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      “Why does my father always come on my birthday? Every year, always on my birthday.” Knife in hand, Talon looked up from the trout he gutted, first at his mom and then at Uncle Tao.

      Neither of them caught his eye.

      He pushed on, regardless of their silence. “Do you think he does it on purpose to ruin the day? Because if he does, it’s working.”

      He wiped his bloody hands on his worn leather trousers.

      Mom ruffled Talon’s shoulder-length hair. “I’ve told you at least seven times already, and judging by the sun, it’s only about midday.”

      A gray-and-black falcon feather, braided into Talon’s dark hair, brushed his face. He blew it away and glared at her.

      That won him a smile. But too quickly, she turned away and started packing up her fishing gear.

      Most times, Mom’s smile was enough to make him back down when he was being antsy. She was beautiful. Or at least he thought so. He wished he looked like her, but he didn’t. Apart from his blue eyes—definitely hers—he was the spitting image of his father, Lukan. Same dark hair, same angular face, same blunt jaw.

      Talon hated his looks.

      He pushed the thought aside, preferring to think about all the questions Mom wasn’t answering—and hadn’t answered since he’d been old enough to ask them.

      Like why Lukan only ever came to see him on his birthday. Or why the three of them lived alone in the forest and never saw other people.

      It wasn’t possible that the three of them and his father were the only people in the world. Talon spoke two languages, for crying out loud, one called Chenayan and the other Norin. That must surely mean there were other people out there.

      Wherever there was. He knew nothing of the world beyond the forest.

      But every time he asked the question, Mom or Uncle Tao brushed it aside as if it weren’t important.

      He shook his head in anger.

      It was important. In fact, it was the most important thing in his world right now. He stared out at the surrounding trees. The forest was huge, stretching as far as the eye could see in every direction on this mountain range. Just here alone there was space enough for thousands of people. So why did they keep him so tightly controlled in such a small part of it?

      He was tired of secrets. Today was his sixteenth birthday, and it was time Mom and Uncle Tao stopped treating him like a child.

      He spoke to her back. “Mom, that’s not the answer I’m looking for, and you know it.”

      Uncle Tao quit reeling in his fishing line. He glanced up at the rays filtering through the canopy of trees above the stream. The sunlight made the pea-sized diamond embedded next to his right eye sparkle. “Talon, it’s getting late. If you want soup tonight, finish gutting that fish so we can go.”

      Talon’s stomach rumbled at the prospect of Mom’s fish soup. “One fish isn’t going to feed three of us.” He frowned in defiance at the thought of his father sharing his birthday treat with them. “Four of us.”

      He tossed a handful of entrails into the river with more force than necessary. Dark water splashed up, wetting his already grimy trousers. He didn’t care.

      Apart from the annual visit, his father also visited their cottage once a month. At those times, Uncle Tao always took him out fishing or hunting, leaving before Lukan arrived and only returning home when he had gone. Never once had Mom or Uncle Tao spoken about these visits, but Talon knew his father came. He had just never bothered enlightening them.

      Uncle Tao turned away, also busying himself with their fishing rods.

      Talon refused to be ignored. “My sixteenth birthday is supposed to be special, but it’s shaping up to be as horrible as last year. And it’s all his fault.”

      Mom picked up Talon’s knapsack. She tossed it over to him. It landed on the mossy ground at Talon’s feet.

      The silence was beginning to irritate him.

      As much as he loved Uncle Tao, he figured his uncle to be the easier target today. He speared Uncle Tao with an icy glare, something he knew from a lifetime of experience always intimidated his uncle a little. “You also never answer my questions.”

      But for the first time ever, Uncle Tao seemed impervious to his subtle intimidation.

      “You know as well as I do that isn’t true. Most times, you roll your eyes and speedily find something to do on the other side of the forest when I start answering your questions.”

      Talon resisted the urge to smile. In truth, Uncle Tao never lost an opportunity to teach him things, even when he wasn’t in the mood for learning.

      And that made his uncle’s refusal to speak about Lukan even more jarring.

      Talon decided to get to the point of this discussion. “Why does my father hate me so much?”

      Mom froze.

      Uncle Tao sucked in a deep breath.

      Keeping his face clear of expression, Talon waited.

      Mom turned warily to face him. “You tell me, Talon. Why do you think your father hates you? I mean, he has never harmed you or been rude to you.”

      She had the audacity to hedge!

      Talon clenched his jaw. “I just know.”

      “Not good enough, cub,” Uncle Tao added. “You know better than to make bold statements without backing them up with facts.”

      The trouble was, thanks to his family’s reticence to speak, he didn’t have the facts. He stooped to pick up his knife.

      “Maybe it’s just a feeling I get.” He made a show of cutting a reed from the bank. He shoved the reed through the fish’s gills to create a handle to carry it with.

      “What do you know about hate anyway, Talon?” Uncle Tao asked, surprising him. “You live here with your mom, who adores you. There are no other children or people around to be mean to you, and I guess you know I’m pretty fond of you, too.”

      Still working with contrived effort at his handle, Talon half-turned and grinned at Uncle Tao. “You adore me most of all.”

      “In your dreams. Now answer my question, cub.”

      Talon whirled to face Uncle Tao. “I feel it when he looks at me. Even if he’s smiling. It’s a . . . a terrible feeling. It makes my insides crawl, like—” He paused, hating to remind Uncle Tao of the only time his uncle had ever smacked Talon as a punishment, but he had to get his point across. “Like that slug I put salt on when I was a boy. He makes me cringe when he watches me. I hate it when he comes.”

      Uncle Tao’s eyes fluttered closed, and his mouth dropped. “Well, he doesn’t come very often.”

      Mom walked over and gave Talon a one-armed hug. “Uncle Tao and I asked him to bring you your own fiddle. A fitting gift for a talented young man. It will be something you can take into life with you.”

      His own fiddle! He had never dared dream of that possibility. He played Mom’s fiddle, but it wasn’t the same as owning his own instrument. But his father had never brought him a gift before, so it wasn’t wise to get his hopes up; his smile died on his lips.

      Still, he couldn’t resist asking, “If he’s in such a giving mood, do you think he’ll bring medicine for Thunder?”

      Thunder was getting old, and he dreaded the day he’d wake up to find his pet dead.

      “There’s no medicine for old age, Talon,” Mom replied.

      Deep down, he knew that, but Thunder didn’t venture out of the cottage much these days, and Talon couldn’t be with him all the time. If he couldn’t find a way to make Thunder live forever, he wished there were something he could do to keep Thunder happy all the rest of his days. “Maybe another dog to keep Thunder company when I’m not around?”

      Mom’s eyes drilled into him, and then her shoulders sagged. “Don’t count on it.”

      “I’m not. But—”

      “Talon, whatever happens tonight, rise above the situation. Don’t let him rile you. Be bigger than him.”

      Defiance rose like a waking giant in Talon’s chest. He narrowed his eyes and jutted out his chin. “I shouldn’t have to.”

      He expected a sharp retort from Mom—they were very similar, and they often knocked heads.

      She gently ran her fingers down his cheek instead. “I promise you, tonight, after he goes, I will answer every question you have ever had. Until then, please, just be . . . nice.”

      Nice.

      Did his mother have any idea how huge that request was?

      But she looked at him with such pleading that he shrugged.

      “Okay. I guess I can manage ‘nice’ if it gets me some answers.”

      “Deal.”
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      Lukan rocked back on his heels. Like Lynx and Tao, he should have been on his way to the cottage for dinner. Instead he was hiding out, watching his two favorite people in the world on an elaborate array of informas in a replica of Felix’s lair, built in a new secret bunker under the palace.

      He was going to be late.

      As usual.

      “So they’re telling Nicholas”—whom Lynx and Tao insisted on calling Talon, that vile Norin name—“about the curse tonight. How to make the anticipation of a much-dreaded meal worse? And if they think I’m going to gift a traitor who hates me with anything but a speedy death for his birthday, then they’re all painfully deluded.”

      There was no one in the vast bunker to hear him murmur. A series of cogs clacked, turning a generator that opened and closed carefully concealed air vents. The vents kept the bunker pleasantly cool. Even more importantly, each vent was fitted with a scrubber to clean the air—a vital design feature if the bunker was to serve as the life raft Lukan intended it to be.

      Lynx’s infernal son was a figurehead who would inspire Axel’s army to destroy Lukan. Only a fool would allow a threat like Nicholas to fester unchallenged.

      Lukan had never considered himself a fool.

      Today would be the last birthday dinner he would ever have to attend. But even with an elaborate plan in place to rid himself of the cursed boy, something troubled him. He had tried once before to solve the Nicholas problem but had failed.

      His fingers kneaded a scar on his cheek.

      Days after Nicholas had been born, Lukan had gone to the cottage with Felix to embed a lesser version of the guardsmen’s mind-controlling ice crystal, without the combat enhancements, into the traitor. Completion of that simple act would have prevented the need for Lukan’s elaborate bunker.

      It wasn’t to be.

      Tao and Lynx had fought like demons to prevent them embedding the baby.

      Felix had finally used the ice-crystal shocker in Tao’s neck to incapacitate him.

      Lynx had fought on, slashing open Lukan’s face and side with a hunting knife. The only way to stop her would have been to kill her.

      Lukan had not been willing to lose her, any more than he could risk her realizing Felix’s receiver, which so effectively controlled Tao, had no effect on the impotent ice crystal in her neck. He needed her to believe it worked if he was ever to control her.

      Lukan and Felix had backed down.

      Nicholas remained untagged.

      Worse, the window of opportunity to embed that kind of mind-controlling ice crystal had closed when the bastard had learned to walk. Any attempt to embed it after that milestone would have killed him.

      Even though years had passed since that terrible day, thinking about it infuriated Lukan. He kicked the desk housing the console with his boot. The image of Lynx, Tao, and Nicholas in the forest jumped. He waited for it to settle.

      “Given the wording of Dmitri’s foul prophecy,” he said to the image of Nicholas, “I can do nothing about you while Axel lives.”

      Lukan scowled up at a flag of the Chenayan Dragon mounted on a wall in the lair.

      “For over sixteen years, Axel has defied us both.”

      Axel’s army of mercenaries had effectively kept Lukan out of the best Trevenese ice crystal chambers.

      “Scraps! That’s what Axel lets me have,” he shouted at the Dragon, as if the icon were at fault. “Diggings he doesn’t want to defend.”

      As expected from mute gods, the flag made no reply. He turned away.

      Those scraps produced an inferior quality of devices in quantities unsuitable for injecting the entire empire. Lukan had had to curtail his dreams, ending up merely embedding the Chenayans who lived in the Heartland. He still burned with humiliation every time he recalled telling the High Council of this failing.

      Rage—and fear—bubbled under his skin.

      Thanks to Axel, the bulk of Lukan’s subjects remained untagged and therefore potentially disloyal.

      He glared at Nicholas. The traitor had gathered up his belongings. Nicholas glanced at the oak tree hiding the camera on the banks of the river in its bark.

      Lukan cringed at the intensity of his son’s blue eyes. Just like Lynx’s.

      “My subjects could easily rally to his side.” He slumped against the wall. “I don’t want to harm anyone. But if Axel won’t let me tag every subject in the empire to enforce loyalty, then what choice do I have but to eradicate the potential traitors?” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Dmitri, when the history books are written, I hope for . . . understanding.”

      He didn’t expect an answer. In fact, he didn’t want one.

      And anyway, why was he whining? The only person who would write the unfolding history of the world would be he, Lukan Avanov, the man his father claimed was too weak to rule.

      Lukan pulled himself up tall. He was no one’s weakling.

      After the failure to tag Nicholas, he had ordered Felix and his scientists to refine the crude poison King Chad had used with such efficacy in Treven into a more selective substance that would only affect humans. Why should the animal kingdom suffer for Axel’s treachery?

      Felix had not failed him. He had presented Lukan with a gas he could blanket the planet with, all triggered from an ice crystal embedded in Lukan’s own flesh.

      They called it Dragon’s Fire.

      Felix had supervised the building of a fleet of unmanned airships filled with the noxious vapor. Secreted in locations around the world, the craft lurked, waiting for Lukan’s signal to fly. Within a month, the airships will have drifted across the world, unleashing their blistering death to the four winds. A new Burning.

      A sly grin claimed Lukan’s face.

      There would be no army left for Nicholas to inspire.

      No one at all, for that matter, save for a select group of survivors, programmed with ice crystal to be loyal. Thanks to Lukan’s magnanimity, after the Burning, his chosen few would have the entire planet to call their own. He supposed others with access to bolt holes would also survive—if they reached sanctuary in time.

      “But Axel and the Pathfinder Alliance will be finished.” A hand wave at Nicholas. “And then I can kill you.”

      To clean up any surviving Pathfinder Alliance soldiers, Lukan had built a series of similar bunkers outside Cian, where ten thousand jasper-wearing guardsmen would hide. In a month, when the all clear sounded, Lukan would unleash them on those unwanted survivors.

      A similar bunker existed in Zakar Province, where Count Vasily, the only person other than Felix and Lukan privy to the plan, would escort a thousand scientists and engineers, along with their families, to safety. The grossly obese Vasily and his equally grotesque wife would also find sanctuary until the Burning was done.

      A final bunker had been constructed in the Heartland, where two thousand low-born farmers and craftspeople, tagged with ice-crystal shockers, would be spared.

      And to maintain order, control, and secrecy, not even the lucky few he had chosen to save were to learn about the Burning until the command to gather in the appointed places of safety.

      “Then the world can start again, with me as its leader.”

      But even as pride resonated in his voice, the carnage grieved Lukan. He gnawed the inside of his mouth as he always did when he considered the many people who had died during his reign as emperor. Dmitri had been right when he had claimed Lukan would go on to perform atrocities beyond imagining.

      But now wasn’t the time to shirk his duty, his responsibility to his country and his loyal people. Not when the end was in sight.

      Intelligence revealed that, after the birthday dinner, Axel would re-enter the Heartland again for the first time since Nicholas’s birth in order to rescue him.

      “But I know his plan.” Lukan sneered. He would thwart the rescue.

      Lukan, Felix, and Morass would go to the cottage to kidnap Nicholas. The traitor would be imprisoned in a stone-cold room in a disused slaughterhouse in Cian. Tao and Lynx would be brought back here to his bunker. As Axel neared Cian, he would encounter a squadron of airships.

      Even if Axel survived the battle, he would arrive at the cottage to find the farmstead burning and the occupants gone. Lukan’s traitorous cousin would be forced to leave Cian empty-handed.

      Tomorrow afternoon, when the palace clocks chimed four, Lynx and Tao, and five hundred handpicked high-born, would survive the next Burning as Lukan’s guests.

      Both Axel and Nicholas would die.

      And Lukan would sleep soundly for the first time since Nicholas’s conception. Grim satisfaction filled him. “Let Axel finally experience the despair of failure before he dies.”

      But even as he reveled in the thought, his stomach knotted. Given their history, how easily would Lynx and Tao relinquish Nicholas? The plan hinged on Lynx and Tao giving up on sight of Morass. But if they didn’t?

      This one key risk to his plan remained. And no answer came to solve it.

      Lukan angled a knob on a control panel. A camera shifted to keep Lynx and Tao in focus.

      They set off at a brisk pace along the gravelly bank and then cut into the forest. Their tall, leather-clad forms vanished between the trees. Lukan’s hands flew across a series of buttons, flicking cameras on and off to find the ones along the trail Tao and Lynx had taken. He sighed with pleasure when he caught sight of them weaving through the trees.

      Despite Lynx and Tao’s insistence that Nicholas hurry, the traitor lagged behind them.

      His son’s insolence infuriated Lukan. The scar Lynx had slashed across his cheek after Nicholas’s birth pulsed. He tilted his head to catch a gleam of himself in the steel control panel. Although Kestrel claimed the scar had faded to a thin silver line, to him, it stood stark and vivid.

      The scar burned red as he watched his son.
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      “Mom! Uncle Tao, wait! I can hear bees.” Talon’s mouth watered at the prospect of honey.

      “No, you can’t,” came Mom’s muffled reply through the dense forest wood. “Now move, or we’ll end up keeping Lukan waiting.”

      Talon rolled his eyes. As if he cared about keeping Lukan waiting. The man could wait all year and it wouldn’t be long enough. Still, Lukan’s imminent arrival and all Talon’s questions had clearly rattled his mom.

      “I don’t know, Lynx. When Talon says he hears bees, he’s never wrong,” Uncle Tao replied.

      Uncle Tao always said Talon’s ears made up for his terrible eyesight. Truth was, Talon saw life in black, white, and gray; no color clouded his vision. But he had exceptional hearing. Uncle Tao often joked it was the Winds’ way of reminding him that compromise was good. Talon wasn’t sure he agreed.

      “You know I can hear them,” Talon shouted back.

      A few moments later, Mom and Uncle Tao reappeared.

      Mom sighed. “Okay, Talon. You win. Go and get some honey. But be careful, bees sting.”

      Talon yelped in delight. “Not me, they don’t!”

      He burst into a run, scrambling over tree roots and snaking creepers in the opposite direction.

      Mom and Uncle Tao chased after him.

      Uncle Tao laughed. “So when am I going to hear these bees?”

      Talon shot him an impish grin. “Trade my ears for your eyes?”

      “No thanks.”

      They had gone some distance when Talon sprinted to a gnarled beech. He wriggled out of his knapsack and pulled out a scratched glass jar. It had been a present from Mom on his fifteenth birthday, and he cherished it. Especially at times like this.

      “Ah!” Mom grinned as she ran up to join him. “Even I can hear them now.”

      The jar clasped in one hand, Talon shinnied up the tree. A dozen or so bees met him as he neared the hive. He started to hum, holding himself steady against the gentle flutter of wings against his cheeks, arms, and hands.

      One by one, the bees settled on him. Still humming, he climbed to the hive. Careful to cause as little damage as possible, he extracted a small piece of honeycomb. He changed the pitch of his humming—a thanks to the bees. Grinning against the tickle of wings and feelers on his nose, he jammed the sticky treasure into his jar.

      Lid secured, he jumped, branch to branch, back down, landing with a triumphant thud. The moment his feet hit the ground, the bees clinging to him took flight. Not one had stung him.

      Talon held up the jar. “Now there’s a birthday present!”

      Mom shook away her bemused expression. “I would give anything to know how you did that.”

      “I keep telling you—”

      “Yes, I know. You keep telling me you and the bees talk to each other. Talon, I live in the real world, where bees and humans only communicate with stings and smoke bombs.”

      “Maybe one day if you stop being an adult and start being a teenager, you’ll know.”

      “I believe him, Lynx. I can’t explain what I’ve seen any other way.” Uncle Tao took the honey from him and moved a few feet away to a patch of sunlight. He held up the jar. A slim beam of light caught the side of it, making the honey shine like molten gold. “Delicious.”

      Furious buzzing rent the air. Talon spun toward the hive—and blanched. A black cloud raced toward Uncle Tao. Talon yelled a warning.

      “Tao!” Mom threw herself right into the bees’ path.

      Uncle Tao tried to dodge her, but she anticipated his moves, shielding him with her willowy frame.

      Stings from that many bees would undoubtedly kill her. And the ones that didn’t get her would target Uncle Tao. Today, Talon might see the death of everyone he loved.

      He froze, his mind racing to solve the problem. The bees had clearly taken exception to Uncle Tao having the honey, so this was one time when humming probably wouldn’t work to calm them. He yelled, “Throw me the jar!”

      Thankfully, Uncle Tao kept his wits. The jar sailed through the air right into Talon’s hands. Humming softly despite his fear, Talon glided into the swarm. He held out the jar like a peace offering.

      The direction of the cloud changed.

      “Talon, no!” his mom’s panicked voice screamed through the buzzing as she scrambled to her feet.

      Uncle Tao grabbed her. “Trust him.”

      The feathers around Talon’s face fluttered from a thousand beating wings. Not a single bee stung him.

      Never before had he charmed that many bees. The power he had over them was both exhilarating and terrifying. But if it kept his family safe, he’d stand here humming all day.

      Both Mom and Uncle Tao stood paralyzed, looking on in shock. Slowly, they came to their senses and backed away.

      It was only once they had gone some distance into the trees that Talon quit his humming. Released from thrall, the bees returned to their hive.

      Talon scampered off to find his family. As long as no one had been stung, it had all been worth it. He had a delicious jar of honey to enjoy for his birthday dinner.

      He grimaced. And the annual visit from his father to dread.
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      Lukan sagged against the console. He didn’t need to see his scar to know it burned crimson. This time with jealousy.

      Lynx had risked her life for Tao.

      Lukan clenched his teeth. She would never have leaped in front of an angry swarm of bees for him, any more than she would have anticipated his actions the way she had Tao’s.

      And Nicholas? Stopping a hive in full flight? If he had that much control over wild bees, how much more power would he have over the people of Chenaya? The world?

      Whatever happened, Nicholas had to be incarcerated and burned.

      But would a woman who risked her life for a friend easily give up her son?

      Lukan’s logic gave him the answer: Not even Morass had enough strength to stop Lynx protecting Nicholas. In a fight, Lynx could be killed.

      Lukan could not risk that.

      Deep in thought, he drifted away from the console.

      The click of his boots on the stone floor echoed around the silent bunker as he left the lair. He brushed his thumb across a reader, and an air-locked door wheezed open. Incandescent bulbs mounted in the concrete ceiling blasted a stark-white passageway with light. Out of habit—soon crucial for survival—he closed the door behind him.

      Slowly, he walked down the passageway, stopping to stare blindly through open doorways. It didn’t matter; he didn’t need to see the rooms to know what they contained.

      Each room was tailored to offer refuge to ten people. Utilitarian metal beds covered with practical woolen blankets—nothing like what the high-born now enjoyed—stood in crisp rows in each room. It was the first of many shocks his high-born would endure as he catapulted them from the steam age into a life powered by ice crystal and electricity.

      A water faucet protruded from one wall in each room, and a set of glasses waited on a metal table for the occupants. Communal showers, toilets, and laundry facilities adjoined each room. For the next month, privacy would be a luxury his chosen few would merely dream of. Just one more sacrifice for his high-born to endure.

      Lukan ambled to the dining hall. Nothing like the magnificent great hall upstairs, this room was equally as austere as the sleeping cubicles. A month’s worth of meals would be served to his guests at metal trestle tables. The kitchen would be staffed with low-born handpicked by Lukan for their excellent service to him as emperor.

      Opposite the kitchens he had built an infirmary, stocked with the best equipment and medicines the world had to offer. Priestesses would embed ice crystals into all newborns to guarantee loyalty to Lukan, their leader and benefactor.

      He had chosen only the best physicians to work here, to ensure his fledgling Chenayan nation had the best care possible as they moved into a new world. But what did that matter if he failed to come up with a plan to extract Nicholas without harming Lynx? He snorted. Without that elusive solution, there would be no Burning, no need for this bunker, or the staff he had selected to manage it.

      He opened the air-locked door to his private chamber. In the center of his book-lined room stood his elegant sleigh bed, the black silk sheets ready for him and Lynx. None of his guests would have access to his quarters, partly because Lynx would share them with him, and everyone believed she and Tao had vanished to Kartania.

      After the Burning, Lukan would rectify that so he could live openly with her as his wife and with Tao as his brother.

      The huge mirror on the only wall not devoted to books and musical instruments caught his reflection.

      He grimaced. Lynx would have never risked her life to save him. But when Tao was in danger, she’d neglected all else to save him. Lukan wanted to punch the mirror, to crush it to pieces, but resisted the urge. No sense in hurting himself. It didn’t change the ugly truth.

      If Tao had died, Lynx would have fallen to pieces. But if I were to die, she’d dance on my grave.

      “Fallen to pieces.” He mused on the thought. Could Lynx suffer a shock so great it would render her incapable of fighting?

      There was only one thing, other than killing Nicholas, that he could think of that would create that much trauma.

      “If Tao had died.” He fiddled with the silver buttons on his waistcoat.

      The answer was obvious: Tao had to die.

      The very idea repelled him just like . . . the salt on the slug had repelled Nicholas. It was an idea so reprehensible that Lukan didn’t think he would ever live with himself if he commanded Morass to kill his brother. Yet, without a second Burning to rid the world of Nicholas, Lukan would never die an old man in his bed.

      He picked a fiddle up off the shelf and plucked at the strings. The only way Lynx would ever play this beautiful instrument for him was if she were here. While Nicholas lived—

      He dropped the fiddle back onto the shelf.

      No. While Tao lives, I will never have Lynx. He owns her in exactly the same way that Axel owns my ice crystal mines.

      And Tao had never been faithful. Not the way Lukan had been. So as much as he loved Tao, he loved Lynx more. There was only one thing to do.

      Moaning softly, he forced his body to move, his hands to pull his informa from his pocket, to pull up the screen, and then he whispered, “Morass, I give you a new order. Before removing Nicholas, axe my brother.”

      The informa blinked back at him. Morass acknowledging the message.

      Lukan flopped down onto his bed and sobbed. It had come to this: He had to sacrifice one of the two people he loved to save the other. But no matter how much pain racked him, no tears wet his cheeks.

      Finally, his trembling muscles stilled.

      He stood and faced his mirror. Almost serene, his dark eyes stared back at him. Automatically, he adjusted his coat, perfectly lining up the silver buttons and trim. No one seeing him would ever know he had broken down.

      “Thank the Dragon.”

      Quick hand swipes smoothed his crumpled sheets, wiping out that evidence, too.

      He straightened his back and glanced at his watch. Even if he rode hard, he would never reach the cottage at Lynx’s appointed time. She’d be annoyed.

      It didn’t matter.

      After tonight, his tardiness would be the last thing on Lynx’s mind.
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      Felix scowled down at the spread of tiles on the map between him and Raklus. For the first time in over sixty years of playing the strategy game with his old friend in Felix’s apartment, in this very study, Raklus grabbed the emperor’s block, represented on the map by an exquisite rendition of the Avanov crown—a winged dragon with glittering eyes. As much as it irked Felix to lose, it was testament to Raklus’s friendship that the man still played tiles with him when Felix always won. But today, defeat stared Felix in the face.

      Raklus laughed. “Come now, old friend, do not be such a poor loser. It is not every day I beat you. More like once in a lifetime. You must have had something grave on your mind today.”

      Felix most certainly did have something grave on his mind. Two somethings, in fact.

