrugged. “I don’t know.” He squeezed her hand. “You’re taking this very well.”

      Too well, in his view.

      Natalia shrugged. “Sometimes I wake up at night and hear my parents talk. After your inauguration, my mother commented to my father that you and Meka look nothing like Lukan. She said you both remind her of Tao.”

      Grigor liked the sound of her mother more and more. “And your father?”

      Count Pavel served on the High Council. Just like his brother-in-law, Stefan Zarot. Surely he shouldn’t be discussing subversive things with his wife?

      “Is very careful. He loves my mother, me, and my brothers a great deal.” That was a guarded answer if ever there was one. “Grigor, what I don’t get is why. Why has Lukan made you his crown prince when he has his own son? Especially if you hate it so much?”

      “I wish I knew. Meka said he was going to try and get an answer from Stefan Zarot when he went to Treven.” Grigor let out a long, mournful sigh. “But I haven’t heard anything from him. I know he’s in some kind of trouble, I just don’t know what exactly. My father said he would give me answers, but he hasn’t. Yet.”

      A crack in the undergrowth made Grigor’s head shoot up. Terrified someone was listening, he stood and walked over to investigate. The bushes rustled again—

      Nicholas himself crept out from behind a bramble bush.

      Grigor almost jumped out of his skin.

      The banished crown prince announced, “I know where Meka is. You help me get to Treven, and I will help you get your brother back.”
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      Talon trembled as he waited for Grigor to stop gawping at him. Desperate to know more about the boy Lukan had chosen to be his son and heir, he had followed the so-called crown prince and his girl through the forest to this peaceful spot.

      At first, he had been scared that Grigor, who seemed to have a sense of the forest, would know that he was being trailed, but Natalia’s painful stumble through the woods had taken all of his attention. Once they arrived here, it had been an easy matter to slip into the undergrowth to eavesdrop while they kissed.

      Not so distracted, Talon’s ears had not stopped scanning the surroundings since leaving the palace. Only once did he hear anything that troubled him.

      He had stopped to listen.

      A rabbit ran out of the thicket where the noise had come from. How shameful. How had he become so jittery that he couldn’t tell the difference between a rabbit and a human?

      Grigor had moved so close that Talon froze. Then Grigor was hugging him, holding him and his fiddle tight to his chest, as if Talon were Grigor’s friend.

      No, not his friend. His family. Because this was the way he, Uncle Tao, and Mom used to hug each other.

      Not sure what to do, Talon patted his back and then wriggled to escape.

      Grigor immediately dropped his arms. Still, he beamed. “Am I ever pleased to see you.” He took a step forward. Did Uncle Tao’s son intend to hug him again?

      Uncle Tao’s son.

      He had finally met the boy he should have grown up with, the boy who should have been his companion.

      And that made Meka, locked in a jail cell, his family, too. The book Cricket had given him weighed heavily in his pocket.

      Of course Cricket didn’t bother mentioning any of that when she told me to rescue him. That would be too helpful.

      Too wary to let people in that close, Talon moved away from the possible hug. Natalia sat on the ground with her mouth hanging open. He knelt in front of her. “My friends call me Talon.” He shot a mock scowl over his shoulder at Grigor. “Although some people call me Nicholas.”

      Grigor’s face fell.

      Talon regretted his clumsy attempt at humor. He quickly smiled to rob the words of their sting. “Those who call me Nicholas better not expect hugs. I reserve those for my friends and family.”

      “Then I will call you Talon.” Looking uncertain, Grigor squatted next to his girl.

      Natalia grinned at Talon. It was an embracing smile filled with kindness.

      It warmed Talon’s whole body. He had heard her concerned whisper to Grigor at the drawbridge that Talon looked hungry and needed food. Even now, he could feel empathy radiating off her. He understood why Grigor liked her so much. And the fact that she obviously liked him played in Grigor’s favor. A girl like her would not be with someone like Lukan. That meant Grigor’s heart was probably like Uncle Tao’s. If that was the case, Talon could trust him implicitly.

      “Pleased to meet you, Talon. Should I be curtsying for you?”

      The warmth in Talon’s core turned to ice. “Not if you want to be my friend.” He looked at Grigor. “I hate that title and everything it entails, as much as you claim to.”

      “So what do we do about it?” Grigor replied. “Lukan and Felix are all powerful. They control us all and mess with our lives like they own us.”

      “Felix?” Was that the name of the old man who supported Lukan? Talon asked because he didn’t want to mention the only solution to Lukan he knew of: the Dmitri Curse. Not while he was still weak and defenseless against Lukan and his lackeys. Maybe after he had been given military training and could fight, he would be willing to think about all the curse entailed.

      “Felix is our great uncle, actually,” Grigor said. “He’s the Lord of the Household, responsible for internal security. He and Lukan work together to keep us all doing what they want.”

      Talon nodded. “I know him. Sadly. And he’s one of the reasons I need to get to Treven. I think my mother is there, with a man called Axel.” A faint memory stirred from the night Uncle Tao died. “I think he might be related to us as well.”

      “Axel—if it is the same person—is Felix’s son,” Natalia said. “According to my mother, he defected from Lukan about seventeen years ago this summer. He runs a private army in Treven, fighting against Lukan. It’s called the Pathfinder Alliance.”

      A private army fighting against Lukan!

      Talon’s spirits soared. Then Axel would be able to train him. Turn him into a soldier. A fighter strong and skilled enough to defend himself against all the Yuris of this world. Not to mention Lukan’s guardsmen. Morass would never again be able to imprison him.

      Talon gushed, “I need to get to Treven. As quickly as I can. Like I said, I will fetch Grigor’s brother if you help me.”

      Grigor and Natalia exchanged troubled looks.

      “Treven is on the other side of the empire,” Grigor said. “I don’t know how long it takes to get there, but it’s easily weeks away by steam carriage.”

      Talon refused to be deterred. “People from Cian must travel there. I will go the same way.”

      Another puzzled look exchanged between the two. This time Grigor left it to Natalia to explain. “It’s a war zone. No one goes there but guardsmen.”

      A setback, then.

      But not one that Talon would let deter him. He would get to Treven; he would find Mom and Axel; he would learn to fight. Even if he had to walk and then swim every inch of the way.

      “And Stefan Zarot,” Grigor chimed. “He lives there. But I don’t trust him. Not even slightly. Meka went to stay with him, and now my brother has vanished. And I got the impression from my father that he doesn’t trust Zarot either.”

      Natalia frowned. “I know my Uncle Stefan. He would not do anything underhanded. It’s not in his nature.”

      “He works for Lukan,” Grigor said. “That’s enough for me.”

      “So does my father. And he . . . he would never agree to harming Meka.”

      “Natalia, both your uncle and your father are on the High Council,” Grigor said. “They benefit directly from the Dragon. So even if they don’t know exactly what happened to my brother, they’re guilty by extension because they support Lukan.”

      Talon didn’t understand what they were talking about, but he tended to agree with Grigor. Anyone who willingly worked for Lukan was not to be trusted. That meant Grigor could be harmed if he approached these men about Meka.

      The thought made Talon writhe.

      He hadn’t intended to tell Grigor where Meka was until he had gotten what he needed from him, but the overwhelming need to protect Grigor burned in his chest. He would give up his own advantages if it kept the boy safe.

      “Don’t put yourself in danger. Meka is just outside Cian. In the last place I was imprisoned, I saw him yesterday. He seemed fine.”

      “You’ve spoken to him?”

      “No. He was there with Felix. But I think he’s a prisoner. And then I escaped.” Talon put a mental lid on his fear of going back to that terrible place. “I plan on rescuing him today. I was headed there when you saw me at the palace.”

      “That bastard Felix!” Face dark with fury, Grigor leaped to his feet. “When I get my hands on him, I’m going to rip his head off his shoulders.” Eyes blazing, he snarled at Natalia, “You can feed him to your wolves.”

      “You will do no such thing.” She jumped up, wrapped her arms around Grigor, and stopped his wild pacing. “Lukan and Felix will never allow you to do that. All that will result is that you will be punished. I’m not letting that happen. Just like I won’t let you speak to my father and Uncle Stefan.” Tears glinted in her eyes. “It’s too risky. Even if they are my family.”

      “So, I must just stand back and let them harm my brother?” Grigor’s hand shot toward Talon. “Just like they abused him. And killed my father. And imprisoned Lynx. And murdered your grandfather. And me and Meka, locked all those years in that cage. No, Natalia, you’re absolutely right. Felix and your father and Stefan Zarot are not the people I have to confront. If Tao doesn’t answer my questions, I’m going to Lukan. He can hide in his observatory all he likes, but that won’t stop me demanding to know why he’s imprisoned my brother.”

      Talon’s eyebrows rose at the mention of Meka and Grigor being locked in a cage. He could appreciate Grigor’s fury, and was more than a little envious that Grigor seemed well equipped to tackle someone in a physical fight and win.

      Still, there was too much at stake for Grigor to fight with Lukan.

      He stood and joined the pair. “Grigor, Natalia’s right. It’s too risky, and it doesn’t help anyone if you get hurt. Getting your brother to safety is my job. Don’t make it harder by having me worry that you’re doing something dumb back at the palace.”

      Still restraining Grigor, Natalia said, “I agree.” She peered up at Grigor with pleading eyes. “Promise me you’ll wait for Tao. That you won’t do anything rash.”

      It took a long time for Grigor to reply. Finally, he gritted out, “I need answers, Natalia. I can’t just walk away from this the way I’ve walked away from everything for the last year.”

      Talon made a quick decision. Grigor’s safety was more important than his own fears over his role in the Dmitri Curse. He said, “You want answers? Simple. There’s a thing called the Dmitri Curse. It says that a crown prince—me, apparently—will destroy Lukan and the empire. That’s why Lukan hates me. That’s why he made you his heir. That’s why he kills and imprisons people. He’s hoping to dodge the curse.”

      Grigor pulled away from Natalia. “Say that again.”

      “Dmitri . . . he’s dead, like Uncle Tao . . . only he cursed the Avanov bloodline.” Talon pulled the book Cricket had given him from his pocket. “I have this. Maybe it will explain it better than I can.”

      Grigor took the book. He and Natalia flipped through it. Talon should have asked them to read it to him but decided to save that for Meka as Cricket had suggested.

      Clearly, as much as he waxed and waned about dealing with the death, she had been right about him letting Meka read it to him. He needed the connection with Meka that the book would give them.

      It was thanks to eavesdropping on Grigor and Natalia that he had created this special bond with them. If he hadn’t listened in to their private talk, he would never have trusted Grigor enough to share the Dmitri Curse with him. He would not have that opportunity with Meka. Reading the book together could provide that vital bonding moment.

      If things went to plan, he and Meka would be spending a lot of time together. If Lukan had imprisoned his cousin, Talon could not bring him back to the palace. He would instead suggest to Meka—and Grigor—that Meka help him get to Treven. If his cousins agreed, he and Meka would have plenty of time for reading during the journey.

      Grigor snapped the book closed. “It’s all here.”

      He and Natalia looked at Talon with almost worshipful awe. It made him blush.

      Yes, reading the book in private with Meka was the very best plan.

      “Where will you hide Meka after you rescue him? In the forest? He also has important work to do—” Grigor frowned. “Something to do with something called ice crystals. I don’t quite understand what it means, but we can’t risk him getting caught again.”

      “Maybe he can come to Treven with me.” Talon said a quick prayer to the Winds that volatile Grigor would agree. “We can both join Axel’s army.”

      Grigor tapped the book against his fingernail. Then, almost reverently, he handed it back to Talon. “You may never be the soldier you crave to be, but the sooner you get to Axel, the better. I’m sure Meka will agree to help you.” His voice hitched. “Just . . . just tell him that Grigor is here. That I’ll make sure the drawbridges are dropped when Axel’s army marches on the palace.”

      That sounded intriguing. For a moment, Talon reconsidered his decision to let Meka read to him. He shook his doubts away. He and Meka needed this—it would be their bonding. Until then, he needed to be patient; it wouldn’t be long before they were together.

      Relief bloomed on Natalia’s face at Grigor’s words. “So you won’t confront Lukan?”

      Grigor shook his head. “Even if it kills me, I’ll shut up and do what has to be done.” A cruel smile. “Trust me, from what we read in that book, Lukan and Felix are going to get what’s coming to them.”

      Talon hitched his fiddle to sit more comfortably on his back. Clearly, that book contained explosive information to make Grigor back down like this. It made him even more anxious to get to Meka. “Then I better get going. It’s a long walk to Meka’s jail.” He glanced at the sky to assess the time. Although still early, clouds were forming. In this heat, it was likely that a storm would brew by nightfall. “If all goes well, I should get there by lunchtime.” A pause as he considered the magnitude of what he was undertaking. “I don’t know how we will communicate with you. Maybe Meka will know.”

      Grigor looked glum, and then he perked up. “I’ll ask my father for help.”

      Talon’s eyebrows spiked. “Uncle Tao?”

      A huge smile from Grigor. “He can act as a go-between. I’ll ask him to join us, if you like. I need to tell him that you have answered all my questions.”

      Grigor had access to Uncle Tao. Sadness borne on the wings of jealousy assailed Talon. He tried to quell the nasty feelings and failed.

      The last thing he wanted was for his noble Uncle Tao to see him squirming with envy. Struggling to keep his voice even, he said, “Good idea. But maybe later. I really have to get going if Meka and I are to make it into Cian before the gates close tonight. And it looks like it could rain later. Neither of us will want to get soaked.” He planned to take his cousin back to that room where he had met Cricket.

      “Be safe,” Grigor said in a gruff voice that belied the emotion in his eyes. “Look after Meka for me.”

      “And I’m sorry we don’t have any food or water for you,” Natalia added.

      Then Grigor—and Natalia—hugged him.

      This time Talon hugged them back. Tears pricked his eyes. It was wonderful to be part of a family again. But now he had to leave them for a quest fraught with dangers he couldn’t even begin to imagine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      After a night and most of a day, Meka had had enough of the mental torture of being strong while he waited to know his fate. He needed support, and it was stupid to deny it.

      A sudden longing to see his father swamped him. He imagined the emotion was similar to what a little child would feel when missing a much-loved but absent parent. It was not a sensation Meka was accustomed to.

      He bit his lip. Tao, will you think less of me if I ask for help?

      “Everyone needs a friend, my son. It’s not weakness to seek counsel. It’s what a wise man would do.”

      Meka recognized his father’s gentle reproof. He looked around but saw nothing.

      That made sense. Tao would never impose on him. He would never appear unless invited. Meka loved that about his father.

      In truth, he loved many things about his father. His father had never steered him wrong. Every time Tao had appeared in his life, it had been to help him make sensible choices.

      What Tao said now seemed logical. The wise surely became wise by seeking help when they needed it. It was one of the reasons Meka had been so dumb for most of his life. Unlike Grigor, he had never sought knowledge and thus had never found it. It had taken Grigor’s girl, Natalia, to first point out to him how ignorant he was. It still embarrassed him to remember her gentle laughter over his ignorance about posting stupid letters. Letters no one would ever need in a world with informas.

      Thinking about Grigor and Natalia made his heart ache. If he was ever to see them again, he had to become wise.

      “I’ve been dumb not asking for you, haven’t I?”

      “Not your brightest moment, I will agree,” his father’s disembodied voice answered. “Do you want me to join you?”

      “Please,” Meka croaked. He looked around wildly. “Are there cameras here? I don’t want Felix to hear us talk.”

      “None. Felix had the Final Word in Nicholas. He didn’t expect to ever need cameras. And he plans to move you soon, so he hasn’t bothered with them now.”

      The air in front of Meka shimmered. As his leather-clad father, with his long, braided blond hair, stepped out of nothing and joined him, his mood soared. As usual, Tao’s face was kindly, his brilliant blue eyes soft with concern and love. Meka wished he and Grigor had been privileged to have been raised by this man. But that was Nicholas’s prize.

      Tao sat next to him, threw an arm around his shoulder, and hugged him. “You know I’m always here for you.”

      “I know. But I wanted to be brave. I—I got myself into this mess. Surely, it’s my responsibility to fix it?”

      “The true mark of an adult.” Tao looked at him with pride. “The last few months have been good for you. You have grown into a man.”

      “Then why don’t I feel like one?”

      “Because you’re scared. Even men are allowed to know fear, Meka. It’s what makes them intelligent.”

      “Did you ever fear . . . stuff?”

      Tao laughed; it sounded dry. “Every day was a struggle just to survive. In the beginning, when Lukan first banished us to the forest, he brought us gifts. After Nicholas was born, that stopped, even though he continued to visit Lynx. The responsibility for providing for us fell squarely on my shoulders. Or so I thought. Lynx would kill me if she heard me say that.”

      Meka grinned. “I hate to point this out to you, but you’re already dead.”

      Tao’s eyes glinted with mirth. “Ah . . . a problem, then.”

      Meka knew he should discuss the real reason he had called for Tao, but he had never had a chance to talk to his father about his past life, and this was too precious to miss. “How did it feel, just the three of you living in the forest? I mean, Lynx had Axel and Nicholas. What did you have?”

      “My falcon, Bird. A dead woman named Cricket visited us from time to time. I always liked her. And, of course, Dmitri lived in Nicholas’s dog.”

      Meka’s eyes popped at that crazy tidbit.

      His father smiled. “And I loved Lynx like a sister. Nicholas, too,” he said, his voice softening. “He was like a son to me. But you know that.”

      Meka did, and it had once been a source of jealousy for him. Not anymore.

      “Didn’t you want a girl?” Meka’s hand trailed to his tattoo, the jasper-red F for Farith—so like her startlingly red hair—etched just below his heart the night before he left the mines for the fateful Burning of Oldfort. Touching it gave him comfort, even if Farith was thousands of miles away.

      Tao frowned, looking mournful, and Meka regretted bringing up the subject. He was about to change topics when Tao said, “Dmitri once told me that Kestrel and Lukan had been soul mates. Long before all this mess happened. That makes me wonder who was meant for me. I guess I will never know.” He forced a laugh. “Or maybe I’m being romantic, and there isn’t anyone.”

      That sounded depressing. Almost as depressing as everyone considering Meka a traitor. He leaned into his father, surprising them both. He grinned sheepishly. “I’ve come to love you. You know that.”

      Tao beamed at him. “Then I would be honored if you called me Father . . . if it would not trouble you.”

      Meka laughed at Tao’s hesitancy—anyone would think his father was a tongue-tied, love-struck adolescent. “It would be a pleasure. Father.” Meka swallowed. “You know why I needed you today, don’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Axel . . . does he know I’m still on his side?”

      Tao—Father—pursed his lips. “He has doubts. Big ones.”

      Meka covered his hand with his mouth. Even though he’d suspected as much, hearing it confirmed shocked him to the core. “Then I mustn’t expect him to come for me?”

      Father squeezed him tight. “Have some faith, my boy. Lynx made you an oath to rescue you. She will die rather than fail to honor it.”

      “Okay.” Meka’s voice cracked. “I’ll hang onto that.”

      Father faced him with a stern expression. “Meka, learn a lesson from this. In the future, play the game a little less well. Your performance at Oldfort when you accused Axel of turning you into a murderer was just a little too convincing.”

      Meka gulped. When had he developed this terrible acting skill? Fishing? How was that possible? With Grigor? Meka had never knowingly hidden who he really was or what he honestly thought from his brother.

      Father had once said that, at conception, Meka must have trawled in Felix’s gene pool. The whole idea of being like Uncle Felix disgusted him to the core. Hiding behind a façade to appear as what people wanted him to be had caused him nothing but problems. It was time to change.

      “You don’t doubt me, do you?” Meka asked.

      “No, I don’t. But I know your heart because I can read your thoughts. Axel and the rest of the alliance can’t. I know you’re gold to the core. Now you have to convince Axel of that.”

      Meka hoped Father wasn’t the only person who knew he was gold, solid to the core.

      “Maybe Farith will speak for me.” He hadn’t yet allowed himself to explore the possibility that she could have turned against him. That would be too much to bear.

      “No, Meka. Don’t put that on her. You need to speak for yourself—and you can tonight when Lynx and Clay arrive to rescue you.”

      Rescue was imminent. Meka exhaled a relief-filled breath. With luck, Lynx and Clay would arrive before Felix moved him.

      Father wagged his finger. “From the moment they arrive here, you need to throw your lot in with Axel and the alliance entirely. Leave them in no doubt that you are part of the team. Let them know they can count on you regardless of what happens.”

      Meka squirmed. “I’m never going to play for the crowds again. Ever.” He swallowed. “Is someone rescuing Nicholas as well? Do we even know where he’s gone?”

      “We know.” A grim smile. “By that I mean the dead. Me, Dmitri, and Cricket.”

      “Are . . . the dead going to tell Axel and Lynx?”

      Father tossed his hair over his shoulder with an irritated flick of his wrist. “No, the dead aren’t. We’re relying on the living to take care of things.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you don’t approve?”

      Father waved the question away. Had he disagreed with Dmitri?

      “Nicholas is coming back here,” Father said, “ostensibly to rescue you. He will want to take you to Cian.”

      Meka’s eyebrows rose. “But what about Lynx?”

      “Exactly. Without giving Nicholas any concrete reasons for staying in this prison, you have to persuade him to wait here until dusk, when Lynx and Clay arrive.”

      “That’s stupid. Why can’t I just tell him that his mother’s coming?”

      “The Final Word.”

      The finality in those words was crushing, especially as Meka understood exactly what was at stake. One mention of Lynx’s arrival time, and Felix would know rescue was at hand. That would definitely be a betrayal of the alliance. He slumped back against the wall. “What do I say to him?”

      Father took a while in answering. “Axel and ten airships are coming with Lynx. A dog fight in the sky above the city would not be good. Keep away from the densely populated areas.”

      Was he implying that Meka could leave the prison with Nicholas? Meka jerked back to look at Father’s face. It gave nothing away.

      After a moment’s stare, Father said, “Nicholas is coming to you with an agenda—one that will make him insistent that you go with him to Cian. He sees it as the gateway to where he thinks he needs to be. The only part of the city he knows is a place called Urchinville. It abuts the harbor. If you go there, the worst of the aerial battles will be fought over the sea. Minimal casualties.”

      Meka’s mind raced. He had never set foot in Cian and had no idea where the harbor was. But that wasn’t the immediate problem. “What agenda?”

      Before Father could reply, a thunk came from the broken dome. He looked up.

      Nicholas’s blue eyes peered down at him though the steel frame. He unfurled a rope as thick as a couple of Meka’s fingers. It looked like it had been made from plaited vines. The rope tumbled down.

      Nicholas pointed at Meka and made a climbing gesture with his hands: an invitation to escape, not an offer from Nicholas to come and join him.

      Heart beating like a Trevenite kettle drum, Meka glanced at Father for help. He had vanished.

      “I’m not permitted to show myself to Nicholas,” Father said in his head.

      You knew he was coming now?

      “I knew. Cricket set him up for it.”

      What about Lynx and Clay?

      “That is for you to decide. Deal with the situation.”

      Lynx and Clay would be furious with him—

      No, they won’t. They’ll just follow my tracker to the harbor instead of coming here. Sticking with Nicholas is the best thing I can do. Meka opened and closed his mouth like a fish as he processed these thoughts.

      Nicholas hissed down to him. “Hurry up. The guardsmen could come at any minute.”

      Cursing that he had yet to discover Nicholas’s agenda, Meka loped over to the rope. He swallowed.

      The sun-filled dome soared above him. If he fell, it would be a broken back, if not death.

      He eyed the vines cagily. Would they be strong enough to hold his weight? He had no idea. But they brought the smell of the forest to Meka’s nostrils, fueling his desire to be free.

      He jumped up as high as he could and grabbed the rope with both hands, hoping the sappy wood wouldn’t break—and that Nicholas had anchored it securely, because there was no way his frail cousin was strong enough to hold one end with Meka dangling off the other.

      It was a slow climb.

      The vines twisted and twirled as Meka clawed hand over fist and scrabbled for purchase with his feet. Visions of falling to his death made his hands sweat. They slid down the rope, chafing the skin off his palms. He gritted his teeth against the pain—and the sweat pouring into his eyes—and fought on.

      It didn’t help that his mind played tricks on him. In the silence he kept hearing someone approaching: Felix, coming to move him to a new prison; Morass, bringing another meal of inedible mush; and a thousand other faceless possibilities he couldn’t even put a name to.

      But it wasn’t just fear for his own recapture that drove these thoughts; it was the prospect of Nicholas being caught as well.

      His cousin—the Light-Bearer everyone depended on—did not deserve to be flung into another jail for trying to rescue Meka. That Nicholas had even risked coming back for him gave Meka courage. Ignoring the ominous creaking of the vines, he gulped in a few deep breaths in the hope of calming his heart and continued to climb.

      Finally, he reached the dome. Heart racing, he gripped the metal frame at the same moment that Nicholas grabbed his clothes. Although his cousin tried to haul him over the lip, he wasn’t strong enough. The fact that he had even tried warmed Meka’s heart. He smiled his thanks and scrambled to his feet.

      A brassy blue sky painted on the ceiling glared down at him. Heat beat down from the powerful, electric light that created the sun’s rays in the conservatory. The whole place was a con; the sky nothing more than an illusion.

      Meka whispered, “How do we get out?”

      Nicholas darted to an open ventilation shaft. He slipped inside, head first, and vanished.

      Meka grimaced. The hole in the wall was small, ideal for someone as emaciated as Nicholas, but for him? Not so easy. But the alternative—stay here—was worse. Every instinct balked as he poked his head and then the rest of his frame into the snug hole.

      It was a tight fit, and dark, too, with Nicholas blocking out the light. Meka gulped back his claustrophobia.

      From the sound of it, Nicholas was halfway across the shaft before Meka had even started moving.

      With no space to maneuver his hands into position to help him push along, Meka wriggled his hips and knees and elbows. He edged slowly forward.

      Light burst into the pipe. Nicholas had reached the other end and had scrambled out. Where had the tunnel emptied him? It had to be somewhere on the roof. That meant another head-spinning climb.

      “Get on with it!” Nicholas’s low voice.

      Meka wriggled the last few feet. His hands landed on a narrow ledge. He looked down a forty-foot drop onto cracked paving stones. He gasped.

      Guardsmen stood watch at a gate in a high wall that encircled the place. Others patrolled the courtyard. None of them looked up.

      Nicholas tugged Meka’s sleeve and gestured that he should follow. Meka slowly and carefully extracted the rest of his body from the vent, gritting his teeth against the noise. But no shouts came from the soldiers. He must have been too high up for them to hear him.

      His spinning head and churning stomach made him want to plunge to the courtyard, but he eased to his feet. Fingers clawing the wall for handholds, he crept along the narrow ledge after Nicholas around the back of the conservatory.

      One false step, and he would plunge to his death. He cringed at the prospect of his body splattering on the paving. He forced his feet to keep shuffling.

      The ledge butted up against the outside wall to the precinct and faced the forest. As far as Meka could see, the only thing that stood between him and freedom were the strands of razor wire on top of a brick wall—if one discounted the sheer climb down to said wall, of course. He looked for a drainpipe—anything—to hang on to.

      There wasn’t one. He opened his mouth to protest, but Nicholas glared at him.

      Meka glared right back.

      It had no effect. Nicholas swung his body over the ledge and notched his fingers and boot tips into crevices between the bricks. He flitted down the wall like a monkey.

      With no choice but to follow, Meka closed his eyes and pleaded, Father, catch me if I fall.

      He didn’t wait for a reply. Fingers and toes tingling, he sought out the deepest grooves and clawed his way down.

      Nicholas had already negotiated the razor wire and was on the ground, mouth pressed in a thin line and eyes scanning the area, before Meka was halfway to the bottom.

      Meka couldn’t have sped up if he’d tried. One loose handhold, one loose foothold, and he’d slide off the wall like a stone tossed carelessly aside.

      Unlike the stone, his bones would shatter on impact. If it didn’t kill him, the guardsmen would find him and throw him back into his cell. His fingers trembled at the thought, and his feet slipped out of their notch.

      Not helping, he snapped as he scrambled for purchase.

      After what seemed like an eternity of slipping, gripping, and praying, Meka reached the wire. It slashed at his hands and clothing, but in his relief to be off the wall, he didn’t care. He dove straight through it and tumbled the last six feet onto the loamy ground. His feet had barely righted themselves when Nicholas took off at a fast clip into the forest.

      Meka couldn’t decide if his cousin’s reticence to speak was due to fear of alerting the guardsmen to their presence or irritation with his slow progress. Or maybe it even had something to do with his mysterious agenda.

      Hopefully not the latter. The last thing Meka wanted was conflict with Nicholas. Not when he had to ensure they reached the harbor before Axel arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Tao watched Meka and Nicholas as they slipped through the forest away from the asylum.

      “So, they’ve gone. Birds on the wind.” The disappointment in Cricket’s voice pulled Tao’s attention away. From the direction Nicholas had taken, it was clear they were headed for Cian.

      He faced her. “You knew I was going to be pragmatic about things.”

      Flares of light trailed off Cricket’s hands waving in the air. She hissed and pulled him into the fourth dimension before the boys could see. Trailing them from the fourth dimension would be just as easy.

      “What you did isn’t pragmatic. It’s insane,” Cricket said. “I got Nicholas to the asylum. All you had to do was persuade Meka to keep him here.”

      “It’s just gone lunchtime in the living world,” Tao snapped back. “You would have Nicholas pacing in here until dinner—a dinner Morass will bring before Lynx even gets here?”

      Cricket’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “No? Well, I had.”

      Cricket moved away from him.

      Tao fought for patience. He really didn’t want to fight with Cricket, not when her occasional visits had meant so much to him during the long years of his banishment. He flitted next to her. Her slim form bumped his side, sending sparks in every direction.

      They looked pretty. Almost as pretty as her.

      He tried again to get her to understand his actions. “Dmitri knows everything. That means he knew Nicholas would not go to the palace with Valeria, that he would end up meeting with Grigor and Natalia. Winds! I bet that was what he actually wanted to have happen. That means he knew exactly when Nicholas would arrive here. If he really wanted the boys to stay in this cell, with all the risk that entailed, he would have orchestrated it better.”

      Cricket sighed. “It’s complicated, isn’t it?”

      “Not really.”

      Like a glowing wood sprite, Cricket spun, once, twice, three times in the air. She paused to face Tao.

      He stopped walking to look at her. She really was lovely. He smiled. “You have my attention.”

      “Good. Because you’ve explained yourself over and over, but now I need you to understand me.” She floated backward, leading Tao on. “I’ve been waiting for the fulfillment of the Dmitri Curse for a very long time—almost four hundred years.”

      Tao’s eyebrows hitched.

      “I was the first Norin bride to marry a Chenayan crown prince. It wasn’t a long or successful marriage.”

      Cricket had married Thurban’s son? That could not have been pleasant. Tao knew very well about an unhappy marriage, as brief as his marriage to Kestrel had been.

      Her voice dried. “He killed me after our first son was born.”

      Tao looked at her with even more respect. Perhaps they had more in common than he had ever suspected. But he still didn’t understand why she would not work creatively within the parameters of Dmitri’s commands.

      “As a reward for being the first Norin princess to marry an Avanov, Dmitri chose me to deal with the last Norin bride who would endure that torture.”

      “Lynx.”

      “Lynx.” She lifted a slender finger—“That brought me into your world”—and brushed his face with it. “I’ve never made a secret of the fact that I like you.”

      Her touch made him blush; the fire shot out of his face as untimely sparks. They glowed against Cricket’s silvery skin. It made him blush even more. He covered up by mumbling, “None of that explains why you’re being so difficult about helping our boys.” He indicated to Nicholas and Meka as they padded through the forest. Anything to avoid looking at her.

      Ignoring his gesture, she grinned knowingly at him. “You haven’t spent much time amongst the dead yet,” she said in a tone that belied her mirth at his embarrassment. “You haven’t seen what happens to the guardsmen and priestesses when they die and their ice crystals fall away. So many of them are horrified when they learn what they did with their mortal lives.”

      “None of that is their fault,” Tao said defensively. “And I bet there are some who don’t care.”

      “Sadly, there are those who still would have supported the empire regardless of the ice crystals. But there are many who never would have. They want revenge. They want this empire gone so that they don’t have to see their posterity suffer. I do, too. I’ve had more than enough of Avanov cruelty. That’s why I will stick to the letter of Dmitri’s instructions until the curse is lifted.”

      Tao refused to accept any guilt or accountability for Avanov cruelty. “I’m working for the same thing that you are. I just have a different way of getting to the same end.”

      Worry creased her face. “There could still be civilian casualties in Cian. Even if the boys make it to the harbor.”

      Those civilian casualties could affect Grigor, or that was what Dmitri had said, but how, Tao couldn’t fathom. His son may have carried the title of crown prince, but that didn’t mean he wielded any power in the palace.

      Cricket waited for him to answer.

      “People die every day. You know that. If it isn’t in war, it’s sickness, or accident. Suicide. Even murder. If it’s their decreed time, then nothing we do really matters.” His words may have sounded callous, but his shoulders sagged.

      Cricket’s bow-shaped lips scrunched, and then she nodded. “True. But what if Dmitri does know something we don’t?”

      Tao laughed mirthlessly. “Dmitri always knows things we don’t. That’s a given. But whether he shares every detail with us is questionable. I will be on hand to help Grigor if he needs me. But I also have to watch over and help his brother. And my cub. Their immediate interests don’t always collide.”

      Cricket slipped her soft hand into his. “I’ve already told you. Leave Nicholas to me. He’s mine.”

      Tao looked down in surprise at their clasped hands. He considered mentioning something about them but decided he liked the feel of her skin against his.

      He said as matter-of-factly as he could, “Nicholas plans to take Meka back to the shop where he slept last night. I know my cub; nothing Meka can say will shift that notion. I think it would be a good idea if we dissuaded Nicholas from that course.”

      Cricket’s laughter bubbled up like a gently flowing brook. “Oh, I think I can manage that. Our young Light-Bearer won’t know his head from his toes when I’ve finished messing with him.”

      Tao winced. Had he done the right thing, inflicting Cricket on his exhausted but determined cub?
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      Meka wove through the trees behind Nicholas’s shadowy form. No matter how silently Meka cut through the undergrowth, Nicholas was still more wraithlike. If Meka hadn’t been a couple of paces behind his cousin, he would not have known Nicholas was there.

      That wasn’t the only surprise. For someone as thin as Nicholas was, he kept up a relentless pace despite the muggy heat. A storm was brewing; it would probably break that evening when Axel arrived.

      The speed annoyed Meka. He understood the need to get as far away from the prison as possible, but he wanted Nicholas to slow down so they could talk. How else would Meka stand any chance of influencing the endpoint of this high-speed hike?

      Meka scrambled across a bramble-filled gulley. He whispered to his cousin’s back, “Where are we going?”

      “Treven,” came Nicholas’s nearly indiscernible reply as he darted over a mossy log.

      Meka blinked in surprise. This had to be Nicholas’s agenda: to be reunited with his mother and Axel. It was an agenda Meka supported with every fiber in his being. He longed to say that they were just hours away. That soon Nicholas would be safely on his way to his new home.

      He said nothing.

      If he had, Nicholas would want to know how Meka knew. It would mean mentioning Tao. Even though Nicholas had dealings with Cricket, Meka wasn’t ready to admit that he chatted with his dead father.

      He would also have to explain that he wore a tracker in his neck. As it was, if Felix was monitoring Nicholas’s Final Word, he would know by now that Meka had escaped with his cousin. The fact that Nicholas had evaded recapture for so long meant Felix was not concerned about him being loose on the streets. That could change if he knew Meka beamed a homing signal to Axel.

      “You seem surprised,” Nicholas challenged.

      Meka hopped over a stream. “Not surprised, but . . . Dragon’s ass! That’s a long way away.”

      Without stopping, Nicholas shot back, “How long?”

      Meka hid behind a shrug. “A few days in a fast airship. At least a week by train, and then a seafaring boat across the Izmodo Sea.”

      Nicholas finally paused in the shadow of an ancient oak tree to look at Meka. “Airship?”

      Meka sighed. Keeping conversation to a minimum to avoid detection was one thing, but Nicholas’s cryptic answers weren’t going to get them very far.

      “An airship is like a big bird that people sit in that flies in the sky. In the Heartland, only the military has them. Ordinary people use the train to get around the empire. There’s a train station in Cian.” It occurred to him that Nicholas would never have seen a train, either. “A train is a huge machine made from steel for carrying lots of people at the same time. It’s powered by steam and runs on special metal tracks on the ground.”

      Nicholas’s jaw dropped. Still, Meka could almost see the cogs in his cousin’s mind spinning. “Do trains go to Treven?”

      “No, they don’t. There is no way possible for someone who isn’t in the military to get to Treven.” Meka shrugged again. “I only managed to go because Lukan and Felix wanted to separate me from my brother.” He considered mentioning that Grigor was the crown prince in Nicholas’s absence but decided not to complicate things. Once they were safely on the airship, Meka would tell him everything.

      Thoughtful blue eyes speared Meka. “I’m not giving up. Even if I have to walk there.”

      Meka admired his cousin’s determination. But it also sounded a warning. Clearly, Nicholas wasn’t easily influenced when he made up his mind about something. He chose his words carefully. “Listen, maybe there’s a way to shorten that journey.”

      Nicholas leaned in closer, reminding Meka of a bloodhound on a scent.

      As much as he hated lying to his cousin, Meka said, “Ships leave the Cian harbor every day. It’s possible to catch a ride to—” He wracked his brain for a country closest to Treven with a port that wasn’t in a war zone. “Tarach. From there, one could find transport to Treven.”

      He didn’t add that Tarach was ruled by King Xipal, the son of the man he’d killed in the Burning of Oldfort. Nor did he think it necessary to mention that Tarach was a windswept desert, or that the only transport for hire once they got there would be a camel train. And that those camels would stop at the foothills of the Thousand Hill mountain range.

      “Do you know where the harbor is?”

      Meka cursed that he had to tell the truth. “Not exactly. But we could ask someone.” He meant Tao.

      “Ask someone?” Nicholas gave a sour laugh.

      Meka knew he wasn’t being forthright. It probably made Nicholas distrust him more, and that hurt.

      “Have you looked at yourself lately? You’ve got a diamond next to your eye. And Norin-colored hair. Your clothes may be dirty, but they look posh.”

      Nicholas had a point. Only heirs to the Chenayan throne had diamonds next to their eyes. He tried to lighten the mood. “Pity I left that cloak Felix made me wear in the conservatory.”

      Nicholas’s face—eyes narrowed with suspicion—showed no sign of appreciating the attempt at mirth. “We’re not going back for it.” He darted across the leaf litter and stooped to pick a handful of mushrooms. He tossed half to Meka. “Let’s move.”

      Meka’s stomach grumbled its thanks for the much-needed snack. He brushed loam off the mushrooms as they walked. “So, if not the harbor, then where?”

      “I know a place. I slept there last night.” A hopeful smile flitted and then vanished. “You can read me my book. In the morning, I’ll play my fiddle for money. We can use it for food and to buy you some other clothes.” He looked down at his ragged leathers. “Me, too. So neither of us look so conspicuous.”

      “You might need a haircut,” Meka said around a mouthful of mushroom. “If we’re going for less conspicuous.”

      Nicholas tossed his long hanks of dirty hair across his face. “This is my cover.”

      Meka tried for another joke. “Works even better than my cape did.”

      Again, Nicholas didn’t acknowledge him.

      Meka sighed. Amid all this frostiness, he had to persuade his stubborn cousin to agree to go to the harbor. He regretted telling the truth that he didn’t know where it was. It would have been better to lie and then ask his father for directions.

      But it was too late now. If he changed his tune, it would only further alienate Nicholas, who was already wary after everything he’d been through. And Meka only added to his cousin’s perception that people couldn’t be relied upon to speak the truth.

      For almost a year, he had dreamed of meeting this boy. The only thing he wanted now was for them to be safe on their way to Treven as friends.

      Keeping secrets from Nicholas wasn’t going to oil that friendship. But while Felix monitored everything they did through the Final Word, there was nothing Meka could do about it.

      They had not gone much farther when Nicholas stopped. Head cocked, eyes focused, he seemed to be listening for something.

      Meka hadn’t heard anyone following them, but he listened and looked, too. The forest seemed unnaturally quiet. It set his teeth on edge.

      He listened harder.

      Nothing stirred the thick, humid air. But if anyone from the asylum followed them, they would not be silent about it. Meka forced himself to relax.

      Nicholas shook his head and sighed. “I think I’m losing my mind. I keep thinking someone is following me.”

      They started walking.

      “Understandable after everything you’ve been through.”

      Nicholas shot him a sideways look. “You know . . . about that?”

      Meka licked his lips, wondering how to answer. Nicholas probably wouldn’t appreciate it if he knew Meka had watched his suffering on an informa thousands of miles away in Treven. Instead of helping, all his knowledge merely complicated things.

      It made Meka even more cagey.

      Finally, he said, “Trust me, I know that Dragon-sucker Lukan well. And I can see you’ve been through hell just by looking at you.”

      Nicholas snorted softly. What did that imply?

      Scared Nicholas would clamp down again, Meka asked, “So what book do you have?”

      Nicholas pulled a small blue tome from his pocket and held it up briefly. In the dappled sunlight Meka read: The Illustrated Book of Chenaya. The cover flipped open, and he saw another title: The Full History of the Dmitri Curse.

      Meka tried to snatch it. “Finally, a book worth reading.”

      Nicholas tucked it back into his pocket. “I’ll give it to you when we get to the place we’re going to tonight.” He glanced up at the tree canopy. “But we must hurry because the gates close at dusk.”

      From the cast of the shadows, Meka figured it was mid-afternoon. Above him, the banks of dark clouds were ominous. When that storm finally broke, the rain would be torrential. He hoped Axel and Lynx got to the city before that happened. With no idea of how long it would take to get to Cian, let alone the harbor, he sped up.

      Nicholas matched his pace. Meka listened to Nicholas’s shallow breathing as he struggled over the rough terrain. Meka wanted to offer to help him, but Nicholas’s edginess stopped him. Even so, it had to be sheer force of will that kept his smoke-thin cousin moving.

      Meka couldn’t resist asking, “So how do you feel about being the Son of Prophecy, Nicholas the Light-Bearer?”

      Nicholas’s face morphed into something ugly. He snarled, “Call me that again, and regardless of my promise to Grigor, I’ll drop you off at the first guardsman I see.”

      Meka stumbled. “You’ve spoken to my brother?”

      Nicholas stopped. But it took a long time for him to reply. “This morning. Turns out he’s much more likeable than you. He read the book. He told me to tell you to come with me to Treven.” Nicholas turned his back and started walking again with a dogged purposefulness that infuriated Meka.

      He considered grabbing Nicholas’s ragged shirt to stop him but decided against it. He had a better source of answers. He spoke silently to Father. What’s going on? Why didn’t you tell me?

      “I didn’t have time. He also knows that I visit with you and Grigor, so you don’t have to be so reticent about me.” Father’s voice dried. “It makes me think you’re ashamed of dear old Dad.”

      Despite that painful attempt at humor, Meka clenched and unclenched his fists. I feel like a complete idiot. It would have been nice to know all this.

      “If it helps, I can tell you that Nicholas isn’t just being frosty about your lack of forthrightness, although that is certainly not helping. He had such high hopes for a friendship with you. After Grigor, who was so open and warm, you really have sounded all his alarms. But that’s not all that’s troubling him. He’s also riddled with guilt, and that’s making him cranky. Use that.”

      Finally, some help, even though it saddened Meka to hear how his cousin felt about him. But he was powerless to change that—not when Felix could be listening in. What’s he guilty about?

      “He feels terrible for asking you to go with him to Treven, but he really needs your help—even though he doesn’t trust you. Someone recently asked him for help, and he let her down. Badly. He’s having trouble reconciling the two actions.”

      You’re reading his mind?

      “Yes. And just so you know, he insists on being called Talon.” Father sounded sad. “And you have just experienced his feelings about the curse firsthand. Our Light-Bearer is still to be convinced of his role in the unfolding drama. Reading him the book will help, but he needs more than that. He needs—” His father’s voice broke off.

      Meka walked on, impatiently waiting for more.

      “As much as I want to tell you what I think Nicholas needs, I’m restrained by a very obdurate Norin.”

      Meka’s eyes widened in surprise. Lynx?

      “Cricket.”

      Meka grinned. Her name keeps popping up. Is she the woman you’ve been looking for to comfort you in your waning years?

      “My years are never going to wane, you cheeky pup.”

      Nicholas—Talon—stared at him. Meka realized he was smiling. Was his cousin wondering why? It was time to finish up with Father. Tell me about Talon and Grigor.

      “Exactly what Nicholas says. They met today by chance at the palace and became friends. Grigor hugged him. Twice.”

      Talon had gone to the palace? That took guts. Meka glanced over at his cousin with renewed respect. He wished he had thought to hug Nicholas when he reached the top of that dome.

      “Since meeting Nicholas and reading the book, Grigor is committed to fulfilling his role as crown prince if it helps lift the curse.”

      That was news. The last time Meka had seen his brother, Grigor had alternated between needing to throw up on people and wanting to kill Lukan for inflicting the title on him. Tell Grigor that he isn’t alone in that.

      “Will do. In the meantime, stick close to Nicholas. Get him to the harbor. When you arrive in town, just head south. You can’t miss it.”

      Meka would have appreciated a better set of directions, but that would have to do. He nodded his thanks.

      Nicholas still watched him.

      Meka took a deep breath and said, “That was Tao. We were . . . talking . . . about you meeting Grigor.”

      Another snort from Nicholas. “You’re a bit too closed for my liking, Meka. I’m not sure why that is, but it worries me.” His blue eyes flashed. “If you’re hiding anything else, tell me now, or I swear I will never trust you again.”

      Meka could actually feel his heart break in his chest. Or, at least, that was what the tightness felt like. He could do and say nothing that could send warnings to Felix about what Meka knew.

      The only comfort was that he could tell Talon everything once they were safely on Axel’s airship.

      Until then, despite never wanting to play for the crowds again, he had to carry on with this terrible deception—and take Nicholas’s justifiable abuse. It was a small price to pay if it kept Felix away from Nicholas and got them safely to Cian—together. Axel and Lynx would surely never forgive him if Nicholas chose to separate from him.

      He forced a smile and said with as much bravado as he could muster, “I’ve got nothing to hide. Not a damn thing.”
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      Felix pursed his lips in displeasure as he paced his study in his apartment. “So, Nicholas got it into his head to rescue Meka. Why? That is the question.”

      Not usually one for muttering out loud—that was Lukan’s preserve—he admitted to being surprised. More than surprised—shocked that the Light-Bearer would risk going back to his former prison to rescue a stranger. Clearly, Felix had been mistaken when he had declared Nicholas terrified of his own shadow. Even more clearly, Dmitri had a hand in this mercy mission.

      No matter the cause, a confident Light-Bearer was very bad news for Felix.

      So was the loss of Meka.

      Having Meka with him could only further bolster Nicholas’s confidence.

      That was not what Felix had intended when he agreed to let the Light-Bearer roam free. And how could Felix risk the blond prince strolling around the forest when Lukan thought the boy dead?

      Yes, Lukan still dribbled at the mouth as he paced his observatory, but Felix hadn’t lived this long by taking unnecessary risks.

      The situation had to be dealt with.

      Felix ran his fingers across the strategy tiles and map the seer had miraculously returned to the shelf in Felix’s study. In a show of power, the seer had shifted the tiles depicting Meka and Nicholas into no man’s land. A clear challenge to Felix to retaliate.

      And retaliate he would. But first, a punishment needed to be meted out.

      He called his personal Morass up on his informa, an oaf named Oleg, and commanded the guardsman to join him. Unlike Morass, if faced with a test of obedience to Lukan or Felix, Oleg had been hardwired to obey Felix.

      While he waited, Felix opened a drawer in his antique writing desk and pulled out a vial of liquid with a tiny blue ice crystal floating in it.

      No ordinary ice crystal, this had been created while Lynx was still pregnant with Nicholas. It was the same ice crystal he and Lukan had tried to insert into the boy just after his birth.

      A stripped-down version of the jasper Oleg and every other guardsman wore, it would have rendered the Light-Bearer utterly loyal to the Dragon but without a guardsman’s superhuman strength.

      Lynx and Tao had resisted. Lynx had even slashed open Lukan’s face and side with a hunting knife. That dolt Lukan had called the operation off.

      Felix clicked his tongue in frustration. If Lukan hadn’t given in to Lynx, Nicholas would not be sauntering his way into Cian with Meka today.

      He placed the vial on the desk next to three informas: one showcased Lukan’s spiral into insanity; another beamed from Nicholas’s Final Word; and the third tapped into the ice crystal controlling Oleg’s brain.

      A knock sounded.

      Felix recognized Oleg’s deference in the tap. He killed the image of Lukan and slipped the informa into his pocket. Just because Oleg was loyal didn’t mean Felix was ready to spread the word about the emperor’s blessed insanity.

      “Enter.”

      Oleg bowed, his parchment-plain face devoid of expression. Blank. Just the way Felix liked his guardsmen.

      It was precisely because the man was so unmemorable that Felix had selected him to be his axe. He clicked his fingers. “Send out a detachment of guardsmen to arrest the idiots guarding the asylum.”

      “What is it that my lord wishes done to them?” Oleg’s voice was as flat as his face. “The same as what happened to the batch on duty yesterday?”

      The guards who had let Nicholas escape the asylum had been executed.

      “Exactly the same.” Felix’s voice took on a warning note. “And this time replace them with men who don’t sleep on the job.”

      This was a classic case of closing the gate after the horse had bolted. Felix grimaced; it was indeed a bad day if he, Felix Avanov, brightest mind in Chenaya—probably the world—was reduced to thinking in clichés. He brushed his wispy hair away from his face, determined not to let events shake his ingenuity in dealing with a crisis.

      “I will not fail you, my lord.”

      “You had better not, because I have another, more delicate task for you. Mess this up, and it will be the last thing you do.”

      Oleg’s expression remained as lifeless as the two moons suspended in the sunlit sky outside Felix’s window. That didn’t worry him; guardsmen with jaspers didn’t understand fear the way other people did. It was enough that he saw a tiny reaction on Oleg’s vital signs displayed on the informa. The man understood exactly what Felix meant.

      Felix pointed to the image of Nicholas and Meka. “Prince Meka and this waif are headed to Cian. Monitor them on your informa. When they arrive in the city, go to them.” He picked up the vial and tossed it to Oleg. “Tag Prince Meka with this.”

      With zero reaction to the strange request, the oaf caught it and slipped it into his pocket without even looking at it.

      Felix nodded his satisfaction. “When it’s done, put a sack over the prince’s head and take him to the Hive.” He wagged a finger at Oleg. “And mind you, don’t harm him. He’s valuable to me. Treat him like your own son.”

      “Like my own son,” Oleg echoed.

      Felix knew the oaf had three sons. The eldest had been embedded with a jasper at birth and would follow his father into the military. The other two would remain low-born artisans or laborers all their lives.

      Felix added, “Kai Lin will be expecting him at the Hive.”

      One of a dozen ice-crystal programmers stolen from Axel in a raid a few years before, Kai Lin lived and worked in a secret chamber under the city that abutted Felix’s lair. Once the doors closed behind Meka, the prince would never see the light of day again.

      Not that it would matter much to Meka. That marvelous ice crystal would kill all desire Meka may have had for resistance, all will. Nothing more than an automaton, the prince would do Felix’s bidding for the rest of his life.

      It thrilled Felix to think of the erstwhile rebellious Meka working on the One Weapon, One Bullet system Felix used to control every rifle wielded by every guardsman in the empire. Indirectly, Meka would authorize every shot fired at the mercenaries in the Pathfinder Alliance.

      Oleg bowed. “It will be done, my lord.”

      Felix lifted his hand to dismiss him but stopped. “The other boy . . . the urchin . . . after tagging the prince, you will forget that you have ever seen him.”

      No reaction from Oleg, but Felix knew the circuitry in the man’s brain had recognized the command and would act on it when appropriate.

      Felix waited for the door to close behind Oleg, and then he deliberately moved the tile representing Meka back to Kerill Corner.

      He gave a sly smile; that may have been the worst spot on the map from Meka and Dmitri’s perspective, but it served Felix well.

      Now what to do with the Light-Bearer?

      He steepled his remaining fingers and tapped them against his chin.

      As he shoved the Light-Bearer even deeper into no man’s land, a soft grunt of satisfaction escaped.

      It would do the boy good to witness Axel’s airship arriving over the city with no knowledge that it was there to rescue him. When Felix launched his aerial battle, Dmitri’s precious Light-Bearer would react like every other ignorant low-born panicking on the streets: He would run and hide. With the curfew Felix intended to impose, Axel would never find him.

      And it would be a simple matter to program every guardsman in Cian to ignore a blue-eyed urchin should they run into Nicholas. That way, there was no risk of Nicholas being harmed, or worse, killed in the coming conflict.

      Felix picked up his walking stick and gave it a jaunty swing. He was meeting with the Fifteen for pre-dinner drinks—a vital engagement if he was to keep them placated about Lukan’s mysterious absence—and he looked forward to a lovely cup of hot chocolate as a reward while they swigged their chenna.

      But when he reached the door, he started.

      Arms folded across his chest, Dmitri leaned against the jamb. “Allow me to say, Felix, that you continue to astonish me.”

      Felix’s cheeks puffed as his irritation gave way to pride. “How so?”

      “You play with your redemption as if it were a thing of naught.”

      “Redemption!” Felix scoffed.

      Dmitri wasn’t referring to his masterful moves on the map.

      “For a supposedly intelligent man, you speak such nonsense. Now let me pass, as I have business to attend to.”

      When Dmitri actually stood aside for him, Felix hid his surprise.

      But as he left the room, the seer whispered in his ear, “You may think you’re winning, Felix, but the game is in its infancy. Watch your back for the final accounting.”

      A shiver trilled down Felix’s spine before he could stop it.

      Dmitri smiled knowingly. It did nothing to ease Felix’s discomfort.

      The seer’s lips grazed his ear. “When that happens, the only two tiles on the map will be yours and mine. Remember, I never lose.”

      The words thundered through Felix’s brain. He lifted up his stick to hit Dmitri, but the seer had gone.

      Stomach curdling, Felix left the apartment to meet with his peers. Whatever happened, none of them could ever suspect that he wasn’t on top of his game.
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      Axel allowed his shoulders to sag with relief. The signal Meka beamed from his neck had just collided with the image of Nicholas projected above Axel’s informa. His two quarries were finally together on the outskirts of Cian.

      Even though it had meant more changes to his battle strategy, for the first time in twenty-four hours, it looked like his mission could be a success.

      Lynx brushed his blistered face with a gentle finger. “I told you the seer had a plan.”

      Axel didn’t believe for one second that Dmitri had anything to do with this development. But he wasn’t going to start an argument with Lynx. He gripped her wrist and kissed each of her fingers in turn. “I should have more confidence in you.”

      “Not in me. In Dmitri.”

      Axel grunted. “You’re much better looking than the seer.” He kissed her neck.

      She shivered.

      It made him want her. He laughed as he dropped kisses down her throat and into her cleavage, exposed by the black zip suit she wore in preparation for her descent into Cian to find the boys. “Talk about bad timing.”

      Her fingers twined into his hair. “What, hearing that we have both our targets in sight?”

      “That I have to leave you to get this mission started. Seems that going into battle makes me even hornier for you than usual.”

      Lynx’s soft lips brushed his ear. “I’m glad to hear it. I’m counting on us having ample time for lovemaking on our way home.”

      He gave a mock grimace. “You’ll want to spend all your time with Nicholas.”

      “Not my nights. Those are all yours.”

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      Axel pulled back and looked at his watch. It was time to get serious.

      They were thirty minutes away from Felix’s early warning system. The task-force captains had already been briefed on their part of the action. As agreed previously, only ten ships would accompany the Light-Bearer across the line.

      Axel handed Lynx her body armor and then strapped on his own breast plate while she geared up. Next came two bandoliers, which he looped across his chest.

      Lynx slipped her two machete sheaths onto her back and hoisted a shotgun off the table. The strap went over her shoulder. She leaned against the bulkhead as he tossed a backpack stuffed with incendiary balls onto his back. Formulated for this mission, the balls, once triggered, exploded on impact, releasing white-hot flames. The straps for his two shotguns went over each shoulder. The weapons jogged against two bandoliers buckled around his waist.

      Lynx smiled at him. “You sure you’ve got enough hardware?”

      Since the boys had united, it was no longer necessary to split his team, but he and Lynx would still be joining Magridal and Clay in Cian to ensure that nothing went wrong with this heist.

      He shot her a derisive smile of his own. “Admit it, I look devilishly handsome in all this gear.”

      “Don’t let that Avanov arrogance get you killed on the streets of Cian.” Lynx grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him.

      In every frantic stroke of her tongue against his, Axel sensed fear. He was about to pull away to reassure her, but she beat him to it.

      “The rest of the team will be waiting.” She threaded her fingers through his and pulled him out of their cabin into the gangway. All traces of fear gone, she marched him into the wardroom.

      Dressed in similar alliance zip suits and armor, Magridal and Clay sat at separate tables. Still in her nurse’s uniform, Farith bobbed on a stool at a table on the far side of the room.

      Axel suppressed a sigh of irritation at the obvious division amongst them.

      Clay and Farith saluted; Magridal hesitated before clipping her forehead with her hand. Everyone’s eyebrows rose at his and Lynx’s full battle gear.

      Lynx started to pull away from Axel toward the team, but Axel resisted; he wanted her up front with him. She stopped and then stood shoulder to shoulder with him as he faced them all.

      Axel began, “I take it you’ve all seen the news that our boys have united and are on the way to Cian as we speak.”

      Smiles from Clay and Farith. Magridal’s scowl didn’t budge—an all too familiar expression these days. Axel scowled back at her to let her know she wasn’t winning any points.

      It had no effect. Lynx had been right when she’d insisted he take an active role in this heist.

      Axel pulled up a three-dimensional map of the city. “At this point, we’re not yet sure where they will end up. Meka seems keen on the harbor, but Nicholas is talking about the shop.” He pointed to the harbor. “If anyone is handing out wishes, that is where I would choose for them to go. It will mean less civilian casualties. That said, if we have to drop into Urchinville proper, then so be it.” He patted his shotguns. “I will be providing the ground cover for tonight’s mission. I’m carrying enough incendiary balls to keep a small army of guardsmen at bay. Obviously, I would rather not use them in civilian areas, but I’ll happily blow up anything and anyone who tries to stop us airlifting Nicholas and Meka out of the city.”

      Those eyebrows rose even higher.

      Clay raised his hand. “Permission to speak, Warlord.”

      Axel nodded at him.

      Clay hefted his own pack of incendiary balls. “I thought blowing up guardsmen was my job. I was kind of looking forward to it.” His blue eyes darted across to Lynx. “Unless there’s been a radical change of plan.”

      Axel smiled at Clay. “Sorry to nix your pleasure, but yes, there has been a change of plan.” He allowed his face to harden. “Lynx will lead the rescue mission. You and Magridal will both report to her. Once—”

      “Since when?” Magridal’s eyes narrowed defiantly.

      Axel took a deep breath to calm his temper. Since the boys had come together and Meka’s signal beamed strong, he didn’t need Magridal on the ground as much as he had before. That didn’t mean her presence wouldn’t be useful, so he wanted to keep her aboard until this operation was over. But he also couldn’t brook such disrespect.

      He said, “If you wish to speak in this briefing, Commander, I suggest you follow protocol.”

      A dismissive wave of Magridal’s hand. “You and I go back too long and too far to play games with each other, Axel. Answer me. Since when do I report to Lynx when you made me—”

      “Since Lynx arrived in Treven almost a year ago. That’s when you started reporting to her. That won’t change until Nicholas takes the Chenayan throne and we all hang up our weapons. So, Commander, if you want a place on the zip lines tonight, I suggest you start acting like a contributing member of this team.”

      Magridal’s porcelain skin reddened.

      Axel drove home his point. “Magridal, are you with me? Or against me? Choose now so I can plan accordingly.”

      A short hesitation, then Magridal raised her hand in a sloppy salute. Axel folded his arms and stared at her.

      Magridal sighed. “What more do you want from me?”

      Axel didn’t bother gracing that stupid question with a reply.

      A flush of almost evangelical fervor crossed Magridal’s face. Her eyes shined bright, and her cheeks flushed. “C’mon, Axel. You, better than anyone, know how much I want Nicholas on the Chenayan throne. I’ve spent my whole life fighting for that. Heron died for it.”

      If it hadn’t been for that terrible day, Heron would be here, leading this raid. And Axel wouldn’t be grilling one of his closest friends about her loyalty.

      But Heron wasn’t here. And they all had to accept that.

      Voice hard, he demanded, “And Meka? Are you as keen to see him rescued?”

      Farith stiffened, ready to leap out of her chair. Axel glared at her to back down. A truculent scowl, and she settled in her seat.

      But Axel—everyone—knew that was temporary. A wrong word from Magridal, and Axel would have a fight on his hands.

      Magridal rubbed her eyes with the balls of her hands. “Thankfully, Meka will never occupy any thrones, so while he is with Nicholas, I will do my part in bringing them both home.”

      It wasn’t exactly what Axel wanted to hear, but it would have to do. He nodded. “I can live with that.”

      The clock on the bulkhead showed five minutes until they would trigger Felix’s early warning.

      Axel tapped the earpiece in the side of his helmet. It was linked to a radio next to his mouth. Each member of his team wore a similar device. “Once on the ground, for all communications we will use the old encryption channel that Stefan and I used. I have sent the code and password to all of your informas and to comms here on the Light-Bearer. Once the boys are located, Captain Cattigan’s crew will hoist us up. Then this ship will fly at top speed out of Chenayan airspace. Questions?”

      Farith raised a tattooed hand. “What about me? Apart from praying for your safe return?”

      “Good question. I want you in comms.”

      Farith was still Axel’s best insurance policy in dealing with Meka. From the moment Nicholas had freed Meka, Axel had watched the prince carefully. On the face of it, Meka seemed to be on their side, but Nicholas was so obviously distrustful of the prince. That was worrisome. Farith could end up being invaluable in cementing Meka’s loyalty.

      She saluted. “I won’t let you down.”

      Axel looked from one person to the next. “Anyone else?”

      Head shakes from everyone.

      “In that case, report to the zip bay with your weapons and informas so we can rescue two boys.”
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      Talon had used every reserve to keep up with Meka’s sure strides through the forest to Cian. He could have asked for help through the really tough bits—he would have if it had been Grigor walking next to him—but Uncle Tao’s light-haired son was not like his volatile but open-faced brother.

      Meka was an enigma. And Talon didn’t trust enigmas. Although Meka denied it, Talon was convinced the boy was hiding stuff from him. Important stuff that affected him, or why else was Meka so cagey? So uncomfortably guarded.

      Far from even achieving the friendship he’d hoped for with Meka, Talon now even doubted the wisdom of sharing the book with him. It was only the urgent need to know what it contained that overrode his reluctance.

      He pulled his hair over his eyes so he could watch Meka unnoticed as they loped along the road to the gate into Cian. Meka looked so much like Uncle Tao that it hurt.

      It didn’t seem right; Meka was nothing like him. At this point, all Talon had to go on were Cricket and Grigor’s assurances about Meka’s trustworthiness.

      Cricket was dead, and given his history with the dead, he wasn’t disposed to trusting her. If she and Dmitri really were on his side, they would have been more helpful. As for Grigor, it had been some time since he’d seen Meka, who could have changed.

      How did the book fit in? Grigor and Natalia—two people Talon did trust—seemed genuinely moved by it. It rankled that he couldn’t read it himself.

      Your own fault. Mom and Uncle Tao tried to teach you.

      Also, it still niggled that Meka had been wearing a cloak when he’d entered the prison with Felix. Why had it been necessary to hide Meka’s face if he had been a real prisoner? Was it possible that Meka actually worked for Felix? Was it possible that this was all an elaborate trap?

      Talon had refused to play along in the Dmitri Curse game. Was this a trap Dmitri supported in order to punish him for it? A trap that would spring when they reached the harbor?

      While all this distrust existed, Talon had no intention of going anywhere near the harbor with Meka.

      All these fears were complicated by his need to use Meka to get to Treven. Not to mention the crippling guilt that sent hot and cold shivers through him every time he thought about Valeria. He had failed her, yet he still expected help from Meka.

      Talon scolded himself. His behavior was unjust on a grand scale. It would serve him right if the Winds punished him through Meka’s betrayal.

      They reached the gates of the city as the watery sun clipped the city skyline. Meka kept his head down to hide his diamond until they passed the guardsmen. There was nothing he could do about his Norin hair, but the guardsmen probably thought he was a performer.

      Once clear of the gate, they lumbered past the dilapidated houses and their brow-beaten owners on the route to Talon’s hideout.

      A Dreaded leaped out from nowhere. Talon nearly fell on his face. It didn’t matter how many times he saw the spooky things; he’d never get used to them.

      “They’re not real ghosts,” Meka said with astonishing calm. “But I guess you’ve figured that out. I’m sure I’m not the only one who speaks to dead people.”

      Talon wasn’t willing to share that he had more than his fair share of dealings with the dead. “What are they, then?”

      “Felix Avanov and the people who work for him create them.”

      They slipped down the road leading to the marketplace.

      “How?”

      “It’s complicated. They use stuff called ice crystal and things called informas.” Meka’s voice took on a quiet reverence as if he were speaking about something mystical. “If I had my choice, I would work with informas. Programming them is all I want to do.”

      Talon’s blood drained to his core. Axel and Mom had used an ice crystal-powered informa to speak to each other, but the only people here who had access to ice crystals were guardsmen. They would have gotten them from the emperor and his lackeys. If Meka longed to be part of Lukan’s ice-crystal world, it did not bode well for his cousin’s already questionable integrity.

      He considered challenging him on his involvement but rejected the idea. Meka would probably just lie. Either way, Meka had moved himself squarely into the untrustworthy, high-risk grouping in Talon’s mind.

      He hid his concern—and contempt—behind his hair. “Any chance of that happening?”

      A long pause. “Felix told me I was going to work on his private system. I got the impression that not even Lukan knows about it.”

      Talon had to fight to stop from bolting down a side street away from Meka. “And when was that supposed to happen?” Unfortunately, his voice sounded strangled.

      A quick grin from Meka. “Never. Now that you’ve rescued me. I hope to repay the favor—real soon, too.”

      Talon didn’t believe that happy grin.

      “I still think we should head for the harbor.” Meka waved a hand at the guardsmen patrolling the marketplace. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      The alley leading to Talon’s safe house was up ahead. Relieved, he darted toward it. “We’re here now. No guardsmen patrol this place.”

      Meka hesitated at the alley entrance.

      It fueled Talon’s concern. He used the only weapon he had to intimidate Meka: his eyes. He drilled Meka with them. “Either come with me or leave. Those are your choices.”

      Meka was the first to look away. “Dragon’s testicles, Talon, lighten up. I merely suggested the harbor because it’s a safe place to hide. I don’t want to be recaptured either, you know.”

      Talon took that as a victory. He stalked down the alley, and Meka trailed him, his stomps across the cobbles loud in Talon’s ears.

      He reached the end of the alley and stopped. Where the door had been the previous night stood a high wall that reeked of urine. Enclosed by three impenetrable sides, he turned full-circle, trying to work out what had happened.

      Had he taken a wrong turn?

      He tossed his hair over his face to hide his burning cheeks and trotted back to the alley entrance to check. Everything looked identical to how it had appeared the previous evening. So, no wrong turn.

      He shivered against an unpleasant presentiment. The dead had to be involved.

      Meka walked to join him. He looked way too smug for Talon’s liking. “Are we lost?”

      “No.” Talon strode with fake confidence back to the mystery wall. He slapped it, hoping it would vanish.

      It didn’t.

      He could have screamed with frustration. Instead, he yelled mentally at Cricket, Why are you doing this? I rescued Meka for you even though I don’t trust him. Is this how you repay me?

      There was no reply.

      Worse, Meka stared at him. Meka wanted answers. Answers Talon didn’t have.

      A wave of exhaustion hit him. He was light-headed with a combination of hunger and desperation. A handful of mushrooms and a few berries gleaned while traipsing through the forest hardly constituted sustenance.

      With his reserves utterly depleted, it was only his distrust of Meka that stopped him from collapsing onto the filthy cobbles. Whatever happened, he could not appear weak in front of a much stronger opponent. But he also had no more energy left to stand. He pulled his fiddle off his back and settled for a controlled collapse, allowing his back to slide against the wall until his butt hit the ground. The fiddle gave a discordant screech when it bumped down next to him. Right now, he didn’t care if it was damaged.

      He patted the spot next to him. “Read to me, Meka. While it’s still light enough to see.” He didn’t add anything about the coming storm. It had to be obvious to both of them that they would be drenched tonight.

      Meka looked like he was about to argue, but then he sighed and slid down next to Talon. He held out his hand for the book.

      Talon ferreted in his pocket for it. “Grigor and Natalia believed every word written in here. I will know if you are lying to me,” he warned.

      In all honesty, he wouldn’t know if Meka deviated from the truth, but his cousin wasn’t the only one here who could lie to get what he wanted.

      A flicker of something—sadness, perhaps—darted across Meka’s face. “I have no doubt that I will believe it, too.”

      Talon could not help but notice that Meka had not tried to defend himself against the accusation that he was a liar.

      Meka took the book and opened it to the first page.

      But just as Talon leaned over to look at the picture while Meka read, a series of booms rocked the sky. His first thought was thunder, but no thunder he’d ever heard sounded this loud. He cringed as the airwaves assaulted his eardrums.

      Meka dropped the book and jumped to his feet. “The cannons on the walls! Dragon suckers be thanked! They’ve finally arrived.”

      Talon opened his mouth to demand that Meka explain himself when, amid the booms, came the screech of a vehicle stopping.

      Close-by. In the market adjacent to the alley.

      The metallic click of a door opening, and someone got out. Boots crunched on the cobbles—an unmistakable sound, one Talon had heard more often than anything else in the last year.

      A guardsman.

      Talon shot to his feet.

      A flare of fire in the sky lit Meka’s face. Panicked eyes darted to the alley entrance. Whoever Meka had been expecting, this wasn’t it.

      Talon didn’t get a chance to ponder the implication of that. The guardsman closed in on them. The red glare that tinged the night sky illuminated a sack in one of the guardsman’s hands and nothing in the other. No weapons.

      Meka swore as he whirled toward the soldier. A thousand emotions flickered across his face until finally settling into resignation.

      “Run! Hide!” he shouted at Talon. “I’ll cover you.” He threw a punch at the guardsman.

      Talon’s mouth opened and closed as his mind tried to catch up with what his eyes were telling him. Above him, enormous engines thrummed, adding to his confusion.

      Some part of his brain screamed that Meka was right, that he should hide, but it was pointless. The guardsman’s bulk filled the alleyway as effectively as a cork in a bottle. No one was getting out of here unless that brute was brought to his knees.

      The monster caught Meka’s fist in his big hand. He wrenched Meka’s arm, hoicking him about a foot off the ground as if he were no heavier than a rabbit.

      Meka yelped. Face contorted, he looked down at Talon and cried, “I’m sorry—I tried.”

      Tears pricked Talon’s eyes. Meka willingly fought Lukan’s henchman to protect him. Helping Meka was now the only thing that mattered.

      Talon let rip a primal scream and flung himself onto the guardsman’s back. He sank his teeth into the guardsman’s neck, like he’d done with his father the night Uncle Tao died. At the same time, he pummeled the man’s back and sides.

      The brute didn’t react.

      Talon clung to him like a tick.

      Meka’s leg lashed out. His boot cracked against the guardsman’s knee. The blow should have been enough to cripple him, but it didn’t.

      The guardsman tossed Meka onto the cobbles and pressed his knee into the boy’s chest. Then he shrugged Talon off his back like a deer twitching off a fly.

      Talon landed next to Meka. Before he could move, a powerful hand swept him aside. He collided with the wall next to his fiddle. He tried to right himself.

      The brute pulled a needle attached to an odd vial from his pocket. He angled it at Meka’s neck.

      An ice crystal. It had to be.

      “No!” Meka tried to swat the man’s hand away. When that made no difference, he crunched his neck and shoulders together.

      The guardsman gripped Meka’s hair and pulled his head to the side.

      A sickening crack.

      Meka cried out, loud even against the booming guns. The guardsman frowned. Did he regret hurting Meka?

      Talon’s fingers scrabbled for anything he could use as a weapon. They bumped his fiddle. He snatched it up and hit the monster over the head with it.

      A crunch of wood, and the instrument settled on the brute’s neck like a stag’s ruff. He didn’t even pause to remove it.

      He pushed the needle into Meka’s neck.

      Meka writhed and twitched, and Talon watched in horror.

      The guardsman dropped the needle onto the cobbles and stretched to pick up the sack, dropped in the tussle.

      Talon took the gap and threw his body across his cousin’s to stop the trembles. He choked out, “I’m sorry, Meka. I messed everything up.”

      But when Meka looked at Talon, his eyes were dead. Not even a spark of recognition animated their once-vivid depths.

      The guardsman ripped the fiddle off his head and let it fall. “Prince Meka. Stand up.”

      Bile burned in Talon’s throat as Meka rolled out from under him and stood. Docile as a baby goat, he faced the monster who had stolen his mind.

      “Cover your head with this sack.”

      To Talon’s dismay, Meka took the sack and pulled it over his head.

      “Follow me.”

      Without a backward glance at Talon, Meka followed the guardsman out of the alleyway.

      Talon raced after them. He pushed past crowds of people, all staring up at the sky, only to reach the vehicle as the guardsman opened the door for Meka to climb in.

      “No, Meka,” Talon pleaded, even though the boy he knew no longer inhabited that body.

      Meka didn’t even pause long enough to flinch before climbing into the truck. The engine started, and the vehicle chugged forward, parting the crowd.

      Talon made a jump for the back and missed. He stumbled, caught himself, and tried again.

      Horn blaring, the truck parted the crowds milling on the streets and picked up speed. He couldn’t catch up.

      He ran after it down streets and along alleys pulsing with people gaping at the fire reflected against the cloudy sky. Finally, the truck rounded a corner.

      By the time Talon elbowed his way past dumbstruck people, it had vanished from view. Breath coming in ragged gulps, he skidded to a stop, knowing he had lost Meka for good.

      Hands resting on his knees, he tried to calm down. Not only had he wrongly accused Meka on mere shreds of evidence, he had failed Grigor and Natalia, too. How could he ever look them in the eyes when he’d promised—and failed—to rescue Meka from Felix?

      That wasn’t his only mental torment.

      How had the guardsman known where to look for Meka? Even more inexplicably, why had he only targeted his cousin?

      He and Meka had been alone. Who had seen where they were?

      The dead? No, Dmitri wouldn’t meddle like this, especially not working with guardsmen.

      Lukan and Felix had ways of spying. Ice crystals. But Meka had just been injected with one, so he must not have had one before. And the only other person with Meka had been . . .

      Is it possible that I wear an ice crystal? That I was the untrustworthy one who led the brute to Meka?

      Talon cringed against a notion too terrible to contemplate. His hand drifted to his neck, to the same spot where Mom and Uncle Tao had been embedded with their ice crystals. But he had no scar. As a baby, they had defended him against Lukan and Felix when they’d tried to tag him.

      But the guardsmen didn’t cut Meka’s neck to insert the ice crystal. Could it be . . .

      He closed his eyes against the truth.

      Had Morass tagged him while he slept in that terrible dark hole?

      That was the only obvious answer.

      But even that didn’t make sense. His mind was own, and no one had commented that he had dead eyes.

      Yet people cringed when he looked at them.

      People have always cringed when I stare at them, he reminded himself irritably. That had certainly been true with Uncle Tao and Lukan.

      No closer to the truth, he opened his eyes to look around.

      None of the teetering buildings that surrounded him in this street were familiar. He turned back the way he’d come, but not one landmark he’d memorized leaped out at him as he trudged up the road.

      Lost and alone, he stopped walking and stared up at the sky. It burned bright against the clouds, and the booms were louder. With no clue as to what was happening, he ducked down an alley.

      A dead end. He scrambled up onto a roof to hide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      Felix wiped a speck of gravy off his mouth with a starched napkin. The pre-dinner drinks with the Fifteen had turned into dinner.

      In Lukan’s absence, it was his privilege to host the meal in the usual dining hall where the High Council met after their meetings. He sat in his usual seat, the one to the right of Lukan’s empty throne, at the head of the long, baronial table. He could have called Grigor to fulfill his duties as crown prince, but he was not yet ready to catapult the boy into the prime position.

      That would only happen once Axel attacked the city.

      For now, Felix basked in the joy of being the most senior Avanov in the room.

      The Fifteen—in effect Fourteen, because the executed Vasily had not yet been replaced—sat in order of rank on either side of the table. As Lord of the Conquest, Stefan held the next most senior position to the left of Lukan’s throne. Stefan’s brother-in-law, Pytor Pavel, occupied the chair next to Felix.

      Pavel tapped Felix’s arm as if he were little better than one of the hovering waiters.

      Felix glared at Pavel.

      Pavel glared right back. “Pray, Felix, tell us again what troubles the emperor. In all the years I have served him, he has never yet missed calling for a council meeting.”

      Sadly, that was true.

      Conversations around the table stilled as everyone leaned forward to listen to Felix’s answer.

      He hadn’t dared call the council meeting that day because it would have required him to admit that Lukan was nothing more than a blathering idiot up in his observatory.

      He wasn’t about to admit it now, either. The timing of that announcement was critical.

      If only Axel would hurry up and arrive in Cian to attack the city—but the alarms on the threat-board in the early warning command center had been stubbornly silent. How much longer Felix could keep the High Council waiting for answers, he didn’t know.

      He hid a scowl behind a simper. “Even the great sometimes succumb to the afflictions of the flesh, Pytor.”

      Pavel slapped his hand onto the polished table. His chenna goblet rattled. “What ails him?” His hand shot across to Vasily’s empty chair. “And where is Boris? It’s unlike him to miss a meal.”

      A snigger of laughter; everyone knew Count Boris Vasily was gross in his eating habits. What everyone didn’t know, however, was that Vasily was dead, the scapegoat in Felix’s—and Stefan’s—elaborate ruse to confine Meka with Nicholas. The same Meka that even now would be headed for a life in Felix’s underground ice-crystal bunker. Felix wasn’t ready to impart that tidbit of information about Vasily either.

      He pulled his soiled handkerchief from his pocket and waved it across the table at Stefan, a clear sign that his son-in-law was to field that question.

      Stefan dug his knife and fork into his pork roast.

      Felix’s tongue clicked before he could stop it. An unhelpful Stefan was a tiresome Stefan. But unless he wanted to implicate himself along with Stefan, he couldn’t call his son-in-law out on his intransigence.

      Pavel’s sharp jaw jutted out as he waited for an answer. Felix opened his mouth to sprout some platitude but, thanks to a timely shuffle of feet at the door to the banqueting hall, closed it again.

      Hazor, the officer in charge of the early warning control room, stood on the threshold. It could mean but one thing.

      Felix’s heart rate spiked. He didn’t bother waiting until Hazor had finished bowing before he demanded, “Report.”

      “A squadron of airships—twenty-one, to be exact—are attacking Cian, my Lord.”

      A hiss of shock from the councilmen.

      But their dismay could not even begin to match Felix’s. “How is this possible?” he spluttered. “We have an early warning system.”

      He started to clamber to his feet but stopped halfway. His bottom hit his cushion with a thump as a terrible thought struck.

      Stefan had betrayed him.

      Even while eating his pork roast, his son-in-law must have known Axel was attacking the city. If anyone knew Axel’s plans, it would have been he.

      But would Stefan have turned off the warning system? As Lord of the Conquest, Stefan had free access to every command center in the empire. No one would question any of his orders. But would the ever-politic Stefan risk such a thing to overtly support Axel?

      Felix doubted it.

      That didn’t stop frustration from tearing through him at the traitorous son-in-law he had been forced to defend and cover for so many years.

      As much as he longed to vent that fury, he shuttered his face and merely glared at Stefan. “You knew?”

      Still protecting the traitor, he framed the accusation like a question, lest any of the High Councilmen suspect Stefan.

      Not that they were in a position to suspect anything. Panic raged through the so-called leaders of Chenaya. Chairs tossed back, they were all on their feet, bellowing to each other with not a rational thought troubling any of their minds.

      Some rushed to the windows that overlooked the city. The drapes were wrenched back, and although Felix still focused on Stefan, from the corner of his eye he saw a red glow in the sky above Cian.

      Still seated, Stefan placed his knife and fork down on his plate. “I know as much as you do, Felix.” He calmly stood and faced Hazor in typical Stefan Zarot style—infuriating above measure. “You have signaled our ten airships on standby to attack?”

      Hazor’s eyes flickered to Felix. “No, my lord. I was waiting for the command.”

      “An attack on Cian is a domestic matter.” Felix squeezed Stefan’s arm hard enough to hurt, but Stefan didn’t even wince. “It falls under the control of the Lord of the Household.”

      “The emperor, surely.” Pavel’s voice cut above the clamor in the room. Like a switch, it turned off all the noise.

      “The emperor is suffering from some kind of mental breakdown. The kind his father had on occasion. At present, he does not seem fit to govern.” Stefan stole Felix’s thunder.

      Thirteen sets of eyes fixed on Felix for confirmation of Stefan’s claim. Hiding his annoyance, Felix steepled his fingers and said in a soothing voice, “At present, the emperor confines himself to his observatory. He—”

      “What does his physician say?” Taras, Lord of Treasury, asked.

      No physician had yet seen the crazy Lukan—and none would be called if Felix had anything to do with it. But Felix wasn’t about to admit that.

      “Like Mott’s physician used to say to him when he had his episodes, the emperor is to rest.”

      That was true enough; Mott’s attacks of insanity had been legendary. He hadn’t been known throughout the empire as Mad Mott for nothing.

      Felix patted the air with a placating hand. “My friends, do not be troubled. Everything is in hand. We have our regent, Crown Prince Grigor, to turn to until our dear emperor comes to himself. Which, no doubt, he will. Mott always did.” Felix prayed to the Dragon to spare them all such a calamity.

      A clamor of protest burst out at the young crown prince’s patent unsuitability for the task, which Felix quelled with a sharp hand clap. “My lords, you forget that our capital is under attack. There is no time for this debate. We need to act with decisiveness. Please, adjourn to the High Council room while I call the crown prince. Together, we will make the decisions for our national defense.”

      Felix and everyone except Pavel started toward the door. The confounded man called out, “Wait!”

      Felix sighed but hid his frustration. “Yes, Pytor?”

      “Why do we need a regent and a meeting? Let Stefan or yourself take command. It’s what you’re paid to do, after all.”

      Felix only just managed to resist hitting the meddling buffoon with his walking stick. “My dear Pytor, a foreign force is even now attacking our people. That is something that needs input from all the best minds in Chenaya. Yours included.” He latched on to Pavel and guided him to the door. “There will be panic. Chaos. It must be handled skillfully if we are to triumph.”

      Pavel dug his heels into the carpet. “Do we even know who is behind this attack?”

      “Stefan and I have intelligence that we will share. But only once we are all assembled with the regent.” Felix pushed Pavel onto Stefan, who eased the man out the door. Pavel was swept up in the rush of men heading to the High Council room.

      Stefan lagged behind. “I hope you plan to launch more than the ten airships on standby,” he whispered.

      Felix looked at Stefan, aghast at his infantile suggestion.

      “Axel’s airships will massacre our ten,” Stefan insisted. “It will be indefensible if word gets out that we did nothing more than that to defend the capital.”

      “So, you would have us launch more ships against him? He could be massacred,” Felix hissed back as he shuffled out of the room next to Stefan. “I warned you to tell him to call this off, but you wouldn’t.”

      “Give him Nicholas. And Meka. It’s them that he wants. And let them get the hell out of Cian before more damage is done.”

      “You know I can’t do that. It’s ridiculous to even suggest it.” Felix pulled out his informa. “In fact, as payback to you all for springing this attack on me, I’m cutting the link to the Light-Bearer’s signal. Axel will never have the boy.”

      Stefan gasped, much to Felix’s delight. His son-in-law even tried to snatch the informa out of Felix’s hands. Too late. The signal was cut and the informa back in Felix’s pocket.

      Face stony, Stefan said, “Axel will find him. You know he won’t leave Cian without him.”

      “Best of luck to him with that. Now, Stefan, you go and keep those old women under control in the council room while I bring the regent.” Felix waved Stefan away.

      Stefan didn’t budge. “You intend for Grigor to take the fall for this?”

      “What are you blabbering about?”

      “Lukan. If he recovers and finds out that Grigor acted without his knowledge . . .” A shadow crossed Stefan’s face. “I won’t stand back and let you throw the boy to the wolves.”

      Felix’s voice turned to ice. “You want them baying at your heels? This is the only way to handle the situation you and Axel have landed us in. Now go and play your part.”

      A long pause, and then Stefan whispered, “One day, you will push me too far. When that happens, know that I will not be on your side. You will face Lukan in all his fury on your own.”

      Felix brushed Stefan’s threat aside for the nonsense it was and hurried to find Grigor. He could have sent a guardsman to summon the prince, but he wanted to brief Grigor before they met with the council.

      For this scheme to work, the regent had to parrot everything Felix commanded him to say.

      If the boy refused, then Felix would dangle Meka before him. Not even the crown prince would argue if Meka were threatened.
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      Grigor shifted in the theater seat.

      The overhead lights dimmed, leaving only the footlights to illuminate the blue-haired woman on stage. Her mouth opened, and a sound like a nail scraping across glass assailed him. He sank down in his seat in the royal box, as if that would offer his ears some protection.

      He hated opera and had only come because Natalia liked it. She had chosen this for their first date, making him wonder if it was payback for ignoring her. The memory of her kisses that morning warmed him. And drove all doubt about her affection away. If he wanted to share Natalia’s life, opera would have to become part of his.

      She was worth it.

      He squeezed her hand. A quick smile, then she placed a finger on her mouth and gestured to the singer. Then Natalia was lost to him as she gazed at the awful woman.

      He closed his eyes against the caterwaul to think about Meka and Talon—

      Someone tapped his shoulder. He jumped in his seat as Felix’s ghostly white face leered down at him.

      If that wasn’t creepy enough, Felix whispered, “Come, my dear prince, there is business of state to take care of.”

      Unsure he’d heard correctly, Grigor gawped at his uncle. Natalia scowled at Felix, probably for the disturbance.

      Felix scowled right back at her. His bony fingers dug into Grigor’s shoulders. “I have prepared a speech for you to deliver to the High Council. They have assembled and are waiting for you.”

      Now Grigor was convinced Felix had lost his mind. He whispered back, “Since when does the High Council meet at night?” As an afterthought, he added, “And I don’t address them.”

      Not entirely true; he had delivered a disastrous speech on his inauguration day. He wasn’t at all ready to deliver another one, not even to escape the screeching blue-haired opera singer.

      That same opera singer glanced up at the royal box. She wasn’t the only one disturbed by his and Felix’s whispered conversation. A few other people in the audience shifted in their seats.

      An impatient flick of Felix’s olive-green cloak. “Step outside, Your Highness, if you please, and I will explain everything.”

      He nudged Natalia. “I’ll be right back.” He followed Felix into the deserted foyer outside the theater.