      Any moment now, he would have to ask Raklus to leave their cozy nest of chairs so he and Morass could drive in a steam carriage to the forest to meet Lukan and the Light-Bearer. The vehicular route had been used so infrequently that it would take much of the afternoon and all of the evening to get there. Not that he would ever tell Raklus that.

      With a dry cough, Raklus doubled over. He sounded older and sicker than Felix did these days. Raklus wasn’t long for this world. Instead of eliciting sorrow, anger spurted through Felix.

      Few of us are, if that dolt Lukan has his way and destroys everything tomorrow.

      Felix believed in winning, and he believed in power. Accepting his role as ultimate controller and protector of the throne, he had grasped as much power as he could in the most powerful empire the world had ever known. As part of that drive, he had never had a problem with tactical killings, even on a grand scale, but to wipe out almost all of humanity? It was insanity on a level Felix could barely comprehend. With just a few thousand people left—most of them sycophantic high-born, a handful of tagged low-born, and a regiment of brain-dead guardsmen—the entire human species was threatened. All it would take was one bad flu epidemic, and mankind could be eradicated. No ancient curse, no matter how vexing, was worth risking that calamity.

      Felix’s anger turned to despair.

      If that wasn’t reason enough for some introspection, today was the last he would share with Raklus and his loved ones—even Axel, the estranged one.

      Other than Katrina, none of the people Felix cared about would be saved. Almost Felix’s entire family would perish in the Burning.

      And what can I do about it?

      With all the power he had? Absolutely nothing. There was no way to stop it. Killing Lukan would not solve the problem. He controlled the only means of triggering that catastrophe. The power-hungry megalomaniac had inserted the ice crystal that triggered the Burning in his own side. In doing so, the moron had programmed the trigger to his own life force. If Lukan died, the whole world died with him.

      Lukan had offered beds in his bunker to him, Katrina, Malika, and Felix’s grandchildren, but not to Stefan, even though Stefan had served for sixteen years as Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest in Treven.

      It wasn’t that Felix hadn’t fought Lukan for Stefan. He had, but Lukan had been adamant. For being Axel’s friend, Stefan would pay with his life. Lukan could never forgive Stefan for allying himself with Axel in his youth.

      Just as well he doesn’t know that Stefan remains Axel’s closest ally.

      For months now, Felix had hinted to Stefan and Malika that something big was coming. He had begged Stefan to send Malika and the children to the palace for a visit. But without the liberty to tell them the full extent of the threat, Malika had refused to even consider a holiday without her husband.

      Felix had contemplated telling her and Stefan everything, but Katrina would have lost her place in the bunker if Lukan learned of that betrayal. Weighing up the value of his wife against his children and grandchildren had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. In the end, a happy marriage to a woman who had loved and honored him all the days of his life had won out. He had chosen to spare Katrina.

      Felix suppressed a shudder at the cost of that terrible decision. While Katrina had a bed in the bunker, Felix could not even risk warning Stefan of the coming nightmare. He had hoped up until the last minute that Malika would relent and come to Cian. But up to a week ago, the time needed for her to travel from Maegkin to Cian, she had remained stubbornly resolute.

      He had balked when Lukan had first suggested Dragon’s Fire, but wisdom made him mask his objections—like almost everything else in his dealings with Lukan. If Felix had refused to help, Lukan would have found someone else less squeamish. How would Felix have managed to control the outcome from the grave? Not even he was that powerful.

      Raklus stood, still spewing sputum from his racking cough.

      Felix’s grimace deepened into a glower. Even with his worst sinus attacks, he had kept his germs to himself. He pulled out his handkerchief and offered it to Raklus. His old friend’s rheumy eyes widened, and he brushed the offering away.

      Felix noticed with some chagrin that the cloth was unusually soiled with bloody, green muck. His sinus flare was thanks to Lukan’s lunacy. He grunted and shoved it into his pocket. “Sorry to chase you, but I need to meet with the emperor.”

      Raklus patted his back and gestured to the tiles, each engraved with a different face, representing positions of power in Chenaya, and thus in the game. “I will cherish the memory of this day.” He picked up his walking stick and shuffled out.

      Felix waited until the door closed behind Raklus, then he swept the tiles off the table. Childish, he admitted, but it still gave him sour pleasure to see them scattered on the carpet.

      Heartburn quickly replaced his satisfaction.

      Felix walked into his bedchamber to Katrina’s side of the bed. On her bedside table lay many things: her rolled-up knitting, balls of wool she like fingering before going to sleep, and piles of patterns she had never gotten around to—and now probably never would. But pride of place belonged to a painting of Axel. Like a religious icon, she kissed it both morning and night.

      Not once in the last sixteen years had Felix shown any outward feeling to his lost son—to do so would have courted death. Not even Katrina knew how much he longed for Axel. Now the opportunity to reconcile with his son would be lost forever. Axel’s lungs would blister, and he would die in the skies above the Heartland.

      The whole situation was almost enough to make Felix support the Light-Bearer.

      Almost, but not quite.

      He sighed and shambled slowly to his dressing room to get his olive-green cloak. With a heavy heart, he flicked it around his shoulders, shoulders others in the palace called frail, but they bore burdens that would crush a lesser man. He picked up his cane and tossed it from hand to hand. He didn’t need the support of the stick but had taken to using it as a prop. Young people expected a man of seventy-one to be nearing his dotage. Dolts like that believed old men to be deaf and frail. They gossiped more freely around him—and paid for that insolence with their lives.

      He was about to head for the door when he spotted four brightly colored tiles, so different from the usual ivory, glinting on the map in the study, where, moments before, there had been none.

      Where had they come from? Was someone in his apartment?

      Eyes darting around the room—he could see no one—he pulled a sword out of his cane. Blade at the ready, he walked across to the table. The tiles—one blue, one red, one green, and one that sparkled with crusty diamonds—lay face down, as they would if the player were yet to reveal them. Somehow, Felix doubted they were made from ice crystal.

      He reached out to flip them over when a shimmering hand grabbed his arm.

      “Not yet, you old devil.”

      One look at that gleaming arm, and Felix knew his sword would be worthless. He let it fall and sat down heavily in his chair. “Dmitri.”

      “You recognize me just from my glowing hand?”

      “You are a force one never forgets.” Felix didn’t bother to hide his dislike. “What do you want with me? I have somewhere to be.”

      The confounded seer, whose hated curse Felix had spent his whole life fighting, materialized.

      As usual, the stocky, salt-and-pepper-haired Dmitri wore a robe made from the provocative old Norin flag—midnight blue with a spangle of stars representing Nicholas the Light-Bearer.

      Dmitri sat in the chair Raklus had recently vacated. “I know exactly where you are headed. But I found I had some time on my hands. Not much, because my current charge will soon be requiring me.”

      “And you chose to torment me with that time? Is it not enough that your curse has blighted my life?”

      “That was your choice. When you were Mott’s crown prince, I offered you a different path—to be the man who changed the world. You rejected it in favor of the Dragon.”

      Felix bristled. “I have changed the world. My inventions, my ice crystals—”

      “Are an abomination. But perhaps, if you choose wisely today, they can still be turned to some good.”

      Felix resisted the urge to pull out his handkerchief.

      Dmitri scoffed a laugh. “As much as I would enjoy testing how long you can survive without your filthy rag, I do not have the luxury of time today. As I say, my boy will soon be returning from his fishing trip, and I must be there to meet him when he does.”

      Felix had no idea who Dmitri was talking about, other than it was clear the seer had read his thoughts. He pursed his lips in disapproval and then snapped, “I assume you still honor the agency of men. Say your piece or leave.”

      “I do honor the agency of men. A principle you would have done well to have practiced in your long, heinous life.”

      Felix started to stand. “I have no wish to listen to you insult my choices. Good day, Dmitri.” He picked up his sword and slotted it back into his cane, fully expecting Dmitri to have gone by the time he had finished.

      The confounded seer remained in his chair.

      Felix’s anger flared. “I said leave. The rules of engagement between the living and dead say that you must obey.”

      “Do your Dreaded leave when your subjects ask them to?”

      An unexpected flush of red burned Felix’s face. As much as it grated, he realized Dmitri would not leave until he done what he had come to do.

      The seer played with the four tiles on the table. Despite himself, Felix peered down, trying to make out which tiles they were. Dmitri kept them hidden.

      Felix’s curiosity got the better of him. He harrumphed as he sat.

      “Lukan has not prepared a place for your son-in-law. That means you stand on the brink of losing almost all you care for in this world.”

      More blood scorched Felix’s cheeks. As much as he longed to deny it—he cursed that dolt Lukan for placing him in this humiliating position—he couldn’t.

      “While I feel no pity for you, dying so cruelly is not the reward I envisaged for Stefan and Malika, or their children. I also find myself uncommonly fond of Axel, rogue that he is. Not to mention the millions of other people who inhabit this tortured planet.”

      “Well, what do you propose? You, the almighty Dmitri, should be able to wave a hand and save them all.”

      Dmitri snorted. “I leave the hand waving to the living.” He fixed Felix with sharp, dark eyes. “This is a problem of your making. You must solve it.”

      “My making! I am not the paranoid emperor cursed by some rotten seer who thought it expedient to set my son up as my executioner!”

      “When you put it like that . . .” Dmitri smiled a thin smile that faded. “However, as someone with so much to lose, you have the most to gain by stopping this lunacy.”

      Felix’s sinuses clogged. He grabbed for his handkerchief and blew hard. “How? My hands are tied. You, who seem to know everything, should know that.”

      “Oh, on the face of it, they seem tied. But you have always proved resourceful when it served you.” Dmitri picked up the four tiles and tossed them in the air. “That is why I am offering you the four key pieces on the board.”

      Felix’s eyebrows twitched. Dmitri was offering to aid him? That sounded as doubtful as Felix offering to help Dmitri. “I am not sure I understand.”

      “Come now, Felix. You were never a stupid man. Conniving and single-minded, certainly. Vicious, too. But never stupid.”

      So Dmitri was offering to help.

      “Your price?”

      Another disparaging snort from the seer. “We are not all as self-serving as you.”

      As much as Felix wanted to believe Dmitri could help save his family, a lifetime of fighting for advantage precluded any belief that a human being—dead or alive—could be selfless. If Dmitri refused to declare his hand, how could Felix even begin to trust him?

      “Now you begin to understand the challenge you will face when you try to convince your opponents—my allies—that you are working on my side.”

      Felix bolted in his chair. “You malign me! I never said anything about working on your side.”

      The whole notion was preposterous; Felix had spent his entire life fighting against Dmitri. Everyone who had any inkling of the curse—few in number, at least in Chenaya—knew Felix was rabidly anti-Dmitri. The rest of the world feared him as the greatest champion of the Avanov Dragon to ever live. To turn against a lifetime of belief was impossible. And in any event, no one with a functioning brain cell would believe it.

      Face contemptuous, Dmitri’s eyes narrowed. “Tough times call for strange bedfellows, Felix. But if you wish to save your family, not to mention the power you worship, then, as mind-boggling as it may seem, you and I are to ally on the same side of this great conflict.”

      Felix slumped in his chair. What to do? So many options, so many choices. His head throbbed as if someone hammered at him with a battering ram.

      The grandfather clock in the corner of the room chimed, and he shifted in his seat. He needed to get going if he and Morass were to meet Lukan in time to arrest Nicholas before Axel arrived at the cottage.

      But how could he leave if Dmitri offered even a glimmer of hope to save his family?

      Felix sighed. “You have my attention.”

      “I have even more than that. I have these.” Dmitri placed the four tiles face down on the board. “Use them wisely, and you will avert the calamity Lukan wishes to rain down on us. For now, at least. Fail—and the world dies a second time.”

      Sweat beaded on Felix’s face.

      Dmitri reached over and placed a shining hand on Felix’s shoulder. “As you debate your options, consider—I am offering you a chance to redeem yourself.”

      Felix’s heart hammered in his chest. “If I ally myself with you, will you tell my son . . . and your other associates that I am on their side?”

      “You would have me do your job? Only you can save your soul, Felix. Part of that lies in convincing them that you have changed.” Dmitri gave him a withering look. “I hardly expect you to find it easy.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the seer vaporized before Felix.

      The four colored tiles were the only evidence the conversation had ever happened.

      Felix’s hand hovered over them. Which should he turn over first?

      Red.

      The color of his ruby. The stone that signified that he—and Axel—were lower than the emperor and his sons, but higher than the high-born with their emeralds and sapphires.

      He tossed over the red tile—and started at the engraved face staring back at him: Crown Prince Grigor, Lukan’s so-called son.

      He pondered a moment, saw no logic in it, and, not knowing what to expect, turned over the green tile.

      Grigor’s brother, Meka, looked back at him.

      In a normal game, such tiles would represent the Lord of the Conquest and the Lord of the Household, important pieces, certainly, but never of the same value as the emperor.

      The message was clear. Lukan may have embedded diamonds into the twins’ faces and told the world they were his sons, but it would never change their status. Grigor and Meka would never rule Chenaya. The best they could hope for was influence.

      So why present Felix with the twins at all?

      He stood and walked to the window. Far below, at the ornamental lake on the palace grounds, his two great-nephews fished, as they had every day for the last ten years. Hair long, clothes unkempt, despite Felix’s protests to the contrary, they had been sorely neglected by both Lukan and Kestrel.

      Dmitri suggested those two wretches as a solution to Lukan’s planned insanity? Felix shook his head in disbelief. His nephews had grown up shunned by the palace—and for good reason. In Lukan’s attempts to stop them learning of the Dmitri Curse, Morass and his team of guardsmen had been programmed to kill anyone who spoke to them.

      Lukan hadn’t even spared Grigor and Meka a bed in the bunker.

      Ignorant, little better than wild animals, what use could such expendable fodder be in saving Felix’s family?

      Dmitri’s voice chimed in his head. “They are Lukan’s acknowledged heirs.”

      That Felix could not deny.

      He turned back to the last two tiles, wondering what mystery Dmitri had presented there.

      Again he hesitated.

      Sapphire or diamond?

      He had little doubt whose face he would see under the diamond. The Light-Bearer’s, whose else?

      As fascinating as it was that Dmitri offered him Nicholas—the intended emperor, Felix supposed—as a solution to this particular problem, the blue tile intrigued him most. He flicked it over and grimaced.

      Lynx.

      He couldn’t even begin to imagine where a Norin rebel would fit in a Chenayan game of strategy, other than as the enemy to be conquered. Mind churning on how he could use Lynx to save them all, almost absentmindedly, he lifted the diamond tile. As he expected, the great constellation, Nicholas the Light-Bearer, beamed back at him.

      Felix rubbed his face.

      That bastard Dmitri has certainly presented me with a puzzle.

      “Tut, tut, Felix. If we are to be allies, I take exception to being called a bastard.”

      Felix looked around the room, but couldn’t find the seer. “Tut, tut, Dmitri. If we are to be allies, I take exception to disembodied voices talking to me in person or in my head.”

      Felix blinked. Dmitri sat opposite him as if he had never left.

      “Ask your questions. Then I must be gone. It is my boy’s birthday, and I do not wish to miss his party.”

      Felix’s eyes widened. “So you spend your time with Nicholas?”

      Dmitri’s face settled into a serious mien.

      It had probably been a frivolous question, under the circumstances. Felix waved at the tiles. “What am I supposed to do with these?”

      No answer from Dmitri.

      Felix oozed another tired sigh and then spoke his mind. “I plan to inject Nicholas with the Final Word tonight.”

      He waited for some reaction from the seer. But not in his wildest dreams could he have imagined the quiet but firm “aye” that fell from Dmitri’s lips.

      “Aye? You approve? I would have thought you would be berating me for my cruelty.”

      Dmitri’s stern face gave nothing away.

      “You are aware, I assume, that we intend to imprison Nicholas in a dark hole? That’s if Axel fails to rescue him.”

      “Aye. Do your worst.”

      Felix shook his head. Needing clarification, he said, “Nicholas will die along with the rest of the planet when Lukan releases the Dragon’s Fire.”

      “That is what you are charged with preventing.” A tiny smile from Dmitri. “You asked what my price was. Now you know.”

      Felix was no closer to clarity. Even if he stopped the Burning, Nicholas would still be in a foul prison with no hope of escape. How did that serve Dmitri? And what did the seer gain if Nicholas was embedded with the most sophisticated tracking device the world had ever seen?

      His mouth dropped.

      If Felix and Dmitri were on the same side—the one opposite to Lukan—how could he use the information soon to be streamed from Nicholas’s neck? A thousand questions and ideas tumbled through Felix’s mind.

      He cut them dead. There would be time enough in the steam carriage with that low-born Morass to ponder on this puzzle.

      Now he had to tackle the seer.

      “The twins,” he said to Dmitri. “The so-called princes. You know they are wild. It makes it hard to devise a clear strategy for them.”

      “I have a plan to tame them. But whatever happens, do not allow your prejudice to lead you to squander those boys. They are winning tiles on this board. In time, if you stop the Burning, Lukan will realize that, too. Make sure you own them first.”

      Felix would have loved to ask what Dmitri intended to do to tame the twins, but he sensed that no answer would be forthcoming. He licked his lips. “Perhaps the most challenging of all . . . Lynx.”

      “Aye.”

      Felix wanted to writhe under Dmitri’s relentless scrutiny. Seventy-one years of training kept him steady in his seat. “I have never fathomed that woman. Rebellious, breasts the size of peanuts, no social graces, yet the three most powerful men of her age bent at the knee for her. Axel, Tao, and Lukan. Remarkable power.”

      “Use it.” Dmitri stood. “My boy will be looking for me. Good day.”

      Felix guessed the seer would not return. He closed his eyes to think.

      The logical place to start was Lynx. If he could thwart Lukan’s plan to relocate her to the secret bunker, he might throw a wrench into all of Lukan’s other lunacy. While Lynx roamed free, Lukan would never trigger the gas.

      Planning anything around volatile Lynx was risky in the extreme, but there was one variable he could control.

      Morass.

      Just this morning, on Lukan’s instruction, Felix had programmed the low-born to guard and defend Nicholas the way Morass did the emperor. Tonight, with the care of a loving parent, Morass would lift Nicholas from the cottage and see him safely to his prison cell. Until death took the Light-Bearer in the Burning.

      But what if the ice crystal in Morass’s head malfunctioned and the moron harmed the Light-Bearer before Lukan had confirmation of Axel’s death?

      Lukan would go crazy with worry.

      But would that be enough to disrupt Lukan’s well-laid operation?

      And would Felix be able to get his hands on Lynx?

      He didn’t know. But it was a gamble he would have to take.

      Pity I have already lost at a game of tiles today. I hope it is not a portent of things to come.

      Grim-faced, Felix took out his informa and pulled up the screen to tweak the command to Morass’s ice crystal.

      He gasped, and his hand clutched at his chest.

      Tao! Impossible.

      But there it was. Lukan’s command to Morass to kill his brother.

      Sorrow for Tao—a truly great man—had Felix bowing his head.

      Then a thought struck. Using Lukan’s voice, Felix encrypted a new command to Morass’s programming: the low-born was to harm Nicholas right after killing Tao.

      If Lukan ever questioned why Morass had damaged the Light-Bearer, Felix could point out that Lukan would only have himself to blame.

      Felix slipped his informa back into his pocket.

      Perhaps the day would work out after all.
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      Bathed and dressed in a new set of leather clothes, Talon slouched on a cushion on the floor. The scarred wooden table was set for four. The stew and the soup simmered on the stove. Extra candles, set out on the mantelpiece over the fire, waited to be lit. All that was missing was Lukan.

      He was late.

      Very late.

      Once this dinner ended, Talon could finally get the answers he wanted from Mom and Uncle Tao. But it couldn’t end unless it began.

      Talon stroked Thunder’s head, resting on his knee. Too old and rickety to go into the forest anymore, the dog hadn’t left Talon’s side since he’d returned from the fishing trip. Talon whispered to him. “You going to stay with me when he comes? Maybe growl, like you do at the foxes?”

      Foxes raiding the chicken coop were an endless problem. In his heyday, Thunder had sent many an intruder packing, but it had been some time since he’d had the strength to go after foxes.

      Thunder licked his face with a sandy tongue.

      Talon hugged him even tighter. His heart clenched at the thought of waking up one morning and finding Thunder had died. He was irreplaceable. Mom told him that Thunder had wandered up to the cottage just before he had been born. Yet another thing he couldn’t fathom. Why would Mom want to live in a forest with a small baby? And why with Uncle Tao? Where had his father been?

      Another sloppy lick from Thunder. Talon scratched Thunder’s neck as a reward. Mom said it was a miracle Thunder had lived as long as he had. A blessing from the Winds.

      Talon didn’t know about that. What he did know was that no other dog had ever stumbled on their cottage. So, when Thunder went, he would probably be the last dog Talon would ever see.

      Unless his father brought a puppy. Unlikely, seeing as Lukan had never brought him any presents.

      Mom clattered a pot in the sink. Talon looked up to see Uncle Tao put his arm—he had collected a couple of angry-looking stings—around her shoulders. In the private sign language he knew they used to protect themselves from his hearing, he indicated to her to calm down. She shook her head, then laid the pot aside and leaned against his shoulder.

      “Perhaps we should talk to Talon about Axel.” Although Uncle Tao mouthed into her ear, Talon could hear the words as if his uncle whispered to him.

      Talon’s eyes narrowed; who or what was Axel?

      Mom glanced in Talon’s direction, then whispered back, “I’ve told him we’ll talk after dinner. I don’t want him worked up about it with Lukan here.” A deep sigh filled with sorrow and longing. “Axel will be here in a few hours. Our last night with him.”

      Before Talon could call them out for whispering about him, or ask about this mysterious Axel, he caught another, more distant sound.

      Thunder raised his head, and his ears twitched. He’d heard it, too—the unmistakable plod of horse’s hooves over leaf litter.

      A mixture of unease, defiance, and loathing curdled Talon’s stomach. “Lukan’s here. I can hear him coming over the rise.”

      Uncle Tao sucked in a breath. “Okay. Best behavior everyone.”

      He shot Talon, and then Mom, warning looks before walking to the door to greet his brother.

      That Mom had been included made Talon chuckle.

      “Stand, Talon,” Mom commanded. “It’s always better to be on the same level, so you can look him in the eye.” A pause, then a slow grin. “Especially if you have eyes like ours that tend to make him nervous.”

      Talon smiled back as he lumbered to his feet. Thunder stood next him, his frail body quivering.

      Talon brushed the dog’s back with his hand. “I thought I was supposed to be nice.”

      Mom cleared her throat. “Right. Forgot that in my eagerness to see your father. ‘Nice’ is exactly what we’re both after.” She glanced at the door. “I can hear him, too.”

      The horse stopped, and Talon heard someone drop down onto the yard. Thunder burst into a flurry of barks. He tried to restrain the dog, but Thunder bolted to the open door with surprising agility.

      Lukan stood framed in the doorway. His charcoal-black eyes widened at Thunder’s bared teeth. A scowl scrunched his face, puckering a jagged scar that ran from his left eye to his chin. The scar was old and had faded to a thin white line. Like Uncle Tao, he also wore a diamond next to his right eye. Instead of looking familiar and comforting the way Uncle Tao’s did, it glinted angrily in the candlelight, even with Talon’s poor vision.

      Talon was struck how different the two brothers were.

      Gentle as Uncle Tao’s temperament was, he was tough and muscled from eking out a living in the forest. Like Talon and Mom, he dressed in rough leather trousers, moccasins, and a leather tunic made from the deer they hunted for the pot. In winter, he wore an ancient sable fur coat. As a boy, Talon had loved to wrap himself in it on cold evenings while Uncle Tao had told him bedtime stories. Every story had always included a young forest boy, a dog, and a gray-and-black falcon called Bird. Talon had never tired of hearing about them.

      Lukan, on the other hand, looked soft, even with his scarred, arrogant face. He was impeccably turned out in a fancy coat, waistcoat, and trousers. A pair of highly polished black boots completed his outfit. Mom had once told him Lukan only ever wore black and silver clothing made from velvet and silk, with solid silver buttons.

      The tattered curtains hanging on the windows in the cottage were made from thin silk, so Talon knew what silk felt like. Given his pathetic eyes, touch was a vital part of how he sensed the world. He had never fingered velvet before, but as he wasn’t about to touch Lukan’s clothes, that part of his father would continue to be shrouded in mystery.

      What wasn’t a surprise, though, was the lack of gifts in Lukan’s hands.

      His father hadn’t brought a puppy. Or a fiddle.

      Talon brushed his unreasonable disappointment away at the same moment Lukan said, “Hello, Lynx, Tao. Another warm welcome from your dog, I see.”

      Talon’s stomach clenched, not at his father’s scathing tone, or that he hadn’t gotten a mention in the greeting, but at the way Lukan’s eyes undressed his mother. Talon may not have had any exposure to girls his own age, but he had lived around animals all his life, and Lukan eyed Mom the way a stag did a doe during the rut.

      Face like stone, Talon stepped between Lukan and Mom, cutting her off from his father’s view. “Thunder is my dog.”

      Cold, dark eyes settled on Talon. “Well, I suppose that explains everything.”

      All thoughts of being nice vanished from Talon’s mind. Fists clenched, he surged forward, aggression in every step.

      Uncle Tao grabbed his arm. “Talon, how about you take your father’s coat? Hang it up on the hook in the entrance.” To Lukan, he said, “Come, sit. Dinner is ready.”

      “Has been for the last two hours,” Talon muttered loud enough for Lukan to hear. He caught the coat his father flung at him.

      Turned out velvet felt as soft as Lukan looked. Talon crushed the fabric, wishing it was his father’s face caught between his fingers. He’d squeeze until Lukan’s cheekbones snapped. He swallowed hard, shocked at his violent thoughts. He didn’t need to see Uncle Tao’s gentle eyes to know his uncle would not approve. Feeling ashamed, Talon slung the coat on the hook, took a deep breath, and forced a neutral expression.

      By the time he reached the table, Lukan and Uncle Tao had sat and Mom had finished dishing out the soup. She placed the first bowl, brimming with trout and homegrown leeks and carrots, in Talon’s usual spot. He smiled at her and mouthed a “sorry” for his spurt of temper.

      She nodded and indicated he should sit.

      Once everyone had a bowl of soup, and Mom had taken her place, Uncle Tao held up a wooden mug of homemade mead. “To Nicholas! All sixteen years of him.”