      But instead of stopping to explain, walking stick swinging, Felix set a brisk pace to the open double doors. He strode through the doorway and disappeared before Grigor could stop him.

      Cursing inwardly, Grigor caught up. “What the heck is happening?”

      “I thought I had informed your tutor that words like ‘heck,’ ‘Dragon’s ass,’ and ‘whatever’ are not appropriate for a Chenayan crown prince.”

      Grigor stopped walking. “You pulled me out of the theater to tell me that?” He scowled at Felix with all his suppressed fury at Meka’s imprisonment. “And I don’t say ‘Dragon’s ass.’ That’s all Meka.”

      A sly smile from Felix. “Don’t sound so aggrieved at missing the performance, my young prince. Admit it, I did you a favor. You hate opera.”

      Grigor dragged his hand through his hair. “True. But that’s not the point.” It took all his self-control not to plant a fist into Felix’s smug face. It was only his promise to keep the peace so he could be of use to Talon that stopped him. “What’s this all about?”

      Felix gestured to the window—in this part of the palace, a mere arrow slit. “Look for yourself, my dear prince.”

      Grigor hid his irritation at Felix’s patronizing tone by turning his back and stalking to the slit.

      The sky glowed unnaturally bright.

      “Something’s burning.” He frowned to get his bearings and then yelped, “Cian. That’s the city.”

      “How astute. We are under attack, Crown Prince. The Pathfinder Alliance. Have you heard of it?”

      Grigor’s immediate reaction was to shout, Yes! Axel Avanov! Bring it on!

      But he couldn’t.

      Not if he was to convince Felix that he was a loyal crown prince who wanted nothing but the best for the empire—until the day he dropped the drawbridges over the wolf enclosure and let Talon and his army into the palace to murder Lukan.

      And Felix.

      In fact, I’ll sort out Felix. A knife in his gut . . .

      Confusion drove away Grigor’s blood lust.

      He called on his father. Why is Axel here? Is Felix telling the truth?

      “Axel has come to rescue Meka and Nicholas.”

      Grigor wanted to break into song and dance. Instead, he swallowed and braced himself for the first of the many lies he would probably be called upon to tell in the coming months.

      “Pathfinder Alliance? No, I’ve—” His voice squeaked; he winced. He would have to get better at deceit. He cleared his throat and tried again, “I’ve never heard of them. Why are they attacking us?”

      Felix sailed over and grabbed his arm. He talked as they walked. “Good question, my young prince. But first we have to placate and protect our people. An announcement has to be made to the High Council, and in the absence of our beloved emperor, your father, you must make it.”

      Grigor tripped over his feet. Everything he knew about Lukan screamed that to speak in the emperor’s name without his express permission would be suicide. “That’s crazy. Surely Lukan . . . my father will want to make the announcement himself?”

      “He is currently indisposed. That leaves the task to you.”

      Grigor ripped his arm away from Felix. “No. Not a chance. Not without his permission.”

      “Enough!” Felix’s voice was sharper than Grigor had ever heard it. “Enemy airships are even now attacking our city. Our people—your subjects—are dying at their hands, and all you can do is complain about the small inconvenience of having to act on your title. Your birthright.”

      Grigor quivered with frustration. He couldn’t openly deny Felix’s fallacious claim. He prevaricated. “What’s an airship?”

      Felix dragged him to the closest arrow slit.

      Below him, but above the city, floated a dozen or more massive, sleek gondolas suspended from giant balloons. Grigor’s eyes widened.

      “Those are airships,” Felix said. “They have overwhelmed the city’s defenses, no doubt killing hundreds of our guardsmen. Now they turn their attention to our low-born. How many of them will die tonight is anyone’s guess.”

      Grigor’s fingers clawed at the stone arrow slit. He knew he should feel sympathy for the slain guardsmen, but he didn’t.

      The low-born were another matter. Would Axel kill innocent civilians? Surely not if he and his alliance were the liberators in Talon’s book.

      “There will be carnage, Crown Prince. Only you can stop it. You must give the order to release our own airships to defend the city.”

      Grigor wished he could say that he didn’t believe that Axel would harm civilians, but that would show too much of his hand. Instead he allowed Felix to pull him along as he tried to think of anything helpful to counter Felix’s arguments. “We have these craft, too?”

      An impatient wave of Felix’s hand. “Fifty of them at a base outside Cian. Ten are already in the air, awaiting your command to attack the alliance.”

      “But if we attack, then the . . . the enemy will retaliate,” Grigor objected. “Their airships and ours will be blown out of the sky. They’ll fall on our people. Surely that will lead to more carnage?”

      “The consequences of attacking our great nation, my prince. To quell any chaos on the streets, you must command the deployment of a thousand guardsmen into the city.”

      Grigor’s mind whirled with shock. A thousand guardsmen would surely add to the panic, not prevent it.

      He and Felix passed another arrow slit, the view from this one also filled with Axel’s insane craft.

      Then an equally insane thought struck. Meka had never driven by steam carriage to Treven! He had traveled in one of these things. It was the only thing that made sense.

      That meant there were probably a whole lot of other very important things about the world that Grigor didn’t know. Things he desperately needed to understand if he was to survive in this new game Felix had embroiled him in.

      “Ask him to show you Lukan on his informa,” Tao said in Grigor’s head.

      He had no idea what that meant, but he trusted his father. “Show me Lukan. On . . . on your . . . informa.”

      Felix spun to face him so quickly he entangled himself in his cloak. “What know you of informas?”

      Grigor smiled grimly. He was definitely onto something here. He cocked a mental thumbs-up at his father and then made a show of folding his arms. “Enough to insist that you show me Lukan if you want my help.”

      Felix’s waxy face reddened. “You blackmailing little swine. People are dying on the streets, and all you can think about is your own selfish agenda.”

      Grigor grinned. “Aren’t words like ‘blackmailing little swine’ inappropriate for lords of the household to use when addressing crown princes? You remember, all that birthright crap you were rambling on about.”

      Felix reached for a grimy handkerchief and gave his nose a stiff blow.

      Grigor slouched against the wall, feigning nonchalance. “I’m not going anywhere before I see Lukan. And I don’t care how many people die.”

      It was exactly the kind of thing a typical Chenayan crown prince would say, but he doubted Felix would believe it coming from his mouth. In fact, the decent part of him that wanted nothing to do with any of this hoped Felix would scoff at that particular claim.

      Another sly smile from Felix. “If you’re so callous, Crown Prince, then you will have no problem issuing the proclamations I have in mind. It will ensure the death of hundreds.”

      A shiver of horror trilled down Grigor’s spine. Had he just stepped into a carefully laid trap? He resisted the urge to wipe his clammy hands on his trousers. “Lukan. Now.”

      Felix pulled a brassy button from his pocket. “I never agreed with Lukan in keeping you ignorant.” He waved it at Grigor’s eye. “So this is yours.”

      Grigor blinked against a beam of red light that shot out the top of it. “What the hell . . .”

      “Stop whining. You wanted to see an informa. This one is now programmed to you. I suggest you spend some time figuring out how to use it. If you can tear yourself away from Natalia Pavel’s assets.”

      Just because Grigor had agreed to be an obedient crown prince didn’t mean that Felix could get away with disrespecting Natalia. He lunged at Felix and grabbed his hideous green cloak in his fist. “Don’t. Even. Go. There.”

      Felix gulped, and for a split second, Grigor saw fear in his uncle’s eyes. It was shuttered and gone in a flash. “I merely point out, Crown Prince, that you have affairs of state that need addressing.”

      It was a minor backpedal but more than Grigor had expected. He dropped his hand.

      Felix straightened his clothes. “Do not allow your confidence to get the better of you, Crown Prince. Remember, Natalia is not the only person in the world you care about.”

      The swine had to be referring to Meka.

      Grigor sent a prayer of gratitude to whomever would listen that his brother was with Talon, probably moments away from being rescued by Axel. The longer he kept Felix talking, the better the chances of Axel picking them up and making a quick escape before Grigor had to act against his secret allies.

      “Command it to show you Lukan,” Felix said.

      It took Grigor a moment to realize that his uncle referred to the button. Feeling like a complete idiot, he mumbled, “Show me Lukan.”

      When an image of Lukan jumped out the top of it, he almost dropped the stupid thing.

      Head thrown back, the emperor sat on the floor in his observatory. He rocked as he chanted, “Failed. Failed. Failed.”

      Grigor gulped. He despised Lukan, but it still shocked him to see the man so . . . vacant.

      “I’ve done my part,” Felix said briskly. “Now it’s your turn. Let’s waste no more time.” He herded Grigor with his walking stick down the passage. “You will announce the following to the High Council—” A glare. “Kindly listen this time as I brief you, unlike your last disastrous attempt at addressing the Fifteen.”

      They had reached the antechamber outside the council room. It was deserted. A low buzz of chatter from the Sixteen filtered through the closed double doors leading into the room. With no precedent for dealing with a regent instead of an emperor, the men had taken their seats.

      Felix pulled Grigor to a stop outside the doors. “You will say that the Pathfinder Alliance has committed an act of war against the empire. You must command ten ships from our home fleet to engage them. You will say that the home guard will take control of the streets. Those thousand guardsmen I spoke about. As part of panic control, you will also announce a city-wide curfew. The gates will remain closed until further notice. The low-born are to remain in their homes. Any low-born found wandering the streets will be considered an enemy of the state and will be shot on sight. If any of the invaders are caught, they are to be delivered to me. Alive.”

      Grigor gripped the closest wall for support. Once it became known that he had announced these draconian measures, the people of Cian would hate him. It would not take long for word to spread throughout the empire that Crown Prince Grigor Avanov was little better than any other Avanov who had ever ruled Chenaya.

      Possibly worse, Axel and the rest of the alliance would learn about it, too. Unless Talon could convince them otherwise, they would think him a traitor. A man to be hunted down and killed when the liberating army arrived at the palace gates.

      All that hate almost crushed him.

      Not even his promise to Talon to be a model Chenayan crown prince was enough to convince him to put his name to this heinous thing.

      He stuttered, “I won’t do it.”

      A sour laugh from Felix. “Suddenly worried about civilian deaths, Crown Prince?”

      “Why alienate our own people?”

      “What is your alternative? To let the alliance raid our city at will? What will your subjects think then? That Grigor Avanov does nothing to defend them.”

      “And guardsmen forcing them into their homes and shooting them will convince them that I’m on their side?”

      “Oh, hush! How many people do you think the guardsmen will actually kill? The low-born might be ignorant scum, but even they have some semblance of self-preservation. They will scuttle for cover as soon as the command is given.”

      It struck Grigor that Felix hadn’t yet given a reason for the attack. “Why is the Pathfinder Alliance doing this?”

      A dismissive hand wave. “Spillover from the war in Treven. That is what you will say to the High Council.”

      Desperation made Grigor moan. “Those are lies. No one with half a brain will believe me that the Treven war spilled over into Cian.”

      “Oh, I disagree, dear prince. You do yourself an injustice. I’m sure a bright lad like you will do an excellent job of selling it to the council.”

      Had Felix even heard Grigor’s last speech to the High Council? Obviously not. Grigor held up both hands to ward off this insanity. “No. Not a chance. If you want to tell the High Council that rubbish, then do it yourself.” He started to walk away.

      Felix grabbed Grigor’s jacket. “Wait, Crown Prince.” He leaned in and whispered, “You will do as I say, or your brother will pay.”

      Before he could stop himself, Grigor yelled, “My brother is with Talon! Safe from you and your threats!”

      Felix took a startled step back.

      What have I done? Screwed up everything, that’s what. Grigor held his breath in the silence that followed his stupid, stupid announcement.

      Face a bland mask, Felix pulled out his informa. “Contrary to what you think, Crown Prince—” He ran his thumb across it and pulled up the light.

      An image of a boy with a sack over his head flickered in the air above the device. He sat on the front seat of a truck, right next to a guardsman.

      It was Meka. Unmistakable. Even with the sack covering his face.

      Grigor’s knees buckled, and he had to grab the wall for support.

      Where was Talon? Captured, too? He must have been; otherwise, Felix wouldn’t be so cavalier about sending trigger-happy guardsmen into the city.

      “Your brother is about to start a life of service programming ice crystals—the devices that power and control the informa you now hold in your hand.” A gurgling chortle from Felix. “Fail me in this, and his service will be short. Very short indeed.”

      The air oomphed out of Grigor. Only this monster knew where Meka was headed. Even if Grigor closed his fist around Felix’s windpipe and crushed the life out of him, it would not help his brother—and from Felix’s vile grin, the bastard knew it.

      Grigor let go of the wall. He squared his shoulders and walked into the council room to tell the men exactly what Felix wanted them to know.
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      “Meka, remove the sack.” Like a scythe, the words cut into Meka’s head.

      He cringed away from them. Difficult when they spoke into his mind. But he had to try.

      It didn’t help that it took all his energy to stop his body slumping into the guardsman next to him. They traveled fast, Meka fighting nausea with every sway and frantic turn of the truck. Where he was headed to in such a rush didn’t matter. The guardsman would look after him. They careened through the streets of Cian.

      “Meka, he’s not your friend. I’m speaking in your head so he can’t hear me.”

      Meka’s fists clenched and unclenched. To say the guardsman wasn’t his friend was seditious. Guardsmen were everyone’s friends. As long as everyone supported Count Felix Avanov. And the Dragon. But that was the same thing.

      His anger didn’t stop the voice. Measured and calm, it said, “Meka, it’s me. Tao. Your father. Please, take off the sack.”

      Why would this man who claimed to be his father tell him to take off the sack when the guardsman told him to wear it? That made no sense. And surely Lukan was his father?

      “Lukan is your uncle, remember?”

      Meka had a vague recollection of that. He mumbled, “If you’re my father, do you support Count Felix?”

      “Shut your mouth,” the guardsman said. “And keep it closed until I give you permission to speak.”

      Meka’s lips clenched shut.

      “Meka, I support you. That’s why I’m trying to help you. We need to see how much control you still have over your choices. The fact that you are even talking with me without passing out is a good sign.”

      Meka frowned. Why didn’t Tao think Meka’s choices were his own? Of course they were. Why else would he be in this truck with the guardsman?

      “Felix used him—his name is Oleg—to embed you with an ice crystal.”

      Meka blazed. No! That wasn’t Count Felix. Axel did it. He tagged me.

      “That’s not quite how it happened. Remember all this?”

      A kaleidoscope of disjointed thoughts rushed at Meka. Meka telling his grandfather, Lynx, and Axel that he’d wear an ice crystal so they could rescue Nicholas . . . a girl with spiky red hair and tattoos injecting him with that ice crystal . . . Axel promising to fetch him . . . Axel saying he’d teach him to work with ice crystals . . . Lukan commanding him to unleash the Dragon’s Fire . . . Felix shooting him . . . Felix imprisoning him . . . Felix threatening to tell Axel that Meka was a traitor . . . Escaping with Nicholas . . . Talon.

      Meka’s stomach churned. As he gasped for breath, the sack against his nose and mouth choked. He lifted his hands to tear it away.

      No! Oleg said keep it on. And the memories are lies. Count Felix would never harm me.

      Peace flooded him at that truth. His hands dropped to his lap, his heart rate slowed, and he sank deeper into Oleg’s side.

      Oleg lifted his arm, and Meka’s head flopped down on his lap. Oleg’s hand patted him through the sack. “The first hour with a new crystal is always the worst, Prince Meka. And I’m sorry if I hurt you back there. I don’t always know my own strength.”

      Not even the fetid air in the sack or the way it bunched against Meka’s nose and mouth as he breathed could persuade Meka that Oleg meant him harm. Not when he was so obviously caring.

      “The girl’s name is Farith.” Tao’s insistent voice. “You love her. She’s in an airship above Cian—risking cannon fire to rescue you.”

      Meka jerked away from those seditious but guilt-inducing words.

      Oleg patted his head again. It comforted him.

      Tao, go away.

      A flutter of movement across his mind and then silence.

      Meka expelled a sharp breath. Why he was sad Tao had gone, he couldn’t explain, but his father’s absence left him bereft.

      He writhed; he should not be lamenting the loss of a traitorous voice.

      “Calm yourself, Prince Meka. Count Felix would not have done this to you if he did not have your best interests at heart.”

      Meka agreed with Oleg.

      The vehicle jerked to a halt, and Meka fell forward. His head hit the dash with a painful crunch. Oleg grabbed him and pulled him back into his seat. “Apologies, Prince Meka. It’s these low-born sightseers out to watch those strange airships.” He hit the horn. “By the Dragon, move out of the street unless you want this truck rammed up your asses!”

      Airships? Wasn’t he supposed to be involved somehow with those airships?

      Meka’s heart beat so hard it thumped against his shirt. He mumbled, “What airships?”

      A sharp nudge in the ribs from Oleg. “I told you not to talk.”

      But that didn’t stop Meka’s mind from searching for answers.

      Tao provided them. “Axel is here to fetch you and Nicholas. Just like he said he would in your memory.”

      Confusion at Tao’s words, mingled with relief that Tao had returned, warred with guilt. The combination shafted Meka deep in his brain. He tried to pull away, but the pain followed him.

      “I’m sorry, Meka.” Genuine remorse in Tao’s voice. “But we must feed your doubts. They are your best friends right now.”

      The truck stopped.

      “This is where you’ll be living from now on,” Oleg said.

      Above the chug of the steam engine, a mechanical whir, like a gate opening. The truck moved forward, and the whir closed behind them.

      Although Meka saw nothing of his destination, he felt no fear.

      “Remember when we spoke about good fear, Meka?”

      More memories flooded back. Meka and Tao talking in the conservatory while Meka awaited rescue . . .

      “Son, fear would be a good choice now. This place is called the Hive. It’s where Felix imprisons his ice-crystal programmers—the ones Lukan knows nothing about.”

      Pride in Count Felix’s masterful deception surged through Meka. Then it’s good that I’m here. I can help Count Felix.

      A sigh from Tao. “No, Meka. That is what Felix wants you to think. Try to fight the ice crystal. Believe in your doubts.”

      Meka trembled so violently against those seditious words, he thought his bones would break.

      Why am I hearing you? I want—need—to support Count Felix.

      “You’re tagged with two ice crystals, and they’re conflicting with each other. Or that is what Dmitri has just told me.”

      Agony, more exquisite than Meka had ever endured, tore through his head. Not even his frozen tongue or locked jaw could stop his moans escaping.

      “I’m sorry, my son. I can feel how much hearing the seer’s name is hurting you, but you need to know that you are not alone in this. He’s here with me. We are both so proud of you for defending Nicho—”

      Blood pounded so hard and so fast in Meka’s head, dots swam before his eyes. A trickle of blood dripped from his nose and then . . . nothing.

      A sharp slap on the side of his head woke him. “Time to move, Prince Meka.” The vehicle had stopped. “I’ll help you out.” Rough hands dragged Meka across the bench seat. He winced as his hip jammed against the steering wheel. Oleg tugged harder, and Meka burst out of the vehicle. His feet landed with a thump onto an unforgiving floor. “Take off the sack.”

      Meka’s hands flew to obey the command. He gulped in a breath of cloyingly hot, concrete-smelling air as the sack dropped to the floor.

      Electric lights marching down a low ceiling illuminated the stark concrete walls and floor of the passageway before him. Behind him was a garage, where the truck was parked. No natural light gleamed.

      Sweat pricked on his body from the heat. He tugged his shirt away from his clammy skin. It didn’t help. “W-where am I?”

      Oleg’s bland face scowled. “I told you not to speak. Your ice crystal is taking longer than expected to settle.” He wiped away the blood crusted on Meka’s upper lip.

      Grateful for his care, Meka opened his mouth to say that it was because he wore two ice crystals.

      A bright light flared behind Oleg. Tao’s gleaming body. His father shook his head, eyes pleading. “Say nothing, Meka. Please. I beg you.”

      Meka hesitated, more torn than he had ever been in his life.

      “Meka, fight the ice crystal. Fight. Fight.” Tao’s words hit like hammer blows on his mind.

      Meka’s legs crumpled, and the light faded. All of it.

      When he came to, he was cradled in Oleg’s arms. The man grunted down at him. “It must be because you wear that diamond. Two ice crystals fighting each other.”

      The diamond next to Meka’s eye was real; Avanovs did not embed themselves with ice crystal.

      Until now, it seemed.

      Through a head thick with murk, Meka asked Tao, Did you tell him that?

      “The man with me . . . the one who’s name I won’t mention—” Meka winced at the inference of Dmitri. “He spoke into Oleg’s head.”

      Still carrying Meka like a child, Oleg’s long strides crossed the loading bay.

      And . . . and Oleg obeyed . . . him?

      “That man I mentioned can override Felix’s ice crystals. All of them.”

      If Meka had not been held tight to Oleg’s chest, he would have thrashed to the ground to escape another reference to Dmitri. He forced his mind to fight the desperate need to dismiss his father. Can . . . can . . . he override mine?

      Oleg reached a steel door before Tao replied. “He won’t. You must choose to do that, Meka. It’s the only way you will be of any use to Nicholas. To the alliance.”

      Like a fish wrenched apart by a bear, triumph and desolation tore at Meka. He buried his face in Oleg’s shirt and sobbed.

      Another pat on the head, and then Oleg leaned down to peer at an eye scanner.

      The door slid open.

      They stepped through into a sweltering hallway lit by red lights. Oleg let go of Meka’s legs but supported his back and shoulders as Meka tried to stand.

      The guardsman tsked. “I will explain to Kai Lin that you are still fragile. Count Felix would not like that. You are obviously of value to him, and thus of value to me. She will know what to do with you.”

      “Who is Kai Lin?”

      “I am.” A girl a little older than he was, with shoulder-length black hair and creamy brown skin, stepped through a doorway into the passage. Gray fatigues emphasized her boyish build. Meka didn’t recognize her accent, but she was obviously not Chenayan. “You must be Prince Meka. Welcome to the Hive.”

      As pretty as Kai Lin was, her eyes were lifeless.

      Loyal, Meka corrected.

      He prayed to the Dragon that his eyes looked as stalwart. It would be terrible if she thought him a traitor. His mouth dried at the thought. “I’m not sure what I’m doing here.” He looked to Oleg for help.

      A grunt. “You have nothing to fear, my prince.” Oleg bowed to Meka and nodded at Kai Lin. “She will make sure of that.” He nudged Meka toward the girl. “Like us, she worships Count Felix.”

      Kai Lin’s smile wrapped Meka in a net of safety.

      Meka stumbled as Tao’s voice broke into his head. “She’s a prisoner here, too, Meka. Never forget that. And your eyes look dead. Just like hers. We can be thankful for that.”

      Meka shook his head to dislodge Tao’s voice. He didn’t need or want the intrusion during this crucial meeting. He took Kai Lin’s outstretched hand. She wrapped her fingers around his and pulled him to her side.

      “The prince is still wobbly.” Oleg gestured at the diamond in Meka’s face. “I’m sure you will know what to do to fix it.”

      “Of course. Food will help.” She squeezed Meka’s hand. “When last did you eat?”

      Meka shrugged, trying to recall something so mundane. Then his stomach grumbled, and he remembered: when Morass had brought him mush for breakfast, long before Nicho—

      Numbing pain. He threw his hand over his head to stop it. Thinking that name was—

      “No wonder you’re struggling.” Kai Lin nodded to Oleg. “Thank you for bringing him.” She pulled Meka through the doorway into another concrete passageway. Still holding his hand, she walked with him to a large room.

      Utilitarian and stark, the only clue to its purpose were lines of steel tables and benches. A dining hall. There had to be at least fifty people in the Hive to fill all those chairs.

      Kai Lin helped Meka onto a bench. He rested his head on his arms, conscious of her shoes squeaking on the floor as she walked to a hatch in the wall. She asked someone Meka couldn’t see for a meal, then joined him at the table.

      “Hot,” Meka said.

      “Yes, I asked for hot food.”

      “No. In here.”

      Kai Lin looked around. “Is it?”

      Meka thumped his forehead against his arms. “Boiling. Sweat’s rolling down my back.”

      She canted her head to study him. “Count Felix says this place is perfect for us. Designed to make us happy and productive.”

      Meka opened and closed his mouth, unsure of what to say. Finally, he settled on the answer that slid the easiest out of his mouth. “Can’t argue with that.” His voice rang with conviction.

      A woman wearing an apron placed a plate of stew and vegetables in front of him. He grabbed the spoon on the side of the plate and shoveled the food into his mouth. It was tasteless, desperately in need of flavoring, but he was too hungry to ask for any.

      “Slow down, son.” Tao. “You need time to think of how to handle your problem with the two ice crystals. Felix visits here every few days, and you don’t want him to suspect that you are not loyal to him.”

      Meka choked, sending food spraying all over the table. But I am loyal! I want to serve him.

      Kai Lin jumped back, then settled in her seat again as if nothing had happened.

      Meka wiped his mouth on his sleeve to hide his embarrassment. “Sorry. I—I—”

      But what was he to say? That his dead father spoke to him? Telling him seditious things? Things he should—

      He tossed down his spoon. “I didn’t come here to sit around eating. I want to be useful to Count Felix. Tell me about this place.”

      A short hesitation, then Kai Lin stood. “I’m glad you feel as committed to him as I do. It will be a pleasure to help you settle in.”

      Meka followed her out of the room back into the passageway. It ended at a flight of stairs that led deeper into the facility. “Where is this place?”

      The look Kai Lin gave him would have been quizzical if it were not for her dead eyes. It faded, replaced by her benign smile. “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. We have everything we need here. Count Felix makes sure of that. It’s why we all love him.”

      Meka looked around at the bare concrete walls. They looked fine to him, too.

      If it weren’t so hot.

      Maybe he’d get used to that when his ice crystals settled down.

      “They will never settle down. You have to manage them.”

      Meka swayed on his feet as Tao spoke.

      “The first thing is not to mention being hot. All the other prisoners here have been programmed to accept exactly what Felix offers without question. They don’t even feel the heat. They don’t even know they have been programmed.”

      Meka stumbled at the intrusion in his head.

      Kai Lin grabbed his arm. “You really are struggling. The best thing is to get you working. We work all the time because it makes us happy.” That smile again. “I want you to be happy here.”

      “I’m sure I will be. How can I not?” Meka licked sweat off his top lip. “Where are you from?”

      It took Kai Lin a moment to digest his question. When she answered, she sounded hesitant. “You do ask a lot of questions. Is that because you’re an Avanov?”

      Meka shrugged.

      They walked in silence. Would she answer? She was beautiful with her creamy-brown skin, and he wanted to know more about her.

      “Zou. Originally. But I’ve been here for three years.”

      Surprising.

      A memory stirred. He shared it despite the pain it churned up. “Zou? That’s a Free Nation. Queen Hi Lai attended a meeting with the Pathfinder Alliance leadership recently.” Should he be saying that? But then he scoffed at his doubts—he was among friends here. It was the alliance who were the enemy. The pain subsided with that realization. “Zou’s not exactly committed to Count Felix or the Dragon.”

      “That is why it should be destroyed. Them and the Pathfinder Alliance.” Kai Lin’s voice lacked animation. “When I was younger, I got the misguided idea of working as a programmer for the alliance. Thank the Dragon, I was rescued in a Chenayan raid. Me and twelve other people. Trevenites and Norin, mainly. I’m the only Zouen. We were brought here. I’m the team leader of the Rescued. That’s what Count Felix calls us. I work on breaking the alliance’s encryption codes for him. The rest of my people work on other projects he deems important. It is a real privilege to be here.”

      Meka scowled; why did his body have to reject Count Felix’s ice crystal when it was obviously such a good thing to have?

      “Felix stole Kai Lin and the rest of her team from Axel. Felix will kill you if he suspects that you have another crystal that Axel can track to this place.”

      If he . . . Axel . . . comes, will he take Kai Lin away?

      “I am sure he will want to rescue his people. Their families want them back, too.”

      Meka hissed. Kai Lin was happy here. He could be happy, too, if Axel hadn’t stuck an ice crystal into him. He opened his mouth to tell Kai Lin that he needed help to remove the second crystal—

      “The magic happens in here.” She pushed open a door—and Meka stepped into paradise, albeit an unpleasantly hot one.

      Nests of informas floated in the air in front of focused people. The informas—more interesting than their operators—gleamed invitingly in the dull red light filtering from the concrete ceiling.

      The girl sitting at the closest clutch spun in her chair to face him and Kai Lin. Her emerald-green Trevenite eyes were as dead as Kai Lin’s dark ones, but not even an ice crystal could dull her short-cropped, vibrant red hair.

      As the pain in his head threatened to level him, blood splattered from Meka’s nostrils.

      He vaguely heard Kai Lin’s emotionless voice say, “Your nose is bleeding. Are you okay?”

      Of course he wasn’t, he wanted to yell. Not with the rush of memories that made his head want to burst: Farith laughing as he danced with her . . . kissing her in her private library . . . promising her he’d come back to her.

      What was he doing here?

      He turned to the door to look for an escape. It had slid closed behind him and Kai Lin. It had a retina scanner attached to it, one his eye hadn’t been programmed to.

      And still the blood flowed from his nose.

      But none of these dead people with their dead eyes even seemed to notice, let alone care.

      The Trevenite girl who so reminded him of Farith, except without Farith’s unique tattoos and soulful eyes, stood and moved toward him. She held out her hand to him. “I’m Claire. I head up the One Bullet, One Weapon program for Count Felix. You will be working with me.”

      That was the program Felix used to keep the guardsmen in Treven under control. They could not fire their rifles without permission, presumably from this room.

      And just as well, because the ice crystals in their rifles showed up on an informa in the programmers’ chamber in the mines.

      Those same ice crystals gave Farith and her sister, Anna, as well as Axel, Lynx, and everyone else he cared about, some measure of safety because they knew exactly when the guardsmen were about to attack.

      “Yes! Exactly that, Meka,” Tao crowed. “Felix does not know that Axel’s system monitors his rifles. You are not going to mention that, are you?”

      Mention it! Of course not! Did his father think him insane?

      You should! an angry part of Meka insisted. Count Felix will expect it. You will be a traitor if you don’t.

      Blood dripped onto the floor from Meka’s nose. It splattered onto his boots, scuffed and dirty after escaping through the forest with Nicholas.

      The same Nicholas who worked to destroy everything Count Felix—and Meka—held dear.

      And still the robotic programmers watched him bleed.

      Their silent scrutiny went beyond unnerving. He probably stared back at them in the same mindless way. It chilled him to the core. Anger flared in him, more powerful than any other emotion he had felt since getting into Oleg’s truck.

      Dragon’s balls to Felix. I hope Axel kicks the bastard’s ass until Felix’s nose bleeds.

      Tao’s unseen arm squeezed Meka’s shoulder. “Winds! You’re back! Now wipe your nose on your sleeve and shake Claire's hand.”

      Meka didn’t hesitate to obey his father. For good measure, he snorted to clear his sinuses of blood. Salty and warm, it tasted better—more real—than the food he had just eaten; it told him he was alive, despite the ice crystal. He strode to Claire with his hand outstretched.

      “Careful,” his father cautioned. “You don’t want any Meka Avanov swagger here. They might be like automatons, but even they will notice a deviation from normality.”

      Meka slowed down and asked Claire, “The permission to fire weapons comes from here?”

      “Yes. We have total control.” Claire’s deadpan voice.

      A rail-thin, blond-haired Norin in his early twenties peeled away from a bank of informas. Blue eyes as dull as a dead fish’s, he held out his hand. “Shale. I work on the Final Word.”

      Final Word? That was what Felix used to monitor Nicholas.

      Unexpected peace washed over Meka. He was in the right place, with the right people, doing the right thing, if it kept Nicholas under control.

      Meka stiffened. No! No! No! Nicholas—Talon—is my friend. Blood dribbled from his nose. He wiped it away on his already bloody sleeve.

      Shale gestured to his informas. One showed Talon lying on his belly on a roof. The rest blinked graphs and lines Meka didn’t understand.

      “The traitor is hiding.” Shale’s lips twisted into what may have once been a smile in the days when he possibly wore feathers and braids in his hair. “He doesn’t know that he can never hide. Not from us. We hear and see everything. We can send a guardsman to arrest him any second.” He spoke a command to his informas. A light flashed above one of them, and Talon’s voice filled the air.

      “Treven. Nothing is more important than getting to Treven. Then me, Mom, and Axel can rescue Meka. We can rescue everyone in Lukan’s empire.”

      Meka’s eyebrows shot up. Those were Talon’s thoughts.

      A strangled laugh from Shale. “Traitor doesn’t know that Axel and his mother are in Cian trying to rescue him.”

      Meka took a step toward Shale. “You can talk to him?”

      “Program exists, but only Count Felix uses it. And not since Nicholas escaped.”

      Meka’s eyes narrowed. Threat in every step, he closed in on the Norin. “Maybe it’s time we talked to Nicholas. Told him that he’s tagged. Told him that his—”

      Father’s hand clamped over Meka’s mouth. “Think carefully, son. Is that really what you want to say? If it is, I will unbend the light again and let you have the floor.”

      Meka’s breath burbled the blood in his nose and throat. To stop the bleeding, all he had to say was that he supported Count Felix. That he wanted Nicholas dead. That he wanted Count Felix on the throne of Chenaya . . .

      Meka looked Father straight in the eye. I’ve got this.

      A moment’s hesitation, and Father disappeared.

      “Nicholas and his side will never win,” Meka said in a slow monotone. “Not when Count Felix has us on his team.”

      The tension in Meka’s muscles drained away. But his nose still dripped.

      “You really are an Avanov.” Shale pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. “We all carry them for when Count Felix comes. It is an honor to be called upon to give him a clean one to replace the soiled ones his condition forces him to carry.” He cast an uncertain look at Kai Lin. “I believe Count Felix would want Prince Meka to have it.”

      Not even a pinprick of light brightened Kai Lin’s dark eyes. A soft sigh escaped her chest. She pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her gray fatigues and handed it to Meka. Almost as if on command, her team of programmers handed Meka their handkerchiefs.

      He took them all in a blur. Part of him wanted to genuflect to Count Felix as he dabbed the blood off his face. The other side of him—the one that mattered—longed to scream and rage and break things until he forced Shale to tell Talon to go out and meet his mother.

      Claire, with her heartbreaking resemblance to Farith, smiled at him and took his arm. “Come, Prince Meka. The sooner we get you familiar with the One Weapon, One Bullet system, the sooner you will be able to help us defeat the traitor and his allies.”

      Meka clenched and unclenched the handkerchiefs. He didn’t want to be with this girl. Not when the F tattooed on his side reminded him of his ache for another Trevenite girl. The girl risking her life to save him.

      “Go with her, son.” Father’s voice carried sympathy for Meka’s plight. “This is your work now. Another tile slipped into place on the map for when Nicholas and Axel march on Cian.”

      Keeping his face as unresponsive as a concrete wall, Meka followed Claire to a nest of informas.

      His nose gushed as Felix’s demand for his loyalty impinged on him. The urge to surrender to it was overwhelming. Fighting this internal war would be the hardest thing he had ever done. He didn’t know if he had the strength—or the necessary blood supply—to survive until the end.

      But he had to try.
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      Ears throbbing from the deafening boom of cannon fire, Axel clung with both hands to a strap in the zip bay. It didn’t stop his body jerking against the Light-Bearer’s violent belly rolls as it evaded flak from the cannons on the city walls. The yawing wrenched the zip line attached to his harness.

      It pulled him toward the winch mounted on the back bulkhead. Another violent swing, this time to the left. He bashed into Clay, dangling a few feet away from him. Fighting against the turbulence, Clay struggled to push Axel off him. On the other side of the bay, Lynx and Magridal also swung like marionettes in the hands of a manic puppeteer.

      “This is throw-up stuff,” Magridal yelled above the artillery.

      “I warned you it would happen when we didn’t meet any resistance coming in,” Axel yelled back. “We’ll be through it soon.” He gave a wan laugh as his shotguns slammed into his side. “Just hang in there.”

      Despite Stefan’s warning, for some unfathomable reason, no Chenayan airships had intercepted them when they crossed the trigger point. That didn’t mean that the guardsmen in the lookout towers hadn’t spotted the task force coming.

      It had prompted a final change to the battle plan just minutes before reaching the city. Instead of leaving ten of his fleet out at sea, all twenty ships had flown to the city walls. His gunners were charged with destroying the enemy and their cannons, while the Light-Bearer slipped through the flak to rescue the boys.

      Meka’s signal led them into the heart of Urchinville.

      The last time Axel had looked at the visuals from Nicholas’s Final Word, the two boys had hunkered down in an alleyway off a street market. That was where the Light-Bearer headed. Hopefully, next time Axel saw Nicholas and Meka, he would be escorting them onto this ship.

      It wouldn’t be long before Felix launched airships from the base outside Cian to intercept them. It was possible that the ten ships Stefan mentioned were already speeding toward the battle. The sooner he and his team got onto the ground and rescued the boys, the better. Also, that storm brewed over Cian. If it struck during the rescue, it could complicate things.

      The ship righted itself, skimming straight and level across the city.

      Cattigan’s voice echoed into Axel’s earpiece. “Warlord, we’re through the worst of the flak. Approaching the drop zone.”

      They had checked the comms link, so the rest of his team had heard the message, too. A sergeant in charge of the zip bay hit a switch, and the exterior hatch slid open. He gestured to Axel to step forward.

      Axel let go of his strap and moved into position at the hatch. In the light of one of the moons that peeked through the blanket of clouds, the Light-Bearer cast a sinister shadow over the squat, ugly buildings and scurrying people in Urchinville. Panicked faces turned up to the sky. Some seemed to look with accusation into his eyes.

      His heart went out to them. Until this moment, these low-born would not have known that such constructs existed. It saddened him that they would now forever fear Pathfinder Alliance ships instead of seeing them as the liberators he had always intended his fleet to be.

      There was nothing he could do about it. Rescuing Nicholas—and Meka—outweighed any other concern.

      “Final check of weapons, gear, and your zip line,” Axel commanded his team.

      Hands patted shotguns, pockets, and harnesses, and then Lynx, Magridal, and Clay moved into position behind Axel at the hatch.

      His stomach clenched with anticipation. Seventeen years of fighting Lukan and his father had come down to this: rescuing Nicholas and taking him back to Treven. Now he could prepare the final assault on the empire.

      “Drop zone in five, four, three, two, one. Spirits go with you,” Cattigan said.

      Axel stepped out the hatch into the battering wind. The tug of the zip line on his harness arrested his fall.

      The sergeant hit the ratchet and released the cable from the winch. In a controlled drop, Axel dangled on the end of the line while Clay and his rifle kept watch for possible snipers in the market square.

      The people on the ground screamed and ran as Axel, Lynx, and then Magridal descended toward them. Food and cooking pots scattered across the cobbles as some stall owners fled their tables. Within seconds, the market was deserted. Clay’s steel-eyed concentration had been unnecessary.

      Guardsmen would soon swarm here. As soon as his boots hit the ground, Axel gripped one of his shotguns to offer cover for Clay, last to leave the airship. He assessed the terrain as he waited for them to land.

      A large rectangle, apart from a street entrance wide enough for a military vehicle to enter, the market was walled on all four sides. The only other exits were a dark alley from where Meka’s signal had flashed and a narrow archway, which opened into another square. The only cover, should he need it, were pillars along one wall that held up a balcony from the building above.

      Lynx and Magridal dropped next to him. Their boots pounded the cobbles as they ran toward the alley to get the boys.

      “They’ve gone,” Lynx’s voice spiked in his earpiece.

      “What?”

      Clay landed next to him. Charged with protecting Lynx and Magridal, he, too, ran toward the alley.

      A rumble of tires beyond the market.

      The only people in Cian who used steam vehicles were the military.

      “Find them on your informa,” Axel said quickly into his mouthpiece. He let his shotgun dangle, pulled out a couple of incendiary balls, and sprinted to intercept the vehicle before it reached them.

      An open-backed truck filled with guardsmen scudded up the road toward him. He triggered the firing mechanism and lobbed one incendiary ball at the windshield and the other into the load bed.

      The windshield shattered. The burning ball landed in the cab.

      The entire front end of the truck burst into flames. The incendiary ball must have hit the coal dust spilled on the floor from the hopper. Luckier than their comrades, three men at the back leaped out moments before the vehicle and its occupants went up in flames from the second ball.

      Weapons blazing, they surged toward Axel.

      He already had another ball in hand. He tossed it at the feet of the closest soldier.

      It exploded. The guardsman burst into flame.

      The man’s agonized screams rent the air. Axel grimaced. It seemed not even jasper-charged guardsmen were immune to pain from incineration. The man fell into the guardsman on his right, igniting his clothing. The third soldier stumbled around the two pyres and brought his weapon up to shoot.

      Axel fired first, hitting the guardsman in the chest. Blood splattered, and the man hit the ground.

      Axel reloaded his shotgun as he ran back to the square.

      Lynx and Magridal stood under a street gas lamp near the abandoned stalls. Rifle at the ready, Clay stood a little away from them. Lynx pulled out her informa. Magridal held a mangled fiddle in one hand and a syringe in the other.

      Axel’s heart dropped. He had staked everything on the boys being here. “News?”

      “Meka’s signal is sketchy. It comes and goes. Like something is interfering with it. We think he’s headed north, but the signal fades, and then I’m not so sure.” Lynx’s voice sounded like business as usual, but he wasn’t fooled. He read despair in her hunched shoulders.

      He grabbed the syringe from Magridal. “Ice crystal. It must be.” He frowned at it. “But why would Felix have Meka tagged?” That was the only logical answer. No one else knew Meka was in Cian.

      “Because Felix knew he was loyal to us.” Lynx sighed. “Poor boy. I can’t imagine what Felix is going to do with him now.”

      Aware that Farith would be listening to this, he—and Lynx—glanced over at Magridal.

      “Still think he betrayed us?” Lynx asked.

      Magridal’s head shot up. “Who knows what really happened here?” She took the informa from Lynx. “Let’s see if I recognize where they have gone from Nicholas’s visuals.” She pulled up screens, but no image of Nicholas flickered in the air.

      Lynx grabbed the informa, but not even she could find Nicholas. She looked at Axel with anguish. “Felix must have cut the link.”

      Before Axel could respond, Clay loped to the entrance near the burning truck. He had his weapon raised. He called softly, “Twelve guardsmen. On foot. About three minutes out.”

      Axel swore. “We must follow Meka’s signal because it may still lead us to Nicholas.” He gestured to Clay. “Go with Lynx and Magridal to track that signal. I’ll catch up with you once I’ve sorted this out.”

      He read disappointment on Clay’s frown at his command, but the assassin moved to Lynx’s side. “You heard him. Let’s go.”

      Lynx hesitated. “Axel—”

      “This is exactly what we planned,” Axel interrupted.

      Her mouth twisted. She was afraid for him, but he feared for her, too. He wanted her as far away from these guardsmen as possible.

      He pulled her roughly into his arms and kissed her like it could be their last kiss. Then he jumped away. “Go. I will deal with them. You lot sort out Meka’s signal.”

      Without waiting to see if she obeyed, he loped across the market to a line of abandoned tables. He could have found a vantage spot from where to hurl incendiary balls at the guardsmen, but he didn’t want unnecessary deaths on his conscience. Not when these men were nothing but mindless tools in Lukan and Felix’s hands.

      He grabbed two tables and dragged them across the entrance, then jogged back to get another couple. By the time the soldiers reached him, a barricade of tables blocked their path. Before they could tear it apart, he tossed an incendiary ball into the middle of the stack.

      Unfamiliar with the weapon, the soldiers ignored the ball—until it exploded. Not even the most determined of them challenged the jagged white light that spread across the tables. Before the wood crumbled to ash, Axel bolted through the narrow archway out of the marketplace into another square.

      This one heaved with people. Faces taut with tension, they stared at the dark mass of his airships beyond the city walls. The ground beneath Axel’s—and their—feet jarred with the thrum of cannon fire coming from the battlements on the city walls.

      Aware that he had but seconds to lose himself in the throng before the soldiers broke through his barricade, he ducked amongst the crowd. The people meandered aimlessly, giving him time to find his bearings. He was on the main north–south road, which cut the city in half.

      Meka’s signal led north.

      Axel popped his head above the crowd to find Lynx and the rest of his crew, but they must have moved too far ahead to be visible.

      An authoritative voice shouted out over the crowd from behind Axel. “Everyone stop where you are.”

      Axel glanced behind him to find the speaker. A Chenayan captain, followed by the guardsmen he’d halted with his barricade spilled into the road.

      The captain shouted, “We’re looking for a man dressed in black. He came down from the sky, and we know he’s just come this way. He’s armed and dangerous. Anyone who finds him will be rewarded.”

      Axel froze. He would now be hunted by a thousand low-born hungry for a reward.
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      Lynx’s boots squelched in human waste as she ran past scuttling rats in the convoluted back alleys of Urchinville. Magridal had chosen this route because the main north–south road was jammed with people seeking an uninterrupted view of the alliance airships.

      A sense of deep foreboding dogged her. She had lost her son, again. Even with Zav’s help, how they would find him in this maze of streets, she couldn’t fathom.

      And she hated leaving Axel alone to handle twelve jasper-toting guardsmen. She had almost lost him, too, once before, when he’d dived in front of that poisoned quarrel for her. She wasn’t about to let him risk getting killed to protect her again. Especially if Meka’s weak signal lied to them that he was somewhere in the northern section of the city.

      She had serious doubts that the signal could be trusted. Felix would also have seen that Nicholas and Meka had paired up. Felix had tagged the boy with a purpose, and the only one Lynx could think of was to lead the rescue party astray.

      The Light-Bearer still hung in the sky above the square where it had dropped Lynx and her team. She whispered into her mouthpiece, “Farith, are you there?”

      It took a moment for the signal to be decrypted, then Farith said, “Standing by as commanded.” The princess sounded strangely out of breath for someone sitting comfortably in an airship. “I’m still waiting to know what the plan is for Meka.”

      “I want you to communicate the problem to our programmers in Treven. If they confirm our theory, see if they can find a way of destroying Felix’s ice crystal. At the very least, they must stabilize the signal from our tracker so we can find him.”

      A longer-than-usual lag. “He’ll be okay with two crystals, won’t he?” Farith’s breathy voice.

      “The programmers can answer all your questions. Get back to me as soon as you can.”

      Farith’s odd response troubled Lynx, but she had fallen behind Clay and Magridal while speaking to the girl. They had vanished around a corner some ten paces ahead of her. Her boot splashed into a gutter filled with putrid water as she sped up to catch them. Rats scattered from something they had been eating.

      “We’ve got jaspers heading our way,” Clay’s voice whispered to her. “Heading for the roof until they’ve passed. Lynx, suggest you do the same because you’re also in their path.”

      Outrunning a superhuman guardsman was impossible. Firing weapons would attract more of the bastards. Just what they didn’t need if they were to sneak through the town to find the boys. So as much as it riled her to admit it, Clay was right. The best—only—thing to do was to hide.

      She jumped up to grab a gargoyle of the Dragon’s face protruding from the low roof that jutted halfway across the alley.

      Her hands slipped on the slimy stone, but she dug her nails into the moss and grime as she levered her boots off the opposite wall to hoist herself up. Thankful for the dark, she rolled behind a sagging dormer window. Shotgun locked and loaded, she crouched low to wait for the guardsmen to pass by.

      In a lull of the booms and cannon fire, she caught the crunching of footsteps. Five. Maybe six guardsmen.

      A loud crack. It sounded like a whip, followed by a gunshot.

      Patrolling superhuman guardsmen didn’t need other weapons when one strike with a whip could kill. That had to be Clay shooting.

      So much for avoiding gunfire. “Clay, report.”

      “Magridal’s down,” Clay said in a low, calm voice. “I got one of the bastards, but Magridal needs help.”

      “I’ll cover you.”

      But first she had to reach Clay. That meant climbing over three other dormer windows without alerting the guardsmen to her presence. She grabbed the apex of the roof, but her hand slipped on the grime. Her boots scrambled for purchase on the slick, rotting shingles—and then she was sliding.

      She careened straight off the roof.

      The strap from one of her shotguns hooked onto something—she couldn’t see what it was—but it stopped her fall as effectively as if a guardsman had grabbed her. She cursed inwardly as she dangled.

      Another couple of shots rang out. Men shouting. The crack of whips.

      Clay’s urgent voice. “Lynx, where are you? They’re arriving like vultures at a kill.”

      Just what she feared would happen.

      Axel’s sharp voice. “Lynx?”

      “I’m on it,” Lynx gritted out. “And Axel, stop having a heart attack. Clay and I are fine.”

      The last thing she wanted was Axel panicking about her. And despite Clay’s plea to her, he could handle the situation, although perhaps not unscathed. But unlike his first attempt at an egg raid, no rule said she couldn’t help him.

      She pulled her arm out of the shotgun strap and used it as a rope to scramble back onto the roof. She hoicked up the shotgun. Without bothering about finesse, she clambered over the rotting wooden windows until she faced Clay’s side of the alley.

      Legs splayed, Magridal flopped against the wall. Even in the low light, Lynx saw the blood pouring from a wicked whip lash across her face. Her right eye was closed and bleeding. Clay lurked at the corner of the wall, popping out every so often to fire at the guardsmen.

      Eleven in total. Clay had already taken out four of them with his rifle.

      Clay leaned out to fire again. A whip cracked. It hooked the tip of his rifle. The whip snapped, the weapon wrenched from his grip.

      “We do not wish to harm you,” a guardsman said flatly. “Surrender your weapons and submit to arrest.”

      “Like hell,” Clay snarled back. “Not while we draw breath.”

      She whispered, “Clay, let’s do this the old-fashioned way. Blades. It will be quieter.”

      She slipped her shotguns off her shoulders. Careful to wedge them so they would not fall, she left them on the roof to retrieve later. She’d move easier without them clanging into her. Also, she didn’t want to give these animals access to firearms—they didn’t need more advantages.

      She swung her hands around to grasp her machetes. Soundlessly, she leaped from the roof onto a guardsman standing at the back of the bunch so she would not be in the way of Clay’s throwing stars.

      She slashed the man’s throat before he could react. Although she would not be so lucky with the next one, she picked her next target.

      Clay’s throwing stars took out another two. Guardsmen may have been supercharged not to feel pain, but they still died just like the next man when struck with a blade in the heart.

      The four surviving guardsmen all converged on Clay.

      Lynx sent a prayer to the Winds to protect her brother and then ran to the closest soldier.

      Easily six and a half feet tall, he towered over her. Her best chance of success was to strike low. She slashed at the back of his right knee.

      The crack of tendons jarred through her hand.

      He tottered around to face her, cracking his whip like a lightning bolt. She skittered away. The lead balls and steel barbs meshed into the weapon’s leather could kill.

      She wheeled around and swung her machete at his other knee. Even dragging a bloody leg, he dodged her.

      Hand-to-hand combat with this mindless, numb brute would see her killed. She sheathed her machete, grabbed a throwing knife off her belt, and threw for his throat. He cracked his whip, but the blade struck first, severing his windpipe. He teetered—

      She didn’t wait to see him die.

      How many soldiers was Clay fighting? From the grunts and groans, he needed help. She unsheathed one of her machetes.

      A whip bit into her arm. The machete flew free, and the whip spun her around. It ripped her onto the cobblestones, wet with blood gushing from a circular cut in her bicep.

      Ignoring the pain, she grabbed her second machete off her back and slashed out at him.

      His whip cracked, locked around the blade, and wrenched it from her hand. She cursed. These men used their whips as extensions of their hands—hands that moved with speed that made her vision blur.

      Weaponless, she kicked out at him. Her boot flew wild. The guardsman scooped her up by her body armor and tossed her into the air. As she fell, his enormous hand grabbed her wrist. He flicked her onto the cobbles.

      Winded, bones aching from the jarring, she struggled to breathe.

      And then—thank the Winds!—she was sliding away from him on the slimy pavement. The wall just inches away, she braced herself for more pain. She hit it with a jolt.

      A dead guardsman with a throwing star lodged in his chest lay just out of reach. Feet pumping, she propelled herself on her butt to him.

      She ripped the star from his heart. The momentum of her pull sent her spinning on the filth. To stop her rotation, she drove her heels into the ground.

      Moving with his other-worldly speed, the brute was on her before she could even lift the throwing star. He fell down next to her. With only one chance at survival left, she slipped the star into her hand to hide it until she was sure of her thrust.

      Perhaps not the smartest plan. His hand came down to grip her face. With his strength, he could crush her cheek bones. She thrust the throwing star between his ribs.

      His dead eyes lightened. He rasped in a breath, and blood foamed at his mouth. He burbled, “You bitch.”

      Only marginally slower than usual, his hand swept down.

      Trapped beneath him with no weapon other than her puny human strength, she knew it would be a killing blow. She tried to block anyway and sent a prayer to the Winds to receive her spirit.

      A thwack, and the brute fell over her. His forehead hit the ground. She peered around his bulk. A dagger hilt vibrated in the center of his back.

      “You’re welcome.” Clay’s strained voice. He limped over to her and shoved the guardsman aside.

      Blood dripped from a wound in his leg and his arm. Whip marks cross-hatched his body armor. But his two guardsmen both had blades lodged in their throats. Clay may not have been super-charged with ice crystal, but he had made a living out of killing undesirables for almost two decades.

      He picked up his rifle and tossed the strap over his shoulder. “Going with blades was insane.”

      She staggered to her feet. Her breathing came in ragged gasps. “It was the only way to stop hordes of them descending on us.”

      Clay grunted. She was right, and they both knew it.

      “Magridal? Is she alive?” She hobbled over to her machetes, wiped them clean on a guardsman’s uniform, and slotted them back into their sheaths.

      Clay nodded. “We need to get her to The Ferret before anything else.”

      “Do you know where The Ferret is?” she asked Axel.

      A pause, then he said, “Can’t talk now. I have problems of my own.”

      Her heart thudded at his cryptic reply. With no way to help him, she said to Clay, “While I check on Magridal, will you please get my shotguns off the roof?” She pointed to where she’d left them.

      “On it.” Despite his injury, Clay swung up to the roof with ease.

      When he tossed her shotguns done to her, she breathed a sigh of relief. She strapped them across her body, comforted by their weight. Rifle poised, he stood—or rather, crouched—on the roof above her.

      She knelt next to Magridal. The blood on her face had begun to cake, but her right eye still oozed. Lynx doubted she would see through it again.

      That angered her. So much for the outlandish claims of the guardsmen who said they didn’t want to harm the invaders.

      Magridal opened her left eye and stared blearily at Lynx. “I—I was too slow getting on the roof.” The words slurred around her ravaged mouth.

      “You’re alive. That’s all that matters. We need to get to The Ferret. Can you stand?”

      Magridal nodded.

      Lynx hooked her hand under Magridal’s elbow and hoisted her to her feet. Clay tracked them from the roof as Lynx helped Magridal past the dead guardsmen.

      She paused before leaving the scene. She and Clay had done the impossible—they had survived an attack by eleven jaspers.

      Was it possible that the men had been programmed not to kill them, but merely arrest them? Had Magridal just been unlucky? If that was the case, they could use that to their advantage.

      Winds know, we need some advantages.

      Magridal moaned, and Lynx asked, “Where to?”

      Magridal muttered something, but the words were too slurred. When Lynx frowned, Magridal gestured at the alley ahead of them. Shouldering almost all of Magridal’s weight, Lynx started walking.

      Within minutes the alley opened onto a gas-lit square. She paused in the shadows of her alley to assess the situation. The square pulsed with people. The airships had certainly stirred up the town.

      She studied them. A motley crew, their clothes were finer than the typical low-borns’ attire. One man even led a bear on a chain. What they were doing in Urchinville, Lynx could not fathom.

      Thankfully no guardsmen milled amongst them. But that could change at any second.

      Magridal nudged her and pointed at a tumbledown wood-and-stone building on the opposite side of the square. Above its open door hung a wood carving of a ferret on its hind legs, holding a crossbow.

      Lynx nodded her thanks as she considered the problem of all the people between them and their target. Apart from the fact that all three of them were injured, they wore zip suits and were heavily armed. Anyone looking at them would know that they were part of the invasion force. She—and Clay—also stank from rolling around on the cobbles. Even in Urchinville that would undoubtedly turn noses amongst this more affluent crowd. Thankfully, the airships had captured their attention.

      It was a gift she had to use. She whispered to Clay, “You better join us.”

      “No. I’ll cover you from the roof. Get inside, and I’ll join you.”

      That made sense. She whispered to Magridal, “Keep your head low. We’re going to stroll around that crowd as if we have every right to be here. If we move slowly, maybe no one will spot us.”

      She picked out a path at the edge of the square closest to the buildings. It had fewer watchers; the overhanging roofs blocked the view of the sky.

      Magridal squeezed her hand.

      Heart roaring like a steam engine, Lynx stepped out in plain sight with Magridal and ambled along the chosen path to the front door.

      In guttering candle light, a murky but deserted tavern gaped before them. Not even the stench of spilled chenna, unwashed bodies, and urine could quell her relief to be here. She pushed Magridal inside and stopped to listen for people.

      Silence.

      At one end of the room, a rickety wooden staircase disappeared to the top floor—the bedchambers, she assumed—and at the other, a swing door stood ajar, jammed open on the uneven stone floor. It led to a kitchen smelling strongly of rancid frying oil. Unless people were upstairs watching the show from the windows, The Ferret was deserted.

      Lynx called to Clay and Axel, “We’re safe in the tavern.”

      “So I see.”

      She jumped and whirled to see Clay behind her.

      “I assume Zav’s outside with everyone else? Although he should really be expecting us.”

      Only her assassin brother could creep up on her so silently. She wanted to hit him for alarming her, but a bigger, more worrying issue needed to be faced.

      It had been a long time since she had heard from Axel. She waited for him to acknowledge that the team was safe.

      Axel was silent.

      “Axel, do you read?” she asked urgently.

      “Sorry,” Axel’s harried voice sounded in her ear. “Just having a spot of bother. Nothing to worry about. I’ll be there when I can.”

      Fear gripped her. She hid it. “Report if you need anything.”

      Clay pulled his mouthpiece away from his face; Axel would not hear him speak. He looked sternly at Lynx. “That’s like expecting him to ask for directions. Never going to happen, and you know that.”

      Clay was right. Axel could be stubborn, especially if he thought his needs would place her in harm’s way. She longed to tell Clay to go and find him, but her brother was injured, too. He needed to tend his leg and arm.

      She pulled her mouthpiece aside to cut Axel out of the conversation. “What do you suggest?”

      “I’m going to help him.”

      She twirled her braids, knowing she should object. Magridal waved a hand in protest.

      Clay squeezed Magridal’s shoulder. “Thanks for that.” He grinned at Lynx. “At least she pretends to care about me.”

      “You know I care.” She looked from Clay to Magridal and back again. Magridal’s situation was urgent. As much as she worried about Axel, she could not in good conscience leave the commander untended. “Come.”

      She helped Magridal to a table in the farthest, darkest corner of the room. It was littered with glasses of half-drunk chenna, abandoned by the people now standing outside. A collection of musical instruments was stacked against the wall.

      Magridal lowered herself down onto a bench with a sigh.

      Lynx dug into one of the many pockets of her zip suit and pulled out a pack of bandages. Her nose wrinkled at the layers of sticky grime on the table. She shoved the bandages into Clay’s hand—which wasn’t much cleaner, given what they had been through—and asked for his knife.

      “Where’s yours?”

      “Lost in that alley.”

      He handed her a blade. “Rule number one: retrieve all your weapons before you leave a job.”

      “Good advice for the next time I’m attacked by guardsmen.” She turned to treat Magridal.

      Magridal grabbed Lynx’s arm. Through broken lips, she slurred, “Clay. Not me.”

      “You sure?”

      “Find Axel.”

      Lynx patted her leg to say thank you and then spun to Clay. She slashed Clay’s bloody sleeve to get to the wound. Stoically, he allowed her to bandage his arm and his leg. Eyes closed, Magridal rested her head against the wall.

      Clay smiled his thanks. “You patching me up reminds me of when I was a lad with a failed egg raid.”

      She locked eyes with him. “Axel’s my egg. Please bring him safely back to me.”

      “I won’t fail you.” Clay dropped a kiss onto her cheek, and then he was gone.

      Lynx turned her attention to Magridal—

      “You must be causing the chaos in the sky,” a sharp voice said behind her.

      Reaching for her machete, she spun. It was in her hand when she faced an unkempt man at least two heads shorter than her. Obviously Chenayan, given his bronze-colored skin and shoulder-length, greasy dark hair, he was dressed in a grimy, ill-fitting tunic and trousers, and an even grimier apron. Two mongrel dogs slunk at his heels.

      Hand on his hips, a smile split his face, showing off cracked, yellow teeth. “Welcome to The Ferret.”

      “Zav?” she hazarded. Small as he was, the machete remained rock steady in her hand.

      “The same.” Zav’s eyes flickered across to Magridal, and his face fell. “Dragon’s left testicle, what’s been done to Maggie?”

      Maggie? Lynx had never heard anyone call the fiery Trevenite that before.

      Magridal opened her good eye and slurred. “Guardsman. Whip.” She waved vaguely at Lynx. “Lynx of Norin.”

      The bushiest eyebrows Lynx had ever seen disappeared into Zav’s grimy hairline. He scratched his stomach, and then glared at Magridal. “Empress Lynx, you mean.” As if it had just occurred to him, he bobbed a bow at Lynx. “Majesty, welcome to my humble abode.”

      Noise came from the door. Lynx and Zav turned.

      A woman dressed in low-slung harem pants, a skimpy top, and pointed shoes stepped into the tavern. She was followed by a sulky-faced boy.

      Valeria and Yuri. Lynx recognized them from watching Nicholas on her informa. They plopped themselves down onto rickety stools at the bar counter and picked up glasses of chenna. Both looked morose.

      Lynx grimaced. She and Magridal hadn’t been seen yet, but it was just a matter of time.

      Zav leaned close to Lynx and whispered, “Empress, we’d best be getting you and Maggie out of here. Trouble is, Ferret’s full. All them musicians who didn’t make it through the trials.”

      “What do you suggest? And it’s not just the two of us. Axel is also here. And my brother, Clay.”

      Those bushy eyebrows danced again. “Must be a grave business to bring—”

      “It is. We’re looking for two boys.”

      Zav’s eyes widened. “Must be important whelps to bring—”

      Lynx flicked her hand impatiently. “They are. We need somewhere to hide until we find them. And Magridal needs help.”

      Zav held up both hands. “Of course, Majesty.” His eyes danced. “Suppose I best not be calling you that.”

      Before she could reply, he and his mutts darted up the stairs. She eased back into the shadows to await his return.

      Moments later, he appeared carrying a bundle of stained clothing. “My daughters’. They won’t mind. You can use their room.”

      Even in the low light, Lynx could tell that the clothes desperately needed a wash. It didn’t matter. She nodded her thanks, took the offering and unfolded it.

      Two cloaks.

      She helped Magridal wrap hers around her head and body, leaving just her one eye showing, and then Lynx swathed herself. She and Magridal followed Zav through the tavern toward the stairs. As they passed Valeria, Lynx winced.

      “I told you that Talon was good for nothing,” Yuri said to his sister in a low voice. “And to think I wasted a fine pair of boots on him.”

      It grieved Lynx that Nicholas’s future subjects should think so little of him. But it seemed unavoidable. Never in a million years would she have agreed to Nicholas going to play a fiddle at the palace. The whole notion was insane, and she was glad her son had been streetwise enough to recognize that.

      Still, Valeria’s shoulders drooped with hopelessness that seemed almost crushing. It was perhaps why the spectacle in the sky hadn’t been enough to hold the woman’s attention. But Valeria had sacrificed to help Nicholas. Lynx wished there was something she could do to help her.

      Once she got to the top of the stairs, she paused and whispered to Zav, “That woman and her brother?”

      “The whore?”

      Lynx longed to deck him for calling Valeria that, even if it was her profession. She curbed her anger. “That woman, yes. The alliance will pay for her stay here. Ensure that she and her brother eat well.” She bit her lip. “And—and tell her that a benefactor has provided their fare home. Plus a little until she can find her next . . . job.”

      Zav merely bowed, but she could see he longed to know what had inspired her generosity. She had no intention of enlightening him. She trusted Magridal implicitly that Zav was a discreet supporter of the alliance, but he, like everyone else in the empire, needed to see Nicholas as a savior—not as a boy who let people down on his first day out in the world.

      Zav opened a low, wooden door at the end of a sagging passage. A stench escaped, of unwashed bed linen, mold, and an almost overflowing chamber pot that stood in one corner of the tiny space. Nearly retching, she tried not to imagine the fleas jumping off the threadbare carpet as Zav stepped into the room.

      If he noticed any of these delights, he gave no sign of it. He strode between two unmade cots and tugged on the shutters at the dormer window. They squealed closed.

      It was only once she and Magridal had squeezed themselves into the room that he closed the door and lit a candle on a low table beneath the window.

      Small as he was, she had to scuttle to the wall to make space for all three of them in the tiny room. Magridal sank onto one of the beds.

      “Majesty, I will send up a flask of chenna and some food.” Despite wringing his hands helplessly, Zav’s voice was all business. “What else does the alliance need from its humble servant tonight?”

      “Keep watch for Axel and Clay. When they get here, please send them to me.”

      “It is done.” He swept a bow and backed out of the room.

      She tossed back her cloak and fumbled for her mouthpiece to speak to Axel.

      It wasn’t there. It must have fallen from her face.

      Heart racing, she shook out the cape, but nothing fell free.

      With Magridal’s headpiece ripped off by the guardsman’s whip, they had no means of communicating with either Axel or Clay.

      It would be a long wait until they were all reunited.
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      Axel edged away from the crowd toward the closest hiding place he could find—a dark doorway in an even darker house. Like everyone else in Cian, the occupants were likely out on the streets, probably now in this crowd, looking for him.

      He cursed this complication. Apart from not wanting to be captured, his airships would not dominate the skies indefinitely. Felix would soon clamp down on the city, making it harder to find and rescue the boys.

      From Lynx’s communication with Farith, it was obvious that his raider doubted the veracity of Meka’s signal. Axel shared her concern. Felix could be misleading them.

      He needed to get back to Lynx and the rest of his team as quickly as possible so they could plan the next step of this mission.

      Also, he wasn’t sure if he trusted the hot-headed Trevenite princess to wait patiently for Meka’s rescue. Worse, something about her communication with Lynx niggled, but as he’d been fighting guardsmen at the time, he couldn’t put a finger on what it was. He could have called her up to check on her, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself.

      The simplest path to escape lay in unleashing a blaze of fire and bullets, but he didn’t want to kill civilians. Somehow, he had to slink away from here unseen.

      Before he could formulate a plan, two trucks chugged up opposite ends of the road. Tires squealing, they almost collided with the people as they spun to block access from both ends. A powerful beam on one of the trucks swept right and then left, flooding the faces in the street with light.

      Axel’s earpiece crackled. It was Lynx asking Clay for a report. The urgency in her voice—not to mention that she was no longer with Clay, as implied by her question—froze Axel to the spot. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself by speaking, so he waited for Clay’s reply.

      It did not bring good news. “Magridal’s down. I got one of the bastards, but Magridal needs help.”

      Axel’s pulse raced. Not knowing if his commander—his friend—was dead or alive was agony. But he had been in too many crises to let it rattle him; he would get to them when he could.

      The beam from the roving spotlight slashed across him. He shuffled deeper into the doorway until he could move no farther. It was just a matter of time before he was spotted.

      As soon as the light shifted, he fumbled for the door handle and twisted. The door opened inward with a click. He slunk inside a darkened room. Hopefully, it had a back door he could slip out of.

      The spotlight swept back, lightening the room like a summer’s day. Anyone looking through the ragged drapes would see his reflection. He dropped to his haunches so he was below the window line and used the light to take in his surroundings.

      He was in someone’s living room. It was furnished with an old table and some ratty wicker chairs. A narrow, spiral staircase led to the top floor. At the far end of the room, a makeshift kitchen—and a back door. He shuffled across the rough plank floorboards to it. The light vanished, but it would not be long before it fanned this room again.

      He stood and moved quickly toward the door. Clay’s voice stopped him in his tracks. “Lynx, where are you? They’re arriving like vultures at a kill.”

      He could only assume Clay meant more guardsmen had found them. He risked whispering Lynx’s name. The word was loud in the silence. Anxiously, he waited for her reply—and then sighed with relief when she told him to relax. Years of confidence in both Lynx’s and Clay’s abilities calmed him. Needing to focus on his own escape, he blotted out their conversation.

      He was just a foot away from the back door when someone outside shouted through a bullhorn. “Curfew! By order of Crown Prince Grigor Avanov, everyone return to your homes. By order of the crown prince, anyone found on the street will be executed.”

      Axel’s heart stuttered as the crowd roared in distress. Try as he might, he could not reconcile Grigor’s instruction to kill innocent low-born with the boy Meka had spoken so passionately about in Treven. Meka had made it very clear that his brother chafed against his stolen crown. Such a boy would not glibly command the execution of innocents. With Lukan’s spiral into insanity, this situation smacked of Felix. More than anyone, Axel longed to make his father pay.

      Boots clattered on the cobbles. It had to be people escaping to their homes.

      Homes just like this one.

      Expecting company at any second, he burst into a run for the back door and grabbed the handle.

      It was locked.

      He hoisted his shotgun to smash the bolt.

      “The invader! He’s here! In my house!” Eyes wide with fright, a woman stood at the front door.

      “That house. Get in there!” the captain shouted.

      Axel swore.

      Lynx chose that moment to ask if he knew where The Ferret was.

      He pulled an incendiary ball from his backpack and then replied, “Can’t talk now. I have problems of my own.” He said to the woman, “I’m sorry for your home. Get out while you can.”

      She darted out the front door, past the first guardsmen shouldering their way into the house, and vanished.

      With her safe from harm—from him, at least—Axel triggered the ball. He chucked it onto the floor at the guardsmen’s feet.

      He didn’t wait to see the room—and everyone in it—consumed. Using the fire for cover, he smashed the lock on the door and leaped out into an alley. He took off running down the twists and turns to put as much distance as possible between himself and the burning house—and all the soldiers it would attract.

      The rumble of engines in the sky made him look up. In the light from the fires burning on the battlements, ten balloons bearing dragon-shaped ships converged on the city. Fire spewed from their weapons.

      Felix’s airships had joined the fray.

      As Axel’s ships responded with a barrage of cannon fire, he grimaced with satisfaction. Through it all, he heard Lynx and Clay’s low chatter as they dealt with their own crisis.

      Relief gave him a spurt of energy: Magridal was alive. The three of them were on the way to The Ferret. From his meetings with his Trevenite commander, he knew The Ferret was in the heart of Urchinville. It couldn’t have been far from where he was.

      He fished his informa out of a pocket as he ran and pulled up a map of the city. He was three blocks away from The Ferret—if he used the main road. It would be more convoluted through the back streets.

      Focused on plotting his route, he almost tripped over a cat. Every hair standing, it shot between his legs. He was fighting for balance when Lynx called him. Conscious that his silence had stressed her, he said softly, “Sorry. Just having a spot of bother. Nothing to worry about. I’ll be there when I can.”

      She said something about calling for help if he needed it. Before he could tell her that for now he was safe, he skidded to a stop to avoid half a dozen urchins rushing up the alley toward him.

      Shotgun poised, Axel hesitated. The last thing he wanted was to harm children, especially children as young as these.

      The death warrant on anyone found on the streets made Cian a dangerous place for the urchins of Urchinville. With no homes, he guessed they had nowhere else to be but in the alleys.

      When that realization sank in, fear for Nicholas spiked. His stepson was also homeless in Cian. He sent a quick prayer to his allies’ collective gods that they would watch out for his boy—for all these children—in the chaos.

      The boys stopped and eyed him warily even though they clutched a collection of homemade weapons: broken bottles, sharpened sticks, and even some bits of fencing wire.

      A boy slightly older than the rest—perhaps twelve or thirteen—edged forward. “You dropped down from one of them . . . things?” He jabbed at the sky with a broken bottle.

      Two of Axel’s airships shot at a Chenayan vessel. Its dragon-shaped hull holed and burning, its balloon rapidly deflating, the enemy ship tumbled from the sky. It hit the top of an onion dome in the northern part of the city, where the wealthier low-born lived. It tethered there for a moment, then slid down onto the street below.

      A roar as wooden structures caught fire, and a wall of flames shot high into the darkness.

      No point in lying about the obvious. “I did. And they’re called airships.”

      The leader now pointed his broken bottle at Axel’s face. “That stone means you’re high-born. Why attack the nobs?” He spat. “Not that I care if they burn. Them bastards dun’ do nothing for us.”

      The boy’s callousness made Axel wince. He covered up by fondling his ruby; even after all these years, he still loved wearing it. “Actually, it’s a genuine ruby. Not a fake gemstone like the rest of the high-born wear. And that makes me an Avanov.” He swept a mock bow. “Axel Avanov, to be precise.”

      He doubted they knew whose son he was, but the name Avanov sent a susurrus of shock and anger through them. Some flexed their weapons menacingly—or it would have been menacing if Axel didn’t carry two shotguns and a backpack full of incendiary balls. Not that he intended to use them on children.

      Even firing off a warning shot would alert the guardsmen to his whereabouts. That they hadn’t already come after him was testament to the fire raging back at the woman’s house. From what Axel could make out over the rooftops, it had spread to encompass most of that line of tenements. It would soon be nipping at Axel’s heels if the urchins didn’t move on to a safer alley.

      One boy started to ask, “But why—?”

      The leader cut him off. “Lies or truth, it dun’ matter. Them guardsmen are offering a reward for your capture.” The boy licked his lips as if imagining the food he could buy with a reward. Weapons poised, his gang fanned out next to him, effectively blocking Axel into a corner.

      Axel shot the leader a derisive smile. “And you lot intend to cash in on that?”

      Feral eyes stared back at him. “Be fools not to.”

      Broken bottle held as stiff a dog’s tail, the boy took a step closer to Axel. The tension in his gang almost crackled. They watched him, clearly waiting for a command to attack. For someone so young, the lad certainly had a disciplined crew under his control. The boy was now just an arm’s length away from Axel. A quick lunge, and he could rake Axel’s face or arms, unprotected by body armor, with his jagged bottle.

      His spunk was endearing.

      The thought of this boy and his comrades dying tonight because of Axel’s invasion was unbearable—no matter his callous words, said in his briefing, about his disregard for the death of Cianese civilians.

      It was, in fact, Heron, all over again. It was thanks to Axel’s bad planning that Heron had died, just as it was Axel’s incursion into the city that had prompted the death order threatening these children. With a thousand guardsmen programmed to kill low-born scouring the streets, it was just a matter of time before these urchins were found and murdered.

      More innocent deaths notched up on Axel’s cosmic slate. He wasn’t sure if his conscience could stand any more.

      He had to protect them. As insane as it seemed, with everything else on his plate, the only way he could effectively do that was to arm their disciplined leader with weapons that even guardsmen could not fight off, if lobed from a safe, defendable hideout.

      But first he had to win the leader’s confidence.

      He asked, “Do you think the guardsmen will honor that promise?”

      The leader shifted from foot to foot. It was all Axel needed to know that the lad had no trust in the guardsmen.

      He said slowly, “I have something in my backpack for you. Trust me, you want it.”

      A hesitant voice tinged with eagerness. “What’s it?” The boy frowned, as if hating himself for being so needy.

      Keeping the broken bottle firmly in sight, Axel pulled two incendiary balls out of his backpack. He held up one of the balls, showing the trigger. “If you push this button, and then throw the ball at something, it explodes.”

      “Is that how you started all them fires? The ones from before your airships got into the city?” Reluctant curiosity edged the boy’s voice.

      He knew about the other fires? “You get around.”

      The boy’s head bobbed toward his gang. “We know everything.”

      Axel took a chance and asked, “Seen a boy with long, dirty black hair and very blue eyes? Dressed in leather rags. Carries a musical instrument?”

      “And if I have?”

      Axel considered a quick change of plan. He had intended giving the boy the two balls to ensure the survival of these urchins, but now he needed a bargaining chip.

      “I’ll give you one of these balls. Use it to defend yourselves against the guardsmen. Get your people into the safest place you can find, but with an escape route. If the guardsmen threaten you, trigger this ball and then throw it. It will give you time to slip away. If you use it wisely, you and your gang will survive the curfew.” He waved the balls at the broken bottle. “Despite your weapon in my face, I don’t want you boys harmed tonight.”

      “Why should I trust a high-born like you? Especially one who calls himself an Avanov.” The leader jabbed at Axel with his bottle.

      Axel arched back, but hard up against the wall, he couldn’t stop the bottle puncturing his arm. But the boy stopped short of actually ramming the bottle into his flesh. Testing him? Still Axel gritted his teeth against the sting of torn skin.

      If he was to win this brazen lad over, it was time to show him who was boss in this standoff. It was the only way the leader and his friends would survive. Axel gripped his shotgun and glanced up at the sky to time his response. Even with the arrival of Felix’s dragon airships, the alliance airships still hogged the sky above the city. That didn’t stop a pair of dragon airships homing in on one of his craft.

      Just a few more feet, and they would be in range to fire their cannons. He steeled himself for the boom of enemy fire into one of his airships.

      As it sounded, he loosed off a shot at a rotten gargoyle on the other side of the alley. The sound was swallowed in the answering salvo from his airship. The gargoyle exploded in a shower of stone.

      The leader—and all his boys—yelped, and then scuttled back across the alley. Now the ones hard up against the wall, they stared at Axel and his shotgun with a mix of wonder and fear. In their flight, their weapons had tumbled to the ground.

      “That’s why you trust me,” Axel said. “Because I have enough firepower to slaughter you all, and I haven’t, even though you’ve threatened me. I’m serious when I say that I want to protect you. But I also need something from you. So, I ask again: Have you seen a boy with long, black hair and blue eyes?”

      The leader wiped a streak of blood off his face from where a slither of gargoyle had caught his cheek. He looked over at one of his gang mates—a bone-thin lad with a mat of wild hair and even wilder-looking eyes. A silent communication of looks and hand gestures shot between them.

      “Me and another urchin saw him. Yesterday. Gave us bread,” the skinny boy said.

      Axel’s heart raced, but he kept a cool façade. “Could you find him and bring him to me?”

      A long pause. “Maybe. What do I get if I do?”

      After that display of shotgun power, the boy had guts to still try and negotiate. Urchinville bred them tough. Axel suppressed a smile of admiration.

      “You know my name, even if you don’t believe it. What’s yours?”

      The boy took a moment to reply. “String.” That made sense, given his build. “What’ll you give me?”

      “Food. If you can bring him to me by morning.”

      String’s eyes sparkled underneath his matted hair. “Anything I want?”

      “Bring me the blue-eyed boy, and you can eat your way through the menu. Twice, if your stomach can handle it.”

      The lad licked his lips. “Where will you be? If I find him?”

      Axel debated the wisdom of telling him about The Ferret, but how else would he get the information on Nicholas he so badly needed?

      Hating himself for threatening a child, he said, “Betray what I tell you to the guardsmen, and my soldiers on those airships will hunt you down. They will show less mercy than the guardsmen would if I’m harmed.”

      A flicker of fear lit the child’s eyes, but defiance quickly flushed it. “We don’t rat to them scum.”

      Axel allowed a smile. “Then we’re friends, because I don’t deal with guardsmen either.”

      The leader gave a dry laugh. “Other than to kill them.”

      Axel’s smile twisted even more. “That is always a pleasure.” He flicked a finger at String. “Heard of Zav?”

      “Ferret-in-Arms Zav?”

      “Him. Bring the blue-eyed boy to Zav. Tell him Axel and Lynx are waiting for him.”

      It was time to end this so Axel could get back to Lynx.

      He tossed the leader an incendiary ball. “That’s for not removing my arm with your bottle.” The boy fumbled the catch. Axel waited until he had the ball safely scooped up and then tossed over the second one. “That’s for introducing me to your knowledgeable friend.”

      The leader’s eyes widened to almost the size of the balls.

      Axel smiled. “Use them to defend yourselves. I want to know that you boys are still alive, holding up strangers with broken bottles, next time I visit this city.”

      “Bet your life, high-born. I know just the place where we can hide. We was on our way there when we ran into you.” A feral grin. “Them guardsmen better watch themselves when they try with us.”

      Axel addressed the leader. “One final thing . . . is there a shortcut to The Ferret?”

      “Name’s Dip. ’Course there is. Let’s go.”

      Like rats, the boys scampered up the closest wall onto a gutter above Axel’s head.

      Axel called up to them. “I don’t need an escort.”

      “Ferret’s on the way to our hole,” Dip said.

      Axel wasn’t sure he believed the lad, but he shrugged. In Urchinville, it seemed that one good turn deserved another.

      The roof had been designed to repel snow, with little room to maneuver on its steep flanks. It didn’t seem to worry the lads; they managed to trot across it as if it were a flat surface. Axel wouldn’t find it so easy.

      He was about to jump up after them when a heavy hand landed on his shoulder.

      Shotgun raised, he spun to face his assailant.

      Clay held up his hands in a placating gesture. “It’s me! Relax!”

      Axel lowered his shotgun. “Nearly got yourself killed.”

      “Winds! I come to help you, and that’s the thanks I get.” Clay cracked a crooked grin. His zip suit was tattered, bloody, and reeked of death and dirt. He had a bandage around his arm. His thigh was trussed up, too.

      Axel smiled in return to see him safe. “How did you know where I was?”

      “You knew we were headed for The Ferret. I saw that inferno you started and figured you’d be around here somewhere. I watched your negotiations with the urchins from the roof.”

      A shiver shot down Axel’s spine. “And you didn’t reveal yourself? You really are a scary ally.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. You could have invited them to The Ferret, you know, instead of arming children with lethal weapons.”

      Axel hadn’t thought of that. He rolled his eyes as he hopped up onto the gutter. “Too late now. I can’t take the balls back.”

      Clay followed. “No. But Dip seems smart enough. I don’t think he’ll be reckless. At least not tonight. Better hope he gets to use them before morning.”

      Axel glared at Clay. “I get it. It was dumb. But my heart was in the right place.”

      Dip and his gang waited a little distance ahead. String had vanished. Hope filled Axel that Nicholas could soon be found. And that String wouldn’t be intercepted by guardsmen. A lone boy slipping through the shadows, his chances of survival were infinitely higher than a whole posse of lads scampering across the city.

      Slick with dirt and bird droppings from the city’s thousands of pigeons, the shingle crunched beneath Axel’s boots. Would the people in the house beneath him hear? Hopefully, the threat of guardsmen would keep them indoors.

      Worse, with the slope of the roof, he and Clay were forced to keep to the very edge. Any guardsmen walking below would easily see them.

      Dip must have had the same idea. He waved to Axel. “Not safe here. We go over the top, between this roof and the next.”

      Not as light-footed as the urchins, Axel unfurled a grappling hook and line, which he tossed over the apex. Clay’s hook landed a few feet farther along. Axel waited until they had crested the roof and dropped down into a cleft between the house they were on and its neighbor’s roof. Hidden from view, he risked asking Clay, “How’s Magridal?”

      “Bad. Her face got lashed by a whip. I left her and Lynx at The Ferret. It would be good if we could get her back on the Light-Bearer.”

      The Light-Bearer had left the city soon after dropping them off and now hovered out at sea. “No chance of that until the boys are found.” Axel called to Farith, “Any news on Meka’s signal?”

      It took a moment for the princess to respond through the decryption. Again, she sounded breathless. “Still waiting for news from Treven, Warlord.”

      “You are safe in the airship, aren’t you?”

      Her voice crackled in his ear, “’Course I am. Where else would I be?”

      Axel snorted. He could imagine a few places—all of them nightmarish. “Princess Farith, don’t let me find that you’ve left the ship. Your father will never forgive me if anything happens to you.”

      “I’m as safe as houses,” Farith muttered.

      Given the inferno consuming the homes in Cian, Axel took no comfort from that comment. He said to his captain, “Cattigan. Situation report, including the princess’s current whereabouts.”

      Axel’s earpiece crackled. “I assure you, the princess is safe. As for our ships . . . We lost four taking down the battlements. Damage reports are coming in from the fleet above the city, but no ships down. Enemy have lost five of their craft thus far. Three are listing badly. Two are still on the offensive.”

      Axel’s quick strides across the roof faltered. This was turning out to be a rout—for the alliance. Not what Axel would have expected if Lukan had been at the helm. His cousin would have thrown the entire home fleet at a task force here to rescue Nicholas.

      But Felix was running the show. He would do all he could to keep Axel safe—even at the risk of Chenayan lives. Felix had to be very confident that they would not find Nicholas.

      Axel refused to let that worry him. It just meant that he and his team had to be smarter—a lot smarter than he’d been, giving children incendiary balls.

      He stopped to think, letting Clay get ahead of him.

      Lukan’s insanity was a gift he had to capitalize on. If String defied Felix’s best efforts and delivered Nicholas before morning, he could conceivably skip home with most of his fleet intact. At least the ones not too badly damaged to handle the seven-day flight. Wary of too much optimism, he tried to suppress the warmth that thought engendered.

      Above him, the three damaged dragons floundered against the blood-red clouds. From their sagging balloons, it was obvious that they would soon crash down onto the city.

      Six of his ships didn’t look too sound, either, but he knew enough about his ship design—and his crews—to know that three, if not four, of them still had some fight left in them. They could handle the two remaining dragons and still limp home. The other two ships would not survive.

      The weight of his crew’s lives heavy on his shoulders, he tipped his hand in salute to their beleaguered ships, knowing he would never see them again.

      Voice emotionless, he instructed his captain, “Cattigan, call back all the sound ships. They are to remain on standby in case the enemy sends in more craft. Let our mortally damaged crew handle the Chenayans. And keep an eye on Farith.” Not that she could go far, with the Light-Bearer out at sea.

      “Consider it done, Warlord.”

      Axel set off at a trot after Clay. He and the urchins lay on their stomachs at the edge of the roof. Axel dropped down and crawled on his belly to join them.

      Across the square from them stood a ramshackle wooden building desperately in need of a fresh coat of whitewash. A faded wooden cutout of a ferret standing on its hind legs holding a crossbow had been nailed into the wall next to the front door.

      A front door that milled with guardsmen.

      “Like we really expected anything different.” Clay’s voice in Axel’s ear. “Do you think they suspect something?”

      “Nothing specific. I think they’re here because it’s a public house.” Axel called up Lynx. “Check around the back. Is it guarded?”

      There was no reply. As annoying as that was, he assumed she was busy with Magridal.

      He whispered to Clay, “We need a diversion. One big enough to attract every guardsman in Cian.”

      “Don’t tell me another building is about to spontaneously ignite?”

      “’Fraid so.”

      Axel belly-crawled to the opposite side of their roof, farthest away from The Ferret, and scanned the roof line. With people in their homes, he could not risk throwing a ball into the residential area. The fires caused by burning airships was bad enough. Unless the storm that had threatened all day finally broke, many hundreds would die in Cian tonight.

      And he had worried about the lives of a few urchins amongst so much death.

      Clay eased next to him. Axel started when Dip sidled up on his other side. Shielded by his hand, Clay held his informa. It showed a map of the city. Dip looked at it in wonder.

      “According to the map, the building on the other side of that square is an imperial office.” Clay pointed to an onion dome rising above the squatter buildings in the middle distance between Urchinville and the more affluent north. The two-storied stone-and-timber monolith was well past the limit of Axel’s throwing arm.