      A frown robbed Talon of his appetite.

      Nicholas?

      Since when did Uncle Tao call him that? Only his father ever called him Nicholas. Lumped with that horrible name at birth, at least Mom and Uncle Tao were decent enough to call him by his nickname. Last year, when his father had come for the birthday dinner, he had asked Lukan to call him Talon. The bastard had refused. It had made Talon despise the man even more. He looked at his uncle questioningly and received a smile in reply.

      Mom raised her mug. “To Nicholas.” She turned hard eyes on Lukan. “May the Winds ever find access to him.”

      Talon cocked his head as he considered that cryptic comment. He, Mom, and Uncle Tao worshiped the Winds—or, rather, Mom and Uncle Tao did; Talon wasn’t convinced the Winds could actually do anything other than whistle through the trees. But Uncle Tao and Mom where convinced that, no matter where you were, the Winds could answer your prayers. So why the strange comment?

      With no answers, Talon’s eyes shot to Lukan.

      His mug, held by manicured fingers, hovered in the air, but he didn’t join in the toast. Instead, he said, “Mead? How Norin of you, Lynx.” He glanced over at Uncle Tao. “Chenna? Surely you still have some?”

      Uncle Tao took a sip of his drink and, with deliberate slowness, placed the mug back onto the table. “We haven’t drunk chenna in this house for over sixteen years, Lukan. You know that.”

      Talon wondered what chenna was and why it was such a big deal.

      He also wished the meal were over and Lukan long gone. Despite all Mom’s efforts to make him his favorite food, she could have put rocks in front of him and they wouldn’t have been any more or less unappetizing. He played with his soup and listened to the others swallow their food. Then, when Mom dished up the stew, he pushed that around his plate, too.

      Yet again, he wondered why Lukan bothered to come when only Uncle Tao made any attempt at conversation. That was quickly exhausted once he’d discussed their vegetable garden and the upcoming good harvest; his falcon, Bird, still menacing the smaller birds and rabbits in the forest; and the weather, unseasonably rainy this summer, which had helped the aforementioned vegetable garden.

      Talon rolled his eyes with boredom. It started to rain during dinner, leaving the night cold. The fire was a pleasant addition to a horrible evening.

      The person he knew the least about offered no information about his life, where he lived, or what had kept him busy, supposedly, for a whole year since his last visit. Hardly surprisingly, Lukan also expressed no interest in what Talon had done during that time.

      The entire evening was a complete enigma.

      It was only once the last licks of goat’s milk cream, honeycomb, and forest berries had been cleared away, and another log put on the fire around which they all sat, that Lukan turned to Talon.

      “So, your mother says you’re a talented at music and math,” Lukan said with a sneer. “Is that so?”

      Talon focused on the flames, pretending not to hear him. In reality, he was thinking hard. His talents hadn’t been mentioned during dinner. Did that mean Mom discussed him with Lukan when he came for his monthly visits? Betrayal stabbed him.

      His father’s voice rose a notch. “Nicholas, it would seem that you are hard of hearing. I’m speaking to you.”

      Despite everything, Talon smiled inwardly at Lukan’s stupid comment. Mom had clearly said nothing about his ears.

      Mom reached over and touched him on the knee. “Talon, your father has asked you a question.”

      Face blank, Talon looked up Lukan. “Oh. What did you say?”

      With ill-concealed exasperation, Lukan repeated himself. “I understand you can do complex math equations in your head and play music very well,” Lukan said. “Is that true?”

      “I guess.”

      Lukan’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose it’s just as well I never allowed books and the like here. Imagine if you could read and write, too! We might never shut you up.”

      Talon glared at him. Uncle Tao and Mom had tried to teach him the alphabet by writing with bits of charcoal on homemade vellum, but because the symbols had meant nothing to Talon, he’d resisted learning. Now he wondered if that had been a mistake.

      Lukan waved a hand at a shelf laden with musical instruments. Some were Mom’s, others he had constructed from skins, reeds and wood gleaned from the forest. “And which of the clutter of instruments in this house do you like best? Xylophone? Fiddle? Flute? Drum?”

      Talon didn’t want to answer, but all three of them stared at him. Worse, from the corner of his eye, he saw Mom mouth, “Nice!”

      He sighed. “Fiddle.”

      Lukan turned to Mom. “Your son is not exactly verbose, is he?”

      “He has had no exposure to strangers.” Mom’s voice was flat, hard. “And I broke nearly seventeen years of protocol by asking you to bring us something. A fiddle for Talon. You didn’t.”

      How come she wasn’t being nice? Another burst of irritation at his mother sliced him.

      Lukan’s eyes softened, and his skin darkened almost to black. Talon recognized that to mean a blush. Was his father embarrassed? His skin tone reverted to his usual mid-tone gray too quickly for Talon to be sure.

      Uncle Tao nudged Talon with his moccasin. “Come, up and play for your father.”

      Talon glared at his uncle. Then an idea flashed at him, and his face broke into a wide smile. “Of course, Uncle Tao. For you, it would be a pleasure.” He sauntered over to the shelf and grabbed the fiddle.

      Eyes fixed on Lukan, he lined it up to his chin and shoulder. A rasp of his bow, and the fiddle burst into a staccato frenzy of sound. With each sweep, his music grew in aggression and boisterousness, but not once did he take his eyes off his father. Cold and calculating, like Bird’s eyes. That’s what he hoped they looked like.

      He suppressed a grin when Lukan shifted in his seat, looking decidedly uncomfortable. When it looked as if Lukan was about to get up, Talon changed tempo, allowing the music to fall away. Lukan settled back in his seat.

      Still watching Lukan the way Bird skewered her prey, Talon swept his bow into a soaring, triumphant climax.

      Lukan looked afraid.

      It filled Talon with pleasure.

      Considering his work done, he turned to Uncle Tao and bowed.

      No one was more startled than Talon when Lukan cried out, “That’s incredible! If your math is anything like your fiddle playing, then you must be some kind of genius. Your mother has always claimed you are bright.” He turned to Mom. “Did you compose that?”

      Mom smiled at Talon with deep affection—then betrayed him by saying, “No, Talon did. He hears things in the forest and translates them into music. That piece is a portrayal of the little birds mobbing Bird when she goes soaring. The more aggressive and angry they become, the more aloof and disinterested she acts, until she breaks away and flies above them. Lording over them, we always say.” She smiled at Talon, brimming with love.

      Lukan shifted in his seat again. “Interesting piece.” He turned to Talon. “Care to explain why you chose to play that?”

      Talon studied his father and saw definite dread in his eyes. Knowing he would get no answer as to why that was, he put the fiddle down.

      “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.” He hugged Mom and Uncle Tao, ignored Lukan, and stalked out, leaving the room in silence. Even though he closed his bedroom door, he knew he’d hear every word said.

      If anyone ever spoke again, of course.

      Lukan finally recovered. “Well, I guess that’s my cue to leave. You have an . . . interesting son, Lynx. Perhaps a little too Norin to really be pleasing, but I suppose it was to be expected. Don’t bother seeing me out. I know the way.”

      A few strides, and the door clicked closed.

      Talon waited at the side of his bed for the summons he knew would come.
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      Talon didn’t have to wait long.

      “Would you like to tell us what that was all about?” Mom demanded.

      “You promised me answers,” he called back.

      He heard a horse snort in the barn. They didn’t own any horses, so that meant Lukan had not yet left the property. It made him nervous.

      “If you were nice,” Mom replied.

      He walked to his bedroom door. Mom and Uncle Tao looked as concerned as he felt. “He hates me.” His fingers tapped the door jamb. “And he sees Mom as an object. I’m sorry if I couldn’t sit there like a chicken, but it’s not within my power.” He looked out the window toward the barn. “And he’s still here. Hasn’t left yet.”

      “He’s probably still recovering from the shock you were to him,” Uncle Tao said. “Especially that stare of yours.”

      Talon couldn’t resist snorting with pride that he had scared Lukan. It served him right for arriving empty handed for a birthday dinner.

      Mom stood and walked over to him. She draped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him, hard. “I know I asked you to be nice, but I can’t tell you how proud I am of you for choosing to stand up for me, however unnecessary.”

      Talon hugged her back, stunned by her reaction. Then he pulled away. At sixteen, he really was too old to still be hugging his mother. “I thought you’d be mad at me.”

      “How can I be? Not when you are merely doing what you were born to do.” Mom took his hand and led him back to the fire. She waited for him to sit on his cushion on the floor. “Tao and I know you have sought answers for a long time, but you have to understand that there are two very good reasons why we haven’t satisfied your curiosity.”

      His eyebrows quirked. This he had to hear.

      Mom sat next to him and grazed his knuckles with her lips. “Firstly, we wanted you to have a carefree childhood, because once you hear what we have to say, you will never be free again.” A chill shot up Talon’s spine. “At least, not unless you fight for it—and win.”

      “No doubt about me winning,” he said, not wanting to admit that Mom’s grave face and tone were unsettling.

      Now that the moccasin was on the other foot, he decided being disconcerted wasn’t much fun.

      “You have no idea of the odds, Talon,” Uncle Tao said, equally grave. “But you will have help. If you accept it, you stand a chance. Alone, well . . .” His voice trailed off.

      Mom cleared her throat. “The second reason is that your father’s eyes and ears are everywhere,” she waved a hand around the cottage, “and we feared that if we told you anything, he would try and take you away. Tao and I were not willing to risk that.”

      His father’s eyes and ears?

      That sounded creepy, even if Talon didn’t know what it meant.

      “Okay, I get that you had reasons, even if I don’t understand them.” He pulled his hand away from Mom’s and dragged Thunder, almost comatose in front of the fire, across his lap for comfort. “So how about we start at the very beginning. Like, why do we live here? Why does Lukan come every month and then you all pretend he only comes once a year? Why don’t we ever see other people? And, most of all, why does Lukan hate me so much?”

      Mom snorted her surprise. “Oh, the beginning starts way before all that. But, tell me, how do you know Lukan comes every month?”

      Talon’s eyes narrowed as he considered her very blatant deflection. “If I answer, do you promise to keep your promise and tell me what I’ve waited years to know?”

      “What is the one principle I have always tried to teach you, Talon?”

      “Mom, you’re deflecting!”

      “All for good reason. Answer me.”

      “Honor,” he said with an impatient wave of his hand. “Being honorable, so the Winds will find me worthy of help.”

      “Yes. Exactly that. Talon, you will need the Winds on your side if you are to win against your father. And not just the Winds. Every deity on this planet will need to lend a hand.”

      Talon dug his fingers into the coarse hair under Thunder’s collar. The dog whimpered, and Talon quickly dropped his hand.

      Mom said, more gently, “I make you an oath, I will answer every single one of your questions, if you just answer this one of mine.”

      An oath. There was no higher, more binding promise his mother could make. It bound her soul to the Winds. If she broke it, the Winds would curse her. He wasn’t sure he believed in mere curses, but she did, and strongly. It was enough that she had made the promise.

      Talon relaxed for the first time in months.

      “Just because Uncle Tao takes me out before Lukan arrives doesn’t mean I don’t hear him coming. He gallops around the forest as if he owns it.” He shifted his attention back to the barn. “In fact, I can hear him now. He’s finally leaving. Hope he never comes back.”

      “He does own it,” Tao said flatly.

      Talon looked at him in surprise. “The forest? Lukan owns it? How is that possible? This is our land.”

      “Lukan Avanov owns two-thirds of the land on this very large planet, including our tiny patch of forest,” Uncle Tao said. “You’ve always wondered if there are other people besides us. Yes, there are. Millions of them—and many of them are controlled by Lukan. And when I say controlled, I mean just that. His priestesses have injected them with devices made from a substance called ice crystal. It allows Lukan and his Lord of the Household, Felix Avanov—our uncle—to monitor and control where people live, what they do, and how far they can travel. No one embedded with ice crystal leaves their town or village—or cottage in the forest—without his permission.”

      Talon’s eyes bulged. He shook his head, hoping that if he rattled his brains hard enough against his skull, Uncle Tao would make more sense. Shaking didn’t make what Uncle Tao said any clearer. “Huh?”

      Mom chuckled, and then her face fell back into the gravitas that set Talon’s nerves on edge. “It’s only the people who live in the Chenayan Heartland who have been tagged. Lukan didn’t have enough ice crystal for everyone in the empire. This forest is in the Heartland.”

      Talon’s mouth dried, and he struggled to swallow a lump that had formed in his throat. “So . . . are we tagged?”

      “Tao and I are.” Mom pulled her hair away from her neck and pointed to a scar Talon had never noticed before. He knew Uncle Tao had one, but had never thought to question whether his mother had anything similar. Why would he have?

      “Acting on Lukan’s orders,” Mom said, “Felix did this to us before you were born. The ice crystal allows us to live within a prescribed area in the forest. If we stray beyond those boundaries, it will fire a shock, killing us instantly.”

      Talon stared at Mom, then rubbed his own neck. As far as he knew, there was no scar there.

      Uncle Tao touched his shoulder. “You were never tagged. You were Lukan’s terrifying secret, the one no one was ever supposed to know about. That’s why he sent your mom here before you were born. He didn’t want anyone to know of your existence. Then, just after your birth, Lukan came here with Felix to tag you. Your Mom and I fought them off. In the end, Lukan realized he would have to kill your mother to get to you. As you saw tonight, he’s obsessed with possessing her, so he wasn’t willing to sacrifice her. He and Felix left with the job unfinished.” Uncle Tao’s expression hardened. “That’s why I always take you away when Lukan comes.”

      Talon’s core warmed at how much his Mom and Uncle Tao loved him. “That kind of explains why Mom is here. But why you?”

      “I did not agree with his plan to inject everyone with ice crystals, so I refused to swear allegiance to him. As punishment, he banished me, too.”

      “You fought for me, but you didn’t fight for yourselves to prevent this?”

      Mom and Uncle Tao looked at each other and laughed; it sounded bitter.

      “We fought like wild things,” Mom said. “But Lukan was too powerful. It was not a fight we could win—and survive to tell the tale.”

      “He stole your freedom. Powerful or not, that would not have stopped me fighting!”

      “I was pregnant with you,” Mom said, dryly. “Keeping you alive was more important than anything else.”

      Talon grimaced, ashamed that he could accuse them when all they had done was protect and love him. He took Mom’s hand. “Thank you.” Then he scowled, trying to understand the complexities of the situation. “Uncle Tao, why would you need to swear allegiance? Who is Lukan that he has this much power?”

      “Your father is Emperor of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories. Considered by many to be the most powerful man in existence. Like I said, he owns two-thirds of the world.”

      Tao canted his head. “Then why do you sound doubtful about all his power?”

      “There are two other people who wield as much power, if not more, than Lukan.” Mom twirled her feathers and braids.

      She always did that when stressed or deep in thought. He wondered now which emotion she rode.

      “The first is a man named Axel Avanov. He is Felix’s son”—she gestured at Tao—“and Tao’s cousin. Your cousin, too. Axel runs a private army of highly trained mercenaries. They have waged war against Lukan since before you were born.” She pulled out a familiar chunky gold button—she used to let him play with it when he was little—and held it up for Talon to see.

      “You think this is just a button.” She smiled. “A chew toy.” The smile vanished. “It is actually a device called an informa. It allows us to communicate with Axel. We will be re-introducing you to him tonight. He’s been waiting since the day you were born to reconnect with you.”

      Talon kept his face neutral, trying to pretend he understood all of this crazy stuff. Or that he wasn’t hurt that she’d kept this information from him. It left him feeling like a fool. “I thought you said no one else knew of my birth? Now you say this Axel wants to meet me again?”

      Mom and Uncle Tao grinned conspiratorially, as if sharing a precious joke.

      “We didn’t say Lukan was successful, Talon.” Tao’s grin widened. “We had a full house here on the night of your birth. Axel; his sister, Malika; her husband, Stefan; and an old friend named Tatiana attended your birth. It was also the night the Pathfinder comet swept through the sky.”

      Uncle Tao and Mom never failed to mention that the rare Pathfinder comet had appeared at his birth. Talon could never understand what all the fuss was about. Planetary bodies and stars moved all the time, so what was the big deal about the coincidence of a comet appearing?

      “An epoch-changing event,” Mom added, voice brimming with her usual pride when it had anything to do with him. “Anyway, Axel is the reason Lukan has only managed to tag the people in the Heartland. His army has stopped Lukan getting his hands on the biggest supplies of ice crystal in the world. They are still fighting for it, but Axel keeps them at bay.”

      Her voice softened into something almost tender. “Axel’s other great claim is that he is the man I would have married, had I been given a choice.” She gave him a speculative look. “Who knows, maybe one day I might still get the chance. If you manage to win against your father, of course.” A small smile played on her mouth. “No pressure.”

      Talon chewed on that information. What was more astonishing? The story of Lukan and Axel and the ice crystal? Or the fact that, for his whole life, his mother had secretly loved a man he knew nothing about? He swallowed and then started to laugh at the absurdity of the situation.

      “Mom, if Lukan is an emperor, that makes you an empress!” Hysteria threatened to overwhelm him. “Shouldn’t you be living in a . . . a bigger house?” He looked around, trying to ground himself in reality and noticed their ragged curtains. “With . . . with velvet curtains?”

      Mom’s smile was gentle, indulgent. “Velvet curtains would be just part of what an empress would have in her palace. And you haven’t stopped to ask what it makes you.”

      True. Talon’s nose scrunched in thought. He had no idea what the son of an emperor was called. It had never come up before. Surprise, surprise.

      “So what does it make me? Apart from incredulous. And a little bit ticked off, if I’m honest.”

      “A crown prince. The other person who wields as much power as Lukan.” Tao leaned back in his chair. “The fateful troika: Nicholas, also known as Talon; Lukan; and Axel.” A shadow crossed his face. “I should mention that Lukan has two other heirs: Grigor and Meka.” His eyes dropped along with his voice. “I am told that they are actually my sons.”

      Jealousy stabbed Talon at Uncle Tao’s subdued tone. He pushed it aside as quickly as it rose. He had no doubt of Uncle Tao’s love for him. Pain at his uncle’s obvious sorrow drove out all other emotions. “You’ve never seen them?”

      Uncle Tao stretched, then stood. He walked to the fireplace and threw another log on the embers. “No. They live with Lukan and their mother.” A self-deprecating smile. “Your Aunt Kestrel. Your mom’s sister.”

      From having only three people in the world, Talon felt overwhelmed with family. He picked at Thunder’s collar. “There’s rather a lot of us, isn’t there? Does everyone always inter-breed? It doesn’t work in the animal kingdom, so why do humans do it?”

      “Not by choice,” Mom said with a firmness that surprised him. “Norin princesses, that’s my tribe—we are vassals of Lukan’s—have always been forced to marry Chenayan crown princes. My father is the Norin king, and he has no more daughters, but my brother Wolf does. Her name is Petal, and I bet she lives in fear of the summons from Lukan to marry—” She shrugged. “Well, I’m really not sure who she’d marry, now that you have been born. The imperative for Norin princesses to marry Chenayan crown princes fell away at your birth.”

      Talon didn’t want to pursue that line of questioning. Instead he asked, “And your sister, Kestrel?”

      “Kestrel’s summons to Chenaya was unusual. Lukan’s father wanted her to marry Tao. It wasn’t a successful match.”

      Uncle Tao flinched, then busied himself with poking the fire.

      Mom stood and squeezed Uncle Tao’s shoulder before heading to the kitchen. “A drink, anyone?”

      Talon’s stomach rumbled. “Any dinner left? I kind of lost my appetite over supper.”

      “Soup. I’ll heat some up for you.”

      Talon scratched Thunder’s neck while Mom clanged pots around the range. Uncle Tao sat back in his chair, stretching his long legs out before the fire.

      Talon wasn’t sorry for the respite. It gave him an opportunity to think. But the more he thought, the less any of this made sense to him, despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

      Mom handed him a warm bowl of soup, which he rested on Thunder’s back. The dog must have smelled the food, because he awoke, eyeing Talon hopefully.

      Talon looked around to make sure no one was watching and then slipped him a piece of fish. It vanished down Thunder’s gullet before anyone noticed, and he flopped back to sleep on Talon’s lap. Talon ate the rest. He put the bowl on the floor and sighed. It was time to get more answers.

      “You still haven’t explained what I did to make Lukan hate me so much. If I’m the crown prince with all this power, shouldn’t Lukan be teaching me to—”

      What did crown princes learn about? Surely not how to plant and grow chickpeas or make the perfect rabbit snare? He looked down at his hands, calloused from the dozens of chores he performed daily to help keep his family alive, and compared them to Lukan’s soft, mushy ones. “To read and write, for a start?”

      “You heard your father,” Mom replied. “He has no intention of ever letting you educate yourself. What we’ve managed to teach you with charcoal and homemade paper is as good as it’s going to get. The music I made you learn was to give you some culture. We Norin love music and dancing. I wanted to give you that. The math . . . well, that’s all yours. You figured that out by yourself.”

      Just like he would have to figure everything else out if he ever became emperor.

      He snorted at his own folly. Thunder would grow wings and fly before he became emperor of anything.

      “Okay. Back to the hate.” He sensed that despite the oath, Mom and Uncle Tao were holding back on that all-important issue.

      “Talon, you have always loathed your real name, but it is the key to understanding Lukan’s hate.” Mom pointed out the window at the night sky.

      Talon glanced out, guessed from the position of the stars that it was well after midnight, and shrugged. He’d said no one was sleeping until this was resolved. “I assume you mean the Nicholas part?”

      “Actually, your full name is Nicholas the Light-Bearer. I suppose if we were to tack on a surname to that mouthful it would be Avanov.”

      Talon rolled his eyes in disbelief. “That’s the name of a constellation! And who needs a surname? What were you thinking, Mom?”

      He didn’t add that the stars that demarcated Nicholas the Light-Bearer, the constellation in the northern point in the sky, were by far his favorite. Watching the Light-Bearer always gave him a sense of power, a sense of purpose.

      Now the coincidence—too creepy to be laughed away—sent a shiver up his spine.

      Mom swatted the side of his head. “I most certainly did not choose that name. My choice was Talon—a good Norin name—and that’s what we have always called you. But I was asked to name you Nicholas the Light-Bearer by a friend of someone you love very much.”

      Talon turned accusing eyes on Uncle Tao.

      “Whoa!” Uncle Tao held up his hands. “Don’t blame me. Blame Thunder.”

      “Thunder? The dog? He told you to call me after a bunch of stars?”

      Thunder lifted his head and looked up at Talon. He swore he saw agreement in the dog’s loyal eyes. Talon grimaced. This was beyond weird and creepy, and he didn’t like anything that made his skin crawl.

      “Remember, I said getting answers will be the end of your childhood?” Mom’s face was sorrowful. When he nodded, she said, “I want an oath from you that you will be adult about this discussion.”

      Despite his growing certainty that something wasn’t right here, Talon didn’t even hesitate to answer. “I can be an adult. I’m not a boy anymore. Tell me everything.”

      Mom studied him for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, she said, “I accept your oath and consider it binding.” She looked down at the dog. “Explain it to him, Thunder.”
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      Thunder sighed, a long mournful sound.

      Talon reached down to pat him, but the dog’s body arched, then shuddered. His skin and fur began to bulge.

      Talon’s eyes widened almost to bursting as a brilliant light burst out of Thunder’s back.

      It grew in size, unfurling like a butterfly escaping from a chrysalis. As it blossomed, it revealed a stocky man with gray hair and a stern face. His skin glowed with a pearlescent light before settling into the monotone of human skin. His robe was dark with brighter stars patterned after the Nicholas the Light-Bearer constellation. He hovered briefly in the air before descending until his booted feet touched the floor planks.

      Talon fell back against his cushion and gasped.

      Before he could challenge the newcomer, he realized Thunder lay still and unnaturally heavy on his lap. His gasp turned into a cry. His dog’s head lolled to one side, his eyes glassy and lifeless.

      Panic tore through Talon.

      Who to look at first? The strange man? Or his beloved pet?

      Tears threatening, he pressed his face into Thunder’s side, both for comfort and to listen for his heartbeat.

      There was nothing. Thunder’s heart, which had rumbled and wheezed like the old steam-driven plow, was silent.

      It was deafening in its finality.

      Not caring about his childish tears, he looked up at Mom. “So this is what you meant by the end of my childhood? Is everything to be a trade-off now?”

      Tears glistened in his mother’s eyes, not something he had ever seen.

      That distressed him almost as much as the loss of Thunder.

      She pointed at the man. “Dmitri can answer that question far better than I.”

      Hatred bubbled up in Talon as he turned to the man who had so clearly ended Thunder’s life. “Who are you?” he snarled. “And what are you doing here?”

      “Your Highness.” The man—Dmitri—bowed to him.

      Talon glared at him. “First you kill my friend, then you mock me!”

      A smile softened Dmitri’s face. “Nicholas—Talon—I am your friend. All your life, I have watched over you, guarded you as we played and hunted together. I’ve heard your dreams, comforted you during your nightmares, protected you in your sleep. And now”—he pointed at Thunder, spread out on Talon’s lap—“I grieve with you for the loss of the body my spirit dwelled in for so long.”

      Talon gripped Thunder in his arms and stood, rage making his frame shake. “How dare you say that! You are not my dog! You’re . . . you’re—” His voice faltered.

      He had no idea who or what Dmitri was. He looked over at Mom and Uncle Tao for guidance.

      Something about their knowing looks told him this was not news to them.

      “You knew?” he demanded. “That this . . . thing lived inside my dog? And his name is Thunder, not Dmitri.”

      Uncle Tao tried to lift Thunder from Talon’s arms.

      He resisted.

      Uncle Tao draped his arm around Talon’s shoulder. “When Thunder first arrived here, your mother and I had no idea Dmitri was inside the dog. By the time we figured it out, we had called him Thunder because he barked so much. Just like you are Talon, when your name is really Nicholas the Light-Bearer. We decided to keep it that way because it meant your father never figured out that you had a dead person protecting you.”

      Talon gulped, lost for words in his grief. And incredulity.

      Uncle Tao’s voice soothed as he continued. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but the truth is, Dmitri is the reason Thunder lived so long. Most dogs don’t survive beyond twelve or thirteen. This was Dmitri’s gift to you because he cares deeply for you.”

      Talon wasn’t ready to forgive the stranger for ending Thunder’s life. He glowered at Dmitri.