      “Guardsmen live there.” Dip’s eyes glinted. Hand clutching one of his incendiary balls, he nudged Axel. “Bet it would burn like old rags if I chucked this at it.”

      Axel glared at him. “I gave you those balls to defend yourselves. Not to attack guardsmen.”

      “Best defense is attack,” Dip shot back. “Tomorrow, when the curfew’s gone, them bastards will still be out with them whips. We can die just as easy then as now.”

      Sadly, the boy made a valid point. That still didn’t change Axel’s stance on using children in warfare. It smacked too much of Xipal’s mercenaries.

      “And anyway, all them bastards are on the streets—looking to kill urchins like us,” Dip said with maddening logic. “Building would be empty.” He ran his tongue over dry lips and glanced with ravenous eyes back at his gang. “We’ll burn it down if you give us food. Like with String. We’ll be safe with Zav until this is over.”

      Axel’s forehead dropped onto the roof in frustration at Dip’s unassailable logic. The building would be empty, and the urchins still had to navigate the rest of the way to their hidey-hole before being safe.

      “It’s a good offer,” Clay whispered. “We get the diversion we need, and we get rid of the balls. It’s not far from The Ferret, so you still get to protect them. And they get a meal. Win-win.”

      Axel sighed. “Dip, remember about the trigger. Aim for windows. Then get the hell out of there.” He mussed the boy’s grimy hair. “Be careful.”

      A cocky smile. “High-born, you get Zav stoking his fire. Hungry boys coming.” Dip whistled to his crew. Like shadows, they slid across the roof and jumped the alley to the next building.

      Axel and Clay crawled back to the edge of the roof near The Ferret. Gaslight spilled from the open front door and out the windows, casting milky shadows on the cobbles. Beyond those shadows, inky blackness.

      They settled down to wait for Dip’s inferno. Axel tried calling up Lynx again. Still no answer. He bit his lip to hide his anxiety from Clay. If it hadn’t been for the pressure of Clay’s hand on his arm, he would have taken his chances to go and find her.

      Axel was almost out of patience when the building he hid on shook. Dip’s explosion at the barracks. Flames, easily fifty feet high, illuminated every alleyway, every crumbling building, and every filthy street in that part of the town. The crackle of burning timber almost drowned out the sirens and blaring horns as military trucks converged on the fire.

      Down in the street in front of The Ferret, the guardsmen bunched together, all looking toward the flames.

      A sergeant yelled, “Everyone except Vad and Uzbert, move out.”

      Within seconds, only two soldiers paced at the entrance to the square. It was as good as it was going to get.

      A clap of thunder reverberated across the sky as Axel, followed by Clay, dropped down onto the square and darted to the front door. They skittered inside and stopped short.

      The room teemed with people. Musicians and performers, if Axel’s eyes didn’t deceive him. And they all stopped what they were doing to look at him and Clay.
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      Grigor tore at his cravat, desperate to rid his neck of the constricting fashion accessory. He tossed it onto the floor in his apartment. His jacket, waistcoat, and shirt followed.

      Perhaps in a less desperate moment, he would have admitted that if he didn’t have servants to clean up after him, his apartment would be as filthy as the turret had been before Lukan’s big cleanup of his and Meka’s childhood home.

      The clutter and mess didn’t worry him now, just as it hadn’t worried him then. In truth, his apartment was the only place he could be himself—Grigor, the wild boy who’d grown up in a cage fishing with his brother—and not the crown prince, and now regent, of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories. After unleashing a thousand guardsmen and ten airships on the people of Cian, he needed more than ever to remember who he really was and what he really stood for.

      So disgusted by his weakness in being blackmailed by Felix—Meka would never have succumbed to that manipulation—he hadn’t gone back to the opera for Natalia. He hoped she’d understand when he caught up with her, but he could no more face being with people than wave his hand to rid the world of the evil that was Lukan and Felix.

      “But you can still help.” The air shimmered as Tao stepped out of wherever he went to when he wasn’t around Grigor—the fourth dimension, his father had called it. Grigor struggled to come to terms with a world in three dimensions, let alone one with four levels of insanity. Tao waved his hand decisively around the room, then added, “Nicholas and the alliance need you.”

      Grigor tossed himself down onto his bed. “I know they do, and they have my total support . . . but did you hear my speech? All that stuff Felix blackmailed me into saying?”

      Tao sat next to him. “Every word. Do you think I would leave you at a time like that?” A small smile. “If it’s any consolation, it was a much better speech than your last one.”

      “You mean it had more words in it?” Grigor was under no illusions; he had looked and sounded like death warmed up while mumbling to the council. No public speaker, it had been the best he could manage, even with Meka’s life on the line.

      Tao took his hand. Surprised, Grigor nonetheless didn’t pull away. They had the same long, slender fingers. Visible proof that he was Tao’s son. Grigor squeezed his father’s hand in acknowledgement.

      “Grigor, nothing in life is cut and dried. Sometimes we are called upon to do seemingly evil things to bring good to pass. It’s not a pleasant task for a man with a good heart, but if that is his lot, the best he can do is to grit his teeth and get on with it.”

      His father thought he had a good heart? It warmed Grigor. “I can do that . . . I suppose. But not without knowing about Meka. Is he okay? Where is he? How do I rescue him?”

      Tao’s voice was firm. “You can’t, and you mustn’t even try.” Grigor opened his mouth to protest, but Tao cut him off. “Son, I believe the seer intended all along for Meka to be captured by Felix. But if Dmitri had told me that, I would’ve railed against it. In the same way, I’m asking you to accept that I will take care of your brother.”

      Grigor’s jaw clicked into a hard line. What his father was asking was impossible. “Where is he?”

      Tao’s pressure on Grigor’s hand increased. “If I show him to you, will you believe that he also has a job to do for Nicholas and that he is in the best place to do it?”

      “You can do that? What? With one of those informa things?”

      A smile from Tao. “I’m dead, so I don’t need informas. I have power of my own.” The smile vanished, and he looked at Grigor intently. “But only if you are ready to be taken into another level of weird.”

      More weird stuff? It had certainly been a day for it. Grigor steeled himself and said, “I like learning new things. You know that.”

      “Good. Then hang onto my hand, and I’ll take your mind for a ride.”

      Not knowing what to expect, Grigor tensed, his every muscle going taut. Tao’s hand in his grew hot, infusing Grigor’s body with tingling warmth. It traveled up his spine into the base of his skull, spreading until his whole head pulsed. He relaxed into the sensation—and then he saw Meka, clear as day before his mind’s eye.

      He sat on an uncomfortable-looking stool next to a redheaded girl in a stark, ugly room lit with red light. In front of them floated a dozen or more informas. The girl spoke in a low voice, explaining what each one did.

      Meka may have nodded and asked the occasional question, but nothing in his dead face, lifeless eyes, and monotone voice spoke of any interest in what she showed him. His bright blue eyes, which once danced and sparkled with life or fired with defiance depending on his mood, had been one of his defining features.

      Now they were blank holes in his face. Worse, blood dripped from his nose, which he dabbed half-heartedly with a bunch of blood-smeared handkerchiefs. They reminded Grigor uncomfortably of Felix.

      “His eyes?” Grigor’s voice choked. “What’s happened to them? And why’s his nose bleeding?”

      “Let’s start at the beginning.” The warmth from Tao’s hand faded, and along with it, the image of Meka. “That building is called the Hive. Felix uses it as a secret hideout for his ice-crystal programmers. That is what he intends to use Meka for—programming his special systems, the ones Lukan either doesn’t know about or doesn’t have access to. Meka will be working on a system called One Weapon, One Bullet. If he can master it, he will be invaluable to us when the final war comes.”

      So that was what the book had meant when it said that Nicholas the Light-Bearer would have a cousin obsessed with ice crystals. The same cousin who would help bring the empire to its knees.

      The knowledge eased some of his anxiety, but it also raised a dozen questions, the most obvious of which was why Meka had to be Felix’s prisoner to learn all this. How would he ever escape from Felix to rejoin the alliance unless Grigor helped him?

      Tao hadn’t mentioned the building’s location. He probably wouldn’t.

      To show his disapproval, Grigor pulled his hand away from Tao’s. “That doesn’t explain what’s happened to Meka. Despite the blood, he looks even deader than you do.” Embarrassment washed over Grigor. “No offense.”

      Tao smiled at him. “None taken. And your brother may look . . . different . . . but he’s still the same Meka we know and love.”

      Grigor found that hard to believe. “He’s nothing like my brother.”

      Tao cocked his head at Grigor. “Ready to come on an even crazier ride with me? This time, I’ll share Meka’s thoughts with you.”

      Grigor’s jaw sagged. “You can do that?”

      “Child’s play.” Tao held out his hand.

      Grigor took it reluctantly, not sure he was ready to go prowling around in Meka’s head, if that was what Tao intended.

      That didn’t stop the same warm tingle from infusing him. Or Meka appearing in his mind’s eye. This time, though, Grigor heard his brother’s thoughts and felt his emotions as clearly as if they were his own.

      Meka writhed. The stools Felix had provided for his programmers were unyielding. It didn’t support Meka’s back, so his shoulder blades ached. All he wanted was to stand up and move to get the blood flowing again. At least the blood didn’t drip intermittently from his nose. All these discomforts made focusing on Claire difficult, even if he was fascinated by the informas floating before him. Perhaps if he stood up, he would—

      No, Meka told himself, Claire will know something is wrong if I move. She doesn’t look even slightly uncomfortable on this torture device. Best to keep sitting.

      Traitor! a shriller version of his brother’s voice said in Meka’s head. Tell her about the ice crystal. Tell her that you cannot be trusted to learn Count Felix’s masterful system in this state. She’ll help you become loyal.

      Grigor jumped.

      Meka stiffened until Grigor felt that his bones would break. Then, crazily, Meka started arguing with his shrill self. I only become a traitor when I betray Nicholas. And I never will. He sagged, and his nose gushed. I hope I never do.

      Grigor pulled his hand away from Tao and broke the connection to Meka. He had seen enough and needed answers.

      Tao looked sad. “Felix embedded him with an ice crystal to program loyalty. What he didn’t know was that Meka already had one of Axel’s crystals in him. That’s the conflict you hear.” A wan smile from Tao. “I know Meka’s eyes look horrifying, but we can be immeasurably glad they responded to Felix’s crystal. Felix will gauge Meka’s loyalty by his expression. If Meka’s face and eyes were to animate again, Felix would know that the ice crystal hadn’t worked. He will probably kill your brother. I’m doing all I can to support Meka—to keep him strong. But at the end of the day, the choice of who to support will have to be his.”

      Grigor frowned, trying to make sense of this. Without knowing what an ice crystal was, it was almost impossible. He asked Tao to explain.

      “Ice crystal is a valuable stone mined in Treven. The same place that the alliance has their headquarters. It is used for—”

      “Yes!” Grigor interrupted bitterly. “The home of that bastard Stefan Zarot. I bet he arrested Meka and handed him over to Felix after my brother asked questions about Nicholas.”

      Tao’s eyebrow bobbed. “You sure about that?”

      Grigor stood and paced. He longed to march out of here, track Zarot down, and punch the bastard’s face until his eyes were as dead as Meka’s. That would teach the swine to connive with Felix to harm Grigor’s twin.

      “Dead sure. I saw the brute tonight in the council meeting. He was watching me with”—Grigor’s voice spiked—“approval, like what I was unleashing on everyone was good. He’s usually like a brick wall, but I swear, tonight support shined out of him like light from a firefly’s ass.” That was something Meka would say; it gave Grigor comfort, connection with his twin, to quote his brother. “I bet if Lukan and Felix asked Zarot to lick their butts, he would.”

      Tao tsked. “Beware of judgments, Grigor. You can’t read people’s minds, so you cannot possibly know what they are actually thinking.”

      Grigor waved his arms. He knew exactly who and what Count Stefan Zarot, Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest, was. “And Nicholas? Where’s he? Also captured by Felix?”

      “No. He’s still in Cian. Lynx and Axel are looking for him.”

      Grigor gulped. “But the guardsmen . . . if they find him first, they’ll kill him.” He covered his face with his hands. “What have I done?”

      Tao shimmered, and the next thing Grigor knew, his shoulders were cradled by his father. “Enough, son. There was nothing you could do but comply. And it will all work out as it should. Felix knows better than to let Nicholas be killed. He controls every guardsman in the empire with his ice crystal. They will not harm Nicholas. And the low-born might hate you, but the High Council believe you are on their side. You will have their support now. I believe that is a good thing if you are to be a successful crown prince in this palace.”

      “And Lukan?” Grigor couldn’t stop his voice from cracking. “He’ll go berserk when he hears what I did.”

      “We need to protect you from him. That is one of the reasons I’m here tonight. It’s time you had some powerful allies you can count on.” Tao waved him to the bed.

      Grigor slumped down. “No councilman will support me against Lukan. They might all be self-serving, evil dolts, but none of them are that stupid.”

      A click of the door handle tore Grigor’s attention from Tao. His heart rate spiked. Only Felix or Lukan would come in here without knocking. One eye on the door, the other on Tao, he hissed at his father, “They will see you.”

      Tao squeezed his arm. “No one sees me unless I will it.”

      The door creaked open, and Natalia peered around. Her face sagged with obvious relief. “I’ve found you.”

      He stood to greet her.

      She closed the door behind her. Arms open to embrace, she rushed over to him. “The palace is in an uproar about the attack. I heard what you had to do.” She skidded to a stop and pointed at Tao. “Who’s that? He looks like Talon.”

      Grigor was about to introduce his father when Tao stood and bowed from the hip. “Tao Avanov at your service, my lady. I am delighted to finally meet my son’s girl in the flesh.” A grin split his face. “Yours, seeing as I’m dead.”

      Natalia’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

      “Forgive my questionable humor. You will come to understand it as you get to know me.” Tao swept his arm toward the bed. “Join us, please. There is much that I need to tell you both tonight.”

      Her feet seemed rooted to the carpet. Grigor grabbed her hand. He pulled her to his side and dropped a kiss onto her lips. “Glad you’re still talking to me even after what I had to do tonight. And he doesn’t bite, I promise.”

      He led her to his bed. She didn’t resist, but she also didn’t let go of his hand. Grigor understood her concern; he had been just as discomposed when it dawned on him that Tao was a walking, talking dead man.

      The three of them sat in a circle in the middle of the mattress.

      “Natalia, Grigor, my first priority is to keep both of you safe,” Tao said. “That starts with telling you a little about the threats you face.”

      “Lukan’s rage when he hears about Grigor addressing the High Council,” Natalia whispered, clinging onto Grigor. “I am terrified of what he will do.”

      “That is just one of the problems,” Tao said. “But first, you must understand that Felix and Lukan watch everyone in the palace with objects called cameras.” He held out his hand. “Grigor, give me your informa.”

      Grigor dug into his pocket and gave his father the strange button. A mixture of curiosity, uncertainty, and bemusement twisted Natalia’s features as her eyes trailed the device.

      “Grigor, speak into it,” Tao commanded. “Ask it to show you—” Tao grinned as if sharing a treasured joke. “Stefan Zarot.”

      Grigor blinked in surprise but obeyed. A light shot from the top of the device. He pulled it apart the way he had seen Felix do. An image of Stefan Zarot and Count Pavel blazed in the air.

      “That’s my father!” Natalia yelped. “Where are they, and how are we seeing them?”

      “Pull the light some more, Grigor,” Tao instructed.

      It was fiddly, but Grigor held the corners delicately and tugged. The image blossomed. The two men were part of a crowd of high-born on one of the verandas that opened onto the palace gardens. Everyone was focused on the sky above Cian.

      “Shouldn’t Uncle Stefan be controlling the defense of the realm?” Natalia asked.

      “Internal security is Felix’s problem,” Grigor said absentmindedly. Zarot and Pavel had all his attention.

      They broke away from the crowd and had covered about half the distance across the lawn toward the wolf enclosure when the image died. All that remained were two pulsing numbers that moved across a map of the palace grounds.

      Grigor was about to ask what they meant when his father said, “Ask your informa whose numbers those are.”

      Grigor didn’t hesitate. A name flashed next to each digit: Stefan Zarot and Pytor Pavel.

      “I don’t get it,” Natalia said, waving her finger through the light.

      Grigor did—and the knowledge filled him with anger, dread, and disgust. He looked up at Tao. “If I asked about myself or Natalia?”

      “Try.”

      So he did. But when he spoke his name, nothing happened. One mention of Natalia’s, and a light flashed in a room on the palace map—a location Grigor recognized as his own bedchamber. He fought his rage. “No image in here? Is my room like the lawn?”

      Tao squeezed Grigor’s shoulder. “I always said your intelligence put the best of us to shame.”

      Grigor’s voice hitched with panic and fury. “Answer me.”

      “There are listening and watching devices—cameras—in here that link to Felix’s and Lukan’s informas.” Tao turned to Natalia and explained, “Like that button Grigor’s holding.” He addressed them both. “I turned them off when I came here tonight. But when I leave, they will click back on. There is nothing I can do to stop that without risking Grigor’s safety. That means our enemies will see and hear everything you do in here. Like Stefan and Pytor, reserve all private conversations for the wild places. Even then, if your words are even vaguely seditious, go to the forest. The farther away from the palace the better.”

      “But how do they do this?” Natalia demanded. She looked anxiously around the room as if expecting something to shoot out and impale her.

      “Ice crystal,” Grigor hazarded. He looked to Tao for confirmation.

      “Exactly. Your diamond is real, but Natalia’s sapphire is actually an ice crystal tracker. All the high-borns’ gemstones are.”

      Natalia leaped to her feet and snatched at her face as if she could rip the device out. Impossible, because Grigor guessed it was embedded deep into the sliver of bone that jutted down between her eyes to her nose. Who knew what it did to her brain.

      He took her in his arms before she clawed her eye out. Holding her tight, he whispered, “My love, this is why we support Nicholas. So we can destroy these things.”

      She struggled against him. “How do I live like this?”

      He wanted to give her more comfort—he knew he should if he was to be the man she deserved—but something about the setup worried him. He kissed her forehead. “Why Stefan Zarot and Natalia’s father?” he asked Tao, over Natalia’s head. “You could have chosen any high-born for us to watch.”

      Natalia wriggled in his arms.

      “That is for you and Natalia to find out, Grigor. In the meantime, you must say nothing about this to anyone. Lives are at stake if you do—and not just yours.”

      Grigor hissed his frustration. “You could just tell us.”

      “And rob you of the joy of discovery? Grigor, you need the challenge to keep your mind off your anger. And I’m sure Natalia wants to be a useful member of the alliance, too.”

      Natalia’s body burned in Grigor’s arms. “More than you can ever imagine.” Her voice shook with unaccustomed rage.

      “Natalia, after sixteen years of wearing an ice crystal far worse than yours, I understand your sentiment.”

      What did that mean?

      His father continued speaking to Natalia. “Please support my son the way I supported Nicholas’s mother, Lynx. Keep him from being impetuous.” Tao glared at Grigor. “This girl has thrown her lot in with you. Look after her the way you would Meka.”

      “Of course,” Grigor said, annoyed that Tao could expect anything less from him—until it struck him that in his fury at Lukan and Felix, he could end up shouting his mouth off like he had about Nicholas. Indefensible. That could risk Natalia’s well-being, not just his own. He added with some contrition, “Taking care of her is my first priority.”

      “And don’t forget it.” Tao drew the light that radiated softly off his body toward him. “Please don’t delay in exploring the enigma that is Stefan Zarot. Lukan could recover at any time. When that happens, I don’t want to be alone in defending you both.” Tao flashed, then vanished.

      With his father gone, the full weight of Felix’s watching eyes pressed down on Grigor’s skin. His bedchamber, once a hallowed space, now felt like a prison. No matter how much he despised Zarot, he had no choice but to seek the man out for answers.
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      With a dozen or more strangers staring at him, Axel instinctively went for his weapons, and so did Clay.

      A hand slapped Axel’s back.

      “Ah! Another of them performers!” A tiny man with a filthy apron waggled bushy eyebrows at Axel. He tapped Axel’s shotgun with a chewed fingernail. “Strange musical instrument, but then haven’t we all seen even stranger things today?” He shook his straggly long hair dramatically. “Them ships that float in the sky . . . what next?” He grabbed Axel and Clay’s arms and ushered them deeper into the tavern toward a set of rickety stairs.

      The crowd parted warily, doubt plain on many a face that he and Clay were performers.

      The host—it had to be Zav—called out. “Free drinks for everyone to lament that none of you fine folk made it through the auditions.”

      A grumbled mutter, and the crowd lost interest in Axel and Clay and moved to the bar. Perhaps they were too shocked by the evening’s events to want any more trouble by calling guardsmen.

      Or at least he hoped so.

      Zav pushed him and Clay up the steps. At the landing, he whispered. “Door at end of passage. Go, quick. Curfew will stop them lot downstairs leaving to report you. In the meantime, I’ll get ‘em so sozzled, they’ll all be sleeping it off when morning comes. With luck, you’ll be long gone by then.”

      Axel wasn’t as sanguine about Zav’s timeline. That didn’t stop relief spilling through him that Lynx and Magridal were probably inside that room. But their safety came at a cost for Zav and his family. “That won’t stop mouths when they sober up. The guardsmen will target you.”

      Zav gave a phlegmatic shrug. “It were always a risk, weren’t it? Knew it when I first offered to help Maggie, didn’t I?”

      Axel couldn’t leave it there. “What about your children? I can airlift you all out of here when I go.”

      Zav had two teenage girls he had single-handedly raised after his wife had been killed by guardsmen years before. His hands found his hips. “Their ice crystals work. I won’t be leaving my mites to face them bastards on their own.”

      “Their ice crystals are only an issue if they try to pass through the city gates. They’ll be leaving by air. Last time I looked, guardsmen couldn’t fly.”

      Zav’s eyebrows wiggled. “You’d really take us to Treven?”

      “Pack one small bag each.”

      The little man slumped with obvious relief.

      Axel slapped his shoulder. “Now go and drown that lot in chenna. I’ll pick up the tab.” Without waiting for a reply, he and Clay bolted down the narrow passage.

      Clay was about to open the door, but Axel stopped him. “Opening it without warning could inspire Lynx to impale us with throwing knives.”

      “That would be unpleasant.” Clay rapped his knuckles against the wood. “Lynx, it’s us.”

      A scuffle and then, “Thank the Winds!”

      The door flew open, and Lynx fell into Axel’s arms. One of her hands squeezed Clay. She dragged them both into a tiny room with barely enough space for two people, let alone four. Axel and Clay had to climb on top of the closest cot so Lynx could wedge the door closed.

      Axel patted Lynx down and found just one bandage on her arm. He decided it was a minor injury, kissed her, and then pulled away to speak to Magridal.

      Propped up on the second cot, Magridal leaned her head against the wall. She looked at Axel through one bloodshot eye—the only part of her face not swathed in bandages.

      Axel gasped. He uttered it before sensitivity could kick in to suppress it.

      “That bad?” Magridal slurred from under her covering.

      Axel dropped down next to her. He took her hand. “I’m so sorry.”

      He had to lean in to hear her whispered reply. “Heron’s gone. What does it matter what I look like?”

      There wasn’t an answer to that.

      Lynx said, “I’ve cleaned and dressed the cuts as best as I can, but Winds know, I’m no healer. I’m worried about infection in this place.”

      Axel glanced around for the first time; the room was filthy. Something tickled his arm. A flea jumped off onto the bed, where a dozen more sprang. Axel’s entire body itched in response. He scratched the bits he could reach.

      “She needs to get back onto the Light-Bearer as quickly as possible,” Lynx said.

      Axel agreed. Right now, Magridal might see no future for herself, but hopefully that would not always be so. In time, she would want to know that her friends had made every effort to save her face. It was just one more imperative for this mission.

      “I ran into some urchins coming here. One of them saw Nicholas yesterday. He said he would find him for me—hopefully by morning. We can leave as soon as that happens.”

      Lynx opened her mouth to speak, but Axel held up his hand to stop her. It was undoubtedly about Meka, and he had not forgotten his commitment to the prince.

      He said to his captain, “Cattigan. Report.”

      “All resistance over the sky above Cian has been quelled, Warlord.” That would explain the eerie silence that had descended over the city after a couple of hours of pounding gunfire. Not even thunder clapped. “Twelve of our airships have safely withdrawn. They have reconvened with the Light-Bearer. Four of our craft are damaged, but they should make it home.”

      “Good. Remain on standby. We may need them as distraction to get us safely out of here.” Axel pulled off his earpiece and placed it on the bed so Lynx and Magridal would hear the conversation. He called Farith. “News on Meka?”

      “Yes, Warlord,” Farith answered softly. “The programmers report that our tracker is being jammed by a second ice crystal. They are unsure what Felix’s crystal does, but while it’s in Meka, the chances of finding him are slim.”

      That didn’t make sense to Axel. “If they know that much, why can’t they get a fix on him for us?”

      The tension in the room was high as Axel and his team waited for Farith’s voice to be decrypted. Lynx poured Axel and Clay each a mug of chenna. It had been years since Axel had drunk chenna, but the burn of alcohol in his throat felt good after the terrible day.

      Farith’s voice filled the air. “Meka’s signal is so unstable. It’s shooting all over the place. If they sent you after it, you would have to check at least a dozen locations in Cian. He can’t be in all of them.”

      Axel took another swig of chenna to drown out that news. “So what can they do about it?”

      “They say the only way to get our crystal working is to fire a charge through it.” Farith’s voice broke as if she were holding back tears. “A small electrical shock. It will hurt him a little, but it should knock out Felix’s crystal.”

      Lynx lifted Axel’s shotguns off his shoulders and put them next to him on the floor, then she sat on Axel’s lap. She said to Farith through Axel’s mouthpiece, “How much is a little?”

      “It will incapacitate him. Maybe even burn him a bit. He will be vulnerable while he’s down, but hopefully we can get to him quickly. That’s what they’re saying.”

      That sounded very risky, given that they had no idea where Meka was, how long it would take to reach him, or who was with him.

      “Warlord, I will only agree to this if you can promise me that you will throw everything at rescuing Meka,” Farith’s voice rang with proprietary over her beau. “I can take care of him—and Nicholas and Magridal—but for that, he has to be found.”

      Axel blew out a long breath. “Let Lynx and I discuss how best to proceed. Stand by for orders.” He pulled the mouthpiece away from his lips so Farith would not hear the discussion. With Lynx on his lap, he swiveled around on the tiny bed so he could see the rest of his team. “Thoughts?”

      A long moment of silence, then Lynx said, “It’s all about weighing risk, isn’t it? Is he safer having an electrical shot fired through him? Or is he better off being left where he is? I can hardly see how being Felix’s prisoner can be good for him.”

      Magridal tapped Axel’s arm. Again he had to lean in close to hear her. “His loyalty?”

      Was Magridal still questioning whether this was all a ploy by Felix and Meka to throw them off Nicholas’s trail?

      Axel had to consider that possibility. If Meka had thrown in with Felix, the last thing Axel wanted was to risk resources—the people in this room whom he loved—on rescuing him. But if Meka was being held against his will, how could Axel leave him here in good conscience?

      Not possible.

      Stefan had said that Felix wanted to use Meka as a programmer. Would his father allow a rebellious boy like Meka to work on his sensitive programs? Unlikely, unless . . .

      Clay’s voice broke into Axel’s musings. “We have the Grigor issue to worry about.”

      Axel frowned at his assassin. He had no idea what Clay meant. It had been a long day.

      Clay smiled self-deprecatingly. “Sorry. Perhaps I should be more expansive. Meka spoke to me about his brother while he was in Treven. Nothing he said about Grigor ties in with a crown prince ordering guardsmen to kill innocent civilians. I can only assume that Felix is blackmailing him to do it.”

      Axel grunted. “And what better threat to hold over Grigor than Meka.”

      Lynx wriggled on Axel’s lap. “Meka would never willingly harm his brother. And never forget that this is Felix we are dealing with.”

      Axel nodded. If he had this right, Meka had probably been injected with an ice crystal that incapacitated him in some way, making him suitable for use by Felix. He turned to Magridal. “I think you need to resign yourself to the fact that Meka is still ours.”

      It raised a moral dilemma. If he left Meka, loyal to the alliance, with Felix, would Axel be able to use Meka’s newly gleaned knowledge of Felix’s systems to attack the empire? Not while Meka wore Felix’s ice crystal—an ice crystal that prevented Axel having access to the lad. As things stood, the only person to benefit from Meka’s love for informas was Felix.

      Axel gave his verdict. “We need to get him away from Felix as quickly as we can.”

      Lynx twirled her feathers. “Even if we risk hurting him with an electrical shock?”

      “If he is still loyal to us, we have to assume he’s under guard,” Clay said in a measured tone. “What will they do if he suddenly starts writhing and falling about the place?”

      They all knew the answer to that. Unwilling to play god with another life, he called up Farith.

      She answered immediately. “I’ve been listening to this conversation through Clay’s headset, Warlord, and I have some strong views.”

      Axel didn’t doubt that the fiery princess would have a lot to say on the subject. He glared at Clay who mouthed, “Sorry.” Axel shrugged; there was no use being cross with Clay when he hadn’t given an order to block out the princess.

      “So let’s hear those views,” Axel commanded Farith.

      The pause before Farith spoke seemed longer than normal. “The Meka I know and love would not want to be a prisoner to Felix unless it served the alliance.”

      Axel asked, “Are we thinking the same thing?”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking, Warlord, but if I were Felix, and I had a boy who loved informas the way Meka does, I’d use him. But I also know that Meka would hate doing anything that helped Felix.” Her voice turned flinty. “He would rather be dead than work for that evil man.”

      “So you’re saying we should risk the electrical charge?” Lynx asked.

      “Yes, I am.” Farith’s voice could have cut a diamond. “If he dies, then that is what he would want, rather than being a prisoner Felix uses to blackmail his brother.”

      Lynx slumped against Axel. Dirty as Lynx’s zip suit was, Axel leaned his forehead against her back. It was warm, calming him in the way only his raider could.

      It allowed him to think.

      Princess Farith hid behind her tattoos, outrageous clothing, and untraditional hairstyle because she didn’t fit in amongst her own people. Her volatile relationship with Magridal was just one example out of hundreds Farith endured every day with Trevenites who looked down on her because she was short—different from them. Only those who knew her through her work, like Cattigan, saw her for who she really was.

      But she fit in with Meka. He saw her for who she really was. She loved him, and he loved her.

      And yet she was willing to sacrifice him for what she believed he would want. Her sincerity about Meka’s wishes was impressive. And, in the absence of Grigor, if anyone should make this call, it was Farith.

      Into the heavy silence, Axel said, “Lynx, Clay, Magridal, I agree with Farith. The boy who mouthed off to Lukan in Treven would not want to be a tool in Felix’s hand.”

      Clay was the first to nod his agreement.

      Magridal squeezed Axel’s hand, and he took that to mean agreement. Axel squeezed back, acknowledging the huge strides she’d made in forgiving Meka for Heron’s death.

      That left Lynx.

      Axel whispered to her. “Norin, I know all about oaths, but surely the Winds will accept that this calls for pragmatism?”

      “Lynx, the spirits know what goes on around us,” Farith said, surprising Axel. “I’m sure the Winds do, too. We have to trust them to understand when things go bad and we can’t do what we really want to do. Otherwise, why do we worship them if they have no feelings for us?”

      Lynx quivered in Axel’s arms. He hoped Farith’s appeal to the gods worked where his had failed.

      “We need to make plans for rescuing Meka as soon as his signal goes down.” Lynx spun to face Axel.

      He sighed with relief.

      “These urchins,” she continued, “will they deliver Nicholas to us? If so, maybe I should stay here with Magridal while you and Clay go after Meka? Once you have him, one of our ships can pick you three up, while the Light-Bearer fetches the three of us.”

      “Zav and his girls are leaving here, too.” Axel scratched another flea bite; pity it would be amiss to ask them to bathe before infecting his airship with vermin. “But yes, that could work. The other ships can offer covering fire.”

      “Then it’s decided.” Lynx said to Farith, “Command our programmers in Treven to destroy Felix’s ice crystal.”

      Axel smiled and called up his captain. “Cattigan, I assume you heard that.”

      “I did, Warlord.”

      “Have an airship on standby to collect me, Clay, and Meka when the prince’s signal goes down.”
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      “L-lukan! Wake up. P-please. You have to wake up.”

      Lukan stirred. Was it his hip digging into that hard, unyielding surface? And the smell? His nose scrunched up, and he almost gagged.

      Chenna. Stale chenna mixed with vomit right next to him.

      He cracked open an eye.

      Kestrel loomed over him. She stank of raw alcohol, and the vomit pooled on the flagstones between them.

      He pulled away sharply, only to bump into the wall behind him. It gave him pause. Why in the name of the Dragon was he lying on the flagstones in vomit? And how had Kestrel gotten a hold of chenna?

      Where was he?

      He glanced around. His telescope filled the room above his head. Seeing it didn’t help his sense of geography at all. It just served to further confuse him. He struggled to remember how he’d gotten here.

      Nothing came to mind. The last, solid memory was boarding an airship after the failed Burning of Oldfort.

      Shame at that disaster made him writhe.

      Kestrel heaved a sigh. “Y-you’re awake. Th-thank the Dragon.” Despite her foul breath, she sounded sober. She must have slept off her binge after vomiting.

      Her hair fell away from her face, exposing a nasty black eye, bruised cheek, and a swollen lip. Too much damage to have occurred while drunk. Someone must have hit her.

      Anger bubbled in his chest. He may not have loved Kestrel the way she loved him, but she still belonged to him. The man who had hit her would pay with his life for that disrespect.

      He was about to get up when Kestrel yelped, “They’re attacking the city. Axel and his airships.”

      “What?” He staggered to his feet, slipped in Kestrel’s vomit, grabbed onto his telescope to stop from falling, and swung away from her. He loped to the window, flung it open and leaned out. It didn’t offer an expansive view of the city, but a red blur on the skyline and the reek of burnt timber and soot in the wind told him everything he needed to know.

      His capital was indeed under attack. He peered out at the palace. No signs of fire. Thus far, his home seemed to have been spared.

      The burning city added to his confusion.

      Why would Axel risk an unprovoked attack on Lukan’s capital? He must have known it would not go unchallenged. Was it payback for the attack on Oldfort? If so, it seemed like an overreaction. As far as Lukan remembered, Axel and the alliance leadership had survived. They had even mocked him by leaving those hideous effigies in the square. To respond by killing hundreds, possibly thousands, of civilians in Cian made no sense.

      It also wasn’t Axel’s style.

      The cousin Lukan knew and loathed cared too much about the low-born to risk their lives in a revenge attack. And if Axel had wanted to make a point, he would have attacked the palace. Something else was going on that Lukan didn’t understand.

      That was almost as intolerable as his amnesia. How had he ended up sleeping in vomit?

      He spun to face Kestrel. “Why’s he attacking? What’s been done about it?”

      She sat up, her face miserable. “I—I don’t know. I was scared. S-so I came to wake you. S-so you can protect me. Us.”

      None the wiser, Lukan dug in his pocket for his informa to call up Felix. It wasn’t there.

      He swore, then said, “I have to find Felix.” He started for the door.

      “N-no, Lukan,” Kestrel stuttered. “You can’t let people see you like that. Let’s call for your valet.”

      “Cian is burning,” Lukan said, incredulous that she could argue with him. “The palace could be next.”

      “H-have you seen yourself?” Kestrel whispered. Her eyes dropped as if she couldn’t bear to look at him.

      That was almost as startling as Axel attacking the city.

      He rubbed an itch on his jaw. His hand fell away in shock at the beard that bristled there. It had to be at least a week’s growth. His shoulders caved at his ragged, dirty clothing. Light-headedness, combined with a painful growl in his stomach, confirmed that it had been a long while since he’d eaten.

      There was no way he could let his subjects see him like this—not when this . . . this unexplained lapse reminded him painfully of the times when his father had vanished for days, only to appear filthy and stinking, with fists flailing at whomever got in his way.

      People will call me Mad Lukan.

      That humiliation would be too much to bear.

      The logical solution was to call for Felix to aid him. But even though Felix was his closest ally, he didn’t want the man seeing him like this.

      That left doing as Kestrel suggested and calling his valet.

      Even that was complicated.

      There was no bell in his observatory because he had never wanted servants entering this private world.

      He stood helpless before Kestrel, torn between preserving his reputation and finding out what had been done to defend his capital and his palace.

      Kestrel pulled herself up. “I will go. It doesn’t matter anymore what I look like.”

      Lukan wanted to protest—she looked terrible, in a soiled dress with her hair falling out of its elaborate knot, and that reflected badly on him. But he didn’t have an alternative. He glanced back at the fire. “Be quick. And bring me an informa. There should be a spare one in my dresser.”

      It was only after she had gone that he remembered he’d forgotten to ask who had hit her. Meting out that justice would have to wait. He leaned out the window, wishing he had a better view of the city.

      The delay gave him an opportunity to ponder the wording, as he knew it, of the Dmitri Curse.

      Axel featured in it.

      It was one of the reasons why Lukan had never been able to rid himself of Nicholas. If Lukan killed his traitorous son, Axel would flay him. And there was nothing Lukan could do to stop it. His skin quivered at the thought of how easily Axel had sauntered to within half a mile of the palace.

      A cold flush of reality washed over him.

      Was Nicholas somehow connected to Axel’s inexplicable attack? He didn’t doubt that Lynx and Axel would do all in their power to get Nicholas back. Had they somehow stumbled on information regarding the traitor’s whereabouts?

      Lukan longed for his informa so he could check in on Nicholas in his prison. Not knowing if his bastard cousin had sprung the boy was agony of the worst kind.

      He was all but out of patience with waiting when his valet appeared at the door with Kestrel. He carried a screen, which he erected around Lukan.

      Lukan held out his hand to Kestrel. “My informa?”

      She dropped the device onto his palm. While feet shuffled into the observatory, and water slopped—servants carrying in a bath for him, he assumed—he called up the image of Nicholas in his cell.

      Shock had him slumping against the window.

      Lifeless as any corpse, Nicholas lay curled on the floor in his prison.

      When had he died?

      Worse, Dmitri must have told Axel that Lukan was to blame. Axel had come to flay him, just like the Dmitri Curse prophesied.

      Lukan checked the domed ceiling for the fiddle he had commanded Morass to hang there.

      It swung on its rope, untouched.

      So what had happened to the boy?

      Lukan’s hands flew through the commands to bring up the traitor’s vital signs. Relief oomphed the air of out his lungs: the boy merely slept.

      The sounds of departing servants reached him, and then his valet said, “Your Majesty, your bath is ready. I have brought food, too.”

      Despite needing to speak to Felix, the promise of hot water to wash away the grime and gore that caked him was too good to resist. He stepped out and allowed his valet to undress him for his bath. As delightful as the water was, he didn’t linger. By the time he had finished washing himself, his valet had restored his face to its former smooth glory.

      A light broth and a silver platter of soft rolls awaited him. He gulped a few mouthfuls, but his stomach rebelled against the food. He dropped the spoon and commanded his valet to dress him in his signature black and silver clothes.

      Job done, Lukan took one last look in the mirror the servants had propped up against the wall. Satisfied that he looked as imperial as ever, he called up Felix on his informa.

      Felix, and most of the High Council, crowded a veranda, which offered the best view of the city. Every face was turned to the sky. Lukan considered calling Felix, then decided against it. He slipped his informa into his pocket and set off to confront his uncle.

      He had not gone more than a few paces when Kestrel dropped into a curtsy in front of him. Face the color of milk, fear flickered in her eyes.

      “And now?” he demanded, not having time or patience to worry with her.

      “Lukan . . . Your Majesty . . . I heard while I was out that . . .” Her voice cracked, and tears spilled.

      He pushed past her. “I don’t have time for this. My capital is on fire. Or haven’t you noticed?”

      He reached the top stair to the spiral staircase that linked his observatory with the palace when she called out, “I’ll forgive you for Meka. I will . . . I promise. And . . . and for . . . the other thing.” Her hand brushed her swollen face. “But please, I beg of you, don’t harm Grigor. I may be a terrible mother, but he’s still my son. He’s all I have left.”

      His boot stopped in mid-air. She knew about Meka? How?

      And was she implying he’d hit her?

      The bitch!

      He prided himself on his self-control. Not since his altercation with Lynx at the ball had he lifted a finger to anyone. Not after he had endured all those beatings from his father. That was what Morass was for.

      He rounded on her. “You drunken cow! Don’t you dare say I did that!”

      A rare flare of defiance lit her dull blue eyes. “It was you.” The flame quenched. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t care what you do to me. If beating me senseless protects my only surviving son, then I won’t raise a hand to stop you.”

      Maybe it was the threat of insanity that hung over him, or perhaps Axel’s audacity in targeting his capital, or the chilling certainty in Kestrel’s eyes as she accused him of beating her, but Lukan’s fragile patience snapped. Hands shaking with rage, he called for Morass on his informa.

      “Your Majesty,” came his henchman’s monotone voice.

      Lukan almost shouted back. “Princess Kestrel is at my observatory. Get here now. Take her to the accommodations in Felix’s lair.”

      “It will be done, sire.”

      Kestrel stared at the wall with impassive eyes. She wouldn’t know that the palace dungeons were accessed from the lair, so it wouldn’t even occur to her to plead with him.

      Not wanting to ever see her and her mangled face again, he turned tail and stalked away down the stairs.

      The crowds in the passages and halls parted as his subjects bowed and curtsied. He barely acknowledged them as he strode to find Felix. They said nothing to him either, but he saw fear on every face and sensed it in the air.

      His anger at Axel mounted. Whatever happened, his cousin had to be made to pay for tonight’s attack. If the bastard was still in Cian, he would face every airship in the home fleet. Lukan had long wanted his cousin dead—and had failed spectacularly in Oldfort—but Axel would not escape alive tonight.

      He reached the veranda and grabbed Felix’s shoulder.

      His uncle started and turned. “Who dares—” His already waxy face blanched. “Sire! You’re . . . up.” A fumbled bow. And then Felix’s usual, ingratiating voice, “How good to have you back with us.” He clapped his hands, presumably to get the councilmen’s attention. “My dear friends, look who has joined us. His Majesty.”

      Every head faced Lukan. His councilmen dropped to one knee. Lukan scanned the bowed heads. No sign of Zarot or Pavel. Why weren’t they part of this group of gawkers? Felix may have been responsible for internal security, but Zarot was Lord of the Conquest. An attack by an outside enemy concerned him, too.

      Lukan addressed Felix. “My office for a full report.” Without waiting for a reply, he stalked through the palace with Felix trailing him.

      By the time the guardsmen on duty closed the office door behind them, Felix was out of breath. Without waiting for permission, he flopped down on the sofa and tossed his walking stick onto the coffee table. Lukan had too much else to worry about to reprimand him.

      He yelled, “What is your bastard son doing attacking my capital?”

      Felix steepled his fingers in his usual, annoying fashion. “Sire, the only way I could know the answer to that would be if I still had contact with Axel. As you well know, that is not the case. So, my son’s actions are as much a mystery to me as they are to you.” A pause to breathe, then he added, “I assure you, Nicholas is safe in his cell.”

      Lukan sank on the sofa opposite Felix. “What have you done to counter his attack? Launched the home fleet, I hope.”

      “Ah, well, without your permission, I was loath to do too much.” Lukan’s irritation spiked. “As it was, I felt I could not act in your name.”

      “My capital burns, and you didn’t want to act?” Lukan waved his arm at the window, which offered a clear view of the burning Cian.

      “Not quite, sire. Crown Prince Grigor did address the council to command the deployment of one thousand troops and ten airships. We defeated the enemy.” Felix also waved at the window. “As you can see, none of Axel’s ships remain. The guardsmen are now tending to the blaze. A storm has been brewing all day. Hopefully it will soon break. If it does, I’m confident that by morning the fires will be out. Perhaps you will come with me in the morning to assess the damage?”