      Uncle Tao grabbed his chin. “Wipe off that fierce expression, cub. Dmitri is here to help you. He’s been dead a very long time. Four hundred years, in fact. That makes him the best person to tell you why your father hates you.”

      Talon wanted to argue that if anyone should tell him, it was his mother, not some stranger. But he knew that was childish, and he’d promised he was ready to grow up. He hesitated, not knowing what to do. Finally, he sat, still holding Thunder’s slowly cooling body.

      “Okay. I—I can accept that.” He frowned, fighting wave after wave of disbelief and horror that he was speaking to a dead person. “I suppose.”

      “Aye. We can work with that.” Dmitri stood in front of Talon. “While a very old constellation, Nicholas the Light-Bearer is a newcomer to the current cosmic geography.” The dead man offered Talon his hand.

      He refused it.

      Without any sign of offense, Dmitri walked to the window—and looked at Talon expectantly.

      Talon blew out a slow breath, put Thunder down, and stood. After a quick blast of disapproval for Uncle Tao and Mom, he joined Dmitri.

      The dead man pointed at the spangle of stars glittering across the night sky. “The Dragon used to hold the northern point.”

      Talon folded his arms across his chest. For some inexplicable reason, the sixteen stars that made up the Dragon constellation always filled him with a sense of foreboding. He always let his eyes slip away from them to focus on the Light-Bearer instead. Doing that now brought him no comfort.

      Dmitri nodded at him. “You always had bad dreams if you lay in bed watching the Dragon before you slept.”

      Talon’s eyes flashed. It was bad enough that Dmitri knew about that; he didn’t need to mention it as well. “Your point?”

      “Nicholas the Light-Bearer, who shifted the Dragon, had been lost from view for four hundred years.” He fixed Talon with a gleaming eye. “He reappeared sixteen years ago. The night you were born.”

      “That’s almost as creepy as you are,” Talon replied, wondering where all this was leading.

      A smile from Dmitri. “Perhaps.” His voice became matter of fact. “Nicholas, four hundred years ago, my brother, a man named Thurban Avanov, invaded a sovereign state called Norin—your mother’s homeland. It was an unprovoked attack, coming after a time of devastation on this planet. The nations that had survived that Burning, as it was called, were reeling from a war so catastrophic there are still parts of the planet no one can visit. Those places will be off limits to human habitation for generations to come.”

      Talon’s eyebrows hitched, and he leaned in, interested despite his dislike for Dmitri.

      “Even though the Norin fought valiantly under the flag that bore the constellation you were named for, they were unable to defend themselves. They fell victim to Thurban’s armies and were the first nation to be absorbed into the Chenayan empire.”

      “And we haven’t stopped fighting since,” Mom added from her chair.

      Talon glanced over at her. Her face was fierce, and bloodlust burned in her eyes. It intrigued him.

      He turned back to Dmitri. “And then?”

      Dmitri pursed his lips and studied Talon. “Bear with me, Nicholas. Knowing you, you might find the next bit hard to stomach.”

      Talon wrapped his arms tighter around his chest.

      “I am what is known as a seer. I used that power to curse the Avanov line.”

      Talon snorted before he could stop himself. “Seems you do know me well.”

      A patient smile from Dmitri. “I told you, I have been your constant companion since your birth. I know your views on the Winds, on miracles, on curses, and all other things you consider ‘creepy’ or ‘weird.’ You operate in a world of fact. Black. White. Gray only out of necessity when black or white won’t do.” His voice firmed. “But your personal beliefs do not change reality. My curse said that a Norin princess”—he waved at Mom—“would marry the Chenayan crown prince. Together, they would create a son who would be called Nicholas the Light-Bearer. Ordained before his birth, that boy would destroy his father and overthrow the Avanov empire. You are that son. Lukan knows that, and he hates you for it.”

      Talon staggered back, bumping into the dinner table. A chair clattered to the floor. He barely noticed it. “That’s insane. Who says it’s me? In four hundred years, there could have been dozens of boys called Nicholas. It could have been any one of them.”

      “Clearly, you weren’t listening.” Dmitri’s voice sounded almost as sharp as one of Thunder’s fox-chasing yips. “Nicholas disappeared from the heavens after the Norin invasion. The Dragon held that spot until you were born. Why would an Avanov emperor call a son after the emblem of a vassal state?”

      “Good question,” Talon shot back. “Why would Lukan do that? And my name is Talon.”

      Dmitri’s voice—and face—softened. “Because I commanded it. And your name wasn’t his choice. After he banished your mother, it was left to her to name you. She grudgingly agreed to Nicholas the Light-Bearer, although she has always called you Talon. Your father calls you Nicholas because he fears and hates you.”

      “Commanded?” Burning with outrage, Talon took a step closer to Dmitri. “So we have no choice? What’s the difference between what you want and what Lukan gets with his ice crystals?”

      Dmitri placed a hand on Talon’s shoulder.

      Talon shrugged it off.

      “The freedom to choose is everything. It is every person’s birthright. That is why I have never objected to your mother and uncle calling you Talon. I hope when you learn the true significance of your name, you will make the choice to call yourself Nicholas, but I will never force you. Lukan’s ice crystals, on the other hand, deny millions of people the right to choose. He has programmed them to worship him blindly, to follow his every decree without thought or reason. That is the true evil. That is where you come in. Your job is to prepare a place for human choice.”

      “That’s ridiculous! You expect me”—Talon slapped his chest—“a boy who knows virtually nothing about anything that matters to destroy Lukan and his evil empire?” He looked at Mom and Uncle Tao, hoping they would back him up.

      They both smiled reassuringly at him.

      It didn’t slow the frantic pounding of his heart one jot.

      Dmitri sat on the window seat and patted the space next to him.

      When Talon stood his ground and didn’t join him, Dmitri didn’t appear the least surprised at his stubbornness.

      “The last thing I want is for you to destroy evil, Nicholas.”

      Talon shook his head, knowing his confusion blazed on his face.

      “How can you choose between evil and good if one does not exist? That would be compulsion, not choice. Your job is to make room in the empire for good and evil to flourish side by side. Only then will people be free to choose whom they will serve.”

      “And to do that, I have to kill my father?”

      Dmitri’s eyes hooded. “The future will unfold for you as you step up to embrace your destiny.”

      Clearly there was more Dmitri wasn’t telling him. Talon wasn’t sorry; he had heard more than enough and needed time to mull it over.

      Also, Thunder deserved better that to be left neglected on the floor; his body needed to be burnt if he was to be one with the Winds.

      But first Talon needed an answer to a vital question. He fixed Dmitri with his iciest stare. “And if I don’t? What then?”

      “Then you forfeit your birthright.”

      Talon heaved a sigh of relief. Birthrights meant nothing to him.

      He pulled himself up tall. “I’ve made my choice. Right now, I don’t want anything to do with this. All I want is to leave this forest and go and see the world. People. I want to talk to other people. Girls.” He laughed self-deprecatingly. “One of them might even like me.”

      Mom stood and placed her arm around his shoulders. “I know that. We all know that. That is why we have arranged for you to leave tonight. Axel is coming in an airship to fetch you. He will take you to his home in a country called Treven. He will teach you everything you need to know. Then you can make your final choice, when you have all the facts.”

      Talon’s jaw dropped. He snapped it closed to smile the broadest grin he could conjure. Turned out his sixteenth birthday wasn’t so bad after all! He was getting exactly what he wanted and more. Mom had just offered him freedom, something he had not even dared to dream of.

      But even in his joy, something niggled.

      “You and Uncle Tao are coming with me, aren’t you?”

      Mom shook her head. “You know we can’t. Not with the ice-crystal shockers.”

      Anger surged through Talon. It was replaced by crushing disappointment. His shoulders slumped, and he gave her what Mom called his stubborn look.

      “Then I am not leaving. We go together or I stay.”

      Mom cupped his cheek. “Young stags grow up and leave their mothers, Talon. You know that. Now it’s your turn. It’s all part of the growing up I spoke of. The growing up you made an oath to embrace.”

      “You trapped me!” he said incredulously. “You knew I would not want to leave you!”

      “Do you think this is easy for me?” Mom bit her lip, and her eyes glistened. “Even though I’ve had sixteen years to prepare for it?”

      Talon moved to hug her at exactly the same time as she embraced him. Her arms almost crushed him. He clung to her, never wanting to let go.

      Face pressed against his chest, she murmured, “I did what I believe is best for you. Your father has been very tolerant, but we all know”—she waved a hand at Uncle Tao and Dmitri—“that it cannot last. Lukan undoubtedly has listening devices in this house, and Axel says he hacks into our private conversations. He will know we’re planning to move you tonight. He’s not going to let you slip so easily from his clutches.”

      Talon had no idea what she meant about listening devices, and the only hacking he knew about was the back-breaking chore of clearing forest undergrowth to expand their vegetable garden, but now wasn’t the time to ask. He had promised to be an adult, and that meant leaving his family and the only home he had ever known without compliant. He fought to mask his feelings, but couldn’t stop his voice quivering. “I—I may never see you again. Lukan will probably never let me back here.”

      “No, he won’t.” Mom gave him a wry smile and gestured to Dmitri. “Whether we ever see you again probably depends on what you choose. Only once you leave here will you truly understand what we are asking you to do.”

      Talon frowned, hating that he was being backed into a corner. He was beginning to feel exactly like that stag—only cornered.

      Uncle Tao pulled Talon away from Mom and gripped him in a hard bear hug. “I am going to miss you like crazy, cub.” He stepped back to look at Talon. Uncle Tao’s eyes were strained with sadness but his jaw line determined. “Axel should be here within the hour. You need to be ready for him.” He gestured to Dmitri. “You will have him for company. He will be going with you.”

      “I don’t want him! He killed my dog.” He scrunched up his face, realizing how infantile that sounded. “I—I don’t want a walking, talking corpse hanging around me.” He looked at Dmitri, expecting the dead man to appear insulted.

      Dmitri seemed unruffled, and Talon figured it would take more than that to upset the seer. He glanced down at Thunder’s stiffening body. How much of the playful, loving dog had been Dmitri and how much the nature of the animal itself?

      He would probably never know.

      But that didn’t change anything. He didn’t want Dmitri going with him and the unknown Axel. It would be hard enough learning to handle himself in a world of strangers without feeling Dmitri’s watchful presence reminding him of the pressure of his so-called destiny.

      Dmitri nodded. “I understand and accept how you feel, Nicholas. As such, I honor your right to choose. I will not impose myself upon you. If you need me, call. Until then, I will remain out of your life. Is this what you want?”

      It was Talon’s turn to nod. “You know I may never call you?”

      Dmitri’s face morphed into something playful, and his eyes twinkled. For the briefest moment he reminded Talon of Thunder, and he wondered if the seer could read his thoughts.

      “Then I will never come.” The light gathered around Dmitri, and he vanished.

      Talon sent a quick prayer to the Winds he wasn’t sure he believed in that he had made the right choice.

      Mom grabbed his hand. “It’s time to introduce you to Axel. It will make it easier if you speak to him before you have to leave with him. Come sit with me on the sofa.”

      Talon let her drag him across the room.

      She sat on one side of him, Uncle Tao on the other.

      It was cramped, but he didn’t care. Soon he would be gone and might never again feel the comforting presence of his parents—his real ones, not the fake that Lukan was.

      Mom wriggled her hand between them and fished out that interesting gold button. She brushed her finger across the surface, and a shaft of light burst from it.

      The horrifying memory of Dmitri emerging from Thunder’s back flashed through Talon’s mind. He gasped and clasped his big hand over her smaller one, holding the informa. “This Axel isn’t dead, is he?”

      Mom laughed. “Of course not! Why would you think that?”

      “I discovered tonight that anything is possible. I just want to be better warned before you shock me with the weird and creepy from now on.”

      Mom nudged his shoulder with hers. “Deal. Axel is very much alive. He’s a forty-year-old man with a wicked smile and a caustic tongue. You’ll grow to love him. I know I do.”

      “You can count me in on that as well, cub,” Uncle Tao added. “I can’t think of a better person to take care of you.”

      Talon relaxed and pulled his hand off the informa. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      Mom tugged on the light beam as if it were a solid object, making Talon’s eyebrows shoot up. Determined to take it all in his stride, he kept quiet.

      The informa crackled, and a man’s face appeared in the air above the device.

      Just as Mom said, Axel looked a little older than her and Uncle Tao, and not nearly as relaxed or calm, evidenced by his quick, impatient head and hand movements.

      Nerves clenched Talon’s stomach until he saw Axel’s intelligent-looking eyes. The laugh lines around his mouth suggested his lips were permanently twisted into the sardonic smile dancing there now. His short hair and his eyes were dark.

      Like Uncle Tao, he also had a stone embedded next to his right eye. Only in Axel’s case, it wasn’t a sparkling diamond, but a darker stone. Talon wondered what kind it was.

      Before he could even think to speak, Axel said, “Happy birthday, Nicholas! Or rather, Talon. I know you prefer that. So how does it feel to be sixteen?”

      Talon’s brain froze, along with his tongue.

      He couldn’t remember when last he had felt so self-conscious. He wished Axel had spoken to Mom or Uncle Tao first to give him time to gather his thoughts. Finally, he managed to stutter, “Um . . . not that much different than fifteen?”

      He grimaced, cursing at himself for his stupid answer. But what was he supposed to say to the fourth person he had ever spoke to?

      Dmitri was dead, so he didn’t count.

      “They get better as you get older.” Axel laughed, but even though Mom was right—it certainly sounded derisive—Talon didn’t get the impression that the older man was laughing at him. It was more like they were sharing a joke.

      Talon allowed his taut muscles to relax. “Mom says I’m going to live with you. That you will show me”—he wanted to say the world, but that sounded too demanding, so he finished with—“stuff.”

      “I have more ‘stuff’ lined up than you can imagine. I plan to take you on a tour of the capitals of the Free Nations.”

      The what?

      Axel explained, “The countries that aren’t part of Lukan’s empire.”

      Talon’s uncertainty must have shown on his face.

      “A young man needs to know what the world looks like, both in the empire and out. And I have friends in those countries who are eager to meet you.”

      Talon was sure Axel knew all about the whole crown prince thing and the so-called curse, but he was grateful Axel didn’t mention it.

      And a chance to visit some other countries sounded almost too good to be true.

      Talon felt himself smile before he could stop it. “Sounds good.” He squeezed both Mom’s hand and Uncle Tao’s. “Even though I’m not really in a hurry to leave my family.”

      “I know that,” Axel said, his face serious. “But I promise you, I will give you an informa as soon as you get on my airship. You can talk to your mom and uncle as often as you like.”

      “It’s not really the same, is it?”

      Axel looked sad. “No, it’s not. No one gets that better than me and your mom. Your uncle, too. But it’s better than nothing.” Axel’s head jerked around to look at something Talon couldn’t see. When he faced them again, he focused on Mom. “I may be delayed. My pilot reports a large formation of Lukan’s airships between us and you.”

      Mom and Uncle Tao both sucked in breaths, and the tension in the room spiked.

      He wondered what it all meant.

      Before he could ask, Axel spoke. “Relax. I knew they’d be there. But tonight is one night I don’t plan on engaging in my cousin’s little games. We’ll outrun them. It does mean taking a less direct route to get to you.” He shot Talon a wicked smile. “The Light-Bearer is faster and more agile than any airship in Lukan’s fleet. I had it built just for you.”

      Talon had no idea what Axel was talking about. His face flushed, and he felt his ignorance in every fiber of his being.

      What would people in these Free Nations make of him? Would they laugh at him? Mock him, wild and ignorant forest boy that he was? He sank back into his seat, part of him wishing he could forget about all this and stay in the forest instead.

      Anger raged through him. He sat up tall, determined not to let fear hold him back.

      Mom reached up and brushed Axel’s face, but her fingers passed straight through the light. “Please be careful, my love. I’ve waited so long to have you here again. Please don’t let Lukan rob me of that pleasure.”

      “And miss out on holding you? Not a chance.” But Axel’s expression had changed; he no longer exuded a casual friendliness. Now he reminded Talon of a stalking wolf. Intense. Focused. Deadly.

      It was strangely reassuring.

      Even Axel’s voice was clipped. “My Lynxie, I need to focus on getting around Lukan’s little hurdle. Talk to you soon.”

      The image flickered and died, leaving the room in silence—one broken by a muffled rumble Talon only associated with their steam plow.

      But that was impossible. The plow was parked safely in the shed, where it would wait until the autumn plowing.

      So what was this?

      He stiffened.

      “What’s the matter, Talon?” Lynx demanded. “You look as if you’ve seen another dead person.”

      Talon pushed himself up off the sofa. “Someone’s coming. I can hear a steam plow outside.”

      The noise was closer now as the vehicle broke through the trees surrounding the homestead.

      Uncle Tao actually swore! He strode to the window and parted the ragged silk curtain. A white sheen crossed his face. “Lynx! Weapons.”

      Both Uncle Tao and Mom darted to the shelf where they stored their hunting knives. Mom reached it first. She grabbed hers and tossed a second blade to Uncle Tao.

      When she didn’t give Talon his, he surged forward to grab his knife.

      Mom stepped into his path, her face blazing with fervor he had never before witnessed. “Tao and I will do the fighting. Your job is to run. Whatever happens, do not let Lukan catch you. Run. Run as fast as you can. Axel will find you.”

      Talon was about to argue when the door flew open.

      Lukan and two other men strode into the room—an old one with a gaunt face, leaning on a walking stick, and one about the same age as Axel, except with a glazed expression in his eyes.

      Uncle Tao lunged forward to intercept them with his knife.

      Arm moving so fast it was almost a blur, the man with the dead eyes brought a hand axe crashing down into Uncle Tao’s chest.

      Uncle Tao folded to the floor.

      Talon froze. Eyes wide, mouth hanging open, he stared at the blood pumping from his uncle’s chest.

      Stop the bleeding. He had to stop the bleeding. Talon grabbed a fur from the sofa and turned to Uncle Tao—

      No!

      Talon swallowed a lump caught in his throat. Uncle Tao was dead.

      As much as Talon wanted to deny it, he had seen too much death in the forest not to recognize its glassy eyes and stillness.

      He had a vague sense of someone screaming, “Get out, Talon! Run! Don’t let him get you!”

      But even if he wanted to, he couldn’t move.

      Uncle Tao was gone.

      His eyes shifted to Lukan, his whole being focused on the man who’d brought a killer to their door. Ignoring Mom’s screams to run, he launched across the room and landed with a sickening thud into Lukan.

      They both crashed against the wall.

      Despite never having fought anyone in his life, Talon pelted Lukan with his fists, striking hard wherever he made contact with flesh.

      Everyone else seemed frozen with shock as Lukan tried to shake him off. Talon sank his teeth deep into Lukan’s neck, hanging on like a fox with a stolen chicken. He tasted his father’s blood. One of his hands raked across Lukan’s face, drawing blood there, too. It wasn’t enough. He wanted Lukan to suffer, but without a weapon, he didn’t know what more he could do to make the murderer pay.

      “You animal!” Lukan bellowed. “Morass! Do something.”

      Hands grabbed Talon from behind and lifted him off Lukan with ease. Talon squawked in shock as his body swung through the air.

      And then he was flying—flying straight across the room toward the stone fireplace.

      He flailed his arms and legs, trying to shift his trajectory away from the hearth, but the man called Morass had thrown him with such force, it didn’t help.

      He screamed as his head landed with an agonizing crack against the corner of the stone mantelpiece.

      And then he remembered nothing more.
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      Hunting knife moments away from Felix’s throat, Lynx stared in horror as Talon’s head crunched against the mantelpiece.

      Almost in slow motion, her eyes tracked the blood spurting from his forehead as it sprayed across the wall above the fireplace. His body hit the floor, and his head slammed into the stone hearth. He crumpled. Blood pooled around his feathers and braids, but he made no effort to move.

      Was he still alive?

      Felix stumbled away from her. Face aghast, he leaned heavily on his walking stick.

      Lynx dived toward Talon to see if he still lived, when Lukan screamed, “Morass! You idiot! By the Dragon, didn’t I tell you not to harm the bastard until we know for sure Axel is dead?”

      Morass bowed low. “Sire, I’m sorry, I—I must have misunderstood you.”

      Lukan slapped Morass across the face and then strode across the room toward Talon.

      Knife poised, Lynx leaped between her son and Lukan.

      Through tears of grief for Tao and fear for her son, she shouted, “The only way you will get him is through me! Come! I dare you!”

      What she really wanted was to check Talon’s pulse, but with his enemies circling, she could not risk letting them close to him. Lukan might rage that he didn’t want Talon harmed, but she didn’t trust him not to finish what he’d started. Programmed with ice crystal, Morass would never have acted out of his own accord to harm Talon. Lukan stopped. The usually silver scar she’d inflicted on his cheek pulsed a livid red. He stared at her with haunted eyes, a look of desperation and longing she knew only too well.

      Lynx slashed her knife out him.

      Morass’s body deflected the blade.

      Lynx’s heart sank.

      Of course she would not be battling Lukan to protect Talon’s body, not when he had Count Morass, Lord of the Rack, to do his dirty work. And Lynx was smart enough to know that she was no match against Morass’s ice-crystal-charged strength. With one chance to get a killing blow, she lunged forward and stabbed her blade at his heart with all her strength.

      The blade hit something solid, sending a shockwave through her arm.

      Armor beneath his frilly white shirt.

      “We came prepared for you.” Lukan’s voice sounded manic as he paced the floor. “You’ve had our son for sixteen years. Now it’s my turn.”

      “Over my dead body.” Lynx swore and re-gripped her knife. Her next target had to be Morass’s neck. That would be infinitely more difficult, without getting closer than was safe. It was a risk she had to take for her son. She lunged again and almost made contact with his fleshy throat.

      But with a grunt, Morass clenched her wrist. She cried out as the bones in her wrist snapped and the knife fell from her useless fingers.

      Ignoring the pain radiating up her arm, she kicked Morass behind the knee. When he stumbled, she followed up with kick in the groin. Her good hand, she shoved under his nose. Both attacks would have been enough to debilitate a normal man, but apart from a bloody nose, they had no effect on slowing him down.

      With lightning speed, he grabbed both her arms and lifted her off the ground as if she were no stronger than a kitten.

      As much as she wanted to deny it, she knew the fight was lost. In her rage and disappointment, she yelled at Lukan, “If you have killed Talon, you will die. I will see you dead, whether I get the pleasure of doing it myself or whether Axel must hunt you down and flay you. Either way, I will dance on your grave!”

      “Lynx, this is not my fault,” Lukan moaned. “I would never have given the command to harm your son before—”

      “Enough! Sire, focus on what matters here.” Felix stepped between Lukan and Lynx, flailing helplessly in Morass’s arms. He pointed his cane at Talon. “The Light-Bearer is what matters now. We need to proceed as planned.”

      Felix’s words seemed to rip Lukan from his maudlin lament. He loped over to Talon and kicked him sharply in the ribs with his boot.

      There was no response.

      “Leave him alone!” Lynx fought all the harder against Morass, but it was pointless; she might just as well have fought against steel.

      “Shut her up.” Felix reached into a pocket inside his awful olive-green cloak and pulled out a rag and a set of manacles. He threw them at Morass.

      Lynx tried to wriggle free when Morass lifted a hand away to catch them, but he grabbed her before she slid away. Within seconds, he clicked the manacles closed. She cried out with pain as the steel locked around her broken wrist. Her ankles were next.

      Trussed up, she could do nothing to stop him gagging her mouth. Tears coursed unchecked down her cheeks: Thunder, dead; Tao, murdered; Talon—she didn’t want to think about Talon.

      Sweat beading on his forehead and upper lip, Lukan mouthed to her, “I’m sorry. I never wanted this to happen.”

      The man was clearly terrified. She looked away, refusing to validate anything he said to her.

      Lukan slumped and then shouted at Felix, “What’s happening with Axel? Until we know, we cannot move forward. With anything.”

      Felix placed a placating arm on Lukan’s shoulder. “Sire, we will be informed as soon as there is a confirmed kill. Best we proceed with the strategy in place.”

      “I—I can’t. Axel is out there.” Frantic fingers kneaded Lukan’s side. “If Nicholas is dead, Axel will find me. He’ll skin me alive. I—I will have to hit the trigger before I even make it to the palace. Either way, I will die. That was never the plan.”

      What was Lukan jabbering on about?

      Felix rested his walking stick against the mantle and dug into his pocket again. He pulled out a syringe. “The Final Word will tell us all we need to know about the Light-Bearer.”

      They were going to tag Talon!

      Lynx writhed and tried to shout around her gag, but apart from Lukan’s longing glance, no one looked at her.

      Silently, she pleaded, Dmitri, if Talon is alive, help him. Protect him from this.

      Dmitri’s voice sounded heavy in her head. You heard the pact I made with Nicholas. I cannot renege on that. The boy will never trust me again, and that is not something I can risk. Until he asks for my help, my hands—and yours—are tied.

      She shot back, But Lukan will imprison him. How will he fulfill the curse then?

      Dmitri didn’t reply.

      But what had he said? The boy will . . . Talon was alive! Dmitri had hinted at that much, but Talon was about to be tagged—

      Shaking with fear, anger, and helplessness, Lynx sent a silent prayer to the Winds to intervene. Then she could do nothing more than watch Lukan and Felix’s plan unfold, whatever that entailed.

      Felix creaked down at Talon’s side and prodded his head. “Morass, find something to staunch the bleeding.”

      Morass looked around the room and stepped over Tao’s body on his way to the silk curtains. Boots trailing Tao’s blood, he tore the curtain off the rod. Unable to bear the desecration of Tao’s body, she focused on the drapes.

      If that’s his idea of a bandage, I’m grateful I washed them in preparation for Talon’s farewell birthday.

      Morass tossed the curtain to Felix.

      The Lord of the Household clicked his tongue in disapproval. “Low-born, you try my patience. Tear it into strips for bandages.”

      While Morass shredded the curtains, Felix fiddled with his syringe. If an ice crystal floated in the clear liquid, it was so tiny Lynx couldn’t see it. Felix lifted Talon’s hair and injected the liquid into his neck, clearly satisfied an ice crystal was present.

      Talon didn’t even flinch.

      Impotent tears flooded Lynx’s face. After sixteen years of trying to defend her son from Lukan’s ice crystal, it had all gone awry in minutes.