      Lukan’s eyes almost bulged straight out of their sockets. Shock made it difficult to form words. “Crown Prince Grigor addressed my council? Why? Do you want every person in this palace to know I was . . . ill?”

      Felix had to have known the truth about what Lukan had been doing over the last week or so while a very bushy beard colonized his face. The same truth Lukan’s mind refused to conjure to fill in the blanks between leaving Oldfort and waking up in Kestrel’s vomit.

      And if Felix knew, then what would everyone else think if a regent had appeared in Lukan’s place at a time like this? Some of the older councilmen had served under Mott. They would have long memories of Mad Mott missing council meetings and other state events thanks to his . . . episodes.

      No one had ever suggested that as Mott’s son and heir, Lukan act as regent. Not that Lukan would ever have dared step into his father’s shoes.

      The same fear hadn’t seemed to stop Grigor from acting. Even if Felix had orchestrated it. For that alone the boy—and Felix—needed punishment. How that would be meted out had to be carefully planned.

      For the first time, Lukan doubted his closest ally’s loyalty. If his uncle truly was on Lukan’s side as he professed, Felix, and perhaps Zarot, would have handled the attack privately without involving the council.

      Lukan spluttered, “This is a betrayal, Felix. You, who should have known better, have stabbed me in the back.”

      Felix reached for his handkerchief. He held it like a talisman. “Sire, really! How can you accuse me of such a thing? The news of the attack came during dinner with the Sixteen. They expected action.” His voice spiked. “They wanted you. The only way to placate them was to offer to bring young Prince Grigor in to address them.”

      Did Felix think him an idiot? No one in their right mind would want to be addressed by a stuttering dolt like Grigor.

      It did explain Kestrel’s strange behavior, though. His erstwhile mistress had been right to fret for her pathetic son’s life.

      Lukan’s eyes narrowed as he made a few critical decisions.

      Right now, the last thing his high-born needed was the upheaval that would result if Lukan harmed his only recognized heir. Continuity and certainty was what was needed in this time of crisis, even though someone had to suffer for the humiliation heaped on him by Felix and Grigor’s actions.

      Kestrel had offered to pay for her son’s crimes, and pay she would. The drunken cow would never leave Felix’s dungeons. As his punishment, Grigor would spend an hour a day with his mother. A sap like Grigor would not cope well knowing someone else suffered for his crimes.

      As for Felix . . . Lukan shook his head. What to do?

      He still needed Felix’s expertise, but not if it came with a sting in its tail. Still, it was time Felix’s rampant power was pruned.

      It had been years since Lukan had snooped in Felix’s private world. Perhaps it’s time I ran another check through his files to see exactly what he’s up to. Only then would Lukan know how to act against this possible snake in his bosom.

      But the key to success in that endeavor depended on stealth. With his command of ice-crystal programming, Felix could bury his secrets so deep Lukan would never find them. Felix could never know about Lukan’s prying.

      In the meantime, the best Lukan could do was to placate and to reassure, lest he alert Felix of his intentions. He gritted his teeth and said, “Axel? Was he shot down?”

      Felix waved his handkerchief. “He and his fast ship escaped, sire.” A long pause, then Felix added, “He has twelve other ships hovering beyond our airspace, sire.”

      Lukan blinked in surprise. “What are they hanging around for? And why haven’t they been shot down?”

      “I do not know what they are waiting for, sire. And we can’t shoot them down because they’re in international airspace.”

      Lukan’s incredulity shot into overdrive. “So what? The bastard attacked my capital.” He thumped his chest. “Mine! Make them pay. Send up the home fleet and blow every single one of his ships out of the sky.”

      A bland expression settled on Felix’s face. “Of course, sire. It will be done.” He picked up his stick and, leaning heavily on it, shuffled across the office.

      His behavior roused Lukan’s suspicions. He waited until Felix had reached the door and then asked, “Is Axel in one of those ships?”

      “As far as I know, sire, he is in that fast ship of his.”

      “And where is that ship?” Lukan stood. “Don’t bother answering. Come, let’s go together to the command center.” He strode to the door and tossed it open before Felix could object. He led the way through the palace to the main command post in Felix’s lair.

      The room hummed with guardsmen. So intent on the Cian threat-board, they didn’t even seem to notice his arrival. From what Lukan could discern, it wasn’t airships in the sky that they tracked; it was fires on the ground. Staggered at the extent of the destruction, he gripped the side of the threat-board to stop himself swaying. His eyes lighted on the red early warning switch.

      It wasn’t flashing as it should have been if it had been triggered.

      He said, “Why is the early warning light turned off?”

      The guardsmen looked up, saw him, and dropped into low bows.

      Felix skittered over to join Lukan. “What do you mean, sire?”

      Lukan fixed Felix with a hard stare. “You mean you didn’t know?”

      “Of course not, sire? How could I?”

      The doubts eating at Lukan took a huge chunk out of his confidence in his Lord of the Household. He longed to say, Axel attacks the city on the night the early warning system fails? Do you think I was born yesterday? He also wanted to ask, My city burns, yet you are on the veranda with the council? Who was in here controlling the defense?

      He said none of that. Not until he had concrete evidence that Felix had betrayed him. Instead, he said to the captain, “Show me the alliance fleet?”

      The captain fiddled with the controls. Thirteen black dots appeared above the sea on the board. “Those are them, sire. We know that at least four of them are damaged.” He pointed to one of the dots. “We think that is the command ship, because the others rendezvoused with it after the battle.”

      The command ship. That had to be Axel’s fast ship.

      Lukan’s pulse raced. “Shoot it down. Not one of you will survive if it escapes. Make that very clear to every single one of my captains in every single one of my airships.” He pulled up a chair and sat. He patted the space next to him. “Felix, join me. You can at last witness the death of your traitorous son.”

      Expressionless, Felix sidled next to him as the captain scrambled the remaining forty ships in the home fleet.

      Lukan’s mind churned as he waited for his airships to reach Axel’s fleet. Again that unanswered question: Why had Axel not fled back to Treven after razing the city?

      Everything screamed that it had something to do with Nicholas.

      Torn between watching the destruction of Axel and his fleet and checking on his son, Lukan wriggled most unregally in his chair.

      Finally, forty black dots entered the airspace above the threat-board. They headed out to sea. Within minutes, they intercepted Axel’s thirteen ships.

      As commanded, all forty of them targeted the Light-Bearer, the pretentious name Axel had given his flagship.

      Like bees protecting a queen, the other ships in Axel’s fleet tried to shield the craft, confirming that Axel was indeed aboard.

      The odds were not in Axel’s favor.

      His cousin’s damaged ships, sluggish from their battle wounds, were the first to be blown out of the sky. That left just eight ships defending Axel in his Light-Bearer.

      Felix leaned in and whispered, “Sire, you are quite sure that Lynx isn’t on that ship?”

      Lukan froze, then relaxed. Axel would never bring a woman as precious as Lynx into battle. And Felix should have known that, given that they had discussed that very thing at length before the Oldfort Burning. Lynx would be safely ensconced in the mines in Treven.

      The comment fueled Lukan’s raging suspicion. He could not resist saying, “Are you trying to protect your son?”

      Another two of Axel’s ships fell.

      Felix’s voice was almost monotone. “Of course not, sire. I merely wish to protect your interests.”

      “Then revel with me in the death of the traitor.”

      As if resigned, Felix steepled his fingers. “It will be my pleasure, sire.”

      More of Axel’s escort dropped from the sky. The Light-Bearer sped up and tried to dart through a tiny gap in the circle of dragon-shaped airships.

      Lukan smiled when his captains closed the gap. The Light-bearer had to pull up to avoid a collision. Its propellers almost clipped the underbelly of a gondola above it. Below it, more of Lukan’s craft. Like a fish in a net, Axel was going nowhere.

      The dragons edged in closer, robbing the Light-Bearer and its last two allies of airspace.

      “Enough playing,” Lukan shouted at the captain in charge of the threat-board. “Command them to blow the confounded thing out of the sky.”

      The dot representing the Light-Bearer shuddered, stopping briefly. Then it exploded and vanished.

      Hand raised in a victory salute, Lukan leaped out of his seat and cried, “Axel is dead!”

      Relief and joy surged through him. He was happier than he had been in decades. Perhaps his whole life. Certainly since that terrible day Axel abandoned him to face Mott’s fists alone.

      He grinned at Felix.

      Face paler than usual, Felix’s returned smile looked sick.

      Lukan didn’t care. What did it matter what Felix thought? With Axel dead, Lukan could now kill Nicholas without any fear of retribution.

      He stood. “Come, Felix. You and I have a date with a certain boy languishing in an asylum outside Cian.”

      He considered calling Morass to join them, but the man would still be busy dealing with Kestrel. He would take the risk of going alone with his frail, doddering uncle.

      Felix’s face paled even more. He clutched his green cloak with one hand, while his other waved at the threat-board. “Now? With all this going on?”

      “Why not? We have waited for almost seventeen years for this.” He stared at Felix. “Unless you have something to hide?”

      Felix spluttered, “Hide? Of course not, sire. But are you positive Axel was in that ship?”

      “Where else would he be?”

      The shutters came down over Felix’s face. “As we don’t know why he was here in the first place, perhaps it would be better to wait.”

      Lukan’s eyes widened. Did Felix know for certain that Axel wasn’t on that ship? Was it possible Axel was in the city? That would explain why the task force waited just outside Chenayan airspace. But what would have prompted Axel to visit Cian?

      Again, everything pointed at Nicholas.

      Lukan suppressed a sigh. In his eagerness to be rid of the boy, he had almost forgotten the golden rule: Nicholas could only be killed after Lukan had seen Axel’s corpse.

      He would share none of these thoughts with Felix. Instead, he said, “You seem loath to visit . . . the boy.”

      “Not at all, sire. I just think there are more important things to do on an evening when your capital burns.”

      Lukan allowed the sarcasm to drip from his voice. “Oh, I do so agree. And those important things didn’t include you hanging around with the high-born.”

      Felix bristled. “I was merely placating them with my presence. And how will the Sixteen react if you now go racing off to visit an asylum with all this happening?”

      A barbed dig.

      Lukan cursed Felix for ever suggesting moving Nicholas to an insane asylum. But with Nicholas seemingly the key in this drama, Lukan would be a fool not to check that the traitor was safe in his cell. He would never sleep easy again until he’d seen Nicholas with his own eyes.

      He brushed away Felix’s objection with a sweep of his hand. “This is how I am choosing to celebrate the loss of the Light-Bearer. As your emperor, I command that you accompany me.”

      For the umpteenth time that night, Lukan swept out of the room with Felix trailing. This time he headed for the garages. So anxious to get to Nicholas, he didn’t even wait for his private steam carriage to be stoked.
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      Felix’s heart had never pounded so hard. He pulled his cloak tight over his chest to stop Lukan, sitting opposite him in the steam carriage, from hearing it. He longed to clutch his handkerchief, but didn’t. Tonight was one night when he could not afford to show any trace of fear.

      What would Lukan say when he saw Nicholas gone? More importantly, what would Felix say when they saw the empty cell?

      Felix had suggested hanging the fiddle in the center of the conservatory to taunt Nicholas. Never in his wildest dreams did he think the boy would get it—and then bolt.

      Lukan, however, would not see it that way: He would undoubtedly blame Felix for offering that incentive.

      Shock. Horror. Dismay. Those are my best allies. And, of course, blame. Morass must take the fall for this.

      He silently thanked the Dragon that Meka had escaped the conservatory as well and was safely in the Hive with Kai Lin.

      With all this on his mind, he didn’t bother engaging Lukan in conversation as the driver took a long route to the prison to avoid the mayhem of the city. It was late when they pulled up at the asylum gates.

      A guardsman marched to the window of the unmarked carriage. He rapped on the glass. “Declare yourselves.”

      After the execution of the last lot of oafs who’d served here, this man was taking no chances. That didn’t play into Felix’s hand. It would just make it harder for Lukan to believe that Nicholas had recently sauntered out of his jail past these guards.

      Felix would have to suggest that the boy had scaled the walls—just as he’d done with Meka earlier that morning.

      Lukan pulled down the blind next to him. “At least he’s got his wits about him. Felix, handle it.”

      Felix flashed his face out the window. The sight of his ruby was all the incentive the guardsman needed. He snapped a salute and shouted to his companion, “Open the gate for Count Felix.”

      Felix fought for calm as the carriage stopped outside the conservatory. To buy time, he made a show of using his walking stick to ease himself out of his seat.

      He was so slow, Lukan had already alighted and was halfway up the stairs to the private front door into Nicholas’s tower before Felix was even out of the carriage. Lukan was about to press his thumb to the scanner.

      It would do no good for Lukan to reach Nicholas’s empty cell first. With Lukan’s back turned, Felix bolted out of the carriage and up the stairs. “Sire, allow me.”

      “Then stop doddering like an old woman.”

      “Of course, sire. But I make no bones about it, this night has aged me.”

      Lukan seemed unimpressed.

      Clearly, Axel’s attack and the failure of the early warning system had Lukan spooked. For the first time, Felix doubted the wisdom of using Grigor. Who knew Lukan would come to his senses tonight?

      Once again, Felix feared he was staring an executioner in the eye. Knowing Lukan, his beloved Katrina would also come under the axe.

      Felix pursed his lips; never in a thousand lifetimes would dear Katrina pay for his miscalculations. No matter what Felix had to do tonight to protect his wife, Lukan would never get his hands on her. Or Malika, and Felix’s darling grandchildren.

      But the battle wasn’t lost yet—in fact, it hadn’t begun. He had handled Lukan before and would handle him again tonight.

      Feigning calm, he swung the steel door open. He led the way down the flagstone passage toward the empty tower.

      They stopped at another steel door, the final obstacle between Felix and Lukan’s fury. But to hesitate now would fuel Lukan’s suspicions. Felix swiped his thumb, and the lock popped. He swung open the door and stepped in ahead of Lukan.

      The room was depressing in its emptiness.

      Behind Felix, Lukan’s breath hitched. Then Lukan shoved Felix out of the way as he barreled into the room. Caught off guard, Felix stumbled against the doorjamb. For once he actually needed his stick to steady himself.

      And then Lukan was shouting. “He’s gone! Where is he? I demand to know who betrayed me?” Spittle flew from Lukan’s mouth, and his eyes were wild as he spun circles across the floor. “Answer me! Did you connive with Axel to release him?”

      Felix mustered all his strength to grab Lukan’s arms to stop his manic swirling. Voice icy to show his displeasure, he said, “How can you suggest that? Aside from you, no one in this empire hates the Dmitri Curse more than I do. And what’s more, I’ve given you almost two decades of loyal service.”

      Lukan struggled free. He half-ran, half-stumbled to the wall where Nicholas had carved out foot and hand holes. He threw himself against them. “But he’s gone. On the night Axel comes. On the night you let Grigor take my throne. What else must I think?”

      Missing the comfort of his handkerchief, Felix straightened his back. “You forget, sire, that I stood by and watched your Burning of Oldfort. Axel was there, but did I try and stop you? No, I didn’t. I wanted the traitor dead as much as you did.” He allowed his voice to spike with emotion. “But Meka and Vasily robbed us of that prize.”

      Felix quickly weighed his options. Lukan hadn’t yet asked to see Nicholas through the Final Word. Once the emperor’s shock subsided, that would undoubtedly be his next question. He would want to see the escape. Those were images Felix would never show.

      Time to deflect blame. “Just as Morass betrayed us both by not stopping Nicholas’s escape.”

      Lukan opened his mouth and then snapped it closed. “Morass?”

      “Of course, sire. Who else?” Felix turned a full circle, making a show of looking at the empty space. “Do you see him here? He is supposed to watch the boy. Who else can therefore be responsible?”

      Lukan slumped against the wall and buried his face in his hands. “I sent Morass to arrest Kestrel.”

      Felix read the signs. Time to change gears to comfort and soothe. “Do not despair, sire. The man can be dealt with. And it is no great crisis that the boy is gone.”

      Now to remind Lukan of how valuable his oldest ally was. He pulled out his informa. “You forget that we can track Nicholas through the Final Word.”

      Lukan took a step toward Felix and then stopped. First he frowned at Felix and then at the wall. His eyes trailed from top to bottom along the hand holes. “I don’t get it.”

      His hand dove into his pocket, and he pulled out his informa. All too quickly, he opened the device to the loop of images Felix had programmed for Lukan’s benefit.

      Images showing Nicholas safe in the space where Lukan and Felix now stood.

      Felix clutched his walking stick as if his life depended on it as Lukan’s dark eyes bored into him. Voice like stone, Lukan said, “Care to explain?”

      As far as Lukan knew, only Felix had access to Nicholas’s Final Word. And they both knew it. Felix’s mind raced for a plausible answer.

      When he hesitated, Lukan said with eerie calmness, “I think you betrayed me.” He started toward Felix. “That leaves me with no choice but to rid myself of you.” He paused.

      Morass wasn’t here to do his bidding. Did Lukan realize that now?

      A shrug, like it didn’t matter, followed by a merciless smile. “I hit my mistress. Did you know that? Me. Lukan. Mott’s son.”

      Never strong enough to be a warrior, Felix could no more defend himself in a physical fight than a fly. That was why he had always made sure he was smarter than everyone else.

      It seemed his mental games had finally caught up with him. Still, there was no way he could risk his lack of physical prowess tripping him up, too.

      Hands clenched into fists, Lukan prowled toward Felix.

      The only path to survival lay in striking first.

      His walking stick hid a sword, but he couldn’t risk using it. Not on an emperor protected by the Dmitri Curse. Instead, he clenched the stick and waited until Lukan was just a step away.

      Lukan swept his fist back, but Felix struck first. His walking stick crashed down on Lukan’s temple.

      Eyes wide with shock, Lukan tottered. He tried grabbing the wall to stop falling but was too far away. His legs crumpled, and he folded to the floor. His head lolled back, showing his dazed eyes.

      Heart racing, Felix scooped up Lukan’s informa—it would help nothing if Lukan came to and called for help.

      With no regard for the man he’d despised but served for so many years, Felix skittered to the door. He paused long enough to change the programming to prevent Lukan opening it.

      It was tempting to cut Morass out, too, but, even though the empire would be better off without Lukan, someone eventually had to find the moron. Even though he’d told Morass not to come here again, perhaps when Lukan didn’t show up at the palace, the low-born would be moved to look for him here.

      And then Felix was back at the steam carriage. Without bothering to explain the emperor’s absence, he commanded the guardsman at the controls to get going. The man looked nervously at the prison door and then at Felix.

      Felix snapped, “You dare question me?”

      “Of course not, Count Felix.”

      As the driver set the vehicle in motion, Felix called up his ice crystal, as well as those belonging to the guards at the gate. He quickly commanded, “You will forget seeing me, this vehicle, and the emperor tonight.” Then he programmed the driver to take him to his Hive.

      That done, he pulled out his handkerchief and wiped the sweat off his brow. But there was no time to relax, not when he still had another, even more important call to make.

      Stefan.

      His son-in-law answered almost immediately. “Felix.”

      Felix pulled up the visuals around Stefan. He was in the command center where Lukan and Felix had watched the destruction of Axel’s fleet. That perhaps explained Stefan’s thundery expression—an anomaly on his usually deadpan son-in-law.

      “Go somewhere private. We need to talk.”

      No answer, but Stefan stalked into an office off the main command center. He dismissed the officer, slammed the door closed, and sat in the man’s seat. Voice hard as his actions, he said, “You are not in my favor tonight.”

      “It wasn’t my doing, you idiot,” Felix snapped. “But there have been even more developments—”

      “You know he and his team are now stranded in Cian.”

      Felix knew exactly who that cryptic he referred to. “Then help him.”

      “What? Give him Meka and Nicholas? With pleasure. Hand them over.”

      Felix winced at Stefan’s cavalier use of those names. But then, what did it matter now if people learned about the Nicholas the Light-Bearer? Perhaps it was time to spread the truth about that boy.

      Felix waved his stick in frustration at all the thoughts assailing him. He took a deep breath. He had never planned to be in this situation, but rushing madly into things wasn’t going to help. There would be time enough to think about how he could use the Dmitri Curse to his benefit.

      But first, Katrina. “That is not what I mean, and you know it. Get him and his people out of Cian. And at the same time, take—”

      Stefan had the audacity to interrupt him again. “There’s a curfew. Or weren’t you at the meeting where you blackmailed Grigor into spouting all that tripe?”

      So Stefan knew Felix had used Meka to manipulate the crown prince? It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered more than saving his family.

      “Shut up and listen, Stefan. Take Katrina, Malika, and the children, and get out of Cian. With my son and his people, too. Leave now.”

      A raised eyebrow from Stefan. “Care to explain?”

      Felix broke out in another sweat at hearing those words spoken so soon. “Your wish has been granted. I have split with . . . the dolt. We have a few hours before he strikes. But that means your days of playing both sides are over. Be gone with my family before the dolt can act. Head for the mines.”

      Now both of Stefan’s eyebrows rose. “You always were a master of timing, Felix.”

      Felix thumped his walking stick on the bench opposite him. “I don’t have patience for your sarcasm, Stefan. Save my family.”

      “Unlike you, Felix, protecting our family has always been my highest priority. I also happen to consider Grigor Avanov my kin. After all, he is Tao’s son. I have to protect him, too. If I am leaving the palace, then so is he.”

      “Take him. I couldn’t care less about Lukan’s so-called succession because we both know how pointless it is. Just get out of Cian.”

      Stefan looked at him in wonder. “What about you? Aren’t you joining us?”

      Felix snorted his derision. “How can I? Nicholas is still out here. A threat to everything I’ve spent my life working for.” He swabbed more sweat with his handkerchief. “I have to stay at the helm, fighting to prevent that bastard Dmitri winning.”

      “So, essentially, you still support Lukan?” Stefan’s voice was hard, flat.

      “Of course not.” Felix shook his head at the absurdity of the situation. “I support the Dragon. That is what I’m fighting to preserve.”

      He didn’t mention that he could not let Dmitri win their strategy game; Stefan would never understand that.

      “Where will you go? Katrina will want to know.”

      Felix closed his eyes as despair engulfed him. Of course his beloved Katrina would worry for him. But while Stefan supported Axel, he could never reveal the location of his Hive. Also, she would want to know the details of his breakup with Lukan. How could he share all this with her? She would never understand the need for imprisoning children, or . . . any of the things he’d done to keep her safe over the years. It meant he would probably never see her—or any of his family—in the flesh ever again.

      Not unless I succeed in destroying Dmitri and his curse. Stefan, too, for putting me in this invidious position. Then, maybe, she will understand that I did it for her. For us.

      Renewed vigor to fight to the bitter end with every resource he had in his Hive steeled Felix.

      Finally, Stefan said, “I will discuss this with my warlord. His view also counts.”

      Felix wanted to sob with frustration. Why couldn’t Stefan see the urgency of the situation? He started to say that there was no time for such nonsense, but Stefan cut the link.

      The vehicle turned into the Hive. So intent on his conversation with Stefan, Felix hadn’t even noticed the streets of Cian he’d traveled down. Now the reek of smoke and ash reached him.

      As much as he wanted to protect Axel, his son would still be made to pay for what he had wrought in Cian tonight.

      Felix hobbled to see his Rescued and to plan his next moves in this game. Especially young Meka, a valued addition to the team, who would work by Felix’s side to destroy the alliance.
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      Tao joined Cricket at her vantage point on a high tower in Cian from where she watched Nicholas. Like all the urchins—except Dip and his gang, who headed for The Ferret—his cub had taken to the roofs. The mop-haired boy, String, dodged shadows, searching for Nicholas.

      Hidden from the street below, Nicholas hunched behind a gargoyle. How Tao longed to appear to him to tell him that Lynx and Axel were at hand to rescue him. But he knew Cricket would never allow him to do it, and the longer he spent with her, the more her goodwill mattered.

      Dmitri’s disembodied voice brushed his mind. “She’s not the only one who will stop you.” Tao jumped in surprise. Before he could reply, the seer added, “I assume you heard my Lord of the Conquest’s current scheme for Meka?”

      Tao sighed with frustration—not at the seer, but at the living who insisted on complicating things. “I did,” he replied. “I hear every time anyone mentions either of my sons’ names. I understand Stefan has ideas for Grigor, too.”

      “I trust you have plans to counter them.”

      Tao wondered if Dmitri would reprimand him on his decision to let Meka and Nicholas escape to Cian. Having the boys there had been disastrous for the city, if the number of fires was anything to go by. Perhaps the thousand guardsmen Grigor had commanded onto the streets had not been such a bad call after all, as they were the ones battling the blaze from steam-powered fire engines.

      Guilt and sorrow bowed Tao’s shoulders. People were dying in the inferno—he saw far too many spirits leave their bodies to slip into the fourth dimension not to feel responsible.

      Cricket took Tao’s hand and pulled him close. He didn’t resist; it felt good to have someone care enough about him to want to protect him, however unnecessary. If Dmitri wished to punish him, he would take it like a man.

      When Dmitri—who could read Tao’s mind—made no comment on the fires, Tao allowed himself to hope that he had somehow done what the seer had always intended. He said, “I’m working on a plan to protect Meka. I also have ideas about how to handle Stefan.”

      Certain he could persuade Stefan, even if it meant appearing to his old friend, worry for Meka puckered Tao’s face. The only way he could stop Axel’s programmers from destroying Felix’s ice crystal was to ensure that the electrical current backfired.

      But if Axel’s tracker was the one neutralized, Meka would fall utterly under Felix’s spell. His son would become a zombie, just like every other benighted Rescued in that terrible place.

      Tao could not bring himself to do that to his son.

      The air shimmered, and Dmitri surged in front of Tao. He glared. “Either you do it, or I will.”

      Tao’s mouth drooped with shock at Dmitri’s harshness.

      Cricket recovered first. “You actually want Meka to become one of Felix’s braindead?”

      Dmitri’s gray eyes fixed on her. “You are not exempt tonight, Cricket. I assume you have a plan for Nicholas? It would not serve for Axel’s urchins to find him.”

      Tao and Cricket shared a dumbfounded look. Didn’t Dmitri want Nicholas reunited with his mother? If not, what about all the talk of getting him to Treven as quickly as possible?

      Dmitri huffed and then held up the book Cricket had given Nicholas. Nicholas had left it on the ground, where it had fallen when Oleg had attacked him and Meka.

      “Our Light-Bearer is nowhere near ready to assume the role he agreed to when this book was written,” the seer said.

      Tao’s eyes widened. The book was ancient. He could not conceive how it was possible that Nicholas had had a part in its creation. But then he hadn’t expected to survive death as a sentient being, either, so why couldn’t Nicholas’s unborn spirit have been involved with the curse on the Avanov empire? It was the only thing that made sense.

      “He is very young,” Cricket said in Nicholas’s defense.

      “Aye. And it’s time he grew up. Being coddled by his mother in Treven while Axel pulls an army together is not going to give him that growth.” Dmitri wagged a finger at Cricket. “Make sure Axel doesn’t find him.”

      Dmitri’s change of direction almost gave Tao whiplash.

      Even Cricket seemed confused. “If that was your plan, why didn’t you tell us right from the start?”

      For the first time, Dmitri softened. “Do you think I don’t understand how hard this is for you both? To watch a boy you love suffer? Nicholas is just a lad—a lad who has been through hell. Hell I allowed to happen.”

      The raw pain in Dmitri’s voice stunned Tao. Why that was, he didn’t know. Dmitri had to care about people if he had worked for so many centuries to bring this empire to an end.

      “That was the first part of his learning,” Dmitri said. “But Nicholas is also a boy with a big heart—that’s why he was chosen for this task. He has a huge capacity for soaking up sorrow and anguish when it’s directed at him. I do need him in Treven, most urgently, but you all just assumed I meant now.” He gestured to the fires. “Tao, did you not think that I would have stopped the boys escaping the conservatory if I meant for Axel to rescue them?”

      Tao snorted. “I should have seen this coming.”

      A small smile from Dmitri. “Aye.” He stared out at the fires. “My heart cries out for these people trapped in this particular hell, but it was what Felix wished. He will account for it. But even his evil spirit cannot stand this much death. It’s time to release the rain I’ve had on order.”

      Lightning flashed across the sky, and then the heavens opened. Pelting raindrops the size of acorns gushed onto Tao, and everything else, drenching him in seconds.

      Right now, Tao couldn’t have cared less about being wet, or about Felix’s dubious redemption. He shouted above the thunder, “What will happen with my cub?”

      “Nicholas faces yet another test.”

      Tao and Cricket groaned.

      Rain coursed down Dmitri’s face. He paid it no mind. “Allow me to let you in on a secret . . . It is only when those Nicholas loves are threatened by the evil we need him to destroy that he will rouse himself to explore his destiny.”

      Tao’s unbeating heart hitched. “So you want someone close to him to suffer?”

      “Aye. That is my plan.”

      The people Nicholas knew and loved were also the people Tao loved most. One of them would have to suffer?

      He almost spun off the spire. He longed to ask who that next victim would be, but Dmitri would never answer.

      Cricket’s pressure on Tao’s hand increased. She said to Dmitri, “As much as I grieve for Nicholas, I will do what I can to stop Axel from finding him.”

      “Then I feel confident in telling you that you will have help. There is someone already on Nicholas’s tail who also does not wish him to reunite with Axel. Make sure Nicholas goes with him.”

      It had to be the person who had stalked Nicholas. Who was it? Dmitri would reveal nothing.

      Dmitri rounded on Tao. “Now, Meka,” he said, his voice buffeted in the wind. “Will you destroy Axel’s ice crystal, or must I?”

      Tao’s jaw firmed as he stared the seer down. “Call it a lack of trust, but give me one good reason why I should turn my son into a zombie, and I will do it.”

      A long pause from Dmitri, and then he reached out and brushed rain off Tao’s face with a gleaming finger. “Your love for your son does you credit. But consider Felix, my friend. What know you of him?”

      Gratitude to the seer for not admonishing him, or worse, sweeping his worries aside, filled Tao. He used that gratitude to analyze Felix with the intensity he knew Dmitri would expect. “Felix is a spymaster. He’s sly, conniving and ingratiating when it serves him. Violent when it doesn’t.” From Dmitri’s expectant expression, Tao guessed that none of those comments had hit the mark. “No one in the empire—perhaps the world—understands ice crystals the way he does.”

      Dmitri’s hand shot into the air. “Indeed! Meka may be able to fool Kai Lin, Claire, and the other programmers that he is loyal, but he will never fool Felix. One look at Meka, and Felix will suspect that all is not well. A quick scan of Meka’s person, and Felix will know he wears another crystal. Is that what you want?”

      Tao shook his head so sharply, his soaking dreadlocks whipped his cheeks. He had no idea what would happen once Meka turned into a robot. “I’ll do it.”

      Dmitri patted his shoulder. “I thought you’d see reason.”

      Tao closed his eyes and said a prayer that Meka, Grigor, Axel, Lynx, Farith—everyone who loved Meka—would forgive him for what he was about to do to his son. Like Dmitri, he was learning that sometimes real love required tough choices.

      Cricket cleared her throat. “Dmitri, I have to know. Will Meka betray what he knows of the alliance when he falls under Felix’s control?”

      Why did Dmitri scowl at Cricket?

      Then the seer sighed. “I was not going to mention this, but as you have asked . . . Meka’s mind will be flushed of all knowledge of the alliance. He will remember his life with brother up until Meka’s inauguration. Everything that happened after that will be gone.”

      Tao closed his eyes against that news. “So, he will not know me as his father?”

      Dmitri shook his head. “I’m sorry, my friend. But we have to protect our allies from Felix’s prying, because pry he will. Left with his memories of his time in Treven, Meka will have no choice but to tell all. It will crush your son when he finally learns that he betrayed the alliance he strove so hard to serve. He does not deserve that agony.”

      Meka’s last memory would be Tao’s lesson on the bees, when Tao had taken his allergic son to a beehive. Although grateful for Dmitri’s protection of his boy, Tao gagged.

      Cricket hugged him. She whispered, “Do what I have done for centuries. Lose yourself in the work.”

      With nothing to say, Tao and Cricket parted, Cricket to watch over Nicholas as he cowered against the rain and Tao to join Meka when Axel’s shock treatment backfired.
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      Meka swayed with fatigue on his hard stool. Didn’t Felix’s programmers sleep? Combined with the heat billowing from the air-conditioning ducts, and his very eventful day, the chair was the last straw. All he wanted was to lie down on the floor and sleep.

      Claire showed no sign of fatigue as she explained the features of the One Weapon, One Bullet system to him.

      That had to be the result of her ice crystal.

      Part of him wished Axel had never slapped an ice crystal into him. It was an invasion of his privacy that he could never forgive.

      But he rejected that notion as quickly as it formed. It was thanks to Axel’s ice crystal that he still had his mind—a mind that needed to absorb as much knowledge as possible, as quickly as possible. If Lynx and Axel found Talon, they would soon be back with their armies. They would be relying on him.

      Blood dripped from his nose at his seditious thoughts. He snorted; when that didn’t help, he swabbed it with his handkerchiefs.

      A low buzz made him look up.

      Someone said, “He’s coming!”

      Claire stood, her dead face glowing. She clapped her hands together. “Praise the Dragon. We’ll see him.” She—and everyone else—shuffled to the door.

      Unsure of what was happening, Meka stood at his nest of informas. Perhaps he should be following the herd? Keeping his pace slow, like theirs, he joined Claire.

      The door slid open, and Felix appeared.

      Everyone bowed.

      Caught by surprise, it took Meka a moment to follow suit.

      Felix’s sharp eye fixed on him for a moment. Meka’s pulse raced as he bowed. Did Felix already suspect that something was wrong?

      Felix’s expression gave nothing away. He crooned, “My dear Rescued, how lovely to see you all.” He stopped at Meka and tapped his shoulder. “And you, my dear young prince, look at me.”

      It took all Meka’s self-control to keep his face blank as he stared at the man who’d trapped him here.

      You are honored to serve him!

      He almost yelled back at himself, I don’t serve him! I’m here because my father needs me to be here.

      More blood dripped from his nose.

      That could not be good.

      Felix scowled at him as he addressed Kai Lin. “My dear, a scanner please.”

      Kai Lin pulled up straight. She and Meka were the only people in the room released from the demeaning bowing posture. She walked to a desk, opened a drawer and took out a strange-looking wand.

      A scanner . . . What would it scan for?

      Felix took it from her. “My dear Prince Meka, you will forgive me if I run this device over your body?”

      Felix didn’t wait for an answer.

      But as the bastard’s hand began wafting the wand at Meka, pain hit his neck. His body writhed and jiggered as if he’d put his finger into an electrical socket. The shock spread down his neck, into his chest, down his legs, and then shot straight up again until ending exactly where it started.

      He levitated and shot across the room, landing in the middle of one of the banks of floating informas. They clattered around him as he slumped to the ground.

      And then Count Felix loomed over him, concern etched on his caring face.

      Meka tried to speak, to tell Count Felix how grateful he was to be here. To ask him to please make the pain go away. Count Felix was wise. He took care of them all. If anyone could heal him, Count Felix could.

      Count Felix waved that wand across him again and then chortled. “Oh, Axel, to what depths have you succumbed? Putting ice crystals into young boys. And then using to them to try to destroy mine. Not that it will serve you, ignorant as you are of the finer points of ice-crystal technology.”

      Meka had no idea what or who Count Felix was talking about. All that mattered was that he had singled Meka out and was taking care of him.

      Count Felix stood. He gestured to two men—one blond, and the other a redhead who Meka didn’t know. “Shale. Kevin. Take the prince to the infirmary. Tell them he is to be treated for shock.”

      They both beamed with delight.

      “I will be bringing in a contingent of guardsmen to watch over you all,” Count Felix said to a small, dark-haired girl with creamy-brown skin. “In the meantime, make sure any signals from this place are scrambled. I don’t want anyone stumbling upon you and taking you away from me.”

      The idea of being taken away from here burned more painfully than the shock that had traveled Meka’s body. He wanted to join in the murmurs of thanks that rippled through the room, but he had to grit his teeth against an even greater, physical agony as Shale and Kevin lifted him. He almost cried out, but if Count Felix wanted him carried this way, he would never complain. He did close his eyes, though, when they carried him down a flight of stairs.

      That was the last thing he remembered until he awoke on a narrow bed in a comfortably warm room.

      A man with loyal eyes and a stethoscope around his neck leaned over Meka. The man listened as he prodded Meka’s bare chest with the device. When he reached Meka’s side, the prodding stopped. “Prince Meka, why do you have a tattoo of a red F?”

      Meka blinked—the only part of his body that wasn’t agony to move. “I—I don’t know.” Then he managed a small smile as certainty settled over him. “It stands for Felix. He’s the only person that I will ever love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Tao turned away from Meka’s side and wept, but no tears wet his immortal cheeks. He understood exactly why Meka had been shocked and Axel’s ice crystal obliterated.

      Meka was alive because of it, but that did not change his sense of horror and forbidding at what Dmitri had made him do when he redirected that current back into Axel’s ice crystal.

      His son was now a prisoner, with no knowledge of his predicament and no one but the dead to save him.

      Who knew how long Dmitri intended to keep Meka here, or what the seer had in mind for rescuing Tao’s boy?

      Cricket wrapped her arms around him. “Don’t despair. We will think of a plan to rescue him.”

      He hugged her and buried his face in her neck. “We will? Since when do you take part in subversive activities?”

      “I’m beginning to see that the seer expects it. He clearly likes initiative.” Her words carried a smile.

      Tao couldn’t resist bitterness leaching into his voice. “As long as it fits his vision—which we don’t have.” Still, her words gave him hope that he wasn’t alone in trying to do this incredibly difficult thing. He pulled away from her. “I suppose it’s all about timing.”

      “Yes. And it was time you took care of Grigor.” Cricket dropped a kiss on his cheek. Sparks flew out of his body, and hers. They exchanged a smile of wonder that filled Tao with joy, despite the horrible circumstances. It still amused—and enthralled—him that she had chosen to pursue him romantically. How a relationship between two dead people worked, he had no idea, but he would be willing to find out when his mind wasn’t so absorbed with his children.

      Cricket’s smile of delight vanished. “And I need to devise a scheme to keep Lynx away from her son while I hand her boy over to his enemies.”

      He froze. “His enemies? What do you mean?”

      “If the person following Nicholas was a friend, he’d be working with Axel and Lynx, would he not?”

      He closed his eyes to block out that truth. “I hate this.”

      “How do you think I feel? I consider Lynx a friend. What kind of person would do this to a friend?”

      He wanted to rail against Dmitri, Lukan, and Felix, everyone who played them like tiles on the map. But that would serve no purpose. Not when he had to protect Grigor from his enemies.

      As for Grigor spending an hour a day with his mother? Tao prayed to the Winds that some good would come of that.

      It was Stefan’s well-meaning efforts that presented the real challenge. The only way he could see of stopping Stefan whisking the crown prince away was to reveal himself. Apart from anything else, his old friend needed to be rewarded with an embrace for supporting Tao’s boys at every turn. Maybe then Stefan would agree that Grigor’s place was in Cian.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty

        

      

    
    
      Hidden behind a gargoyle, Talon covered his head with arms to keep the beating rain off his face. It didn’t stop water coursing down his back in streams, or the puddle that collected at his feet.

      One good thing, though, the cannons had finally stopped. Not a moment too soon. Talon’s ears—and head—throbbed. Would the zinging ache ever cease?

      He still had no idea who had attacked the city, although he wished with all his heart that it was Mom and Axel coming to rescue him.

      But that was impossible. They had no idea he was here. If they did, why hadn’t they come when he was first imprisoned? Mom would never have abandoned him. That meant this had to be another enemy of the state.

      Any enemy of Lukan had to be his friend. During the air battle, he had toyed with the idea of trying to make contact with the invaders, but didn’t know how. There were already so many fires burning across the city, adding one more would not attract their attention.

      In fact, it could have attracted altogether the wrong kind of attention. Even with the booming cannon fire and the roar of exploding buildings as airships crashed, he had clearly heard the command to get off the streets on pain of death.

      He had nowhere to go. The best he could do was to brave the rain on the roof until normality was restored and the city gates reopened. Then he would head for the harbor as Meka had suggested. Perhaps he could find a boat to Treven.

      If he had listened to Meka’s suggestion to go there, would things have turned out differently for Meka? The guilt made Talon writhe.

      In the future, he would not be so quick to expect the worst of people. If he had been less suspicious, then perhaps Meka would still be with him. He still hadn’t figured out how the guardsman knew about them, but Meka had definitely known something and had been unable, for whatever reason, to share it. Maybe that was why Meka had wanted to go to the harbor. His cousin knew it was safe.

      Talon had overruled him.

      His stubborn refusal to listen, to see reason beyond his own suspicions and selfish needs had resulted in disaster. If nothing else happened today, he would at least learn from that terrible mistake. Not every person he met was his enemy. They could, in fact, be friends.

      It was with relief that his ears pricked, pulling away from his self-recrimination. Even with the clatter of the rain on the roof, he caught footsteps sloshing across the shingle. Someone headed his way—and Talon had nothing to defend himself with.

      He tsked. Why immediately think the worst? The roofs were swarming with street children trying to escape the guardsmen.

      But even as he reprimanded himself, he rolled into the smallest possible ball and hunched in the gargoyle’s deepest shadows.

      The steps came closer and closer until a slight form emerged through the sheets of rain.

      Talon sighed. Hiding was pointless. Better to show himself and appear courageous. He shuffled out from behind the gargoyle. “What do you want?”

      “To say thank you for yesterday.”

      Talon recognized the strange accent—Chenayan, but not quite, as if some other tongue was mixed into the boy’s ancestry. His eyes confirmed what his ears already knew.

      It was Topknot, the lad who had asked way too many questions on the road to Cian. He stopped a couple of paces away, his topknot drooping, looking a bit like a drowned squirrel.

      “But you’re not easy to pin down,” Topknot said.

      “You!” Talon cried. How was it possible that this scamp was skilled at moving silently? “You’ve been following me?”

      “Naw. Not following you. I’ve been trying to say thank you since you pulled me away from that truck, but you’re very good at vanishing.”

      Talon folded his arms and tried to ignore the rain dripping off his nose. “In my world, what you were doing was stalking me. I don’t appreciate it.”

      Talon bit his lip. So much for giving people the benefit of the doubt. He forced his arms to his sides to open his posture. Maybe then he would show the boy that he wasn’t threatened.

      It would also remind Talon of Meka. Of how Meka had attacked a guardsman to defend Talon, even while believing that Talon didn’t trust him.

      “Yaw, I suppose you would see it like that.” Topknot sidled up to Talon. “Listen. We’re like monkeys with a target on our asses sitting up here. Let’s hide so we can talk.”

      The wisdom of the suggestion made Talon obey. He sat in a puddle opposite Topknot behind the gargoyle. “What do you want with me?”

      “Name’s Uhtl. Not a great name, I know. I always told my grandmother that I had a stupid name. She said my mother named me after my father’s people. He came from Tarach. But she worked nights at the docks, so who can tell? My brother’s father had a great name, so he got lucky—”

      “Answer my question or leave,” Talon snapped, losing patience with the boy. It was one thing to give a stranger a shot at becoming a friend, it was altogether another to have to listen to mindless prattle.

      Uhtl wiped water off his face, a pointless gesture in the torrent. “You’re right, I wasn’t just wanting to say thank you. I’ve been looking for you for a long time, Talon.”

      It struck Talon that it wasn’t just the boy’s accent that was odd; he spoke differently than any of the other people he had met in Cian. If it was a Tarachian influence, then clearly his father had been more than just a ship that passed in the night.

      But then who was Talon to question a boy’s paternity when he would never volunteer information about his father, either?