      Lukan is too powerful to defeat. The instant that debilitating thought invaded her mind, she pushed it away. No, the Winds will be with Axel. He will survive, and then he will help me get Talon back. We will win.

      “Bandages,” Morass said to Felix. He held out the shredded fabric.

      Felix picked up his cane and hit Morass with it. “Then bandage him, low-born.”

      While Morass worked at Talon’s head, Felix took Lukan’s arm and led him to the sofa. “Sit, sire, and together we will see what the Light-Bearer’s crystal tells us.” He glanced over at Lynx. “You might find this interesting, too.”

      Lynx leaned forward as Felix thumbed his informa into action.

      The first beam of light showed a series of lines, but Lynx had no idea what they meant. Neither did Lukan, because he swatted the beams with an impatient hand. “Is he alive? That’s all I’m interested in.”

      Felix pursed his lips and sighed. “That is what I am about to tell you, sire, if you will just exercise some patience.”

      Lukan showed no reaction to the reprimand.

      “This red line indicates his pulse rate, and as you can see, he has one. Slow and erratic to be sure, but he is alive. The data corroborates what our eyes can see—he is merely unconscious.” Felix flicked through other screens, reading lines of text Lynx assumed related to Talon’s health. “Based on his organ function, brain waves, and hormones in his blood, in time, he will wake up.”

      Relief flickered across Lukan’s face. “Let’s get him back to the—” He looked over at Lynx. “His new home.” He stood, clearly expecting Felix to obey.

      Felix remained in his seat, flicking through screens.

      “Felix!” Lukan snapped. “Stop playing with your new toy and help Morass get him into the steam carriage.”

      Felix looked up at Lukan as if he had gone mad. “Me? A seventy-one-year-old-man help carry a sixteen-year-old boy? You know I struggle to walk without my stick.” He glanced back at his informa. “And the Light-Bearer weighs exactly one hundred and thirty-six pounds and ten ounces of pure muscle and bone. I don’t have the strength for that. Better I stay here and take care of Lynx while you and Morass settle your son.” He glowered at Lynx, and she glowered right back.

      Felix may have been Axel’s father, but she still loathed the man.

      Lukan gave a tired grunt. “I suppose you’re right. Morass can do it. But I don’t want any more damage to the bastard’s head until I know Axel is dead. We got off lightly this time, the next time we might not be so lucky.” He also scowled at Lynx. “And, as my wife has so callously pointed out, she will dance on my grave if the boy dies.” Lukan turned away to watch Morass tie the last bandage to Talon’s head. “Take him to the carriage.”

      Morass wiped his bloody hands on his trousers. “Of course, sire. And I will be most careful not to harm him again.”

      As Morass stooped down to pick up Talon, Felix said, “One moment, sire. You really need to see this.”

      Lukan spun. “Is it Axel? Is he dead?”

      Face infused with pride, Felix stood and held up the informa. “See how your son lies.”

      A perfect image of Talon slumped on the floor in the cottage blossomed in the air above the informa.

      Lynx gritted her teeth against her gag at this proof positive that Lukan had installed cameras in her home.

      “I, and I alone, have created this image of the Light-Bearer from nothing more than the sensory and biological information fed to me from the Final Word in his neck. Never again do we need a camera to tell us what the traitor is doing. The ice crystal will record and compute all his data, creating a visual of him and the environment he is in. He can now never escape our watchful eye.”

      Lynx gasped.

      “Even better, we can plant suggestions in his head. We will become the most powerful influence in the boy’s life.” Mouth nothing more than a gash, Felix grinned at Lukan. “Whether Axel lives or dies, from this time onward, the throne will be safe.” His grin faded, and he turned to Lynx. “I hope you take note of the power in our hands.”

      “Like I should care that you have tagged my son,” Lynx’s yelled right back at Felix.

      Lukan clutched his head. “Stop it! Both of you. Axel could be here at any moment.”

      “Then I suggest we get Nicholas out of here as quickly as possible, sire. I will guard the Norin bitch until you get back.”

      Lukan dithered. “Why don’t I just take her now?”

      “And have her see where the Light-Bearer is to be kept?” Felix gestured at Lynx. “She is a known flight risk, sire. Would you wish her escaping to free the traitor?”

      Breath ragged, Lukan tugged at his hair with both hands. His movements stilted, he spun from her to Talon and back again.

      “Sire, we discussed this when we first laid our plans,” Felix said, in a calm, soothing voice. “The Light-Bearer’s new home is miles away from the palace. Morass will be up front, driving the carriage. You cannot risk putting her in the back with Nicholas, lest she find a means of escape. That means the two of you will be alone in the carriage. You are not a man of violence. Do you wish to guard Lynx yourself?”

      Without waiting for Morass’s help, Lukan scooped Talon up in his arms and staggered out of the cottage with him.

      Morass hurried after them.

      Despite her determination to show no emotion, Lynx’s breath hitched as her son vanished from her view.

      All that mattered now was for her and Axel to find Talon. When they did, she and Axel would train Talon to fight like a Norin raider. When his training was done, no one would ever defeat her son again.

      And then Lynx would fight by Talon’s side when he overthrew Lukan and his vile empire.
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      Lynx retched as Felix tugged off her gag. It was a small consideration compared to the throbbing in her broken wrist.

      “My son will be arriving soon,” he said.

      Lynx didn’t want to engage with the swine, but this was too important to be ignored. “He survived?”

      “He is Axel Avanov, my son, the greatest warlord ever sired on this planet. Of course he survived. Do you think I would have let Lukan unleash a dozen airships on him if it risked Axel’s life? He is merely delayed. Quite a dog fight in the skies above the forest tonight.”

      This was Felix at his best. Conniving, two-faced, a man without honor she could never trust.

      “Axel said he was going to outrun them.” She wasn’t sure why she said that, but the words just seemed to spill out.

      At least speaking interrupted thoughts of Tao with the hand axe in his chest. She turned away, too overwrought to think about life—whatever that now entailed—without his gentle, loving guidance. Her eyes trailed to Thunder, stiff and cold before the faintly glowing embers in the fireplace.

      Her heart lurched.

      The fireplace—one of Talon’s feathers congealed in a pool of blood next to the hearth.

      But at least Axel was coming, so there was hope that they would rescue him. She clung to that.

      “Indeed he did,” Felix replied, his voice distant but audible over her thoughts. “Now hush your talking and let me finish before he comes.” But instead of moving, Felix stood for a moment, listening.

      Lynx’s listened too and heard the chugging of a departing steam carriage.

      Only when the sound died away completely did Felix stir.

      Without the aid of his walking stick, he strode like a man half his age to her bedroom. Yet another deception from the despicable cheat. He pulled off her fur blankets.

      He stopped near Tao and leaned down to examine the hand axe. “My dear, perhaps now you can solve a mystery for me. How did Axel’s hand axe first come into your possession? It was a strange love token for him to give you. And now it’s been used to kill Tao, your closest ally and friend.”

      Lynx couldn’t stop herself from retching again. How could she ever tell this despicable man that Axel had proposed to her over that axe and that she had agreed to marry him?

      “No matter, you can tell me some other time.” Felix turned back to Tao and raised his arm in a small salute. “Tao Avanov, a true man amongst men. You did not deserve to die like this.” He gently, almost reverently, covered Tao’s body with one of her blankets.

      “Then why did you kill him?” Lynx shrieked.

      “Lynx, my dear, perhaps it is time I pointed out something that thus far you have failed to observe. Stress, no doubt, has clouded your vision. I harmed no one. Not even you when you tried to slit my throat.” He walked over to his walking cane and picked it up. A quick pull, and he yanked out a narrow sword. He glinted it in the light so she could see how sharp it was. “Ponder on that while I do my work.”

      “You stood by and let it all happen,” Lynx yelled straight back. “That makes you as culpable as Lukan and Morass. And you injected my son. Where has Lukan taken him?”

      “Please don’t make me have to gag you again, my dear.” Felix tossed a second blanket over Thunder. Then he walked outside. He was gone for perhaps five minutes, and Lynx began to wonder if he would ever return when the chickens cackled as they always did when released from the coop.

      A whiff of smoke caught her nose, and she understood.

      Felix was destroying her home.

      In the pale dawn light, three white streaks darted across the yard in front of the open door. Their milking goats, headed for the forest. Felix must be burning the barn, too. She supposed if the goats survived the perils there, in time they would learn not to come back here.

      As much as she hated this place, it saddened her that her home had been so violently and abruptly destroyed by men who wielded such unfettered power. More than anything else, Talon had to be found, trained to fight—she smiled with pride at his ill-fated attempt to beat up Lukan—and then given leadership of the Pathfinder Alliance so he could lead the war against Lukan. And Felix.

      When Felix returned to the cottage, he held a tin can and a handful of straw, accompanied by the unmistakable reek of kerosene.

      He walked deliberately around the cottage, dribbling the fuel on the wooden floors and walls and across the furniture.

      Lynx’s heart wrenched as each familiar and—now that she stood on the brink of losing it all—much-loved item was prepared for incineration.

      Felix stopped at Tao and doused him, too.

      Lynx struggled to breathe. She wasn’t sure if it was the fumes or the finality of Tao’s death. The Norin always burned their dead, but only after a proper eulogy. That brief salute from Felix seemed like a poor sendoff for a man as worthy as Tao. With her manacles, and the pain in her wrist, she couldn’t even pull herself up to stand to show her respect for the man who had been her best friend for almost half her life.

      Job done, Felix turned to her. He held a metal object in his hand. Her thoughts took on a detached quality. It wasn’t just an object. Axel had shown her one. He called it a gun, a weapon he and Lukan had reintroduced to the world from before the Burning. They fired lead bullets and explosives that could kill on impact.

      Felix aimed the gun at her, his agate-colored eyes sharp as he stared at her down the barrel. “I am going to free you. Try to harm me, try to run, and I will make holes in your legs.” The gun shifted to her left. A loud crack, and a hole appeared in the wooden floor. “You will never walk again. Do I make myself clear?”

      Why would he need a gun and bullets to control her? She had an ice crystal in her neck. She considered asking and then decided against it. He would never speak the truth. And she didn’t want to alert him to her thoughts. It was better to play along, to let him talk. Perhaps he would let slip some clue as to where Lukan had taken Talon. As soon as Axel arrived, she would knock Felix senseless, and she and Axel would go immediately to rescue her son.

      She nodded.

      “Good.” Felix tossed her a key. “It works on the manacles on your ankles. Unlock them.”

      “You do know that my wrist is broken?” She held up her hands to show him her wrist swollen around the metal.

      “Then stay here. Your choice.” Felix pulled a flint from his pocket and flicked a couple of sparks at the kerosene-soaked straw. He tossed the burning bundle down onto a line of fuel snaking across the floor.

      First a thin trail of flames and then a wall of fire engulfed the room, the roaring heat almost unbearable.

      Body dripping with sweat, Lynx gritted her teeth against the pain in her wrist and fumbled with her good hand for the key. It dropped onto the floor at her feet just as the flames licked her leather tunic.

      Swearing loudly, she managed to scoop the key up. With painful slowness, she unlocked the manacle. The iron rings had barely fallen away when a hand reached down and dragged her to her feet.

      Through the heat haze, she saw Felix, his mouth covered with a soiled handkerchief, walking cane tucked under his arm.

      Something cold and metallic pressed against her kidneys.

      It had to be the gun. Attacking him was now trickier than she imagined, if not potentially deadly. Even though it rankled, and left her feeling helpless, it seemed wiser to wait until Axel’s arrival.

      Felix propelled her through the fire out into the yard.

      Smoke hung heavy over the homestead. Lynx’s eyes, already burning from the intense heat, now streamed from the fumes. She coughed, but before she could catch her breath, Felix marched her past the burning barn. The flames had reached a small wooden hut abutting the main building. Bird’s mews!

      She struggled and screamed, “No, Felix! Please! Bird is in there. I can’t let Tao’s falcon die like this.”

      Without hesitation, Felix released her and strode through the fire into the mews.

      Lynx considered running, but she couldn’t risk Felix not rescuing Tao’s falcon.

      Bird screeched and flapped her wings, clearly terrified by the roar, heat, and smoke.

      Moments later, Felix lurched outside with the falcon held upside down by her legs. She flapped frantically as Felix struggled to pull the leather hood off her face. He dropped the hood to the ground. Bird tore at his unprotected hand with her scimitar-like beak. Lynx expected Felix to toss the falcon away, but he surprised her by untying the jesses bound to her legs. If her hands had been free, Lynx would have helped.

      Then she smiled despite everything.

      At the rate Bird attacked him, Felix’s hands would be shredded before the silver bells Tao had tied to her legs so many years before clattered to the ground.

      But even in her delight at Felix’s obvious pain, Lynx feared for Bird. How long would Felix put up with this torture from a creature he cared nothing for? The ineptitude in his handling of Bird showed he had never experienced the thrill of hunting with a falcon. She stepped in close and spoke the quiet, familiar words Tao had always used to calm Bird down.

      The falcon turned her head to Lynx, her piercing yellow and black eyes focused on her to the utter exclusion of all else.

      For an instant, Lynx experienced the surging joy Tao must have felt each time this magnificent, wild creature chose to engage with him so completely, so intimately.

      Felix loosened the jesses.

      Bird shrieked her eerie, bone-chilling cry, and flapped her powerful wings, fanning the fire behind them as she soared up into the sky. She circled the burning farm twice before catching the updraft above the cottage, where her friend lay.

      Lynx and Felix watched until Bird was nothing more than a speck in the early morning sunrise.

      It felt to Lynx as if she had just lost Tao all over again.

      She was about to turn away when her eye caught another movement in the smoky sky.

      Felix rammed the gun into her side just as the unmistakable shape of an airship emerged through the haze.

      Sleek and aerodynamic, the balloon-less craft sliced toward them. But as it neared, the signs of battle became visible. The deep blue hull, spangled with stars, was blackened and holed in at least four places. Unable to move for the steel pressed to her, Lynx craned her neck to determine how serious the damage was, but she knew next to nothing about airships. At least Axel had arrived. Hopefully, he would have a plan for the weapon.

      Felix grunted. “Superficial damage. I knew Axel would outsmart our pilots.”

      Lynx glanced at him, puzzled by the pride in his voice. She knew from Axel that he and Felix had not spoken to each other in sixteen years. “I thought you hated Axel for defecting to the Pathfinder Alliance?”

      Gun pressed to her side, Felix led her away from the fire, to stand amongst the carrots in her vegetable garden, where no flames threatened.

      “Axel didn’t defect to the Pathfinder Alliance. He is the Pathfinder Alliance. Without him, they would be nothing.” Despite Axel’s unwavering commitment to the Dragon’s primary enemy, admiration leached out of Felix’s voice. “Since he defected, I have waited in the shadows, hiding my feelings for my son from everyone, including my wife. But that ends today, with you as my bargaining chip.”

      Lynx threw her head back and fixed Felix with her iciest stare. “Don’t for one second think I will let you use me to harm Axel. It is enough that you oversaw the death of Tao and the kidnapping of my son. I will never allow you to threaten Axel.”

      “Stupid girl,” Felix hissed, shoving the gun even harder into her side. “Even after all this time, you understand nothing of power politics.”

      “And I suppose you have no intention of enlightening me?”

      Felix looked up at the sky, ostensibly watching Axel’s airship. Lynx knew she’d get no answers.

      The magnificent craft heaved into view.

      Away from the flames, the Light-Bearer’s huge propellers at the back of the ship tilted downward, battering the air as the craft slowed. Leaves, dust, and ash swirled around Lynx and Felix like a small tornado.

      Lynx covered her face with her manacled hands. Any moment now, she would see Axel in the flesh for the first time since Talon’s birth. Part of her wanted to dance with joy, but too much had happened—she’d lost too much—to give into such whimsy.

      And who knew what Felix planned?

      The propellers rotated slowly as the airship hovered just south of the vegetable garden. Someone threw down a weighted rope. It was followed by three more, and then the hatch opened in the hull.

      Handsome as ever, Axel, dressed in black battle fatigues ideal for fighting in dark mines, stood in the doorway.

      Even from a distance, Lynx saw his face harden to stone at the burning farm.

      Lynx waved her manacled hands at him, hoping to warn him that all was not well and not to trust his father.

      Axel turned back into the airship, and two crewmen appeared at the door, one with blond braids and feathers, the tilt of his jaw and the supple way he carried his body familiar even at a distance.

      Heron! Lynx’s mouth gaped, and a tiny spurt of joy sent her pulse racing. Heron. Her first love.

      Like her, Heron was older, but she would have picked him out of any crowd.

      He smiled down at her and then trained a long-barreled gun on her and Felix—or rather, on Felix, she hoped.

      The other soldier, a woman with long ginger hair pulled severely away from her fine-boned face, threw down a rope ladder. There were few people Axel would trust on such a mission, and if Heron was with him, this woman could be none other than Axel’s commander Magridal. He always used her on tricky missions.

      When Axel reappeared, he also had a weapon in his hands. He shouted down to them, “Where’s Nicholas?”

      “Lukan has him,” Lynx yelled back. “And—and Tao’s dead.”

      Axel’s mouth moved, but Lynx could not make out what he said or to whom he spoke. Then he shouted again, “Lynx, step away from Felix. I will climb down to tie you to the rope. Magridal will hoist you up. We’ll sort out the manacles when you get up here.”

      “Not so fast, Axel,” Felix called. “I have a gun aimed at Lynx’s kidneys that says she stays with me.”

      Axel looked questioningly at Lynx.

      Lynx hated to admit it, but she nodded. “Please Axel, don’t let him harm you for my sake.”

      But Axel and Heron dropped their weapons to their sides.

      “Son, you and I need to talk,” Felix called. “I always said I would give you Lynx if you apologized to your mother and me for defecting from the family. You never took me up on the offer. All these years I have listened to your mother mourn for you. It is enough. I will endure her anguish no longer. I want you reconciled with your family.”

      “The idea holds no appeal,” Axel yelled down.

      Felix sighed. “Morass is coming back to fetch Lynx. I am offering her to you instead—on condition that you will talk with me. There is so much that we can do together in Chenaya.”

      “Always manipulation and blackmail, Felix,” Axel shouted. “Does Lukan know you’re deceiving him?”

      “I have done my duty unfailingly to the crown, but that does not mitigate my responsibility to my family. It never has. You know that. I am asking you to trust that I am acting in the best interests of your mother, your sister, your best friend, and their three children. I even seek to protect your life.”

      “I suppose that’s why I’ve just run the gauntlet of a dozen of your airships?” Axel hitched the weapon at his side. “I should just cut you down where you stand.”

      Felix tightened his grip on Lynx. “Your sister would not approve. Not even you can deny that.”

      Lynx knew from Axel that, while a covert supporter of the alliance, Malika had tried many times to forge a reconciliation between him and his parents.

      Axel licked his lips, a tell Lynx knew well.

      They seemed to be at an impasse.

      She longed to be away from Felix, safe in Axel’s airship, making plans to rescue Talon, but she would not try to influence Axel in this. His hurt at his father’s many betrayals ran too deep, cut too painfully for that.

      But she also understood how conflicted he must be. He wanted her as much as she wanted him, but he also cherished his relationship with Malika, Stefan, and their children, his only remaining family.

      Felix shouted, “Do we have a deal? Can we sit and talk in the hours before Morass returns?”

      Axel hesitated and then replied, “You have not fully explained your terms.”

      “Simple. I will give you Lynx. And I will ensure you safe passage out of Chenaya. Just come down here and speak with me.”

      “Not a chance—given how untrustworthy you are,” Axel shouted, but his voice was muffled under a loud crack.

      The dust kicked up at her and Felix’s feet. Lynx had no idea what had happened.

      Axel’s father jumped back, loosening his hold on her. Lynx took the gap and kicked Felix in his groin. He buckled, and she raced away from him through her chickpea crop to reach Axel’s ladder.

      Another two cracks sounded behind her, and she looked back to see Felix clutching a bleeding hand. His gun, nothing more than a twisted chunk of metal, smoldered on the ground at his feet. The keening coming from his mouth was blood chilling.

      Lynx almost tripped over her feet at the accuracy of Axel’s marksman. And if that was the range and accuracy of these weapons, she wasn’t sorry that she had erred on the side of caution—no matter how much it had irked her to do so.

      “Get over here now!” Axel shouted at her. “I don’t want Clay pumping any more lead into my father. Malika will never forgive me, no matter how much he deserves it.”

      She started at the name of her brother but forced herself to keep moving. Her manacled hands made negotiating the tangled lines of crops difficult.

      Behind her, Felix gasped, “You forget the ice crystal in her neck, Axel. She cannot leave here with my help.”

      Lynx froze.

      But almost a lifetime of doubts came rushing back to her. Felix—and Lukan—had gone to such great lengths to guard her, but why had they, when there was supposedly an ice crystal in her neck? Too many instances flooded her mind, more than she could ignore. She turned slowly to Felix.

      “Years ago, after Tao and I escaped from that dungeon you and Lukan locked us in, Morass guarded me with a crossbow. And today, you have used a gun to contain me. Why?” She took a step closer to him. “Is it because my ice crystal never worked? Am I one of the people who have proved immune?”

      “You will never know, will you?” Felix snarled, clutching his blood-slick hand. “You will leave here with Axel, not knowing if my son has condemned you to death.”

      Lynx glanced up at Axel. His face was as placid as a moonlit sky.

      “You know something, don’t you?” she asked.

      “The first thing I did after Nicholas was born was to search the grid for your and Tao’s ice crystals. As hard as I looked I could only ever detect one. Tao’s.”

      Lynx’s jaw dropped, but she snapped it closed. “You mean I could have left here at any time?”

      “Without Tao?” Even shouting down from the airship, Axel’s voice was gentle. “As hard as it was to leave you, my Lynxie, I knew you would never abandon Tao. Not even for me.” He shot her a derisive smile. “Honor, or some such thing.”

      Of course Axel would think that. For the sake of honor, she had married Lukan instead of him. Also, he was right; she would never have abandoned Tao.

      But that didn’t change the fact that he had known the truth and hadn’t told her. Didn’t he understand that she had spent her life fighting against Lukan for robbing her of the right to choose her own destiny? How could she now trust Axel not to withhold vital information from her again?

      But this was not the moment to tackle him on that.

      Axel had already started down the ladder. He intercepted her before she had crossed the vegetable garden. His lips crushed down on hers.

      Despite her frustration with him, she opened her mouth to taste his tongue for the first time in sixteen years.

      It was sweet and loving. Axel was as hungry for her as she was for him.

      But all too quickly, Axel pulled away from her. He scooped her up in his arms and raced her through her garden to the ladder.

      “Wait! Axel, please,” Felix wailed. “Lukan plans to kill us all. A second Burning. We have to talk so that we can stop it.”

      Axel faltered. Over his shoulder, he said to his father, “Give me Nicholas, and I will talk with you about the crazy emperor you chose over your son.”

      Felix dropped to his knees. “You ask too much. Lukan has him. If I let you have the Light-Bearer, then before this day is out, Lukan will kill your mother, as surely as the sun will rise tomorrow.”

      Axel snorted a laugh. “I thought you said he wanted to kill us all? Now it’s just my mother? Sorry, Felix, but you are not to be believed.”

      Magridal cast down a rope. Axel quickly wound it around Lynx’s waist. “I will support you from behind.” He held her close to his chest. “You just set your feet to climbing.”

      Useless hand clasped to her chest, Lynx let Axel guide her up while Magridal kept a gentle pressure on the rope attached to her waist. She had almost reached the hatch when she looked up into the eyes of another familiar person she had not seen since before Talon’s birth—Clay, her favorite brother.

      A man now, Clay still hopped from foot to foot in his excitement at seeing her.

      Lynx smiled at him.

      His imp-like face, scarred from his first ostrich egg raid, beamed right back at her. Blond braids and feathers completed the perfect picture.

      Lynx looked over her shoulder at Axel. Had he handpicked this crew just for her? Little had any of them known it would be her and not Talon who flew away with them.

      Axel hugged her and leaned in to kiss her cheek, but she pulled away.

      “Thank you. Despite failing to tell me about my ice crystal, you have made the unendurable bearable.”

      Axel snorted. “My Lynxie, I did what I thought best for you, Nicholas, and Tao. And don’t thank me too soon for rescuing you. We still have to escape the Heartland.”
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      Lukan unlocked the steel door to Nicholas’s cell and flicked on his flashlight.

      It was the only light source in this room apart from an air vent, no bigger than Lukan’s fist, which stretched up through the wall until finally opening to the sky. It cast a grayish light across a tiny corner of the room.

      A scrubber in the vent would cleanse the air until Axel was confirmed dead. Then a canister in the vent would be triggered, spewing Dragon’s Fire in this dank, dark space.

      Nicholas would be dead in minutes, and Lukan would finally be free from the Dmitri Curse.

      Or that was the plan.

      Nowhere in Lukan’s scheming had he factored in Nicholas arriving here unconscious.

      The bastard had yet to stir.

      Lukan stepped aside to allow Morass to carry his son’s limp body into the forbidding space.

      Morass placed him carefully on the filthy stone floor. No one had bothered with cleaning for a boy no one cared about, a boy wanted dead by everyone who mattered.

      The building had stood derelict for almost sixteen years—the last time this icy chamber had been used was for storing meat for the Cian food market. On Lukan’s instructions, Morass had cleared out both the owners and the residents of this village outside Cian in preparation for this day. In all that time, Felix’s holograms of the Dreaded and an electrical current had protected the building from intruders. He doubted anyone even remembered the village existed or what the building was once used for.

      Once, water from the Thurban River had been diverted between the double stone walls to chill the room. It still dripped, the sound deafening in the silence. To ensure that no air leaked through the porous stone walls to thwart his Burning, a layer of concrete encased them.

      The water and the darkness had been part of the plan. Until Lukan received confirmation of Axel’s death, Nicholas’s extraordinary ears would amplify that sound until it drove him crazy. Fitting that the bastard should suffer the way he had made Lukan suffer for almost two decades.

      Would Nicholas wake in time to hear it? Or to see the darkness blacken the grayscale of his vision?

      He grimaced. Lynx had never told him about Nicholas’s two sensory deformities. It had been left to his cameras to reveal these critical details about their son.

      “He’s still breathing, sire,” Morass mumbled, as if that made everything better.