      What was worrying was the fact that the boy knew Talon’s name. That meant Uhtl had eavesdropped into at least some of his conversations. He prayed to the Winds that they had been conversations with Valeria and Yuri, and not with Grigor or Meka.

      Talon pushed the bravado. “How can you possibly have been looking for me for a long time?”

      Uhtl smiled triumphantly. “I know exactly who you are, Crown Prince Nicholas.”

      So he had listened into Talon’s conversations. That had crossed a line. Talon’s jaw jutted out. “You’re a sneak. And that doesn’t make me like you much.” It smarted, saying those very words so soon after uttering them to Meka. But being open to meeting new people did not mean he would be stupid about trusting them.

      Uhtl’s mischievous face crumpled. “Naw, Talon! Don’t say that. I knew who you was the moment I saw your eyes back on the road.”

      Talon’s mouth gaped. “How’s that possible? No one knows who I am.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, my friend. There’s a reward for finding you.” A triumphant grin. “A reward that I’m gonna get.” Uhtl rubbed his hands together.

      Talon scoffed to hide his fear. “Don’t be so sure about that. And . . . and who’s giving this reward?”

      “Axel Avanov! He employed us urchins to find you. Described you an’ all. Boy with long, dirty black hair and blue eyes. When I saw you on the road, I knew it was you, but you jumped off the truck before I could introduce myself. Proper like.”

      Talon’s pulse raced, but he fought to keep his excitement under wraps. Difficult, when this was the best news he’d heard since being captured almost a year ago. “How do you know Axel?”

      “I work for the alliance. The boss—Axel Avanov—employed us after it became known that you’d been captured by Lukan. He wants whoever finds you to take you to Treven. That’s where I’ll get my reward. He’ll let me train as a fighter in his army. He’s recruitin’ boys like us to fight his enemies. But he wants you for more than that, I guess. Being Lukan’s son, an’ all.”

      As much as Talon longed to believe this, it sounded too good to be true. He bit his lip doubtfully. “You’ve met Axel Avanov?”

      “Seen him with my own eyes. Heard him say that he’s giving a reward for the urchin who finds you.”

      The boy’s voice rang with truth. Not even with Talon’s suspicions threatening to boil over could he deny that.

      Also, Axel had come to the Heartland once before that Talon knew of—to rescue him—so wasn’t it possible that he had made other visits here? Especially if Axel knew Mom wanted him found. Which, of course, Mom would.

      He had to ask, “Have you seen my mother?”

      “Empress Lynx of Norin?” Uhtl picked his toenail. “Naw. I’m not that lucky.”

      That also made sense. Mom had been held prisoner by Lukan for almost all of Talon’s life. She had witnessed Uncle Tao’s murder. Seen her son kidnapped. Why would she want to come back here when she had Axel to help her find him? Winds knew, he never planned to come back to Cian once he finally escaped its benighted shore.

      Thus far, everything this strange boy said rang true.

      Talon studied Uhtl, looking beyond the streaming rain, to see into his heart. Uhtl smiled, lighting his mischievous but open face.

      Talon closed his eyes and let go of a deep breath. Even he had to admit, this was too good to pass up. “How are we getting to Treven?”

      “I have a boat—”

      That absurdity made Talon laugh—bitterly. There was no way possible this boy had a boat. That cast doubt on everything else.

      Unless Axel had given it to him.

      Not even that made sense. Who gave a teenage boy a boat in the hopes of finding a missing crown prince? That person would have to be a complete idiot. Mom would never have fallen in love with an idiot.

      But that didn’t answer how Uhtl, a Cianese street urchin, knew about Axel.

      He asked, “What does Axel look like?”

      Uhtl smiled. “Tall.” He tapped his shoulders. “Well built. Dark hair. Cut short. Military, you know. Brown eyes. Lines on his face from smiling. Got a wicked smile, he has.” Uhtl’s own smile broadened. “An’ a genuine ruby next to his eye. Red as blood it was. Not the ice crystals all the other high-born wear. Told me so himself.”

      Talon’s eyes had widened with each word of that description. It had been almost a year since he’d seen Axel on Mom’s informa, but Uhtl had described the man Talon remembered. Even if his eyes had seen the colors in various shades of white, black, and gray.

      It was time to poke the boat story. “What does your grandmother say about your boat?”

      “Naw! Talon, don’t laugh at me. My grandmother would clip my ear if I told a lie.”

      “And your guardsman brother?”

      A dark cloud settled over Uhtl. “He’s dead. Died in . . . the war.”

      Talon had no idea which war Uhtl referred to. With Lukan and Felix at the helm, the empire could have been involved in any number of wars. One had been fought above his head that very night.

      “So, about this boat you so honestly assure me exists . . . where is it?”

      A smile washed away Uhtl’s darkness. “At the harbor, of course. And it’s not really mine. It belongs to the boss. He’s set up a safe place at the harbor for us, too. Soon as the city gate open, we can leave.”

      Seems everyone wanted Talon at the harbor tonight.

      He chewed on this news. As wary as he was of recapture, how could he reject this offer? It was the only glimmer of hope he had of ever getting back to Mom and Axel.

      It wouldn’t hurt to get out of the rain either.

      Still, he had to be sure. He probed Uhtl. “And Axel is the boss?”

      “That’s what we all call him.”

      “All?”

      “Me and everyone else who gathers at the safe house at the harbor. Adults are there as well. They also work for the boss.”

      Talon tried to recall if Mom had referred to Axel as the “boss,” but he couldn’t be sure. Given everything that had happened that night, it wasn’t a detail that would have stuck in his memory.

      Finally, he asked, “So who invaded the city tonight?”

      “Dunno. Empire’s got lots of enemies. It’s caused mayhem for us urchins. Best we make our way to my safe house.”

      The sound of marching boots a couple of alleys away lent credence to Uhtl’s suggestion. Talon closed his eyes, said a prayer to the Winds that he wasn’t being a fool, and then said, “If you can show me the boat and the safe house, I will believe you.”

      Uhtl leaped to his feet. “Consider it done.”

      The route Uhtl picked took them over the rooftops. Thankfully, the houses in this part of Cian were so close together that, apart from being treacherously slippery, it was a simple matter to jump from building to building.

      They weren’t the only pair scurrying across the glistening shingles. It seemed every street child in the city had taken to the roofs. Some traveled south, following the same path that Uhtl chose. Mostly, these children came and went like shadows, but one little boy with a mop of dark hair, which hung like pondweed around his face, doggedly trailed them.

      Talon whispered to Uhtl, “Should we be worried about him?”

      Uhtl looked contemptuously at the child. “Naw. He’s just a tot. What harm could he do?”

      Talon shrugged. “You know best.”

      A smile from Uhtl. “I do. Eyes on the fires an’ the guardsmen.”

      It would take more than the rain to douse the fires raging through the city. The countless guardsmen swarming the streets also worked to fight them. So occupied, they weren’t bothering too much with scanning roofs for urchins.

      “They really had it in for the city,” Uhtl muttered. “If anything survives tonight, it’ll be a miracle.”

      Talon smiled at the prospect of leaving. “A good place to get away from.”

      “You should do that more,” Uhtl said.

      “What?”

      “Smile. It makes you look less like a wraith.”

      Talon shrugged. Thus far, he hadn’t had too much to smile about.

      They came to a wall, higher than the rooftop, between two buildings.

      “This part sucks,” Uhtl said. “I’ll have to drop down to the ground to go around.”

      Talon had no intention of hitting the streets with all the soldiers crawling around. “Wait for me. I’ll help you.”

      After everything else he’d climbed, this wall was a breeze. He almost walked up it. At the top, he offered a hand and pulled Uhtl up, and the boy scrambled with his feet. They dropped down together onto a roof below.

      The wall had stopped the mop-haired boy following them. Even though the child hadn’t worried Uhtl, Talon was pleased he had gone.

      “How much farther?”

      “Look there.” Uhtl pointed over Talon’s shoulder.

      Beyond a series of sheds and a line of strange-looking boats, a massive expanse of water opened up. Talon’s jaw dropped. “Winds, that’s a lot of water.”

      “The sea.” Uhtl grinned at him. “It’s big. Very big.” He sniffed the air. “Pity you can’t smell it. Not with all the fires and smoke.”

      “What’s it smell of?” Talon breathed, getting nothing but damp ash and soot in his throat. As it was, his eyes smarted from the foul air.

      “Salt,” Uhtl said, almost unbelievably. He pointed at the boats. “Dhows. The one with the two blades painted on the hull is ours.”

      Once again, Uhtl’s voice carried utter conviction. The boy had to have some kind of proprietary interest in the craft.

      Talon studied the little boat with fascination. Shaped like a new moon, it had a stack, which implied an engine, as well as a vertical pole as wide as a tree planted in the middle of the deck. Huge pieces of cloth furled tightly around smaller poles that jutted like branches from the trunk. Not a glimmer of light illuminated the vessel—in fact, the whole thing looked deserted.

      Still, excitement burned in Talon. Thus far, Uhtl had come through. Talon was closer to finding Mom than he ever could have dreamed possible. He tossed his hair away from his face and rewarded Uhtl with the biggest, happiest smile he could conjure.

      Uhtl grinned back so much his topknot bobbed. “This is just the start of the good things.” He pointed at a shed, also dark and deserted, opposite the dhow. “That’s where we’re headed. There’s food in there. As much as you can eat.”

      Talon’s stomach gurgled, and his body almost folded in on him. “Then what are we waiting for?”

      If he didn’t like the look of the safe house or the adults it hid, he could always leave.

      He and Uhtl dropped onto a large paved area, pooled with water, between the dhow and the shed. Uhtl sidled to the door and knocked out what sounded like a code.

      It took a few moments before the door swung open.

      The aroma of cooked food almost bowled Talon over. His mouth watered and his stomach growled. So focused on his hunger, he barely noticed the man with a topknot, similar to Uhtl’s, who stood in a dark passage.

      He leered down at Uhtl. “Too dangerous moving tonight. I told you not to take risks.” His accent was similar, but stronger than Uhtl’s.

      Caught off guard, Talon stumbled back. He saw the planes of the man’s face in the low light and could have sworn that he and Uhtl were related.

      “Naw!” Uhtl said. “Not when you see who I’ve found.” He stood aside so the man could see Talon.

      The man’s eyes almost bulged with recognition.

      Talon wished the ground would open and swallow him.

      It didn’t.

      The man thumped Uhtl on the back. “Good lad! Now get inside, the both of you. It’s not safe for you to be outside.” He grabbed Talon by the arm and almost levitated him into the passageway. The door closed behind them.

      Nerves jangling like a dropped fiddle, Talon followed Uhtl and the unnamed man to a metal door. The man pulled out a key and slipped it into a rusty lock.

      That worried Talon. He snapped, “Why’s it locked?”

      The man gave a half bow. “Name’s Netchi. I’m Uhtl’s father. We lock it to keep the guardsmen out and you boys and girls safe inside.”

      Talon couldn’t really argue with that.

      Netchi swung the door open to reveal a hall lit with gas lights. It was filled with tables buckling with more dishes of food than Talon had ever seen in his life.

      At least a hundred teenaged boys and a smattering of teenaged girls sat at those tables on rough benches. They shoveled in the food as if their lives depended on it.

      Thus far, every single thing Uhtl had promised him had been true. For the first time in so long, real hope, born of evidence Talon could see and touch, filled him. He was lighter, happier, more joyous than he could imagine possible.

      Dripping rainwater, he took an eager step forward to join the meal—

      A guardsman held a crossbow next to a blackened-out window at the end of the hall.

      Talon stopped in horror. Heart threatening to explode, he spun. Guardsmen with crossbows lined all the walls, all of them watching the teens like wolves.

      Talon ran for the door. It was locked.
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      Axel, Lynx, and his team pored over the informa to hear the outcome of the Trevenite programmers’ attempts to destroy Meka’s unwanted ice crystal. As soon as Axel had a fix on Meka’s whereabouts, he and Clay would leave Lynx and Magridal to wait for String while they rescued Meka. Thus far, Meka beamed no signal from his tracker.

      The comms between them and Farith on the Light-Bearer remained stubbornly silent, too.

      “Farith, report on Meka.”

      No reply.

      Axel’s stomach sank. He called again.

      Silence.

      Clay swore. Lynx twirled her braids. Even Magridal leaned forward.

      Axel’s voice spiked as he tried his captain. “Cattigan? Do you read?”

      Nothing.

      Lynx grabbed the informa. “Something has gone horribly wrong.” She flipped through screens to call up the map where the fleet should have flickered.

      He briefly closed his eyes. “Please, no.” He pointed at the informa. “The fleet should be there.”

      Even as he prayed there had been a miscommunication and he was looking at the wrong part of the Izmodo Sea on the map, he knew the futility of his hope. The gods saw little point in helping him by answering his prayers. Why should they, when he barely believed in them?

      He pushed Lynx off his lap and squeezed past her and Clay to reach the dormer window. He tossed open the shutters. Rain streaked against the filthy windowpane, obscuring the view.

      He called again. “Cattigan? Do you read?”

      He rested his burning forehead against the glass to await the answer he doubted would ever come. Behind him, Lynx, Clay, and Magridal sat in rigid silence.

      “Drew? Timar? Adrian? Kean? Bryson? Do you read?”

      When none of his captains answered, Axel closed his eyes. He could have called every name in his fleet, but he knew it was pointless.

      Every one of his airships had been destroyed. As devastating as it was, he had to accept that fact.

      Familiar faces he’d never see again swam before his mind’s eye. Husbands and wives, mothers and fathers, would be waiting in Treven for the safe return of these people. The fathers included his old friend Chad, who had willingly allowed his beloved daughter Farith to participate in this mission.

      Axel cringed at the thought of telling them all that their loved ones were dead. Against rising nausea, he said, “Lukan must be back at the helm.”

      “You think he sent his home fleet after them?” Clay’s voice was flat, emotionless, as if he struggled to come to terms with the silence.

      Axel faced Clay and the rest of his team. “What else? Not even the Light-Bearer could defeat forty airships.”

      “So what now?” Lynx glanced at Magridal, then looked down at her hands.

      Without an airship to rescue them—let alone Nicholas, Meka, Zav, and his girls—escaping the city with an injured team member was not going to be easy.

      None of them would ever abandon Magridal.

      “We haven’t achieved what we came to do. The mission goes on.” Axel was about to add that he would call on Stefan for help, when the door flew open.

      He grabbed for his shotgun. Lynx already had hers pinned on the door. Clay had a throwing star in his hand.

      A rain-soaked Farith tumbled into the room. She fumbled the door closed and leaned against it. Her shoulders shook, whether from cold or shock, Axel didn’t know.

      Lynx was the first to react. She let her shotgun dangle from its strap and dragged Farith into her arms. “You survived! Thank the Winds.”

      That wasn’t exactly Axel’s first thought—clearly Farith and Cattigan had plotted against him in some lark to get her on the ground before the Light-Bearer had flown out to sea. He thrust his disapproval aside and said as calmly as he could, “What are you doing here? And why didn’t you answer my comms?”

      Give the girl her due, she pulled away from Lynx’s protective embrace and faced Axel square on. “Don’t blame Captain Cattigan, Warlord. He didn’t know I was gone until I was halfway down the zip line. Then I called in his debt. He had no choice but to let me go.” She pointed to her head, devoid of communication device. “And I—I lost it in a scuffle with some urchins.” It would explain the bruising spreading across her cheek. “All I have is my informa. I didn’t want to use it in case I called attention to myself.”

      Axel’s face remained hard, unwelcoming. “That does not explain why you disobeyed orders in the first place.”

      Farith didn’t flinch. “I was scared that you wouldn’t rescue Meka. I planned to search this town until I found him.” For the first time, she looked down and muttered, “It seems stupid now, but he’s all that matters to me.”

      Axel took a deep, calming breath. As furious as he was with her for disobeying him, he understood how she felt. Winds knew, he had done some crazy things in his time for Lynx. Starting the Pathfinder Alliance being a case in point.

      His voice softened. “You still think so little of me, Princess Farith?”

      Her eyes flickered to his and then away to focus on a spot at his feet. “It was only after I was on the ground that I realized that you really did mean to rescue him. I tried to catch up with you, but the fires—” She shuddered. “It was like hell out there.”

      Lynx squeezed the girl’s shoulder. “You’re safe. That’s all that matters when we have lost so much tonight. You might not have heard, but the fleet has been destroyed.”

      Farith flinched as if struck. They had all lost not just allies but friends today. And it was only thanks to her insubordination that Farith remained among the living.

      Silent, she stared at Axel, Lynx’s hand resting on her shoulder.

      Was Farith awaiting her fate from him? Even though she’d disobeyed, she was alive for it, and he doubted the loss of his company would have much influence on a headstrong teenaged girl. And he wasn’t about to banish her to fend for herself in Cian. What other punishment could he mete out?

      But if she continued to disobey him, she could endanger her life, or any of theirs. Even grief stricken as they all were, he had to ensure her obedience for all their sakes.

      He wagged a stern finger at her. “Nurse Farith, as happy as I am that you survived, disobey my orders again, and you can forget about ever working with me again.”

      Tears pricked her eyes. “I would hate that, Warlord. Meka and Nicholas are still out there, and the Chenayans just killed our friends. Being accepted as part of your team is important to me. I won’t fail you again.”

      Axel believed her. He allowed a small smile. “Find a seat.”

      Farith squeezed onto the bed next to Clay. She wrung her hands and simpered. “I will do anything you say, Warlord.”

      Axel—everyone—gaped at her.

      “No!” Clay said, his mouth twitching. “Who are you and what have you done with our Farith?”

      Farith picked at one of her tattoos. “What do you mean?”

      “A sweet Farith,” Lynx said. “Practically a stranger.”

      Trying to cheer Farith up, after so much loss?

      The girl smiled, a sight so rare Axel doubted he’d ever seen it before. “All I want is to redeem myself—and to rescue Meka. And Nicholas.”

      Axel looked at his watch. Although very late, he doubted Stefan would be asleep. He pulled out his informa to call him up.

      Stefan called first. It sounded like he was standing in a howling gale. Had he stepped into the rain to get away from Felix’s cameras? “Axel, your fleet, I am so sorry, but Lukan commanded it.”

      “I gathered as much. We’ll be looking to you to get us out of here.”

      It took a moment for Stefan’s voice to be decrypted. “I have already been given my orders. Felix has had a tiff with Lukan, and he wants the family out of Cian. That includes you and your team. We are all to relocate to the mines. Me, too, apparently.”

      Axel hesitated before replying. His father was a complex man, so it was highly probable that in one breath he’d sent ten airships after him and, in the next, wanted him safely out of Cian.

      But it had to have been more than a “tiff” if Felix wanted Stefan to give up his post on the High Council. “He actually said that?”

      “He did. But I want to know what you need from me first. I assume you want me to stay in Cian.”

      Axel rubbed his eyes—they ached with exhaustion— and then looked to Lynx for advice.

      She sat on his lap again and buried herself against his chest. “Stef, is your life in danger?” she asked, her voice firm.

      Stefan’s sigh carried across the encryption. “I can’t say for sure. Felix has vanished. He’s had so many near-misses with Lukan that I’m sure he has a secret bunker somewhere.” A dry laugh. “Apparently it wasn’t gas proof, or I’m sure he would have hived off there when Lukan first came up the idea of burning the world with Dragon’s Fire.”

      Axel agreed.

      Lynx nodded, too. “That doesn’t answer my question. Will he harm you?”

      A long pause, then Stefan said, “I have been thinking about this since Felix dropped the bomb on me an hour ago. The gods have mercy on my soul, but I’m suggesting a lie to fool Lukan into keeping me alive.”

      Axel snorted. “The gods don’t give a toss about what we do or think, Stef, so don’t get all twisted about them. What do you propose?”

      “With Felix gone, Lukan is on his own—and he’ll know it. He won’t be in a position to spurn support. I will therefore continue unchanged in my role as his Lord of the Conquest and your man in Cian. I can do far more for the alliance that way than by cowering in the mines.”

      Gratitude for his friend filled Axel. He had to clear his throat before he could choke out a thank you.

      Stefan grunted. “I have an airship on standby. Malika and Tatiana are helping Katrina pack up her things. I really want you lot in it, too, before it heads to Treven.”

      “It won’t just be us,” Axel said. “I promised the landlord of The Ferret that we’d take him and his two girls out.”

      Axel buried his face in Lynx’s back as he waited to hear Stefan’s views on that complication.

      “It will be a crowded airship then, because I plan to talk Grigor into leaving with you.”

      Axel exchanged a surprised look with Clay and Farith. Lynx shifted on his lap. Even Magridal stirred.

      Stefan continued, “I will stay and tell Lukan that Felix absconded with the family and the crown prince. Felix is evil and selfish enough to rob Lukan of his heir and me of my family. And hopefully, Lukan will be distrustful enough to believe it.”

      “That doesn’t secure your safety,” Lynx objected.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Stefan agreed. “I have no doubt that Lukan would want to use my family as ransom to keep me in line. He did it before Malika and I were even married. That’s why it’s imperative that they leave. I will have to take my chances once they’re gone. I’ve survived his beatings once before; I can survive again.”

      Axel wanted to object. Stefan’s back was still hatched with scars from those beatings. It chilled him to the core to think that Lukan would set Morass on Stefan again. But he also knew his friend well; Stefan would never step away from a fight if he believed himself to be on the side of right. Axel kept his mouth shut.

      “Can you all be ready to leave within the hour?” Stefan asked.

      Farith wriggled on the bed next to Clay. From her pained expression, she was using all her self-control not to butt in.

      Axel waved her down. She needed to understand the reality here. “We have no means of tracking Meka. Hard as it is, we have at accept that he is lost to us.”

      Tears spilled down Farith’s cheeks. She brushed them away with an angry wipe. Lynx moved across to the other bed to sit next to her. She wrapped her arms around the girl’s shoulder.

      Farith shrugged her off. “It’s not over yet, Lynx. I might not be a warrior, but I intend to fight with everything I’ve got to destroy Felix and Lukan. Then we will get my Meka back.”

      Axel didn’t doubt her. He gave her a clipped salute. “You’ll make a fine warrior, Princess Farith, and I have no doubt that before this is over, we will have need of your brand of ornery.”

      A flush of red infused the girl’s face. She looked away.

      Axel suppressed a smile and continued speaking to Stefan. “Nicholas is still out there somewhere, and I hope to find him by morning. Can your ship wait that long?”

      Even as Axel spoke, he guessed the answer. The sooner Stefan’s family—Axel’s, too—escaped the palace, the better.

      “Ax, you’re asking me to trade my wife and children’s safety for the hope of finding him in all that chaos. There are a thousand guardsmen on the streets. Just getting you out will be difficult enough.”

      Axel bought time while he tried to find a solution to the problem. “Where is Lukan?”

      “I don’t know. Felix didn’t say, but I’m not in a hurry to go and look for him.”

      Axel made a decision he knew would not go down well with his team—especially Lynx. He steeled his voice so they would all know he’d brook no argument. “My team will be ready to leave as requested. Where must they meet you?”

      “They?” Lynx and Clay asked simultaneously.

      “Yes. You.” Axel stood in the tiny space between the bed and the door so he could see everyone at once. “I will stay here until Nicholas is found. There will be other airships to Treven that we can catch.”

      Lynx stood, too, so her nose was almost touching his. Her blue eyes flashed. “Not a chance, Axel Avanov. We go together or not at all. And you forget that Nicholas is my son. I will no more leave him than I will you.”

      Axel opened his mouth to reply, but Clay’s soft voice cut him off. “I’m with Lynx on this, Axel. Let Magridal, Farith, Zav, and his girls go. I stay.”

      Farith yelped, “I’m not a child.” She steadied her voice. “I was brought on this mission for a purpose—to look after Nicholas. I’m not leaving until I’ve done that.”

      Axel threw his hands up in the air. “Since when was this a vote?” He turned to Magridal. “I suppose you have something to say, too?”

      From Magridal’s defeated hand wave, he guessed she would have loved to object to being shipped out, but her reality didn’t make it possible to stay.

      “What’s the decision, Axel?” Stefan sounded tired. “I need to get my plans made.”

      Before Axel could reply, Zav pushed open the door. It bumped into Axel’s back, and he and Lynx had to clamber back onto the bed to let him in.

      Zav wore a bemused expression. “Warlord, a dozen urchins have just shown up at my back door. They’re demanding food in your name. This one I decided to bring up myself.” He shoved String into the room.

      Bedraggled and soaking, the boy’s mouth gaped at all the people staring at him. He swallowed once, then said, “The blue-eyed boy . . . I know where you can find him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Grigor followed Stefan Zarot’s name as it moved across his informa. The enigmatic Lord of the Conquest was in his apartment. That was surprising. He’d thought that on a night like this, Zarot would be working with Felix to quell the attack on the city. Thankfully, the torrential downpour would help dampen the fires.

      No matter what kept Zarot in his rooms, before morning, Grigor intended to discover exactly what the count was hiding—and, more importantly, how he could use it to protect Natalia and himself from Lukan.

      The big challenge, of course, was that with their cameras, Lukan and Felix would know about it, too. It was why he had refused to bring Natalia with him for this meeting, although she had desperately wanted to be part of it.

      Grigor wasn’t sure how to get around Felix’s listening devices—he could hardly ask Zarot to take a walk with him into the forest in a storm—but if everything went horribly wrong tonight, he was damned if he would take Natalia down with him.

      Praying the answer would come, he knocked on Zarot’s apartment door.

      No one answered, although people moved about inside.

      He pounded harder.

      Footsteps and then a harried-looking Lady Malika Zarot slung open the door. She almost snarled, “What do you want?” Her eyes popped when she saw it was him. She dropped into a curtsy, instantly making Grigor squirm. “Your Highness! Sorry . . . the timing . . . you’re welcome to knock on my door any time you like . . .” She looked over her shoulder and said loudly, “Crown Prince Grigor, please, come in.”

      He had never considered Malika Zarot a ditzy, simpering kind of woman—he rather liked her, in fact—so her reaction startled him. Clearly, the Zarots had something to hide, and he would find out just what that something was.

      He stepped into the room to face Count Stefan Zarot.

      The man was drenched from head to toe, as if he’d been standing out in the rain. He slipped something into his pocket and then bowed. “Your Highness, what a strange coincidence. I was about to come and speak to you.”

      Grigor hid his surprise as best he could and looked around surreptitiously. Suitcases piled on the table overflowed with clothing, and in the other room, Zarot’s children argued. It added to the tension in the room.

      Zarot did not strike him as the kind of man to flee town just because a foreign enemy had attacked.

      Grigor allowed an eyebrow to spike. “Going somewhere? Interesting, when a curfew is in force.”

      Zarot’s mouth twisted into a tiny smile—the first Grigor had ever seen on the man. “Perhaps you would care to join me on the balcony, Your Highness. The rain is most bracing, and my balcony offers an uninterrupted view of the city.”

      “Bracing?”

      And here Grigor had been reluctant to suggest a walk into the forest. Zarot seemed nuttier than his wife.

      Unless, of course, Zarot knew about the listening devices and had determined that speaking on his balcony in the pouring rain was safe.

      Zarot squeezed water out of his coat onto the carpet. “Very bracing. I recommend it.”

      Grigor had wanted answers, and if standing out in the storm provided them, then so be it. “Lead the way.”

      The balcony was small, with just enough room for the two of them. Grigor closed his eyes against the wind-whipped torrent. In seconds, his clothes were soaked through.

      Zarot positioned himself in front of Grigor so his back took the brunt of the driving rain. Even so, Grigor had to lean in close to hear him.

      “I apologize, Your Highness, but in light of recent developments, this seems the safest place we can speak. The wind will drown out our words.”

      “Recent developments? And you haven’t answered my question—are you leaving town?”

      “Curfew notwithstanding, yes. Destination: Treven. Malika and the children leave within the next hour. I would like to extend an invitation to you to join them. I must rendezvous with friends in the city, and then I’ll see you all off.”

      Grigor sputtered, choking on his own saliva. When he got his breathing back under control, he said, “Now why would I want to do that?”

      “Because I fear for your safety if you stay here. In the same way that I know my family will be better off in Treven, far, far away from Lukan and Felix.”

      Grigor slumped against the wall. The roof overhead offered some protection from the elements. This conversation had moved so fast and so unexpectedly, all he could think of to say was, “Then I suggest we forgo the title and settle for Grigor. And I assume I can call you Stefan?”

      Stefan pulled him back into the rain, and Grigor presumed the eaves carried the listening device. “Of course you can call me Stefan. I should have made that offer to you months ago. Certainly on your inauguration day, but I wasn’t ready to expose my hand then.”

      Grigor only just managed to resist gulping his surprise. “And now you are?”

      “Meka spoke to me—us—about you at length.” Zarot’s voice dropped, and Grigor struggled to hear him above the storm. “He made it very clear that his brother does not support the Dragon. That is my own view of you, cultivated from all I have seen of you over the last year or so. Also, my niece, Natalia, would never court a boy who supported Lukan.”

      Anger flared in Grigor, driving out the cold seeping into his bones. “My brother vanished after visiting you. For all I know, you turned him in.”

      Stefan’s face buckled. “I can see how you would think that. In truth, your brother agreed to wear an ice-crystal tracker for me and my friends—the ones I’m meeting in the city tonight. Unfortunately, he has since fallen into Felix’s hands. As I mentioned, I’m not leaving Cian with my family. That will give me an opportunity to find and release him. I plan for him to join you in Treven, too. The end of this empire is coming, and both of you need to be out of the firing line.”

      Stefan’s honesty stunned Grigor. He stared at the man as he tried to process all this. In the end, he muttered, “You are Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest.”

      “And you are his Crown Prince. That hasn’t stopped you from supporting Nicholas.”

      “You know about him?”

      “Of course I do. I was there when he was born. With your father.” Stefan’s whole demeanor softened. “Tao was one of my closest friends. We grew up together. Me, him, and Axel—Felix’s estranged son. A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think of Tao. Lukan and Felix must pay for what they did to him.”

      Excitement made Grigor writhe. For a moment, he considered mentioning that Stefan’s old friend was still very much part of all this, but other, more pressing things had to be said first.

      “Axel runs the Pathfinder Alliance. They’re attacking the city.” Grigor’s jaw dropped. “That’s who you’re meeting tonight. Has he found Nicholas?”

      Another smile from Stefan—had he once called this man a brick wall? “He and Lynx and their team are going to Nicholas as we speak. Hopefully, they will have him safe with them before we are done here. Will you please join them on the airship to Treven?”

      Grigor brushed rain off his face. If Stefan knew all about Nicholas and the end of the empire, how could he ask Grigor to leave? Didn’t he know that Grigor had a job to do here? And what about Natalia?

      “I—I . . . not a chance.” That sounded a tad blunt, more Meka’s style than his, so he added, “Thank you for the offer, but I’m needed here.”

      Stefan leaned in closer. “Grigor, have you considered what Lukan will do to you when he finds out that you addressed the council?”

      Grigor blew out a breath. It was time to come to the point of this meeting. “My father, Tao, said you would help protect me. I don’t think he meant that you’d do that by taking me away.”

      Stefan just stared at him. Finally, he said, “You see your father?”

      Warmth flushed Grigor’s icy cheeks. He said defensively, “Every day. He told me to come and speak to you. He suggested you would help, but I never expected any of this.”

      Stefan’s smile broadened. “I know Lynx has had interactions with the dead, but I didn’t know that included Tao.”

      A light glowed on the balcony. Relief flooded Grigor. His father was with them. When Tao manifested, Stefan’s eyebrows spiked.

      “The rain and wind really are quite trying,” Tao said. “Perhaps we can step inside and continue this conversation.” He clasped their elbows and herded them toward the door.

      Stefan dug his heels in. “The cameras.”

      Grigor grinned with pride. “My father takes care of them. Come, let’s at least have this extraordinarily weird conversation in the dry.”

      Tao went into the apartment first and waved his arm around the way he had when first arriving in Grigor’s apartment earlier in the evening. Grigor assumed he was blinding the cameras.

      Tao said to Grigor and Stefan, “Join me.”

      It was with relief that Grigor came in from the rain.

      The sound of footsteps rustling on the carpet made him spin. Malika. She stopped with a start.

      “Tao! Is that you?” Without waiting for an answer, she threw herself into Tao’s arms. They hugged for a moment, and then she pulled back and laughed. “You’re as real as I am.” A smile as bright as the sun. “Stef, if the dead are really on our side, maybe we can win this war after all.”

      “Of course we can.” The words came out sharper than Grigor intended. He pulled a face to soften them. “We all just need to be found in our places when that day comes.”

      “And your place is surely in Treven,” Stefan said with the quiet certainty Grigor had come to expect from the man.

      Grigor was about to protest, but his father held up his hand.

      “How about we sit?” Tao asked.

      Stefan and Malika exchanged worried looks—ones Grigor deduced had nothing to do with sitting on the plush furniture in wet clothing.

      “We have a time pressure, Tao,” Malika said. “I have to fetch my mother now. We have to leave Cian because Felix has fallen out with Lukan.” Bitterness edged her voice. “But instead of staying to support my mother, my father left it to me and Stefan to get her to safety. She is panicking about all the knitting patterns she has to leave behind. Poor Lady Tatiana is pulling her hair out, trying to get her packed up.”

      Tao seemed unruffled as he sat. Grigor sat on the chair next to him. Looking harassed, Malika threw up her hands; then she hugged Tao again before leaving the apartment.

      A short hesitation, and Stefan joined Grigor and Tao on the seats. “Malika’s right. As thrilled as I am to see you, Tao, we don’t have time for lengthy discussions.”

      “I know exactly what’s happened, Stefan. I know the pressure you are under.” Tao’s voice was gentle, his expression caring. He took Stefan’s hand. “Thank you for all you have done to look after my sons, but Grigor’s right. His place is here. With you.”

      Stefan pulled away. He didn’t meet Tao’s eyes. “I don’t deserve your gratitude—not when I failed Meka. I was the one who suggested sticking an ice crystal in him. If it wasn’t for me, he would not have fallen into Felix’s clutches. I failed him utterly, and I don’t want to fail Grigor as well.” He looked at Grigor with anguish. “I will not support using you in this game like we did Meka.”

      Short on details on exactly what had happened with his brother, Grigor wasn’t sure how to respond. The only certainty was what he had read in that book: As figurehead of the resistance, Nicholas the Light-Bearer had been ordained to march at the head of an army that would destroy the empire. When that army arrived in Cian, someone had to open the drawbridges so they could enter the palace. That someone was him.

      Never good with words when placed on the spot, he dug deep for logic, reason, and calm—all things Stefan Zarot, Lord of the Conquest, would appreciate. “Guilt is debilitating, but I’m sure it’s unnecessary. My father said you needed someone to lead Axel to Nicholas. That someone was Meka. My brother would not have agreed if he hadn’t wanted to help.”

      Stefan looked unconvinced. “And now? How do you justify what’s happened?”

      Grigor glanced at his father, wondering if he intended to help out here. Tao merely smiled at him.

      Grigor cleared his throat and forced certainty he didn’t feel into his voice. “My brother needs to learn everything he can about ice crystals. And not just any ice crystals. Felix’s. That way, he will help us bring down the empire.” Eyes imploring, he studied Stefan. “If you really want to help Meka, then be here with me when the time comes to rescue him from Felix.”

      “I told you, I intend to do that anyway,” Stefan said maddeningly. “I still believe the safest place for you is Treven. It will mean a separation from Natalia, but that can’t be helped. Keeping you alive is all that matters.”

      Why was the man being so stubborn? Grigor guessed Stefan wouldn’t hear that he needed to be here to open the gates for Axel and Nicholas. Why would he, when he would surely answer that he could do that. Grigor only just managed to suppress the urge to clench his fists in his frustration.

      “Like Meka, I have a job to do, too.” That sounded too vague, so Grigor added, “I met Nicholas today. He had a book given to him by a dead person”—he glanced at Tao in a plea for support—“a woman named Cricket. I read that book. It was very clear that I had to stay here.”

      Stefan faced Tao. “Do you support this?”

      “I do. Cricket works with me. And Dmitri. We want Grigor here.”

      Stefan groaned. “And will you all accept responsibility if something happens to him?”

      Grigor waited just as intently as Stefan did for his father to reply.

      “Stefan, I happen to know that you have powerful men on your side who need to be enlisted to our cause. They can help protect Grigor. Lukan cannot risk upsetting all of you. Not now.”

      Stefan huffed out a breath and then threw his head back. “The dead want Grigor here, but the living must protect him.” He smiled at Tao; it looked wan. “And here I usually argue with Axel when he rails against the dead. Seems he has a point.”

      Tao didn’t seem offended by that comment in the least. “We have a . . . different way of doing things, but never forget that we are all working toward the same goal. And I will always be on hand to protect my sons. That includes Meka. He is in the right place. For now.”

      A long pause from Stefan. “My men, as you call them, are not ready to be enlisted.”

      Grigor looked from one man to the next. “Who are we talking about?”

      “There have always been a small percentage of guardsmen who have been immune to their ice crystals,” his father answered. “Instead of sentencing them to death as Felix and Lukan commanded, Stefan created a regiment for them. They will do whatever he asks out of choice, not compulsion.”

      A sigh from Stefan. “Only the ones I have been able to identify. There are many others who have slipped through the cracks. Some now work for Axel; others have defected to other parts of the world.”

      Tao fixed Stefan with a sharp blue eye. “But these guardsmen are not the men to whom I refer. You have men on the High Council, too, don’t you?”

      Stefan looked pointedly around the room. “Tao, are you sure these cameras aren’t working?”

      “You have my word.”

      “Then I will trust your word.” Stefan turned to Grigor. “There are a few men on the High Council who are tired of the way the empire is run. They are ready for change. We speak on the matter.”

      None of the hard, avaricious faces Grigor had stared out at when he had addressed the council struck him as men who would easily give up their privilege. “That doesn’t mean they will support Nicholas. All they would want is another leader who lets them live in power and luxury. That’s not Nicholas’s mandate. Not according to the book.”

      A mask dropped across Stefan’s face, and he looked at Grigor through pitiless eyes. The brick wall was back. “You sure about that?”

      Grigor shifted in his seat. “You mean there are others who are hiding what they think?”

      “If they’re still alive, they’re hiding their thoughts. And more are teetering. Vasily’s disappearance has rattled everyone. If he can be targeted, then none of the Sixteen are safe. And now Lukan’s beginning to lose his mind.” Stefan cracked a smile. “Felix’s defection will also send shockwaves through them. I intend to be there to hold hands and pat backs.”

      Grigor bounced with excitement. “Who are they?”

      Stefan’s hand slapped down hard on Grigor’s knee. “If I am to tell you, then you must first learn self-control. Like the rest of us, you need to mask your emotions.”

      Grigor bit his lip. As a boy who had always spoken his heart, masking his thoughts had never come easily. But he saw the sense in what Stefan said. “Can I ask you to be my tutor in these matters?”

      A grunt from Stefan. “I still haven’t decided if I want you here.”

      It was time to grab Stefan Zarot by the throat. Figuratively, at least. Grigor allowed his face to harden. “You cannot force me onto an airship. So, the way I see it, we can either be friends and work together here at the palace, or enemies who cross each other at every turn. Which will it be?”

      Stefan chortled, then said to Tao. “He’s his father’s son.” To Grigor, he added, “Did you know that before you were born, Tao stood alone before the High Council when he refused to swear allegiance to Lukan? Even the threat of immediate execution couldn’t sway him.”

      Grigor hadn’t known. He leaned forward, eager to know more. He hid his disappointment when Stefan didn’t continue speaking about Tao. “You seem like the same kind of man. I will have your back. I will be your tutor. Together, we will rescue Meka when the time comes.”

      Grigor sagged with relief. “Thank you. I can’t ask for more.”

      Stefan stood. “Now, I have to get going. Malika, Katrina, and the children are going straight to the airfield. I have to fetch Axel and Lynx from the city. Hopefully, they will have Nicholas with them.”
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      Uhtl grabbed Talon. “Naw, Talon. What are you panicking for?”

      Talon wrenched away and pounded at the steel door, even knowing it was futile. “You betrayed me!” As the shock of his capture—again—washed over him, his breath came in gulps. “Trapped me!”

      Uhtl leaned a hand against the door and looked at Talon with a bemused expression. “If it’s the guardsmen that have you spooked, look at them. Tell me what you see.”

      Talon didn’t want to obey this traitor, but fear made him look, if for no other reason than to assess his enemies.

      The guardsman closest to Talon smiled at him. He still leaned casually against the wall. Talon’s eyes shot past him to another soldier. This one carried a tray of food to one of the tables. The boys and girls greeted him with laughter and cheers.

      He frowned in his confusion. None of this made sense. No guardsman he had ever seen had been so relaxed, so kindly.

      “The eyes, Talon. Look them in the eyes,” Uhtl said.

      So he did. His confusion grew at the life, mirth, and camaraderie that animated every guardsman in the hall. So foreign, they were unnerving in their normality.

      He let go of the door. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “What’s right with them, you mean.” Netchi strode over to join them. “Their ice crystals don’t work. That means they don’t support Lukan and Felix. Like I told you when you asked about the locked door, their only job here is to protect and defend you if we’re discovered.”

      He understood about nonfunctional ice crystals. Yuri had had one. That meant it was possible these men did, too. And they certainly didn’t radiate any kind of threat to him or the other teens in here.

      They must have been exactly what Netchi said they were—soldiers here to protect him.

      That didn’t stop Talon clarifying all the claims made to him. “Uhtl said we were going to Treven to join the alliance.”

      “And so we are. Come eat.” Netchi led him and Uhtl to the closest table. They sat at the very edge, a few feet away from the rest of the lads. Netchi pushed a bowl of steaming stew in front of Talon. “Dig in. Get some strength. You’ll be needing it for the trip. Soldiers need flesh on their bones.”

      Talon’s groaning stomach didn’t allow him to refuse. He managed half the bowl before nausea set in. He pushed the food away and helped himself to a mug of water. “So that boat really is going to take us to Treven?”

      As Netchi nodded, his topknot bobbed. “Yaw. That it is.”

      “To Axel and my mother?”

      “They’re standing by, waiting for you.”

      “Do they know you have found me?”

      “Naw. But they will when we get to Tarach. We’re stopping there to refuel.”

      Doubt nipped at Talon. “Don’t you have informas?”

      Netchi pulled a stone from his pocket. “We do, but our orders are not to use them in the Heartland. Felix knows everything.”

      Reassured, Talon looked over at the other boys and girls. “What are they doing here?”

      “The boss is always recruiting new fighters. Like you, these folk want to strike back at their enemies. We give them the chance. Train ‘em up. Give ‘em weapons. Send ‘em out to destroy the enemy.”

      Tears of relief pricked Talon’s eyes before he could stop them. He looked down at the rough wooden table to hide them. “Then I’m happy to be here.”

      Uhtl bumped Talon’s shoulder. “Told you it would be good.”

      Talon tossed his hair over his shoulder and smiled at Uhtl. “You did. When do we leave?”

      Netchi rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “I’m thinking we should make a run tonight. The fires, the rain, all that is helping us. Tide’s even on our side. With the curfew, no one will think that a dhow will risk it.”

      Talon’s heart soared at that idea. “I’m keen. What do you need me to do to help?”

      Another toothy smile from Netchi. “You just sit tight.” He chuffed Uhtl’s shoulder, “My boy will get you safe aboard.” Then he stood and called out over the hall, “Lick those plates clean, because it’s time to go.”

      As the hall erupted with cheers, Talon couldn’t resist sneering at Dmitri. See, I don’t need your help.
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      Lukan cursed as he pounded on his cell door. His throat was hoarse from shouting for help—no one had come—and his temple throbbed where Felix had hit him.

      None of that pain came even close in comparison to the agony of Felix’s betrayal. A betrayal that went so far as to include stealing Lukan’s informa right out of his pocket. That left Lukan with no means of summoning help. This time, he didn’t care who saw him in trouble.