      “I know that, you idiot.”

      Lukan had spent the return trip from the cottage flipping between the screens showing Nicholas’s slow pulse and the news feed on the sky battle with Axel as he headed for the cottage.

      The traitorous Axel had not only proved evasive, he had managed to shoot half a dozen of Lukan’s airships out of the sky. If that wasn’t bad enough, he was yet to receive confirmation of a sure kill from the captains of the remaining craft.

      All that made Nicholas’s dangerous inertia even more terrifying.

      Morass wrung his hands and then bowed low. “Sire, I have seen this type of coma many times before when I have interrogated people for you. Most survive.”

      Most? That was supposed to give him comfort?

      “Until I hear about Axel, you are responsible for the boy. Make sure he survives. Nothing more, nothing less.” Lukan tossed Morass the key to the cell door.

      As much as Lukan would have loved to punish Morass, the man was his fallback plan in the event of a malfunction in Nicholas’s Dragon’s Fire. Morass would wait here to ensure nothing went wrong with Nicholas’s execution. Then he would be gassed, too.

      “Lock up. I need you to take me back to the palace, and then you must fetch my wife. She and Felix need to be in the bunker by lunchtime.”

      Lukan left the cell and strode along the dusty corridors, through the slaughter room with its rusty saws, axes, and grappling hooks, and out into the bright morning sunshine.

      He took a deep breath, eager to flush from his nose the terrible stench of death, decay, and fear that lingered in the awful place.

      As soon as he reached the palace, he would bathe. He fingered his black silk shirt. The collar was stiff with blood from the bite mark Nicholas inflicted on his neck.

      The vermin will pay for that a hundred times over.

      His mind wandered back to the night of the birthday dinner. It would take a lifetime to forget Nicholas’s frigid eyes drilling into him as he’d played that fiddle. Never before had Lukan seen anyone watch him with such analytical detachment. A detachment that came only to those who could pour their physical selves into one complex set of actions while their minds computed another, equally complex, series of commands as effortlessly as breathing. Lukan had never been more confident that he had made the right decision about Nicholas.

      He was about to climb into the steam carriage when his informa beeped. Heart pounding, he pulled it from his pocket and thumbed it to life.

      Felix’s face appeared in the air.

      The man looked terrible, even paler and gaunter that usual.

      Fear gripped Lukan. He couldn’t stop his voice quavering. “Lynx? Is she safe? You destroyed the farm as I commanded? Burned my brother?”

      Only the Norin burned their dead. In the rest of the empire, including the Heartland, people buried their departed. Lukan had wanted a Norin cremation for Tao, even if his brother couldn’t have a eulogy. Maybe then he would feel that Tao had forgiven him for everything he had ever done to his brother.

      Felix held up a bloody hand. “Help me, sire. Send Morass to rescue me.”

      Lukan shook his head, unsure he had heard correctly.

      “Sire,” Felix said, through gritted teeth, “I need help. Axel shot me! My own son! Look at my hand! And now Lynx is gone.”

      “Gone?” Lukan’s stomach dipped, leaving him physically ill.

      “Axel took her.” Felix’s voice raged through the informa. “Didn’t even offer me a bandage! Took her and vanished. Unless we shoot him down—”

      But Lukan had stopped listening.

      With Lynx floating free above the Heartland, how could he release the Dragon’s Fire?

      But if he didn’t, Axel and that confounded airship would escape. To Treven. To the mines.

      With Lynx.

      While she breathed that air, there could be no Burning.

      No way of killing Nicholas.

      Fear, visceral and debilitating, made him stagger against the steam carriage. Back pressed against the metal side, he slid down until he hunched in the dust. He buried his head in his hands, kneading his eye sockets.

      Why does everything to do with Nicholas always have to be so hard? And why do I still love her when she has never loved me?

      As always, when he asked these questions, there was no answer.

      “. . . took all my strength just to contact you.”

      Lukan vaguely heard Felix yelling at him, but his uncle’s voice sounded distant, meaningless.

      “I am not a young man anymore, Lukan. I don’t have the physical strength for these adventures of yours.”

      Lukan flicked his thumb across the informa, cutting Felix off.

      After a long moment of staring into space, he fired up the device again to track Axel’s progress.

      The squadron leader reported to the high command controlling the mission, “Sir, the Light-Bearer has outrun us. It’s heading south away from Cian. Permission to launch a squadron of airships from—”

      Lukan’s voice cut in. “Stop all fire.”

      How could he let them fire on an airship carrying Lynx?

      His head thumped onto his knees. He threw the informa against the slaughterhouse wall. It shattered into a dozen pieces. Feeling decades older than his forty years, he stumbled to his feet and made his way back to Morass.

      Whatever happened, Nicholas had to survive.
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      A gentle wind stirred the dust and ashes in which the hand axe lay. The one that had robbed Tao of his life. Tao watched the gray eddy, unsure of where the physical dust ended and he began.

      It was disconcerting.

      Disconcertion . . . that was not an emotion he had ever thought he would feel after death. In truth, if someone had asked him what he would feel after death, he would have said that once the Winds claimed him, he would feel nothing at all.

      That turned out not to be the case.

      He felt many things—surprise, curiosity, relief, and sorrow. But mostly sorrow.

      “But no physical pain,” a familiar voice said from behind him. “That is one blessing that comes with a noble death.”

      Tao tried to turn to his visitor, but he didn’t know how to maneuver his fragile—

      What was he? A ghost? A thought? He didn’t know.

      How odd.

      A voice that sounded like his spoke to the visitor. “Dmitri?”

      “Aye.” The seer moved around Tao, his steps light in the smoky remains of the cottage. “Welcome, my friend, to the fourth dimension.” He stirred the dusty axe with his boot. “You’ll be wanting your body.”

      As he spoke, the powdery ash caught Tao.

      He sneezed.

      Or rather, that’s what he thought happened.

      His eyes widened. Then his jaw hung in surprise. How was he even conscious of his eyes moving? They had burned in the fire along with the rest of his body.

      “Look at yourself,” Dmitri suggested.

      And so he did.

      First at his hands. The many nicks and scars he had accumulated over the years had vanished. His silky-smooth skin glowed.

      He looked down his front all the way to his feet. They were clad in familiar leather moccasins, just like the rest of his body wore the comfortable leather trousers and a tunic he remembered dressing in for Talon’s farewell dinner. He scrutinized his chest where the axe had fallen.

      It looked whole and complete.

      Marveling, he brushed his dreadlocks and feathers from his face. Even they seemed to have returned to him.

      “How—” he started to ask.

      “It’s the why, not the how, that is important, Tao. I have a task that only a resurrected being can perform.” He waved a hand at Tao. “In fact, not just any resurrected being—you, in particular.”

      Tao wasn’t sure what to make of his new status. Or the proposed task, whatever it was that required a dead man to perform it.

      Dmitri smiled, as if humoring him. “And you will be pleased to know your ice crystal has been incinerated. You are finally free to leave this forest.” Dmitri took his arm and led him away from the ruined cottage. “Your diamond, too. You won’t be needing that where you are going.”

      Tao wondered if he should ask where that was, but a movement caught his eye. He blinked. It was like he was looking at the world through the faded silk curtains that had once hung in his home. He looked again, finally making out a man.

      It was Felix.

      A very mortal, very angry Felix.

      He stood in the middle of Tao’s vegetable garden. Strangely, his hand appeared to be bleeding. He shouted at someone through his informa.

      Tao found that mildly interesting, but not enough to stop and listen. Something else captured his attention. The mews where he had kept Bird had collapsed, leaving nothing but blackened rafters.

      Another new emotion swamped him: anguish.

      He stopped, tugging Dmitri to halt. “Bird—”

      “Lynx and Felix freed her.” Dmitri eyed him speculatively. “Reach out into the mortal plane, and you should feel Bird. Lynx, too.” He gestured to Felix. “And you do not need to see him through a haze.”

      Tao wasn’t sure what that meant. Did Dmitri know he’d seen Felix through a haze? Could Dmitri read his thoughts?

      He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, either.

      Dmitri smiled. “You’ll figure all this out soon enough. Now come. I have a task for you.” He paused. “You still want to help, I assume?”

      “Talon? Of course. I’ll do anything to help him win against my murderers.”

      “Ah . . . perhaps we should sit.” Before Tao could reply, Dmitri headed toward the trees.

      It fascinated Tao to see the dead oak closest to the cottage, the one he had been meaning to fell for firewood, looking vital and alive in this dimension. He peered at it again, and the hazy curtain shimmered before his eyes. Now the tree looked gnarled and rotten, just as he remembered it.

      Another smile from Dmitri. “You’re learning. By the time I send you back, you’ll be quite the expert. When you’ve been dead for as long as I have, you will see layers upon layers of life and death around you. I’ll admit, that can be disconcerting.”

      The seer sat down on the grass under the tree.

      He sat next to Dmitri and waited for the seer to speak.

      “Tao, your time with Nicholas is done. There is nothing more you can do for him. He is for me to fret about now.”

      Dmitri’s tone filled Tao with dread. “Lukan has him, doesn’t he?”

      “Aye. He has been tagged with an ice crystal that allows Lukan and Felix to read his mind. Almost worse than that, they can also speak into his head.” A shadow of concern crossed Dmitri’s face. “It will take all his strength to resist the things Felix will tell him.”

      Tao may not have been able to feel physical pain, but emotional pain was just as devastating. He waited for the wave of horror to subside. When it didn’t, he whispered, “And Lynx?”

      He loved her like a sister, and the thought of not seeing her again was unimaginably painful.

      “She is with Axel. I am counting on him to take care of her. She has a head filled with schemes to find her son and to avenge your death. But that is not her work.” Dmitri fixed Tao with a sharp eye. “Like you, she has another task.”

      Lynx wasn’t going to like that.

      Dmitri nodded, as if he agreed. Clearly, the seer claimed mindreading as part of his skill set. Would Tao get those skills too, now that he was a resurrected person? Would he need them? And . . . would Dmitri expect him to spend the next sixteen years living in a dog’s body the way the seer had?

      Tao hoped not, but there was only one way to find out.

      “So—so what is my task?”

      “Patience, my friend. Lukan planned to inflict a second Burning on the world today, a deadly gas dispersed from airships. It would have destroyed almost all of mankind.”

      Tao gasped.

      Dmitri raised a hand. “Have no fear. An unlikely ally stopped him. For now.”

      “Thank the Winds.”

      “You do not inquire who helped us?”

      “I am sure if you wish me to know, you would tell me.”

      “Felix Avanov.”

      “You joke!”

      A rakish smile from Dmitri. “You doubt my persuasive powers?” Dmitri’s smile faded. “Every man has a price, Tao. I just happened to know Felix’s.”

      Understanding dawned. “Lukan was going to kill his family in the Burning.”

      “As well as pull his power base from under him. Two things Felix will never endure. He will prove valuable—once he learns to temper his talents toward the common good.”

      Nothing in Tao’s dealings with Felix convinced him that his uncle even understood the term common good, let alone how to act in its interests. “You still have not told me what I must do.”

      “Lynx remains the world’s best security. She needs to be seen in random places to stop any refinements of Lukan’s plans. If he never knows where she will turn up, it will stay his hand. Her task is to take the message of the Light-Bearer to all the world. That will engender vital support in a critical time in the alliance’s history.”

      Tao frowned. “But surely if Lukan captures her, the deterrent goes?”

      “Aye. But if she stays closeted in those mines, Lukan could choose selective Burnings to flush her. In her rage to retaliate, she will be an easy capture. Then he can burn the world.”

      “Of course. Norin.”

      “But these are not your troubles, even if it is good to have another resurrected person to share my woes with.” Dmitri waved both his hands. “It is to your own that you must look. Your sons, Grigor and Meka, grow up wild with shameful neglect.”

      Tao’s unbeating heart lurched. “So Tatiana was right? They are my boys.”

      “That they are. They need your guiding hand. Although Lukan claims to be their father, he feels nothing for them. They would not have survived his Burning.”

      Anger chafed Tao. “And Kestrel?”

      Dmitri shook his head.

      Tao wanted to weep for his estranged wife. “Lukan never valued her.”

      “Yet she adores him. She was always intended for him. Soul mates from before birth. Strange how life works.”

      If Kestrel had been meant for Lukan, then whom was he supposed to have married? There had never been any other girl in his life.

      Dmitri’s eyes glinted. “Back to your sons. Kestrel never bonded with them at birth. They were more than a year old when Mother Saskia gave them back to her. By then—” Dmitri shrugged. “They need you.”

      Joy mingled with sadness filled in Tao’s chest. “Will they know who I am?”

      “No, and it’s not given to you to reveal your identity to them at this time. Befriend them first. They long for a good friend. Especially Grigor. He’s far more sociable than Meka, and the loneliness of only ever being with his brother is slowly destroying him.”

      “And Meka?”

      “Has lost himself in the hunt.”

      Tao’s eyebrows quirked.

      “Fishing. He has no choice in the matter, so he has turned his fishing into an art. A very single-minded boy when he has a goal.”

      Tao liked the sound of both his sons.

      “Once they trust you, you will you discern when to tell them the truth. Use their strengths and weaknesses in your teaching. Stick to the truth in what you tell them, and you cannot fail.”

      “I—I can do that.” So this was his task? To befriend and teach his sons? It seemed too good to be true.

      “I don’t doubt it. Help them understand their rightful place in Chenaya. Tell them of their cousin, Nicholas—the true and legitimate heir to the throne.”

      Nicholas. Not Talon. That wasn’t lost on Tao. He would have to concentrate hard to remember to call his cub by his real name.

      “Can I teach them about your curse?”

      Dmitri thumped his hand onto his thigh. “Most certainly not. They know nothing of the curse. Lukan has made sure of that. If he suspects they do, he will kill them.”

      Tao didn’t doubt that. He frowned as worry tugged at him. “Will we win, Dmitri?”

      “By ‘win,’ do you mean will Nicholas triumph?”

      “What else?”

      Dmitri canted his head. “What difference would it make if you knew the answer to that?”

      Tao looked at him in surprise. “Everyone wants to know the side they support will win.”

      “Would it change how you acted toward your sons?”

      Tao considered for a moment and then shook his head. “I guess not, seeing as I cannot even tell them about the curse.”

      “Aye. Bear that in mind as you go forward.” Dmitri stood. “Your sons await you.”
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      Axel gripped Lynx’s knee to stop her foot tapping. “Keep still, my love, or I’ll never get this thing off your wrist.”

      Livid purple and swollen, her broken wrist was already making it challenging to pick the lock on her manacle. He knew it had to be done, and promptly too, to get her circulation going again, but he didn’t want to hurt her.

      Lynx glared at him. “I keep telling you, my hands can wait. Lukan and Felix have tagged Talon. Why aren’t we looking for his ice crystal on the grid?”

      Clay, sitting next to her on a bench in the Light-Bearer, held her free hand in his, his thumb caressing the raw skin where the metal had chafed her. “There’s time enough, Lynx. But we need to get you mobile.”

      “It can get rough up here in a dog fight, and we don’t know what to expect as we leave Cian,” Heron added. He stood opposite them, with Magridal slouched next to him.

      Up front, their pilot powered the craft away from Lynx’s burnt home.

      Lynx grunted. “I guess. But I don’t know how useful my broken wrist will be.”

      “I’ll look after you”—Clay tugged her arm closer to him until she was leaning over him, and he grinned—“in between shooting the bastards out the sky. I got five of the six we shot down coming in.”

      “We won’t be shooting anyone,” Axel said. “Now we run. And we don’t stop until we make it back to Treven.”

      Lynx scowled at Axel. “Treven? Now? What about Talon?”

      This wasn’t how Axel had expected his first meeting with Lynx in sixteen years would go. She hadn’t even responded to his hug and kiss when he pulled her on board the Light-Bearer. He got that she was desperate with grief for Tao and worry for Nicholas, but what had he done to earn her ire?

      It couldn’t be because he hadn’t told her about the ice crystal?

      The Lynxie he knew and loved would never have abandoned Tao—hell, he couldn’t have left Tao alone in the forest, either—so why even bring it up, just to be told to his face that she had again chosen someone else over him? Once in a lifetime he could handle. Twice? He wasn’t so sure.

      And why wasn’t she reacting like they were on the same team? He, too, grieved for their losses. Since their earliest youth, Tao had been one of his closest friends. To have Tao killed so cruelly—so needlessly—made him want to lash out at Lukan, too. But sixteen years of holding the Pathfinder Alliance together had taught him not to go off half-cocked with emotion. Revenge was a drink best slow-brewed and then savored.

      And he didn’t even want to think about the political repercussions of leaving the forest without Nicholas. The monarchs in the Free Nations were becoming restive. For sixteen years, he had promised them a savior who would free them from the constant threat of the Dragon.

      Based on that promise, he had exacted heavy taxes from them to fund his army. Now they wanted to see the results of their investment—they wanted Lukan destroyed. For that, Axel needed more money and resources. The key to getting those assets was Nicholas. Without proof that the Light-Bearer existed, and that the curse was real, he would get no further support from the Free Nations. And no taxes meant no army of mercenaries. The Pathfinder Alliance would collapse before they even planned a campaign to take the palace in Cian.

      That would leave the Dmitri Curse in tatters. If that wasn’t bad enough, without an armed presence in the mountains, Lukan’s guardsmen would overrun the mines. His cousin would get all the ice crystal he needed to tag the entire empire—Norin included. Axel had intended to discuss all this with Lynx when he collected Nicholas from the cottage, but that had all gone awry.

      Patience, he told himself, she has just lost everything. My problems are not important now.

      Another twist of the knife, and the manacle fell free, clattering to the floor.

      Axel wrapped his arms around Lynx, pulling her tight against his chest. He could feel her shaking as he clutched her. He angled his head to kiss her, but she pulled away again—not just pulled, pushed him away from her.

      “Axel, Talon. What are we doing about him?”

      Axel rocked back on his heels. Clearly, his Norin raider was in a fighting mood. He considered how best to defuse her.

      A smile often worked, so he shot her the most derisive one he could conjure. “We will find Nicholas. I give you my word on that.”

      To his bitter disappointment, she lashed out at his arm with her good hand. “Stop calling him Nicholas. Only Lukan calls him that. His name is Talon.”

      That wasn’t entirely true—and they both knew it. Ever since Lynx and Tao had discovered that Dmitri lived in the dog, Lynx had told him that Dmitri always called Nicholas by his full name.

      Axel didn’t need an audience for this confrontation—especially if Lynx intended to get violent. He turned to Clay, Heron, and Magridal. “Clay, check your team manning the guns. Heron, check on the status of Lukan’s defenses. I don’t want any surprises leaving here. Magridal, get some bandages for Lynx’s wrist.”

      The three leaped to their feet, obeying immediately.

      Uneasy about how this unwanted conversation would go, he turned back to her. “Lynxie, I hate to agree with my cousin, but for once the idiot is right. Talon’s name is Nicholas the Light-Bearer. The monarchs in the Free Nations expected to meet a savior, a Son of Prophecy named Nicholas the Light-Bearer, not a forest boy called Talon. And if the Pathfinder Alliance is to survive to wage war against Lukan in Nicholas’s name, then I have to sell the monarchs the whole package that comes with him being Dmitri’s boy.”

      “He hates that name,” Lynx snapped right back. “And he’s not Dmitri’s boy. He’s my son. My flesh and blood.” She paced the small cabin. “And now we’ve lost him.”

      Of course he knew Nicholas was her son. For sixteen years, they had spoken daily and Lynx never failed to tell him about the boy. Axel knew so much about Nicholas that, in truth, he considered the boy his flesh and blood, too. Losing Nicholas to Lukan cut to the quick.

      But that wasn’t the point of this argument.

      His irritation rose to the surface. “Lynx, I’m sorry about that, but thanks to Dmitri, Nicholas’s personal feelings don’t really come into it. He’s a symbol, a rallying point for every person in the Free Nations who knows about him, as well as in the untagged satrapies in the empire. They are waiting for him to do great things. To achieve miracles. He can’t do that if he thinks small.”

      Before Lynx could reply, a movement at the door caught their attention. Magridal stood there with a handful of bandages. Her eyebrows wriggled. She stepped away; she must have decided that Lynx’s broken wrist could wait.

      His commander’s timely appearance was just as well—it gave Axel a moment to calm down.

      Lynx, too, looked less angry, as if the interruption had done her good, too.

      He stroked her cheek. “I know this is hard for you. You’ve lost your son, your best friend, and your home all in one day. But please, trust me on this.”

      “Trust you?” She laughed, not a pretty sound. “You kept the truth about my ice crystal from me! How can I trust you?”

      Axel plunked down onto the bench. She could have hit him, and it would have hurt less. But now he faced a tough choice: fess up about how much her marriage to Lukan had hurt him or find some other excuse for why he’d kept the information from her. He looked up at her.

      Face ferocious, she stared down at him.

      He sighed. “I love you too much for this. I didn’t tell you because I couldn’t handle you choosing Tao over me. I’m just not that strong.”

      Lynx bit her lip, and her eyes seemed too big, too bright. She closed them.

      He stood and took her in his arms. She didn’t resist.

      “I’ve cried too, Lynx,” Axel whispered. “Many times. Tears for my men I’ve sent to die in this interminable war. Tears for the Chenayan guardsmen who fight us. Tears of loneliness when you finally fall asleep on me at night, and I’m left alone in my foxhole in Treven.”

      “How do you live with yourself afterward?” Lynx asked, his clothing muffling her voice.

      “Easy. Tears make me stronger because they remind me that I have things I care about, things worth fighting for. I will still cry for Tao.”

      “But not Talon?”

      He pulled back to look at her. “I’m not willing to give up on him. Are you?”

      “Of course not!”

      “Good.” He took her hand. “Come with me.”

      Lynx followed him out the cabin into a gangway through the center of the ship. “Where are we going?”

      His smile turned derisive. “You’re going to help me find Nicholas’s new ice crystal on the grid. We should be able to track it from the coordinates at the cottage, where it was activated. Once we have his current location, we can launch a mission to go and get him.”

      Relief softened the hard lines on Lynx’s face. “How soon?” She shoved him to make him speed up.

      “Emotion says we should go immediately, but this needs careful planning. Clay, Heron, and Magridal are amongst my best soldiers, but I don’t believe we can do it alone. We will need proper backup for a heist like this. Also, I want to get you to safety first. I can’t risk losing you again.”

      Lynx stumbled to a halt. “No. We can’t leave Talon while I slink off to safety. We must go now.”

      “That’s emotion talking. I know how you feel about Nicholas. Honestly, I do, but we have to plan this properly. My father will no doubt tell Lukan that I have you. Do you really think they will let me steal Nicholas from them as well without a fight?”

      “Then we give him a fight!” Lynx cried. “I can’t leave the Heartland without my son.”

      Axel’s heart sank. It seemed they were headed for yet another argument. He chose his words carefully, hoping reason would sway her to see logic. “It’s not a fight we can win. Lukan has an empire’s worth of military hardware and men he can throw at us. All we have is this very fast, very maneuverable ship and a bit of ingenuity. Those are not good odds. What will it help Nicholas if his closest allies are killed in a crazy, half-cocked scheme to rescue him?”

      Lynx clenched and unclenched her unbroken fist, but he could see from her haunted expression that she was considering his argument. Whether she accepted it remained to be seen.

      Someone cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt what is clearly a tense moment, but I have news.”

      Axel turned to Heron in relief. “Are you here to tell me that Lukan’s airships are about to blast us out of existence?”

      What kind of insane world had he stepped into when that was preferable to talking to Lynx? He noticed Magridal at Heron’s side. There were no bandages in her hands.

      “And where are my bandages?” Axel asked.

      Magridal slouched against the bulkhead. “No airships. Looks like we’ve outrun them all. And I brought you bandages, but you were yelling at each other. I thought it politic to leave. So Heron and I took the opportunity to look for Nicholas’s ice crystal. It doesn’t exist.”

      Magridal’s words hit Axel like a fist.

      Lynx wriggled away from Axel to face her. “That’s not possible. I saw Felix inject him. I saw his image in the air above the informa. Felix knew everything about him. Even his weight.”

      Magridal shrugged her slender shoulder. “Sorry, Lynx, but it doesn’t exist.”

      “You checked the encryption?” Axel’s voice was sharp. “Lukan’s not going to blare this information to the world.”

      “Positive.” Heron stepped up behind Magridal. “We ran it through Viper.”

      “Viper?” Lynx looked first at Heron and then at Axel.

      Axel answered. “We code each program we use to break Felix’s encryption after a name common to our allies. Felix is still brilliant, but he’s not the only master around these days.”

      A thousand options, all leading to the death of the alliance if Nicholas wasn’t found, flooded Axel’s mind.

      He clamped them down and turned to Heron for more information before allowing nerves to rattle him. “You’re absolutely sure you ran the correct parameters?”

      “Felix has pulled something new out of the bag. After Tao died, all signals at the cottage vanished.” Heron gave Lynx a tender smile. “I’m sorry, Lynxie, but the Heartland is a big place. Until our programmers crack this latest code, Nicholas could be anywhere.”

      Lynx slumped back against the bulkhead next to Magridal. “I—I can’t accept that.” She appealed to Axel. “Can’t these . . . programmers find his ice crystal?”

      “There are millions of ice crystals blinking on the grid, Lynx. Without knowing which is his, even the best programmer will find it almost impossible to track his. That’s why we needed the signature from his signal at the cottage. It’s the only easy way to trace him.”

      “You said ‘almost impossible,’ so there is still hope.” Lynx started to pace. “In the meantime, what about Morass? He took Nicholas. Can’t we find him?”

      Axel’s head jerked around to Heron. “Look him up. He was at the cottage.”

      He—and Lynx—waited in tense silence as Heron flipped through screens. But Axel didn’t need Heron’s bleak expression to tell him what his eyes so clearly saw: Morass’s ice crystal had no public signature. That probably made sense since the man shadowed Lukan.

      Axel turned heavily to Lynx. “It was a good thought. But . . . nothing.”

      He could see tears of frustration threatening in Lynx’s eyes. Crying was fine, in the privacy of one’s room, with him to comfort her, but the last thing he—and probably she—wanted was to expose herself in public. He forced a businesslike tone. “Lynx, I told you, I won’t rest until we find him. I need him as much as you do.”

      Lynx stepped aggressively into his space. “What do you mean?”