      Worse, the only person who may have bothered enough for him to come looking was Kestrel. She was in the palace dungeons at his command.

      Not that it mattered. She would never have known to look for him here.

      Fury and despair made him claw the door.

      How much else had Felix stolen from him over the years? Had Felix been working with Axel all this time? Had Felix even conspired to give Axel Lynx?

      He must have, if Felix had allowed Nicholas to escape and had then hidden that. Had the plan been to reunite Nicholas with Lynx and Axel? Would Felix have welcomed them all into Cian when Nicholas arrived in the city to murder Lukan?

      Lukan’s insides turned to water. He pounded even harder on the door, even knowing that it would be hours before Morass came here to feed Nicholas.

      Would he even come? Or did Morass know that Nicholas had fled? Had he also been Felix’s man?

      With the illusion of safety through Morass shattered, Lukan slumped to the floor and buried his head in his hands.

      Would he ever escape from here?

      The heat from the “sun” in the domed roof beat uncomfortably hot on him. He looked up at the broken glass, still stunned that Nicholas had managed to scale the walls, jump the distance to the dome, loosen the fiddle, and then escape.

      Lukan would never manage such a feat. If rescue did not come, he would boil to death in here. He tore off his jacket and waistcoat and tossed them on the ground. Sweat still streamed down his torso from that confounded lamp.

      What had Felix been thinking when he’d made the thing so powerful?

      How Nicholas survived—

      He didn’t want to think about Nicholas. That traitor was probably even now with Axel.

      With Felix on his side, Axel had to have survived the attack on the airships—just as he had survived every other time Lukan had tried—and failed—to target him.

      The Dmitri Curse rolled on. Unrelenting. Unstoppable. Unforgiving.

      And as for Lynx . . .

      She would never know that he’d died in here still loving her.

      Lukan rolled up into a ball on the floor and rocked in his pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Numb with anxiety, relief, and fear, Lynx jumped across yet another alley onto yet another rain-slick roof of yet another building that stood between her and Nicholas.

      Even hearing String’s detailed description of her son, she still could not quite believe that Nicholas had been found.

      And just in time, too, before he was kidnapped and whisked away by the Blades. Clearly, after seeing the images of Nicholas on the informa at the conclave with the other monarchs in Oldfort, Xipal had gotten it into his head to find her son.

      Perhaps he had known that once the seer had visited with Nicholas, her son would do all in his power to get the fiddle Lukan had taunted him with and then escape. It would have been a simple matter to have Xipal’s people in Cian look out for Nicholas.

      What Xipal would do with Nicholas, she didn’t want to imagine. Her boy would be a bargaining chip that would offer the Tarachian king unparalleled power over Lynx and Axel.

      Even more deadly, to hit back at Axel, Xipal could hand Nicholas to Lukan. Lynx’s skin crawled at the thought of her son in both men’s hands.

      Perverse bad luck that they found him first, she thought to Winds as she brushed rainwater off her face. A pointless gesture when she was drenched to the skin.

      Farith, running next to her on the roof, slipped.

      “Easy,” Axel muttered as Lynx and Clay grabbed her. They yanked her to her feet. She thanked them with a scowl.

      After treating Magridal and making her comfortable, Farith had pleaded with Axel to let her come with them to rescue Nicholas instead of staying at The Ferret.

      Lynx—and Magridal—had thrown her support behind the princess. The girl reminded Lynx of herself when she’d sneaked off underage to raid her egg. Bravery and determination needed to be encouraged, and Farith had both of these qualities in abundance. Axel had relented, probably because he didn’t trust the girl out of his sight.

      Magridal, Zav, and his daughters had been left feeding the urchins. Stefan was headed for The Ferret in an official truck that would not be questioned by the guardsmen patrolling the streets. He, Magridal, Zav, and his daughters would rendezvous with Lynx and her team at the harbor. If all went according to plan, within the hour, they would be on their way to Treven.

      The plan was the biggest challenge.

      A warehouse full of children—one of whom was Nicholas—was no target for incendiary balls. Axel’s last two balls would be reserved for the dhow. That meant they either had to lure Nicholas out, or failing that, they had to break their way into the warehouse to rescue him. Getting out with him would not be easy.

      String and the other boys had known for a while about the warehouse where food was offered. Urchins from rival gangs had been tempted in—only to be marched by guardsmen onto a dhow. The urchins had never been seen again. Dip had forbidden any of his boys to go near the place.

      When questioned on how many guardsmen occupied the building, Dip and String had merely said a lot, probably the only answer possible from children who could not count, read, or write.

      If the guardsmen were working for Xipal as Lynx and Axel suspected, then it was probable they were all immune to their ice crystals.

      Lynx thanked the Winds for that blessing. Without the supercharge from their ice crystals, they would be no stronger or faster than anyone on her team.

      Axel, running ahead, held up his hand. Lynx skidded to a stop and crouched down next to him at the edge of the roof. Clay and Farith slithered in beside them.

      Below Lynx, looking like beaten pewter through the driving rain, the sea tossed a small dhow against the quay. A dhow protected by at least thirty guardsmen armed with crossbows. Alert as dogs, they stood in two lines from the open door of a warehouse to the gangplank of the dhow. About a hundred boys and girls threaded out between their protective ranks.

      Lynx’s heart juddered with a combination of joy and panic; just yards away from the dhow, at the head of the line, stalked Nicholas.

      Her first reaction was to yell his name—even with the wind and the clatter of the rain on the roofs and concrete ground, he would hear her—but she resisted the urge.

      The only way to rescue him was to destroy the dhow with fire and the soldiers with their shotguns.

      Axel’s hand fumbled into his backpack for an incendiary ball. He pulled one out and murmured, “Lynx, sneak onto the ground and get Nicholas’s attention. Get him to go with you.”

      Lynx nodded. That made sense; Nicholas didn’t know anyone else on the team. She would lead him into the maze of buildings behind the warehouse and then back onto the roof. Anyone who attempted to take him from her would die trying.

      Clay looked at Axel expectantly. “Clay, you start on the soldiers. Be very careful you don’t hit any of the children.”

      “What do you think I am? A novice?” Clay murmured.

      Axel cracked a smile. “I’ll answer after I’ve counted your targets.” His smile faded as he hoisted his ball. “I might actually be the problem here.”

      Lynx understood Axel’s concern. Aiming for the dhows was easy, but with the wind and rain, hitting it and not the children was the challenge. The whole operation screamed risk. She didn’t have a better idea.

      “And me?” Farith whispered. “What do I do?”

      “You stay out of harm’s way.” Axel’s face and voice were uncompromising as he lined up his aim.

      It didn’t seem to deter Farith. She gripped Axel’s arm and pulled the ball down. “I have a better idea, Warlord.”

      Axel started to roll his eyes, but Lynx touched his shoulder to get his attention. She mouthed, “Listen to her.”

      Axel sighed. “Nurse Farith, you have the ten seconds before I lob this ball.”

      Farith blazed determination. “Give it to me. I’ll sneak off the roof. I might be small, but I’m fast. I’ll get close enough to the dhow to hit it before the guardsmen even know I’m there.”

      Axel caught Lynx’s eye. “What do you think?”

      Lynx liked the idea—a lot. “Let her do it.”

      Axel handed the princess his last two incendiary balls. “Go. Now. Before I change my mind. Get that boat burning before Nicholas gets aboard.”

      Just as Lynx and Farith started to scramble away, one of the guardsmen looked up and yelled, “Company! On the roof.”

      Clay had already started shooting when a storm of quarrels landed on the roof. Lynx dove for cover.

      Two quarrels hit her back.

      She flopped onto the roof, caught her breath, and crawled to the side of the building that opened onto a narrow alley.

      Farith snaked past her. She hissed, “The nurse in me is dying to help you, but the pissed-off warrior part of me says I have to destroy that boat.”

      Lynx waved her on. “I’m right behind you. Call to Nicholas. Tell him to come here.”

      And then Farith was gone.

      Back burning and dripping blood that quickly washed away in the rain, Lynx half-climbed, half-fell off the roof. She landed in a heap at a pair of silvery feet clad in leather boots.

      Had she died?

      No, she pushed that thought away. She could not—would not—let something as trifling as a couple of quarrels stop her from rescuing her son.

      She tried climbing to her feet, but a gentle hand on her shoulder stopped her. A voice said, “Lynx, it’s enough. Rest now. All will be well.”

      “No! My son. I have to save him.”

      Through the haze, she thought she saw Tao. Impossible unless she was dying—just like he had, protecting Nicholas from Lukan and Morass.

      “It’s hard, Lynx, I know that, but Nicholas needs this time with Xipal,” a female voice said. Not Tao. Cricket? “It will forge him into the man we need him to be. Dmitri is happy that all will be well with him.”

      Lynx’s head swam as she struggled to process the nonsense her brain was conjuring—all this had to be her imagination, because Tao, Cricket, and Dmitri would never agree to letting Xipal have Nicholas.

      She opened her mouth to protest, but those silvery hands lifted her. Regardless of how much she struggled, she could not break free of them. Gentle fingers brushed her eyes, and then she was drifting . . . floating above the world.

      Far below, she saw a boy get on a boat. The boat left the shore and vanished into the mist. When it returned, a man stepped off onto the quay.

      She remembered no more.
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      Talon swore longer and louder than he ever had in his life. He broke into a run, haphazardly dodging the lethal projectiles coming off the roof. They struck down the guardsmen protecting him and the other urchins with ruthless efficiency.

      Not the only one to scatter, every boy and girl also ran off in all directions. The firing from the roof seemed to still as the children streaked through the soldiers and down the alleys that opened on either side of the warehouse.

      Talon may not have been a street-wise urchin, but he understood their need for self-preservation. Unlike them, though, nothing on this benighted planet was going to stop him from getting aboard that boat—that lifeline to freedom—and leaving this harbor.

      He looked for Uhtl and Netchi, but they were nowhere to be seen. Then, from the corner of his eye, he caught a flash—a girl running to the dhow with something in her hand.

      Dressed in an unusual full-body suit, she looked better fed than the urchins. “Nicholas! It’s a trap. Don’t fall for it. I’ll destroy the dhow.” She lifted her arm. “Run to the side of the warehouse. Lynx is there.”

      Talon skidded to a stop on the wet concrete.

      Mom was at the warehouse? Then why hadn’t she appeared when the fighting started? Mom was scared of nothing and no one. And why did the girl intend to destroy the boat? He looked up at the sky to check for airships.

      There were none.

      Even if the girl was right and Mom were here, why destroy the only means of escape from the city? Before anything else happened, he had to stop her from harming that precious dhow.

      He yelled, “Don’t damage the boat! We need it to escape.”

      She ignored him and continued her dash for the craft. He dithered, torn between going to check on Mom—was it possible she was here?—and protecting the boat.

      The girl was about to throw that strange ball at the dhow when a guardsman intercepted her. They both crashed to the ground.

      The girl’s head hit the concrete. Talon winced. She gasped and went limp beneath the soldier.

      Two balls rolled out of her hand.

      One of their “protectors” attacked a girl? Talon lunged in, scooped the balls up, and slipped them both into his pocket. He swung his leg out and kicked the man as he tried to stand. It caught him on the back of the neck.

      The man gasped and flattened onto the ground.

      Talon wanted to go to the warehouse to check the girl’s claim about Mom, but the girl was exposed to all the shooting.

      He started dragging her with him to the alley next to the warehouse. Slight as she was, she was still heavy and difficult to drag through the puddles and rain.

      They had not gone more than a few paces when someone scooped him up by his shirt.

      He yelped in surprise as he was lifted bodily off the ground.

      The girl clung onto him like moss on a rock. She must have come to her senses.

      She started to speak, but the man—one of the guardsmen—wrenched her off him. The girl cried out as the soldier swung her away as if she were nothing but a floppy pillow.

      How dare he?

      Still hanging from the man’s hand, Talon swung his fist at the soldier. It hit him on the nose. Blood splattered Talon’s hair and face. He snarled like a wolf on a kill and followed up with another punch. The impact juddered through his arm. But still the bastard clung onto both him and the girl.

      Then above the explosions, shouts of pain as men fell to those projectiles, and the incessant rain, Netchi shouted, “Bring the Crown Prince and the girl.”

      Netchi stood at the top of the gangplank leading into the dhow. Behind him, steam scudded from the stack. The dhow was ready to depart.

      The soldier holding Talon tossed him over his shoulder and broke into a run for the dhow. His other hand dragged the girl across the paving. She yelled and kicked.

      Talon pounded the man’s back with his fists and kicked at his chest. “Wait! She said my mother is here. I want to see if that is true.”

      A shot cracked. The soldier cried out and then stumbled. His hold on Talon loosened. Talon slithered off his back as the man fell. Blood pooled around him.

      Without waiting to see how bad the injury was, Talon raced toward the warehouse. Yet another of Netchi’s men scooped him up.

      Talon cursed. These men, who moments before this battle had been his protectors, were turning out to be as devilish as real guardsmen. He swung a punch at the man.

      The soldier ducked.

      Netchi’s men encircled Talon. He lunged to break free but was caught by a mass of hands.

      “Stop fighting, Crown Prince,” one of them said.

      Talon yelled, “My mother’s in that warehouse.”

      The soldier’s head exploded.

      Talon blinked away the brain matter that splattered past him and stared at the roof in horror. The shooters. One of them scrambled to his feet. Even through the rain Talon recognized him.

      Axel. The man his mother would have married if she had been given a choice.

      Talon knew without doubt that he had been betrayed.

      But even pushing all his anger and frustration into his punches, kicks, and bites, he could not stop the inexorable push as the soldiers edged him toward the dhow.

      It only struck Talon that his struggling was making it difficult for Axel to pick off the soldiers when he stumbled. It took him a second to realize that his boot had struck the gangplank. A final push from the surviving soldiers, and Talon was shoved up the ramp.

      Axel jumped down off the warehouse roof onto the paving between the dhow and the warehouse. Gun blazing at the circling soldiers, who fell like flies on a summer’s day, he raced toward Talon.

      Uhtl waited for Talon at the top of the gangplank. He clawed at Talon from behind. Pleading to the Winds to help him, Talon could not stop being pushed and pulled onto the hated boat. He fell onto the deck just as the engine roared and the dhow surged away from the quay.

      Axel was too late.
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      Tao ignored the terrified urchins streaming past him, Lynx, and Cricket as they huddled in the dark alley.

      Lynx’s spirit hovered above her body, tethered by a thread to her limp form. Even in the rain, lighter now as the storm abated, Tao’s arms were sticky with her blood. He tightened his grip around her as if that would anchor her to the third dimension.

      He was painfully aware that, as Nicholas’s mother, Lynx had fulfilled her destiny in the Dmitri Curse. If she died now and joined him in the fourth dimension, it would have little bearing on the direction of the curse.

      Even though Tao didn’t have the power to heal her, he wasn’t ready to have his closest friend join him in death. He glowered at Cricket. “Stopping Lynx didn’t include letting her be hit with two quarrels. Why didn’t you let me block them?”

      He had tried, but Cricket had blocked his attempt to bend the light around Lynx.

      Serenely unrepentant, Cricket looked down her pretty nose at him. “You heard her thoughts. You know nothing short of injury or death was going to stop her going for Nicholas. Be thankful I stopped at injury.” Her voice cracked, belying her casual façade. “And I could not have stopped those quarrels even if I’d tried.”

      Tao gave a wet splutter. “We wouldn’t know, would we? Because you didn’t try.”

      Cricket threw up her hands. “Tao, I did what I felt I had to do.”

      That hardly satisfied Tao. “She’s barely alive. If Lynx dies, I will never speak to you again.”

      Face etched with concern, Cricket knelt next to him. “I would not want that. You mean too much to me.”

      Tao ignored her. He rocked Lynx in his arms and kissed her gently on her forehead. He doubted she even felt it.

      Cricket touched his face. “Look at me, please. I can explain why I stopped you protecting her.”

      Try as he might, Tao could not resist the warmth of her fingers. Like a moon drawn to its planet, his eyes sought hers. “This had better be good.”

      “Remember when Lynx vanished in the maze and you thought you’d lost her?”

      As if Tao could ever forget that terrible day before their collective weddings. Felix had arranged an egg raid in the palace maze as part of the wedding festivities. Tao and Lynx had used the time to get know each other. Lynx had stepped into a room and had vanished for hours. Helpless, frustrated, and scared, Tao had searched for her. Finally, it had been Axel who had found and revived her.

      Cricket’s voice was gentle, as if she understood how excruciating this was for him. “I met with her to tell her about her role in the curse. At the time, I didn’t know the mirrors would explode around her until I felt her pain.” She draped her arms around Tao’s shoulders. “Back then, I didn’t fully understand what had happened, but I knew that one day, Lynx would suffer at my hand. That Axel would need that to happen, just like Lynx needed him to suffer for her when he stepped in front of that poisoned quarrel. It was the only way she would believe that he would be her partner in bringing to pass the Dmitri Curse.” Cricket’s voice broke. “That day has come. It is no accident that she was shot with quarrels.”

      It was Tao’s turn to empathize with Cricket’s anguish. He took one hand from Lynx and pulled Cricket closer to him. He brushed her lips with his.

      Cricket shuddered in his embrace. “Axel is going to go crazy when he sees her, but I know he needs this.”

      “Leave Axel to me.” Dmitri hovered in the air above them. A shimmer of air, and he landed in their huddle. Stern eyes bored first into Tao and then into Cricket. “Despite your creative interpretation of some of my orders, everything is going perfectly to plan.”

      “Including Lynx dying?” Tao asked bitterly.

      “Tao Avanov, cool that temper of yours, and you will see that Cricket was right to let Lynx be shot. Much good will come of today’s business.”

      Tao had his doubts. How could he get excited when Nicholas and Farith were prisoners on a boat headed for Tarach and Lynx drifted between the third and fourth dimension?

      Dmitri clicked his tongue impatiently. “Tao, sometimes you are as bad as my Lord of the Conquest. It’s time you both had an epiphany.”

      The seer ran his hands over Lynx.

      Her spirit slipped back into her body. Her wounds closed, expelling the quarrels, which slipped out harmlessly. She groaned, and her eyes fluttered open. Bleary eyes focused on Tao. She mumbled, “Tao? Is that really you?”

      Before Tao could reply, the seer bent the light. It pulled him and Cricket back into the fourth dimension. Dmitri followed them.

      Lynx was left alone in the alley.
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      Axel screamed in fury as the dhow pulled away from the quay. He had lost Nicholas again. If that wasn’t bad enough, Lynx hadn’t appeared since the battle started. It had taken all his self-control to remain on that roof killing guardsmen with Clay when all he’d wanted was to find her.

      Now, between him and the alley, where she would have fallen if injured in the avalanche of quarrels, stood two surviving soldiers.

      Blood splattered and bruised from Nicholas’s kicks and punches, they were otherwise unharmed. They dropped their crossbows and held up their hands in the universal sign of surrender.

      Rage ripped through Axel at their sheer audacity. He yelled, “You kidnap my stepson against his will, send him off to my enemies, and then think I should spare you? Never in a million years.” He jerked up his shotgun and snatched at the trigger. His bullets tore through the closest man’s flesh.

      The other man watched in horror as his comrade crumpled to the ground. Eyes wild with terror, he fell onto his knees with his hands in the air and pleaded, “Don’t kill me. I was just obeying orders.”

      Axel pressed his shotgun to the soldier’s forehead and shot him at point-blank range. Without stopping to acknowledge the man’s gore on his clothes, he reloaded his weapons while running to the alley to find Lynx.

      Face expressionless, Clay fell into step with him. Even through his rage, Axel sensed waves of disapproval radiating off his assassin.

      He didn’t care. A soldier surrendering and pleading for his life didn’t bring Nicholas and Farith back. Nor did it help Lynx. Or make up for all the men Axel had lost tonight in his quest to retrieve his son.

      Perhaps after the stench of blood and cordite had settled and the raw ache of all he’d sacrificed abated, remorse would grip him. But now wasn’t that moment.

      He and Clay had just reached the alley entrance when a military vehicle swept onto the quay.

      Clay swore.

      Axel spun, ready to start firing.

      Clay gripped the barrels of Axel’s shotguns and pushed them toward the ground. “Wait, it might be Stefan.”

      Axel’s blood-soaked psyche realized that Clay could be right. He took a deep breath to force himself to calm down. “Handle it,” he rasped. “I’m going for Lynx.”

      The vehicle pulled to a stop, and Stefan got out. With only Lynx on his mind, Axel didn’t acknowledge his friend.

      He dove into the alley. At the far end, shrouded by misty rain, lay his Lynxie.

      The blood rushed from Axel’s extremities.

      The last time he’d seen Lynx like this was after her first visitation with Cricket. Years later, while still captive in the forest, Lynx had told him that the mirrors in the room Cricket had shown her had exploded around her. The agony had knocked her unconscious. Lynx had always claimed that had been prophetic.

      Terrified she was dead, Axel dropped down next to her. Breath coming in gulps, he ran his hands over her body to check for injuries. Even in the drizzle, she was sticky with blood. He prodded, but found no wounds to account for it, even though two quarrels had ripped through her clothing. They clung to her skin like whitlows on a fingernail. To further belie the blood, her breathing was steady. Strong, even.

      Then her hand touched his face. She said, as clear as day, “You. Always you.”

      Axel dropped back on his haunches in relief. “Who else, my Lynxie? It will always be me. Forever and always.”

      “I know. You and Tao. Always there for me.”

      Axel wrapped his arms beneath her and hoisted her up. “Tao?” He jogged with her to Stefan’s truck.

      “He came. I saw him, just like I’m looking at you.”

      Even though it pleased him that Tao may have had some kind of life after death, Axel grunted his dissatisfaction. “Pity he didn’t do a better job protecting you.”

      When would it strike her that Nicholas was gone? Dread at the prospect of telling her that Xipal had both Nicholas and Farith robbed him of all joy of her survival.

      From his arms, Lynx smiled up at him. “Oh, Tao did a great job. I was shot twice in the back. I was dying, sure as I’m now in your arms, but I feel no pain. Explain that, my unbelieving Warlord.”

      Axel couldn’t, but he wasn’t going to get into an argument with her about the capricious dead. There would be time enough for that on the airship to Treven.

      Stefan loped over to join them. He reached for Lynx. “Here, let me help you.”

      With no intention of letting Lynx out of his sight, Axel shoved past him. He lay Lynx down on the bench in the van opposite Clay, Magridal, Zav, and his daughters, and then climbed in after her. Their faces were wrought with concern.

      Lynx sat up and smiled. “Axel fusses, but I’m fine. Honestly, I am. Never been better.”

      Axel took her hand, unable to suppress his relief. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      The van pulled away from the quay.

      Lynx grabbed Axel’s head and tugged it toward her. Without a care for their audience, she kissed him hard.

      A moment’s hesitation, then he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back. The tension in his muscles melted with each stroke of his tongue against hers.

      He could almost sense her infusing him with power and strength—extraordinary when she had been the one injured, not him. When he’d taken everything he could from her, he pulled away.

      It was time to crash her off her cloud of euphoria with the hard, cold truth. He blew out a breath and thought about cushioning the blow.

      But what easy way was there of saying that they had lost Nicholas for a second time? Farith’s capture would hit her hard, too. Like Axel, Lynx felt more than just friendship for her.

      Lynx smiled at him. As calm as the waves breaking at Tanzanite Cove, she said, “I know. He’s gone. Xipal has him. Tao told me it’s all part of the plan. Dmitri’s plan to turn Nicholas into the man who will destroy this empire.”

      Every head in the van turned to Axel to assess his reaction to Lynx’s outrageous claim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Axel closed his eyes to hide the rage boiling there.

      Dmitri had decreed all this?

      Had Dmitri also orchestrated the loss of Axel’s airships and crews? The deaths of the countless low-born caught in the crossfire tonight? The death of the guardsmen Felix had sent to defend the city? The soldiers who’d died on the quay?

      All except the two I executed. No one but me is responsible for those deaths.

      He took no comfort in that thought.

      Soft fingers brushed his face. Lynx whispered, “Axel, don’t shut me out.”

      He wasn’t ready to face her, or anyone in the van, but he still had a mission to run. He opened his eyes and forced a sardonic grin. “Just processing, my love.”

      Unwilling to see her concern, mingled with that awful certainty that the hated seer would wave a wand and it would all be fine, he scrambled away from her and climbed over the coal hopper into the front seat next to Stefan. At least he could make himself useful by shoveling coal into the boiler.

      Lynx glared at him.

      To avoid her hitting him, he grinned back at her and said, “We need to get onto the same page as Stef.”

      Lynx folded her arms across her chest. “You could have done it from here.”

      Clay shuffled across his bench and plonked down next to Lynx. He took her hand and murmured, “Give him space. Remember, the only dead we’ve been dealing with tonight are the ones we’ve just killed.”

      Lynx’s eyes widened, then bored into Clay’s. With Clay’s back to him, Axel couldn’t see what his assassin mouthed to her. When Lynx’s face paled, he guessed it wasn’t good.

      She twirled her feather and braids, making Axel curse himself for killing those men in cold blood. It had been a stupid, unconscionable loss of control, one not worthy of him and the title he held as Warlord of the Pathfinder Alliance.

      Lynx scrambled over and wedged herself between him and Stefan. Axel took her hand, grateful that she still wanted to be with him so soon after learning about his weakness.

      With no way to make amends to anyone for what he’d done, Axel turned his attention to Stefan. “I take it we’re headed for the launch pad outside Cian.”

      “Yes. A ship crewed by my men is standing by. Your mother, Malika, and the children are already aboard.”

      Axel swallowed. It would be the first time he’d seen his mother in almost two decades. He dreaded the meeting.

      But he also feared for Stefan. “Are you sure you will survive this?”

      Stefan ran a hand down his face as he negotiated the narrow, deserted streets of Cian.

      Quelled by the rain, the fires had all but been extinguished. Ghostly buildings, warped and buckled from the inferno, glowed eerily in the swirling mist that had finally replaced the storm.

      With no people on the streets, the guardsmen, too, had sought cover, so there was no one to impede their progress.

      “I’ve given it a lot of thought,” Stefan said. “Lukan hadn’t returned to the palace before I left. I have a man on duty to inform me the moment he does, but I suspect Felix incapacitated him.” A sour grunt. “The old fox had a sword in that walking stick of his. I would not be surprised if he stuck it into Lukan.”

      “Serve the bastard right if he did.”

      Stefan gave Axel a strange look, making him wonder if Clay had mentioned the shooting. As much as he deserved the censure, he hoped Clay hadn’t.

      “I looked at the footage of Lukan and Felix in the command center while they destroyed your fleet,” Stefan said. “I suspect they went to Nicholas’s old prison after that.”

      Lynx snorted a laugh. “I’m beginning to see how all this could have played out. Lukan would have gone crazy once he saw Nicholas was gone. Felix would have had no choice but to flee.” She squeezed Axel’s hand. “People sometimes do terrible things in times of stress.”

      So, she was handling him. Axel sighed; it was inevitable, but he didn’t want her forgiveness. Not until he’d forgiven himself.

      He left it to Stefan to speak.

      “Agreed. If Lukan is there, he probably needs rescue. I will go to him. I’ll say that Felix left a message for me to find the emperor at that address. Hopefully, gratitude will warm Lukan’s heart, and he’ll choose to keep me alive.”

      Axel ran his filthy hands through his hair. “First sign of trouble, and you’re on an airship to Treven.”

      Stefan drove through the city gates, out onto the road to the airship launch pad. “Can’t do that. I’ve promised Prince Grigor I would help him navigate his way through Lukan’s fury.”

      Axel—and Lynx—spun to face Stefan.

      “Grigor knows who you are?” Axel asked.

      “We’ve formed a team. We’ll be waiting for Nicholas when your army arrives in Cian.”

      Axel shook his head in wonder. So much had happened in so short a time.

      Stefan continued, “Do you want me to send a ship after Xipal’s dhow? I can have a naval vessel manned by a crew from my regiment hunt them down. Farith and Nicholas will be sent to Treven.”

      Axel was about to say yes—

      “Let them go to Tarach,” Lynx said. “Nicholas needs this experience if he is to become the man we want him to be. And it will do Farith good, too, I’m sure.”

      Axel rounded on her. “Dragon’s stuffing testicles, Lynx! How can you be so damn complacent about this? For almost a year, you’ve done nothing but pine for your boy.”

      Lynx brushed his cheek with her lips. “I told you,” she said with infuriating serenity, “I saw Tao, and he assured me that all was in hand. I trust him, Axel, and so should you.”

      Axel covered his mouth with his hand to stop a slew of expletives.

      Lynx didn’t seem to notice. “I’m more than just his mother, and he is more than just my son. It’s time we both allowed each other space to be what Dmitri would have us be.” Her pressure on his hand increased. “And my place is by your side. Forever and always.”

      Stefan leaned over Lynx and squeezed Axel’s knee. “Listen to her. She knows what she’s talking about.”

      All these people squeezing him! Axel fought for control to stop from shaking them both off. That didn’t stop sarcasm leaking into his voice. “What, Stef? Are you saying you’ve also been talking to the dead?”

      “As a matter-of-fact, I have.” Stefan grinned at him. “Seems Tao has been a busy boy tonight. He visited with me and Grigor as well.” Stefan’s smile widened. “How else do you think that I, Stefan Zarot, master of discretion, would have taken Grigor under my wing so we both now live a double life?”

      Axel stared out the windshield at the passing scenery. Maybe it was the lack of sleep and food—he had been too busy to munch any of the rations he carried in his zip suit—but try as he might, he could not get his head around Stefan’s—or Lynx’s—assertion.

      His friends let him mull in peace. Lynx even took over coal-shoveling duty—not that he’d done much of that during their ride through the city.

      The trouble was that the facts spoke for themselves.

      Lynx had not only survived her shooting, but she bore no ill effects from it. He could never have dreamed of shoveling coal an hour after being hit with a quarrel.

      That he couldn’t argue with.

      He, better than anyone, knew the pain and consequences of a quarrel in the back. The soldiers on the quay may not have tipped their barbs with murghi, but that didn’t detract from the severity of her injury.

      Yet, his Lynxie had walked away bloody but unscathed. She attributed that to Tao.

      Could Tao have operated outside of Dmitri’s mandate?

      Axel doubted it. The Tao he knew and loved was too honorable to go against the seer’s direct wishes. That meant Lynx was alive because Dmitri willed it.

      How, then, could he argue with Tao’s message about Nicholas, delivered to the woman Axel loved more than life itself?

      He shuddered to think into what abyss he would have spiraled if Lynx had died in that alley. Killing four human beings in cold blood would have just been the start of it.

      In saving Lynx, Tao had also protected Axel from himself.

      That shudder intensified with awful self-awareness. Selfish as it was, if he had been given a choice: Lynx’s life for Nicholas’s safe return, he would have chosen Lynx every time.

      What kind of human being was he to admit such a thing?

      As crucial as the fulfillment of the Dmitri Curse was to him personally, and for the world at large, Lynx’s survival topped it all.

      And here she sat, warm and vital next to him. For that, he had Tao to thank. The least he could do after his night of dishonor was to honor his dead friend’s one request: leave Nicholas and Farith to their fates.

      He gnawed the inside of his lip, hating the loss of control that came with that decision. Already his mind raced on how he would rescue them—

      No! No rescues.

      Hard as it was to relinquish control to another power, he would not act until Tao or Lynx gave him the go-ahead.

      Warmth infused his chest. It was gone almost as quickly as it came, but still it comforted him.

      “We’ll do it Lynx’s way,” he said loudly, so everyone in the van could hear him. “Nicholas and Farith must do what they need to in Tarach.”
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      A mile from the launch pad, Stefan pulled over. He gestured to Axel and Lynx. “Into the back, and close the partition.”

      Axel helped Lynx across the hopper. Before he slid the partition closed, Stefan said, “Keep your weapons ready. I’ll flash my rank to get us through the checkpoint, but on a night like this, I would expect the guards to search the back of the van.”

      Clay pulled out a couple of throwing stars. “Leave the guards to me.”

      Silence descended as Stefan drove forward and then stopped again. Muffled voices. Without windows to look through, Axel could only guess at what was happening.

      He held Lynx tight against him as they waited. Across from them, Zav gripped each of his daughters’ hands. Even Magridal, who had been silent all evening, showed signs of tension in her clenched posture. Only Clay seemed relaxed as he crouched in front of the door with his throwing stars.

      And then they were moving.

      Everyone—Axel included—breathed so deeply, he was sure they’d suck all the air out of the van. He considered sliding open the partition, but rejected the idea. Nothing could risk the success of this escape.

      The van stopped, and Stefan got out. His boots crunched on the gravel as he rounded it and opened the back door. “Quick,” he whispered. “My team are keeping the jaspers away, but the sooner you’re in the Dragon’s Horde, the better.”

      No one argued with him. While Axel and Lynx stood guard with their shotguns, Clay and Zav helped Magridal out of the van and guided her up the ramp into the tethered dragon-shaped craft—perhaps one that had helped destroy Axel’s fleet.

      He pushed away his bitterness over the loss of his airships—the Light-Bearer particularly. As humiliating as it was to be ferried home in a commandeered enemy ship, at least he and his people had that option. He dreaded to think what the monarchs of the Free Nations would say when they heard that the flagship of the mighty Pathfinder Alliance had crashed and burned over the sea off Cian. And that they were no closer to having Nicholas the Light-Bearer in their ranks than they had been at the start of the conclave.

      He pushed the thoughts aside. They were troubles for another day. Right now, his only priority was getting his people safely off the Chenayan landmass.

      To that end, he steadied his shotgun as Clay and Zav helped Zav’s daughters out of the van. Wide-eyed with fear, the girls cowered away from the monstrous airship looming above them.

      “Father, please, no,” one murmured to Zav. “Don’t make me go in that terrible, awful thing.”

      Her younger sister clung to her skirts.

      Stefan and Clay looked to Axel for guidance—after all, he was the one who suggested bringing the girls. He didn’t regret the decision for one second. They would be dead by morning if they had remained at The Ferret. He gestured to Clay and Stefan to hoist the girls up.

      In one swoop, they obeyed. Before the girls knew what had hit them, they were slung over Clay and Stefan’s shoulders and carted into the ship. Zav followed with a spring in his step.

      Only Stefan reappeared. Axel and Lynx met him at the top of the ramp. Stefan pulled them both into the Dragon’s Horde. Once away from all prying eyes on the ground, he clapped Lynx and then Axel in a firm embrace.

      As he held Axel, Stefan whispered, “My whole world is in this airship with you. Malika, my children, you and Lynx. Clay. Please, take care of yourselves and protect your sister and my children with your life.”

      Axel’s lips brushed Stefan’s ear. “As if I wouldn’t do that without being asked.” He gave Stefan a final hug and tried to pull away.

      Stefan didn’t release him. “Your mother is also on this ship. Whatever Felix may or may not have done to you, she has mourned for you these last eighteen years. Don’t let her suffer further.”

      Axel quaked at the prospect of seeing his mother. She was eccentric, beautiful, and flamboyant; he understood exactly why his father had fallen in love with a lowly high-born named Katrina. She had brought light to his otherwise dark life. But what his mother saw in Felix was a mystery Axel had never managed to solve. He hid his uncertainty about meeting up with her again behind a low chortle. “Any other advice for me?”

      “Next time you visit Cian, bring Nicholas and a big army.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Stefan released him. A quick salute, and Axel’s old friend almost ran down the ramp. The darkness swallowed him before he’d even reached the van.

      Dressed in full Chenayan military gear, a guardsman saluted Axel. “Warlord, it’s a pleasure to serve.”

      Axel returned the salute and then stepped aside for the soldier to close the hatch. The propellers thrummed and the Dragon’s Horde lumbered into the sky.

      Lynx took Axel’s hand. “Ready to meet your mother?”

      Axel’s eyebrows bobbed. “Not really. But it can’t be avoided.”

      “Imagine how I feel. The last time I saw Countess Katrina Avanov was before my marriage to Lukan. Now I present myself to her as a daughter-in-law—one her husband tried countless times to kill.”

      Axel sighed. Regardless of what Stefan had said, after all he and Lynx had been through today, he wasn’t ready for the emotional beating seeing his mother would bring.

      He pulled Lynx closer to him. “If my memory serves, the gangway we are on leads to the dragon’s snout. Care to cuddle with me in a dragon’s eye?”

      “Coming from an ex-Chenayan warlord, that’s an offer no Norin girl could ever refuse.”
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      Lukan’s head shot up at the sound of footsteps outside his cell door. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought he’d heard someone during his many hours of imprisonment, but that didn’t stop his hope from spiking.

      With no view of the sky other than Felix’s fake one, he had no idea what time it was or how long he’d been here. Surely, someone must be concerned about him. After all, he was the emperor of the biggest empire on the planet.

      The steps drew closer, more certain than any he had yet imagined. It was worth risking disappointment to stand and shout out. In fact, even better, he ran to the door and pounded on the steel.

      A muffled voice reached him. “Sire! Is that you?”

      Despite his joy at the rescue, Lukan blinked in surprise. “Zarot? Is that you?”

      “The same.” Zarot fumbled, and Lukan assumed he was programming the scanner, which controlled the locking mechanism.

      Lukan barely had enough time to arrange his face into a haughty mask—what else was he to do to hide his humiliation?—when the door slid open.

      Relief obvious on Zarot’s usually inscrutable features, the man bowed low. “Thank the Dragon I’ve found you, sire.”

      Lukan’s mind raced to catch up with what his eyes were telling him.

      It failed.

      He slumped back against the wall. “Don’t think me ungrateful, but what in the Dragon’s name are you doing here?”

      Zarot spat, “Felix. He’s vanished with my family. With Katrina, too.”

      Lukan’s heart sank—not that Zarot’s family had gone, but because if the man knew about the conservatory, he probably also knew about Nicholas. “He told you about this place?”

      Stefan looked around for the first time. “Just the address sent by message to my informa.” He frowned as he took in the decorated walls and fake dome. “What is this used for, sire?”

      Lukan didn’t doubt Zarot’s sincerity; he truly seemed perplexed by the strange tower. “Nothing important.” He started for the door. “The attack on the city? Has it been quelled?”

      As expected, Zarot followed him out. “It has, sire. I drove through the city on my way here. The storm put out most of the fires. In the morning, we will have to send in teams to determine how much of the city was damaged.” A pause. “In Felix’s absence, I would be happy to assist, if it pleases Your Majesty.”

      The idea of having Zarot step into Felix’s shoes was appealing, but Lukan had already been betrayed today. He stopped in the passage outside Nicholas’s old cell to assess Zarot.

      “Has Axel Avanov been found?” It was common knowledge that Stefan Zarot hated Axel, but Lukan wasn’t taking any more chances on Axel’s old friends. “I know he made it into the city.”

      “I have received no such report, sire. But with the curfew in place, he will find it difficult to leave if he is there.” Zarot’s whole demeanor hardened. “After what he put our people through tonight, I will take great pleasure in hunting him down and nailing his hide to a wall.”

      “You and me both.” Lukan gestured to Zarot to lead the way to his vehicle. “Felix? What are the chances that he helped the traitor escape?”

      Zarot stopped in mid-stride, then spun to face Lukan. In all the years Lukan had known the man, essentially since birth, Lukan had never seen Zarot so animated. “That is a possibility, sire. A very strong one.” Sorrow etched his face. “Felix snatched Malika and my children. I know my wife. She would not have left me willingly. She would have put up a fight. But perhaps with Axel to aid him—” Zarot shrugged, then turned away. “They could be anywhere now.”

      Lukan understood humiliation—and humiliation hemorrhaged off Zarot as if the man had been severed. He also knew how it felt to be spurned by a woman he loved.

      Even if Malika Zarot hadn’t left willingly with her traitorous father and brother, Lukan could empathize with Zarot. Not one to ever emote for another human being, it was an unaccustomed sensation.

      With allies few on the ground, and Nicholas who knew where, Lukan wasn’t in a position not to exploit Zarot’s pain.

      He patted Zarot on the back. “We’ll get them back. Work with me, and we can devise our plans to find and destroy Felix and Axel before they destroy us.”

      Zarot opened the exterior door to the conservatory. It was with utter relief that Lukan stepped out into the early dawn light. A light mist curled around him as he crossed the courtyard to Zarot’s steam carriage.

      Zarot handed him into the vehicle and then seated himself opposite Lukan. “You wish me to remain in Cian, sire?”

      The carriage lurched forward.

      “I do. I know it seems like a demotion for a Lord of the Conquest to step into the Lord of the Household’s shoes, but I need you here.”

      “It will be an honor to serve, no matter the capacity.” A warning sound in Lukan’s head; Stefan Zarot never ingratiated. His worries subsided when the man’s face hardened into something ugly. “As long as what you require of me ultimately reunites me with my wife and family, I am yours to command.”

      That Zarot had a clear motive for his service pleased Lukan. Everyone wanted something; thus everyone had a price. Now that Lukan knew exactly what Zarot’s price was, the man could be controlled.

      Lukan said, “The guardsmen in Treven—I want them withdrawn. They are to gather in Cian to protect the palace from further attack by . . . traitors.”

      Zarot’s eyebrow bobbed. “The war there—”

      “Is over.”

      At some point, Lukan would perhaps have to tell Zarot about Nicholas, but that time wasn’t today.

      Maybe never.

      Lukan leaned back against the bench and sighed. From the ashes of defeat, he had clawed out a victory. With every guardsman in the empire protecting him, and Zarot at his side, he stood a fighting chance of defending himself and his empire against Dmitri and his confounded curse.
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      Tao wrapped his arms tighter around Cricket. She lay against his chest as he sat on the floor, leaning against a cannon, in the snout of the Dragon’s Horde.

      Legs stretched out in front of him, Dmitri leaned against the opposite bulkhead.

      Just a few feet away, Lynx and Axel cuddled together in one of the dragon’s eyes. Mouths locked in kisses, they seemed to have no interest in conversation.

      That suited Tao. All he wanted was to rest from the cares of the day.

      Dmitri bent the light around Lynx and Axel to stop the steady stream of people who’d poked their heads in here from finding them.

      Far below, in the pink dawn, the sea sparkled. Somewhere on that vast expanse of ocean, a dhow bobbed.

      But that was a problem for another time.

      For now, all Tao wanted was to be with his friends—even if two of them couldn’t see him, Cricket, and Dmitri.

      The seer studied Axel and Lynx with his usual stern expression. His face softened. “They’ve made progress. Both of them.”

      Tao glowed with pleasure and then joked, “It must burn you that Axel didn’t give you any credit for Lynx’s miraculous recovery.”

      A smile tweaked Dmitri’s lips. “Baby steps, Tao. Baby steps. My Lord of the Conquest’s epiphany is yet to run its course.” The smile faded. “Our next challenge is to persuade our Light-Bearer to pick up his mantle.”

      Cricket stirred. “Dmitri, I assume you have a plan for that?”

      Tao chortled. “What do you think, my love?”

      Cricket dropped a kiss on Tao’s neck. “It seems Axel is not the only one whose epiphany is working.”

      Tao could not help but agree.
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* * *

      Thank you for returning to Lynx and Axel’s world. I had hoped this would be the penultimate book in the Crown of Blood series, but after writing Traitors & Tyrants, I realized that Talon, a.k.a. Nicholas, is nowhere near ready to be a hero. No one would have believed it—least of all me. That means there will be two more books to complete the series. I am already hard at work on the next book—Blood Rites—and hope to launch it in February 2017.

      If you would like me to let you know when it’s ready, please sign up for my newsletter via my website. If you have not already signed up, you will receive a special treat to say thank you!

      As usual, I have people to thank. My wonderful family, who walk this writing journey with me; my daughter and PA, Erin, who gathers all my scattered thoughts and helps with plotting; my editor, Monika Holabird; and my cover designer, Rebecca Frank. Thank you all for helping make this book special.
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