      Axel sighed, wishing he were dealing with Lynx the hard-headed raider and not Lynx the hard-headed mother. But he didn’t know what to say to her to help her see the bigger picture here. Her life in the forest had been so small—important certainly, to raise the Light-Bearer for his momentous task—but now she needed to embrace something bigger, something greater than just the survival of her little family. The world needed her to put her emotion aside to make tough choices for the benefit of all mankind.

      So, even though this wasn’t the best time for this discussion, he had to tell her about the alliance’s troubles. “Without him, we lose the support of the monarchs. They are already balking about paying their taxes, but yet they’re clamoring for a war to overthrow Lukan. I was counting on Nicholas’s tour to drum up support.”

      “Without the taxes, you can’t pay your troops?” For the first time, Lynx seemed to soften. Her voice sounded reasoned, not blindly demanding as it had been since boarding the airship.

      “Exactly. The Pathfinder Alliance will collapse. And with it, any hope of keeping Lukan out of Treven. Not to mention delivering on the Dmitri Curse.”

      Lynx slid down the bulkhead and landed on her butt on the steel floor. Her forehead thumped down onto her knees.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” She smiled tremulously up at him. “I guess I’ve been hogging the pity party.”

      He twitched his eyebrows at her, but chose to say nothing that could incense her. She held up her hand to him. He took it warily.

      “Axel, we both need to have more faith in Dmitri. It’s his curse. He will find a way to help us.”

      Axel wasn’t about to argue, even though he put very little faith in the dead seer’s willingness to help. Surely, if Dmitri intended to assist them, he wouldn’t have let Nicholas be captured in the first place. For sixteen years, Axel had spouted to the monarchs about this fabled curse. Now, both he and they expected something concrete to work with. A boy abandoned by the very seer who should have been promoting him would not win too many hearts in the palaces and marketplaces in the Free Nations.

      But he smiled. “As you say, it is his curse, after all.” He couldn’t help adding, “There is nothing more we can do now. But once back in Treven, I will set my search in motion. We will find him, Lynxie.”

      Lynx searched his face, then stood. “Winds! All right. We seem to be out of options. And I don’t want to fight you.”

      She seemed to have accepted the inevitable—for now.

      Axel allowed a smile. “Me neither, my love. Me neither.”

      But even as he spoke, he knew he and Lynx still had many battles ahead of them before they reached agreement on how to find, and then to deploy, Nicholas to change the world.
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      Lynx pushed her mess tin away and picked up her drink with her good hand. The other wrist had been bandaged and, although still throbbing, was slightly more comfortable than it had been. The dinner the crew of the Light-Bearer had prepared had been filling, if not particularly tasty. After the horrendous day losing Tao and Talon, and then her fights with Axel, the pain in her hand and her full belly left her languid and ready for sleep.

      They had left Cian far behind and were well across the Izmodo Sea, which lay like a giant chasm between Treven and Chenaya. At the speed they traveled, they would cut the seven-day trip down to a mere four days. Truly, Axel’s airship was remarkable.

      She glanced over at him. He and Magridal talked together at the opposite end of the mess table. Clay and Heron sat on either side of her. That Axel hadn’t chosen to sit next to her troubled Lynx. If she hadn’t known that Magridal and Heron had been together since the earliest days of the alliance, she may have been jealous that there was something between Axel and his beautiful Trevenite commander.

      Lynx frowned. How had it gotten so crazy that she would even think something like that about Axel?

      All day while fighting with him, she had kept telling herself to stop. He was her love, the man she adored, the man she wanted to spend forever with, so why had she turned their first real day together into a drama of note?

      She wasn’t the only one who had lost people today. That Axel loved both Tao and Talon, she knew with utter certainty. But the horror of it all had blown all reason, all compassion from her mind.

      And then there was the ice crystal.

      She clicked her tongue in frustration. So he hadn’t told her about the ice crystal, but that wasn’t reason enough to turn on him like he was the enemy. The memory of his forlorn, almost desperate face as he told her his reason for withholding that information made her wince.

      She had rejected him in favor of Lukan that morning after agreeing to marry him the day before. And his pain at her decision was still evident all these years later. Yet he had remained true to her.

      But why can’t I suppress the niggle that he betrayed me by keeping that secret?

      Not to mention their almost irreconcilable differences over Talon.

      Hard as it was, she had accepted that they could not rescue Talon until they found his ice crystal. She had told Axel she believed Dmitri would help despite the seer not intervening to stop Lukan taking Talon. Not even her headstrong son would be so stubborn as to resist Dmitri’s help once he realized no one was coming to rescue him. The seer, who had spent all those years living in a dog, would be swift to help them find Talon, of that she was sure. As soon as they had him located, she would insist on Axel launching a mission so she could fetch him.

      And then Talon’s training starts.

      Never again did she want to see her son vulnerable and unable to defend himself against his enemies. She and Tao had often spoken about training Talon to fight, but had always desisted because it would open a thousand questions they were not ready to answer.

      None of those prohibitions now applied.

      And if Talon was going to be the man Axel needed him to be to keep the alliance together, then her son had better know how to lead men in battle. To her, it was clear; Talon was no figurehead—no face on a flag. Dmitri had decreed that Talon, and only Talon, had the power to destroy Lukan. It made sense that he had to lead the Pathfinder army into battle.

      How Axel would take that, she didn’t know. As Felix had said, Axel was the Pathfinder Alliance. She suspected she would meet some resistance when she told her warlord of her plans for Talon.

      But that was a fight for another day.

      Another day.

      Tomorrow she would wake up without her son. Where was he? Had he gained consciousness? Was Morass torturing him? Did he worry where she was?

      Each unanswered question felt like a knife stab to the heart. There was nothing she could do but fret. And what good did fretting do, anyway? It just clouded her judgment and made her intolerant of those who were trying to help her. It was better to stay calm and focused so she could make decisions that led to his recovery. She took a deep gulp to breathe the pain away.

      Axel looked over at her. “Ready to sleep?”

      He must have thought she yawned.

      She considered saying no, but the weariness in her core told her she was exhausted. Talon needed her alert and at her physical peak. She nodded.

      Axel paused, looking uncertain, and then said, “I’ll take you to your cabin.”

      Her cabin?

      Where was his cabin? And surely their arguments hadn’t been so bad that he didn’t want to be with her on their first night together in sixteen years?

      She glanced around the room, suddenly aware of the silence. From their averted faces, Clay, Heron, and Magridal knew things weren’t going well with them. That irked almost as much as Axel suggesting she sleep in a separate cabin. Even if he didn’t want to make love to her, they didn’t need to let the whole crew know that.

      She gave Axel her most provocative smile. “Your cabin will do fine.” She held out her hand to him. “How big are the beds on this wonder ship of yours?”

      Magridal answered first. “Very narrow. An issue that caused great consternation amongst some of the troops during its design phase.” She threw her arm around Heron. “Not that Axel cared that we have to rope ourselves to the bed to stop from falling off.”

      “I did you both a favor.” Axel shot back as he sauntered around the table to take Lynx’s hand. “Admit that you and Heron like it kinky.”

      Lynx smiled at Axel. “And how do you know that?”

      “Teach him to knock,” Heron muttered into his drink.

      Axel grinned back at her. “The hazards of living in close quarters.”

      “No,” Magridal objected through her laughter, “the hazards of not knocking.” She thumped Clay’s arm. “He’s the worst.”

      Their banter saddened Lynx. They knew each other so well, but even though Heron had been her first love, and Clay her brother, thanks to Lukan, she was a stranger here. She hastened toward the door, dragging Axel with her.

      Once in the gangway, Axel closed the hatch behind them, giving them some privacy. He pushed past her in the narrow passageway. “Cabin’s this way.”

      His butt, shapely in his black uniform, caught her eye as he strode up the narrow passageway ahead of her.

      A flush of hot desire swooped through her. Logic wasn’t needed to tell her to make love to Axel; her body was singing a chorus all its own. She licked her lips—and then giggled like a girl at the prospect of finally having this beautiful man.

      Axel looked over his shoulder. “And now?”

      Before she knew what had happened, she was pressed up against the bulkhead. Had he seen something of the lust in her expression? Wicked smile in place, he moved so close she could feel his warm breath on her neck.

      She leaned into him, drinking in his smell. All these years on, he still reminded her of the wild places in Norin. She slipped her arms around him, wanting nothing more to come between them tonight.

      Every hair stood in anticipation of his touch, his kiss, his hands on her body—

      A moan escaped her as his lips brushed hers.

      But his kiss was gentle, teasing.

      She grabbed his head to pull him down fully to her mouth. But even as she tried to initiate something deeper with him, she fumbled her nose against his. She blushed, feeling every moment of her years of inexperience. A virgin until the day when Talon was conceived, she had never been with a man since. And before marrying Lukan, she had been too busy being a warrior to give much thought to any other kind of passion.

      Was everything to be mortifying today?

      She closed her eyes and sighed. “Winds! Even though I have a sixteen-year-old son, I feel like a complete novice at this.”

      “Good.” He moved even closer. “Then I don’t need to feel like a bumbling idiot tonight when I strip you of your clothes and make love to you until dawn.”

      Her face heated, and she laughed at both images: Axel bumbling—not possible—and him making love to her.

      “You laugh!” he growled against her neck as he trailed kisses across her skin, sending her lightheaded with craving. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve had some action. As you well know.”

      Warmth reddened her cheeks at his confirmation of her earlier thought: Axel had been physically faithful to her all these years, so why—

      She shut off all her doubts on his integrity. “Take me to your bed, please.”

      “You have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear you say that.” Despite the narrow confines, he scooped her up into his arms and broke into a fast trot, stopping only when he reached a closed hatch. Still holding her, he reached down and flicked the handle open.

      “Lock it,” Lynx said, not wanting any callers throwing open the door while she relished Axel.

      He laughed as he tumbled them both onto a narrow bunk bed with her underneath him. “You’re learning.”

      “Tonight I intend to learn a whole lot more than just door-locking skills.” She rolled on top of him, grabbed his face, and kissed him hungrily. No matter what issues they had faced today—and still had to confront—she could never deny how much she burned for him.

      He returned her kisses with equal passion.

      In her dreams, she had always envisaged savoring her first time with Axel, but contrary to all her plans, she snatched at his fatigues. Fabric tore. She tugged harder until they fell open in her hands. She tossed the fabric aside to kiss his nipple. It hardened in her mouth. Gooseflesh pebbled his skin, and hers. The remainder of his uniform landed on the floor. And then she was kissing him—everywhere.

      His hands groped at her clothing, but removing her tunic would mean taking her lips off his body. That she refused to do.

      Through her haze of want, she heard him chuckle.

      She looked at him through smoky eyes. “You have a problem, my warlord?”

      “No. Just a solution.”

      Before she knew what had happened, her clothes were gone, he was on top of her, and her body writhed with unknown pleasure.

      Over and over again.

      Finally, exhaustion claimed them both. Content as a cat on a sun-drenched step, she draped over him on the narrow bed.

      He played with her hair. “I love you, Lynx of Norin.”

      “Forever and always.”

      Lukan may have taken her homeland from her and made her a stranger here among her people, and although the Winds could never right that wrong, they had brought her this—this homecoming in Axel’s arms, where she would always belong.

      No matter how much she and Axel warred with each other, she would never be a stranger here. She’d spent sixteen years yearning for a home that didn’t exist anymore. But this . . . this moment with Axel was home. He was home. Better even than any bead-and-feather-woven braid.

      And that was definitely something worth fighting for. Even if he was now her main adversary in the fight to position Talon as the new leader of the Pathfinder Alliance, as ordained by Dmitri the Seer himself.
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      Tao wasn’t sure how he ended up at the ornamental lake at the palace. One second, he had been sitting with Dmitri in the fourth dimension, the next he was back here, in the mortal world.

      When two young boys with scraggy, long hair walked on the path a little distance from him, the details were no longer important. It was clear from their faces that they hadn’t seen him.

      Did his skin still gleam the way it had in the fourth dimension? That would not do here. He looked at his hands and saw his usual fair tone. No one seeing him would ever suspect he was dead.

      Identical in height, build, and facial structure, both boys had glittering diamonds next to their right eyes. The diamonds signified that they were Lukan’s two heirs.

      They also screamed to Tao that these were his sons. And it was his task, as Dmitri put it, to help them understand their rightful place in Chenaya and to tell them of their cousin, Nicholas—the true and legitimate heir to the throne.

      Tao stared at them hungrily, desperate to learn as much about them as he could. Part of him was terrified they would vanish in a puff of smoke. Having found them, he knew he would not survive if he lost them again.

      The only way to tell them apart was from their hair and eye color: One was dark, with eyes like rich chocolate, and the other silvery blond, with cobalt-blue orbs. The blue-eyed boy reminded him of himself at sixteen.

      He shook his head in wonder.

      Truth be told, they both looked like he had at that age. They even dressed the same way he had when he was still an heir to the Chenayan throne: white shirts and black trousers.

      His head cocked in surprise.

      Perhaps not quite like he had at that age. Their clothes were ragged and their boots scuffed.

      Another major difference: the fishing rods in their hands. At that age, he had a hunting bird on his arm.

      It pained him that he was looking at his children but didn’t even know which twin was Grigor and which Meka.

      “Read their minds, Tao.”

      Dmitri’s voice startled him, and it took a moment to figure that the seer had spoken directly into his head.

      “Why else do you think I needed you dead for this task?”

      Tao almost choked in his surprise that Dmitri had profited by his death. But as much as he wanted to quiz Dmitri on it, he found himself utterly absorbed by his sons.

      Nothing else mattered.

      He reached out tentatively with his mind—and felt it slip into their heads.

      Invasive, he thought for Dmitri’s benefit.

      “Aye, but it gets the job done. And while I do not support murder, your death does serve me. You were useless with an ice crystal in your neck.”

      Tao wanted to object, but he sensed rather than felt Dmitri leave him alone with Grigor and Meka. Both boys were angry, caught in the midst of an argument.

      “Meka, I said stop!” the dark-haired one—who had to be Grigor if he called the blond one Meka—shouted as he trailed a few paces behind his brother.

      Meka ignored him and strode on.

      “Stealing the keys from the guard could get someone killed,” Grigor shouted.

      “Only if someone finds out.” Meka sped up to increase the distance between him and his brother. “And the way you’re yelling, the whole palace will know.”

      “What about Lukan?”

      “I don’t give a dragon’s testicle about Lukan.”

      It intrigued—and if Tao were honest—delighted him that neither boy considered Lukan as anything more than Lukan, the emperor, or sire. The word father was nowhere ingrained in their memories.

      Grigor grabbed Meka’s arm. “It’s too risky. I hate the cage as much as you do, but stealing the key is terrifying.”

      The cage?

      Tao noticed for the first time that a high palisade fence constructed from steel and granite pillars encircled the lake. Black, red, and gold Dragons in full flight had been mounted on each supporting pillar, creating the impression of a thousand leering Dragons dive-bombing the boys.

      On one side of the enclosure stood a collection of wooden playground rides. Weather-beaten, the once cheerfully colored paint had faded.

      There was only one gate in the fence. A padlock and chain wound around the metal bars gleamed in the sunlight.

      Tao hissed in shock.

      Grigor and Meka were right; they had indeed been locked in a cage as if they were little better than wild animals.

      Anger replaced Tao’s shock. He wanted nothing more to confront Lukan, to terrify the daylights out of him by appearing as a ghost from the grave, but that would mean leaving his sons.

      His feet refused to move.

      Torn, he stood helplessly by as Meka yelled at his brother, even though Grigor stood mere inches from him.

      “I’ve spent my whole life fishing in this stupid lake in this stupid cage. Summer will be over soon, and there’s a whole forest out there. I bet there are rivers with fish”—Meka opened his hands, exaggerating the size of the fish he dreamed of catching—“yea big swimming in them. And all you want to do is stand around whining that I shouldn’t have stolen the keys to the cage.”

      Tao glanced around to see if anyone listened to his sons yell at each other.

      The boys were quite alone.

      “You are such an idiot,” Grigor shouted right back. “Even if you get out of here, how are you going to get across the wolf enclosure?”

      Meka’s eyes narrowed, and then a look of resignation settled on his face.

      Despite the oddity of reading people’s thoughts, Tao delved into Meka’s mind to find the cause. His son knew the key to the padlock was a precious find, but it was useless without a means of slipping past the guardsmen who manned the drawbridges over the wolf enclosure. Meka had no solution to that particular problem.

      In his frustration, Meka railed, “I’m an idiot? What about you? You never want to try anything different. It’s always Lukan this and Lukan that. You’re a coward, Grigor.”

      Grigor bunched his fists. “Take. That. Back.”

      Meka laughed. “Or what? You’ll smack me? Dragon’s ass, now I’m really scared.” He set off toward the gate.

      His son had no other plan in mind other than to infuriate Grigor.

      Meka had not gone more than three steps when Grigor leaped on his back.

      The blond boy stumbled.

      Grigor tumbled off his back onto the ground.

      Tao chose that moment to step into his sons’ line of sight. He suppressed a smile at their shock as they took in his very foreign appearance. He knew no man at the palace would ever dare dress in leather clothes like his. Not to mention his dreadlocks and feathers. It was far too Norin.

      Grigor recovered first. “Why are you watching us? Don’t you know low-born aren’t permitted near us?” His eyes darted to the gate. They widened in surprise at seeing it still padlocked. He licked his lips. “How did you get in here?”

      Tao was about to say he didn’t approve of the title low-born when Meka drawled, “I’d be worried if I were you, low-born. They kill people who interfere with us.”

      Meka shrugged his shoulders like that didn’t matter.

      Hiding his sorrow at his son’s callous response to a stranger, Tao took a step closer. Worry about titles was now the least of his concerns.

      “How did you get in here?” Grigor demanded again. “The guardsmen don’t let low-born across the drawbridges. And no high-born would dress like you.”

      “Grigor, perhaps if you will consider looking past my appearance, you will find we have lots we can talk about.”

      Grigor’s jaw dropped. He studied Tao with open fascination. Rather like he was a rare or unknown treasure. He took a step closer. “Intriguing idea. But you know who I am, don’t you?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “I’m the crown prince. People don’t talk to me. Ever.” His voice carried a wealth of regret and longing.

      “I see. Such a grand title.” Tao looked at Meka.

      The blond boy clutched his fishing rod and tackle bag as if still intent on his excursion.

      “And you, my young fisherman, what heavy title do you carry?”

      Meka surprised Tao with another shrug. “I’m just . . . ‘Your Highness,’ I guess. But I never see anyone but him”—he thumbed Grigor—“the guardsmen, and our tutor, so it really doesn’t matter what people call me.”

      That had once been Tao’s title. “I am far more familiar with that rank.”

      “Low-born, I wasn’t joking when I said they’ll kill you for talking to us.” Fear flitted across Meka’s face, belying his previous callousness. “If the guardsmen come, they’ll cut you down without asking questions.”

      Tao canted his head. “And would that worry you, Meka?”

      Another shrug that quickly masked all fear. “Not my hook—”

      “Not my fish,” Grigor finished for him.

      Tao worked hard to keep his outrage—mainly aimed at Lukan and Kestrel—off his face. He forced a pleasant tone. “I take it we’re going fishing.”

      Meka and Grigor looked at each incredulously.

      Then Meka said, “Got a death wish, hasn’t he?”

      “Not the sharpest hook in the tackle box.”

      Dismayed at their blatant rudeness, Tao’s smile felt strained.

      “I’m anxious to see these fish.” He held out his arms. “’Yea big,’ I believe, Meka?” He pushed his most tantalizing tone, the one he used to coax Nicholas out of his stubbornness. “Although, if my memory serves me, the streams in the woods around the palace never had any really big fish. For that you have to go deeper into the forest.” Pain shafted him as he thought of Nicholas. “That is where my boy and I always fished. We caught some monsters, too. I can show you some good spots, if you like.”

      A fascinating war of longing, fear, and astonishment waged across their features.

      Finally, a speculative look Tao knew well gleamed in Meka’s blue eyes. Tao had seen it on many an Avanov face over the years.

      Meka clutched his rod tighter and hitched his tackle bag over his shoulder. “I’m in.”

      The young scoundrel was happy to risk getting Tao killed if it meant he could escape the cage. Tao didn’t know whether to cry or to rage against his brother and his wife for the way they had allowed Meka’s character to form.

      Grigor hesitated, his face still torn with indecision. He kept looking at the locked gate, trying to fathom how Tao had apparently walked through metal.

      Tao decided to push him a little. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, Grigor. I only share my fishing holes with those who want to fish.” He turned to Meka. “Should we go?”

      “Yes, please.” Meka shot a disparaging look at his brother. “And quick, too, before he has time to make up his mind.”

      Meka at his side, Tao walked toward the gate. Grigor cursed, grabbed his rod, and followed.

      “So where exactly in the forest are you taking us?”

      “You’ll see, Meka. I take it you both visit the forest often?”

      Meka and Grigor rolled their eyes at each other.

      Grigor said to his brother, “The world would definitely be a smarter place if the guardsmen popped this one.”

      Meka laughed. “But his stupidity works in our favor. He looks so bizarre that the guardsmen will be too focused on getting rid of him to worry about us.”

      Tao gritted his teeth and quickly riffled through their thoughts to determine just how many executions they had witnessed.

      None, he was happy to discover. Although they were keenly aware of people who had been killed for daring to talk to them when they were younger. Thanks to those deaths, it had been many years since they had risked speaking to anyone other than their appointed guards and their tutor, the elderly Arkady.

      Their so-called father kept them so isolated they even ate their meals alone in their apartment in one of the palace turrets. Virtually their entire sixteen years of existence had been spent in the turret or here in the cage. In their way, they had been as marooned as Nicholas.

      All this showed in his sons’ lack of social skills, Tao decided.

      They reached the locked gate.

      Grigor’s eyes bored into Tao as he searched for an answer to the mystery Tao had no intention of solving.

      Meka didn’t seem to care how Tao had entered the cage as long as he offered a way out.

      Tao spoke to him. “You have the key.”

      Grigor grabbed Meka’s arm. “Wait.” He looked at Tao. “The guardsmen come for us when the sun goes down. If we are not back—”

      “You will be,” Tao interrupted. He nodded at Meka. “Unlock it.”

      Hands shaking, Meka pulled a shiny brass key out his pocket. A quick check of the boy’s thoughts revealed both terror and excitement. He slipped it into the lock and slid the padlock open. Desperation to be free prompted him to pull the chain away and creak the gate open on its hinges.

      “Lock it behind us,” Tao instructed.

      After locking the gate, Meka looked at Tao with expectant eyes. “Now what, low-born?”

      “To the drawbridge,” Tao said with a confidence he didn’t feel. He set off down the path with absolutely no idea how he would lead his sons past the guardsmen without being accosted.

      It was time to call on Dmitri.

      How do I make my boys disappear? he asked the ether, expecting Dmitri to reply.

      A whisper of wind, and Dmitri stood at his side.

      Tao didn’t need to read his sons’ minds to see that they were oblivious of Dmitri’s presence. Dmitri looked hazy; the seer was still in the fourth dimension.

      “You bend the light waves around them with intent,” Dmitri said in his head. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      They reached the drawbridge, and despite their bravado, both boys cringed back into Tao’s shadow.

      They had at least been brave enough to try to escape Lukan’s prison. Tao’s heart went out to them.

      He could work with that.

      “Think of the desired outcome,” Dmitri instructed as his gleaming hand clasped the air. Like it was a blanket on a bed, he ripped it back.

      Tao caught a sparkle of rainbow colors around his sons. Trouble was, he could still see them. He wondered if it had worked. He glanced at the guardsmen, but they were busy searching a group of minstrels lined up to enter the palace grounds.

      “Some confidence, if you please, Tao.” If the seer’s spirit had still been in Thunder’s body, Tao would have imagined the dog’s tongue lolling and his tail wagging.

      Tao found himself smiling. His belief built that Dmitri had indeed made his boys vanish.

      “Stop grinning!” Meka hissed at him as they stepped onto the drawbridge. “Do you want to draw attention to us?”

      Tao felt Meka’s heart threaten to explode from his chest. He almost stumbled, stunned that, without even trying, he could feel his son’s emotions as if they were his own. He wondered if Dmitri had experienced that with Nicholas.

      “I did, and still do. From the day he was born. Now focus on Grigor. The boy needs you.”

      Head down, eyes averted, Grigor hunched his shoulders as if he were a low-born beggar stealing into the palace. Tao pulled his son closer—and smiled when Grigor didn’t resist.

      Unaware that they were invisible to anyone but the dead, his sons slunk in silence over the bridge. Once clear of the threat, both Meka and Grigor burst into a sprint. With no thought for stinging nettles, brambles, or other forest hazards, they dove into the undergrowth at the foot of a giant oak. Tao smiled at their muffled cries of alarm as every inch of their exposed skin was stung. Thankfully, while he experienced their discomfort, it caused him no physical pain.

      Dmitri snorted a laugh. “Today is all about new experiences for them. And no one ever said new experiences are easy.”

      Tao was conscious that Dmitri’s words applied to him as well as to Meka and Grigor.

      He joined his sons at a more sedate pace.

      They were hopping on their haunches, rubbing their arms and faces, little realizing that every time they bumped the nettles, they recharged the leaves’ vicious needles. Meka tumbled back into a bramble bush and got raked across the cheek by its spines for his trouble.

      Although Tao empathized with their ignorance, he had to force a straight face. “First lesson on surviving in the forest—avoid nettles and brambles.” He pulled up some dock leaves. “Here, rub this on the stings.”

      He expected some resistance, but both boys grabbed the offering. They looked at the dock, their faces perplexed.

      Tao couldn’t help drawing a comparison with Nicholas. His cub wore the forest like a second skin. He pushed his grief at the loss of Nicholas away and crushed the leaves. Deciding Meka was more amenable than Grigor, he reached tentative fingers for the blond boy’s arm. Cautiously, as if he were dealing with a skittish young wolf, he gently rubbed the dock against the worst sting on Meka’s skin.

      It only took a few seconds, and Meka snatched at the leaves growing at his feet. Grigor quickly followed his example. Soon, both boys were streaked with green plant sap.

      “When you are both quite done, let’s go fishing.”

      Meka jumped up, pushing the now-familiar bravado.

      “I’m ready.” He smiled at Grigor—and spoke as if Tao weren’t there. “See, I told you we could use him to sneak past the guardsmen.”

      Grigor dropped his dock leaf. Completely ignoring Tao, he replied, “I still almost died of heart failure. You know Lukan will kill us if he finds out. It’ll be worse than a thousand nettles.”

      Meka’s bright blue eyes fixed on his brother. “I’m not telling him. Are you?”

      “’Course not. I’m not an idiot like you.”

      It was time to get the expedition moving before his sons degenerated into more name-calling.

      “And as I intend to say nothing, either, I would say we are all safe to go and have some fun.” Tao led them to a stream a short distance away that had always had much better fishing than the lake in the gardens.

      Meka bolted ahead and tossed down his rod and tackle bag. He flung himself down on the grassy bank next to them. He was digging through his gear before Grigor had even finished scanning the trees and undergrowth.

      “Looking for guardsmen, Grigor?”

      The boy nodded, then turned suspicious eyes on Tao. “We still know nothing about you. How can we trust you?”

      Meka may have been the more dominant of the two, leading by his gut, but Grigor was definitely the thinker. As much as he craved company, he was not going to fall readily into a trap. Tao found that revelation about his children fascinating. It also gave him a little insight into how his sons may develop with guidance. While neither would ever rule Chenaya, leadership and reasoning skills would be invaluable to Nicholas and the alliance when the time came to overthrow Lukan.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “A name would help.”

      “Hmm . . . I see. Yes, I suppose that would make you more comfortable. You can call me—” Tao had no idea what name to give himself. He glanced about for inspiration—and then remembered Dmitri had said he should stick to the truth. “Tao. You can call me Tao.”

      He studied Grigor’s face for some flicker of recognition, but there was nothing. He couldn’t resist a quick flutter through Grigor’s memories. The name Tao meant absolutely nothing to him. Although it was to be expected, a flash of resentment at Kestrel, who had known and hidden the truth, flared. He worked to suppress the useless emotions.

      Grigor continued to eye him for another couple of heartbeats, and then he turned away. He spoke to his brother, “What you fishing with?”

      Meka held up the lure he was knotting to his line.

      “Okay. Me, too.” Grigor dug in his tackle bag.

      Tao couldn’t help himself; he burst into laughter. “Boys, this isn’t deep-sea fishing.” He sat next to them. “You’ll catch nothing with those chunks of metal.”

      “Then what do we use?” Meka demanded. “Worms?”

      “You could use worms, but where’s the sport in that? These are trout. You need to tickle them out with a fly.”

      “Don’t see too many flies around here. And just as well, too.” Grigor looked pointedly at Tao and then grinned at Meka. “One never knows what piece of turd they’ve been sitting on.”

      Meka grinned right back. “I got to say, though, I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a big turd before.”

      Tao knew exactly was they were implying but ignored the provocation. “You don’t know what flies are? Yet you tell me you fish. Who taught you?”

      “We taught ourselves. And we do catch.” Meka was suddenly defensive.

      Tao almost regretted forcing Meka to admit just how lonely his life was.

      “I am sure you do very well with what you have.”

      “Are you saying you catch better fish than we do?” Meka demanded. “Unlikely, given the amount of practice we’ve had.”

      Tao considered pointing out that Meka was a true Avanov. He’d had no problem believing Tao’s fishing stories when Tao offered a means of escape from the cage. But now all that deference was gone.

      Saying that would raise too many questions Tao wasn’t ready to answer. “What’s the biggest fish you have ever caught, Meka?”

      “Three pounds,” Meka declared with pride.

      “My boy—Nicholas—caught his first three-pound fish when he was about five. It’s been a long time ago since I saw such a tiddler on either of our hooks.”

      Meka’s face lit up. He licked his lips and spoke hesitantly, “Low-born, I command you to show us where we can catch such big fish.”

      From his adventures through both boys’ minds, Tao understood the hesitation—the confusion—behind Meka’s words. Lukan may have told him and Grigor they were princes, but the titles meant nothing. Prisoners in the cage, the boys had never successfully commanded anyone Lukan had sent to watch them. Meka was grasping at straws here, and the boy knew it.

      Tao longed to take his son in his arms and to tell him help was at hand. But if he was to make any headway with Meka, the boy had to see Tao as the alpha of this pack. Without that, Meka would neither respect nor defer to him. Meka would learn nothing from meeting his father.

      “You can command me, Meka. Whether I obey, of course remains to be seen.”

      Grigor licked his lips and then tried his luck at persuading Tao. “What choice do you have, low-born? You know who we are.”

      Again, Tao longed to clear Grigor’s doubt about the extent of the so-called powers that came with his grand title. But first Grigor needed to learn a lesson in manners—not even a crown prince had the right to call a fellow human being a turd.

      “I have all the choice in the world, Grigor. I do nothing I do not wish to do. But if you would like to ask me—politely—to help you to improve your fishing, then I’ll do it willingly. I’ll be at the gate to the cage at the same time tomorrow afternoon. An apology, a please, and a thank-you will get you your first lesson on tying flies.” He fixed Grigor with a steely eye. “And not the kind that sit on turds.” His gaze shifted to Meka. “The kind that catch fish”—he stretched his hands wide—“yea big.”

      Tao stalked to the nearest tree, a giant spruce. He stepped behind it and grabbed the air the way he had seen Dmitri bend the light. When the rainbow sparkled, he stepped back in the fourth dimension.

      He turned to watch his sons through the haze.

      Grigor’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. Meka swore, a colorful collection of words he could only have picked up around the saltiest guardsmen.

      Grigor’s face clouded, and he clenched his fists. “This is your fault. If you hadn’t been so hell-bent on fishing here, we wouldn’t be in this mess now. We could have been in the cage, talking to Tao.”

      Meka’s eyes fluttered closed. When he opened them, the boy’s intense focus reminded Tao of a young wolf stalking. Lightning fast, Meka’s fist came up.

      It caught Grigor in the solar plexus. All the air oomphed out of him, and he buckled onto the grass.

      Leaving his brother writhing, Meka scooped up his gear and marched up the riverbank toward the palace.

      “Like I said, they grow up as unchecked as weeds.” Dmitri stood behind Tao.

      He turned to face the seer, knowing he should reply, but words failed him.

      Dmitri gestured at the boys with his chin. “What do you intend doing about them?”

      “Apart from putting them over my knee and giving them a good spanking for their rudeness?” Even as Tao voiced his frustration, he knew his words were counterintuitive; hitting had been his father’s way of dealing with children. It had not been successful.

      Dmitri chuckled. “Aye. Apart from that.”

      Tao sighed. “I guess I will bend some light for them.”

      As he moved to step back into the mortal world, Dmitri grabbed his shoulder. “Before you go. I suppose you have considered the cameras watching them?”

      Tao’s jaw dropped. He snapped it closed and slapped his forehead with his palm. “Dragon’s ass! The cage is monitored, isn’t it?”

      “Aye,” Dmitri said with a dryness that would snap green timber. “I can’t be thinking for you all the time.”

      Tao paced. “I know. I get that. Damn. What am I supposed to do about cameras? And what about today?” Paralyzing fear gripped him for his sons. He spun to a stop. “Lukan will go mad if he knows they have gone! He could hurt them.”

      Hand on his chest where the axe had fallen, Tao stared at Dmitri.

      “Be still. All is well.” Dmitri patted his arm. “When they frustrate you so much you want to clonk their heads together, remember how you felt when you thought Lukan would harm them.”

      Tao realized he had been played. “Object lesson,” he grunted. “I’ll put that in my teaching repertoire.”

      Dmitri cracked a small smile. It faded, and his face settled into its usually stern mien. “You need to think like an Avanov again if you are to protect your boys—while inflicting object lessons on them.”

      Tao nodded. “I can do that. I think.” He started pacing again and then halted. “How do I stop cameras recording them doing what Lukan doesn’t want?”

      “You tell me.”

      Tao stared at Dmitri blankly. But it was obvious the seer wasn’t going to reply. In fact, Dmitri turned pointedly to Meka. The boy skulked toward the drawbridge.

      Tao stuttered, “The light? Something to do with that?”

      “Intention and illusion. You reside in a higher dimension now, where matter is more refined.” Dmitri waved his shining arm around the patch of forest they stood in.

      Everything in the fourth dimension looked more vital and brilliant than anything Tao had ever seen before—even if it appeared dead in the mortal world.

      “Learn to manipulate the cruder matter in the mortal world with your intention. That way you can create any illusion you want. Two boys fishing at a lake for the cameras to catch, if that is what is required.”

      How? Tao gaped, bemused.

      “It’s nothing more than simple physics.”

      Tao had never been particularly interested in the science and physics books in the archive when he had been alive. Would that present a problem in his death? With more important things to worry about, he shrugged the thought away. “Is that what the cameras saw while we were gone?”

      “Aye. Yet another boring afternoon on the lake. Even the most alert guardsman will struggle to keep interested in such a scene—one that has played out thousands of times at this very lake with those very boys over the last decade.”

      Tao nodded, not entirely sure he understood about matter, illusion, and intent, but he would practice before he met his sons again. The thought of them spending any more time in that cage was untenable.

      Just as untenable as Nicholas in Lukan’s hands.

      Tao knew he should go and help his sons, but he had to know what was happening to his cub. “I know my boys are my priority, but is Nicholas—”

      “I told you,” Dmitri snapped. “He is no longer your problem.” A deep sigh, more like a moan. “Be thankful you only have Grigor and Meka to deal with. Compared to how the Light-Bearer welcomes me, they are as eager to embrace you as fledglings greeting a father with a beak full of worms.”

      “He hasn’t called for you?” Tao remembered the deal Dmitri had made with Nicholas.

      “He is unconscious in his cell.”

      Tao flinched. He opened his mouth to plead with Dmitri to allow him to tend to Nicholas.

      Dmitri cut him off. “It will crush you to see your cub as he now is. Harsh as it may be, I cannot risk that when I need you here.” He pointed to Grigor and Meka.

      The twins had reached the bridge.

      Although obviously trying to lose themselves in a mounted hunting party headed to the forest, they stuck out like only two boys scuttling under whinnying horses’ bellies could.

      A guardsman shouted out, “Hey! You boys! What are you—” His voice dropped away, and he bowed low.

      Tao guessed his sons had been recognized.

      He swore.

      Then, praying to the Winds that illusion and intent would help him wipe clean a guardsman and half a dozen high-borns’ minds, he hurried over to join them.
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      The palace clock chimed four, each gong sending a spurt of acid into Lukan’s belly. He should have been in his bunker, with Lynx and his chosen few, but instead he headed to the bedchamber he still shared with Kestrel.

      If that failure wasn’t bad enough, Nicholas was still to awaken. Every moment his son languished seemed to bring Lukan ever closer to the executioner’s block. Axel, the one who carried the fatal axe, was halfway across the Izmodo Sea in that fast airship of his.

      Even Felix had managed to get himself maimed today.

      Lukan didn’t even want to consider the loss of his brother. The empty gnawing at Tao’s death would probably never abate.

      Despite his life hanging in the balance, he now had to face Kestrel. His face contorted with loathing. With her whining voice and faded beauty, she most certainly had not been spared a bed in his bunker.

      None of that mattered now.

      The Sixteen—Fifteen, because Morass didn’t count—expected him to keep the acknowledged mother of his heirs as his official mistress. That was on a good day. Most of the time they whispered amongst themselves that he should marry her. When the mutters grew too annoying, he had Morass eliminate one of the complainers’ closest family members. That always stilled the clamor.

      The Sixteen may have bought the story that Grigor and Meka were his sons, but Lukan didn’t believe it. Not for a second. Never in their sixteen years had he looked at them and felt the pull he had with Nicholas. His every instinct told him Nicholas was his flesh and blood. That sense had never kicked in with Kestrel’s—and Tao’s—sons.

      He paused at the apartment door and took a deep breath.

      Two guardsmen, who should now also have been writhing in agony as the Dragon’s Fire hit them, stood alert, waiting for his command to fling open the door.

      He nodded.

      As usual, Kestrel held a glass of chenna in her hand.

      Although well aware of the time, Lukan made a point of looking at his watch. “Hitting the chenna already? It’s only four o’clock.”

      He sank into a chair.

      Kestrel placed her glass on the table and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. The reek of alcohol soured her breath. As usual, she brought her lips to rest against the side of his neck. Her kiss jerked to a halt, her lips hovering above the spot Lynx’s bastard son had bit him.

      “What’s this?” she demanded. “Which one of your other lovers dared to leave her mark on you?”

      He shrugged, ignoring her.

      She stumbled around the chair to face him. Seeing the scratch marks from Nicholas’s claws on his face, she laughed.

      It was bitter.

      “Well, whoever she was, she got you good.”

      “Shut up, Kestrel. It wasn’t one of my other lovers. It was Nicholas.”

      Kestrel’s face, faintly red from years of sneaking chenna in the middle of the day, paled.

      “Lynx’s son?” She flopped down onto the chair opposite him. “What happened?”

      Her familiar jealousy of her sister infuriated him. “I removed my son from the care of my wife and my brother. That’s what happened.”

      Kestrel flinched, as she always did when he spoke of Lynx being his wife. Unbelievably, Kestrel still lived for the day when he would annul his marriage to her sister and marry her.

      That blind devotion, regardless of how badly he treated her, was one of the reasons he despised her so much. And his contempt was the main reason she drank—he knew that, too—and it irritated him even more.

      But even he had to admit her love had bought him years of loyalty. Never once, no matter how drunk, had Kestrel betrayed his confidence about Lynx, Tao, and Nicholas.

      He would have commanded Morass to kill her if she had. And damn the Sixteen.

      “Where’s he now?” Kestrel whispered.

      Not wanting her to suspect how terrified he was, he ran a finger casually up and down his scar. “He’s in a coma.”

      Her breath hissed; she knew exactly what would happen if Nicholas died. “And now?”

      “He’s alive. I saw him move his hand and twitch his leg on my informa.”

      “On your informa? Where is he?”

      Lukan thumped the armrest with his fist. “Do you always have to repeat everything I say? You know how much it annoys me.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. She stood. “Let me pour you a drink, and you can tell me what happened.” She walked to the chenna decanter and poured them each a tall glass of the fiery red alcohol. She had drunk most of hers before she handed him his glass. “H-how did Tao and Lynx react to you taking Nicholas?”

      “Tao is dead.” He studied her face.

      It was devoid of emotion.

      That she felt nothing for his brother made him loathe her even more.

      She turned to the chenna decanter. “And Lynx?”

      He laughed at her expressive back. “Stop wishing your sister ill. It is unbecoming. And whether Lynx is dead or alive, I will never marry you.”

      She slumped into herself and then, with a rare spark of defiance, faced him. The effect was lost, however, by the tears swimming in her eyes. “I—I have given you everything, Lukan. My love, my body, my life. I even gave up my sons, my own children, for you.”

      The injustice of that accusation incensed him.

      Lukan tossed his chenna glass at the wall. It shattered next to Kestrel, splashing alcohol on the hideous black dress she always chose to wear. He had once found them attractive. Not anymore. Now they made her look like a ghost—a ghost of the sister she would never be.

      “By the Dragon! Not that old one again. You were only too happy to dump your brats with the wet-nurse. When last did you even visit them? Probably not even once this year. There are lizards living under rocks with more maternal instinct than you will ever have.”

      When Grigor and Meka were about a year old, Mother Saskia had declared them strong enough to leave the convent. Kestrel had brought the babies into their bedchamber so she could give them their nightly feeds. That first night, the boys had screamed in turn until the small hours of the morning. The sound, coupled with Kestrel’s tears as she struggled to cope, had incited his rage. The temptation to beat them—and her—as his father had once beaten him was overwhelming. But Lukan would never drop to that level.

      Instead he had issued Kestrel with an ultimatum: him or her babies.

      She immediately handed her sons to a nanny.

      The girl had been the first in a series of women who took care of Grigor and Meka until they were old enough to start in the schoolroom.

      The first lesson his five-year-old heirs were taught was to swim.

      That was when Lukan had fenced in the ornamental lake for them. They were Tao’s sons, after all, and that counted for something.

      He even gave them swings, a twenty-foot-high Ferris wheel, a carousel with moving dragons for them to ride, and a huge climbing frame in the shape of the palace for them to play on.

      When they turned six, he had gifted them fishing rods and tackle.

      Nicholas seemed to love fishing, why wouldn’t his cousins?

      The boys had grasped the rods with delight. They now lived to fish.

      And to stop people—the living at least—from attempting to corrupt them with the Dmitri Curse or talk of Tao and Lynx, Morass had killed anyone who dared speak to them.

      It only took a few executions, and the boys were outcasts. In the eyes of the palace occupants, anyone who approached them was cursed—as cursed as Lukan had been at that age.

      Hard as that might have been for Tao’s boys, it was for the best.

      It had kept them safe.

      As long as they fished in the ornamental lake, with no knowledge of Dmitri, Nicholas, or their real father to stir their emotions, he had never needed to imprison them the way he had his own son. Or have Morass kill them, the way Tao had died.

      Not once in all this time had Kestrel complained.

      He may not have been their father, but he considered himself a good uncle. Tao would have been pleased, had he known about it before he died.

      Which, of course, he hadn’t.

      As misguided as Lynx was, she was an excellent mother. Yet another comparison where Kestrel fell short.

      Ignoring the alcohol on her dress, Kestrel pulled herself a little taller. “I’ve loved you from the first moment I saw you. I know you love me too, or why would you have been my lover so consistently for all these years? Your other women come and go, but I’m constant. Please, I beg you, marry me. Make me your empress.”

      “There’s the chenna talking.” He stood and moved over to his writing desk and slid open a drawer where he kept a stash of jewelry for times like this. “I have slept with you for one reason and one reason only: If the candles are really dim and I stretch my imagination to the absolute limit, I can sometimes fool myself into believing it is your sister making love to me.”

      Her face crumpled into tears.

      He waited expectantly for her next outburst.

      She didn’t disappoint.

      Hands clutching her dress, she wailed, “I hate you, you swine. I’ve given you everything.”

      He pulled out a sapphire-and-diamond necklace and tossed it at her. “You’ll get over it. You always do.” He started to the door and then turned back to her. Voice mocking, he added, “Come now, dry your eyes. I don’t want a blotchy mistress when I return.”

      She stamped her foot in frustration.

      He laughed and was about to leave when someone knocked. He recognized the deferential sound.

      Morass.

      His Lord of the Rack knew not to bother him unless it was vital. The blood rushed from Lukan’s extremities, leaving him weak and impotent. Had the boy died? Was Axel winging his way back to Cian to kill him even now?

      Icy with fear, he staggered back into his chair.

      It was left to Kestrel to say, “Enter.”

      Morass bowed low and closed the door behind him. Mouth closed, he looked at Kestrel.

      Lukan didn’t have time to dismiss her. Not when he could be facing his death sentence. He barked, “What?”

      Morass snapped to attention. “Sire, I am not sure if this is significant, but I was discomfited enough to—”

      “Is he dead?”

      Morass blinked. “Dead, sire?”

      Did everyone have to mimic him? “The traitor! Is he dead?”

      A light sparked in Morass’s dead eyes. “When I last checked my informa, he was breathing, sire.”

      Lukan expelled the air from his lungs with relief. He pulled himself up tall in his chair and asked with disdain, “Then what are you doing here?”

      Morass cleared his throat. “Sire, I saw something at the lake drawbridge that I found disturbing.”

      Lukan sighed, but he knew Morass would not be here for a trifle. “What was this disturbing thing?”

      “I had just brought Count Felix back from the forest, and I went to check on the princes. They were at the lake, as usual, but then I heard a commotion at the drawbridge. For a few seconds, I could swear I saw the two princes there. Then they were gone.”

      Lukan’s eyes widened. “But you saw them at the lake just moments before?”

      “Yes, sire. I am positive of that. Cameras confirm it.”

      “Then you must have been mistaken about them being at the drawbridge,” he said coldly. “Seems you have wasted my time for nothing.”

      Another bow from Morass. “I would agree, sire, but I was not alone. Arkady was with me. He wanted to remind the boys about some schoolwork due tomorrow. But when he interrupted their fishing to speak to them, neither prince answered him. He swears he saw them at the drawbridge, too. Those two boys had diamonds next to their eyes.”

      Lukan clenched his hands together to stop them shaking. “Diamonds? Did you check the footage at the drawbridge?”

      “Of course, sire. It shows nothing. And none of the people on the bridge saw anything, either.” Another bow. “I would not have worried you, but—”

      Lukan stood. “I know I said you are to take care of Nicholas, but I also want you watching my heirs. Tell me if anything else happens.”

      “Of course, sire.” Yet another obsequious bow, and the man backed out of the room.

      Lukan waited in rigid silence for the door to close.

      As much as he wanted to deny it, he couldn’t. His worst fear regarding Grigor and Meka had been realized. Despite promising never to trouble him again, his reprieve from the interfering Dmitri seemed to be over.

      Who else could move unseen through space and time? Who else could make things appear and disappear at will? Lukan still had vivid memories of Dmitri magicking a book into existence.

      He had always known it was only a matter of time before Dmitri dropped in on Grigor and Meka.

      How long would it be before he told them about Nicholas and the curse? Before he enlisted them for his cause? Instead of having docile nephews, who lived to fish, they would become enemies, right here in his breast. Yet more people who wanted him dead.

      His heart raced as panic took over.

      With Dmitri’s help, Axel could even use Lukan’s heirs to help flay him. He saw the three of them with blood on their hands as they tore his skin off his quivering flesh . . .

      He gulped.

      There was nothing he could do about the threat; the Fifteen demanded legitimate heirs to secure the succession—a succession that would end with Lukan, if Dmitri and Axel got their way.

      It was yet another reason he had wanted a second Burning, to rid himself of all who tried to dictate how he lived his life.

      He told himself to calm down, to breathe.

      It didn’t help.

      Calm could only come if he knew what Dmitri was telling them. That was the only way he could arm himself.

      He walked to the sideboard, picked up the chenna decanter, and hurled it out the window. Kestrel gasped and took a step in its direction.

      Lukan grabbed her arm and spun her face him. “You say you’re concerned about your sons. Well, here’s a chance to prove it. Be a mother to them. Find out what is happening in their lives.”

      “Why?” Her eyes flickered to the window.

      “Your chenna drinking days are over. I will make an announcement that no one is to provide you with drink.”

      Kestrel’s face flushed, and she tried to tug away from him. The threat must have been grave indeed.

      “Don’t you dare humiliate me like that!”

      He pushed her away, and she stumbled into the chair.

      “I need you sober. Your sons need you sober.”

      A flicker of fear darted across her face. “Y-you—you aren’t going to harm them, are you? Please, Lukan, they are my children.”

      “That depends on you. Sober up. Find out what’s happening in their lives and then report to me.”

      Kestrel licked her lips and mumbled, “I—I can do that.”

      Lukan had his doubts, but she was all he had.

      “You had better not fail me. Or them.” He threw her a threatening look and left the room.

      Unable to face the solitude of his bunker, observatory, or archive, he headed for the salon. One of his other mistresses would take the edge off his day.
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      Talon stirred. The floor beneath him was hard. Cold. Stone?

      Water dripped.

      And dripped.

      His nose twitched. The air was stale. Dank. That have must been because of the drip. Nowhere in the cottage did it smell this bad.

      Or have that annoying drip.

      Where was he? And how did he even notice all those strange things with the throbbing in his head? Or the nausea curdling in his stomach? He lifted his hand to brush his forehead. It came away tacky. Just like half-dried blood.

      Why was he bleeding?

      He sat bolt upright and opened his eyes—and saw nothing. Not even a glimmer of light. Gasping against a combination of shooting pains in his skull and mind-bending dizziness, he forced his eyes to focus for long enough to study the . . . whatever this place was.

      A shaft of gray light bloomed to his left. It was so bright in the pitch blackness that he winced and turned away quickly. The movement made him vomit. He collapsed back onto the floor until the retching stopped. Gingerly, he eased away from the contents of his stomach, now spread in a sticky, acrid-smelling puddle on the floor.

      Why was he so sick? Where was Mom? Uncle Tao?

      And then it all came back.

      Lukan had brought men to the cottage to kill Uncle Tao and to attack him and Mom. The pain of his Uncle Tao’s death buckled him even more than his aching head did. He choked back tears of rage and sorrow.

      Where was his mother? Dead, too?

      He gasped breath after breath of the foul air to steady himself against his panic that something terrible had happened to her.

      Stop it! he commanded. She had been alive when he had attacked Lukan. He had to cling to that fact.

      But perhaps she was injured too, like him. If so, she would need him to help her. To do that, he had to get out of here so he could find her. To protect her like he had failed to protect Uncle Tao. During the attack, Mom had told him to run. To find Axel. He had failed her in that, too.

      He could not fail her again.

      Not when she could be in mortal danger.

      Head swimming with pain and dizziness, he staggered to his feet.

      A door. There has to be a door. Or a window.

      If he could just get his feet moving to find them. He wavered, swaying like leaves in the wind, and then collapsed onto the ground. The pain in his head exploded, but even as a fog of unconsciousness threatened to descend, he fought it.

      Mom needed him. And he needed her, too.

      Against the tide of internal blackness matching the darkness around him, he fought his way onto his knees and crawled toward the gray light. Each infinitesimal shuffle rocked another explosion in his head, and he had to stop and breathe until the pain ebbed. But at last, he reached the light.

      It wasn’t a window. Or a door.

      He honestly didn’t know what it was. Tentatively, he reached out to touch it. His fingers slipped into a hole. Carefully, painfully, he ducked down to look into it and up—and cried out as brilliant white light seared his eyes.

      He waited for that pain to pass. It didn’t, merely joining the clamor of other agony beating in his head. Teeth gritted, he bent down again to peer up at what he assumed was the midday sky at the top of a lengthy pipe.

      It had been night when he had attacked Lukan. How long had he been here? How long had Mom needed him? And who would have burned Uncle Tao and Thunder?

      Thunder . . . Dmitri.

      The seer had said to call him if he needed help . . . but the seer had also said Talon was to kill Lukan and overthrow his father’s empire.

      Right now, there was nothing Talon wanted more than to kill Lukan. But how was that ever to happen when he hadn’t even been able to stop the bastard and his friends from killing Uncle Tao? He hadn’t even managed to inflict enough damage on Lukan to stop him screaming for that man Morass to save him.

      And Morass? Where did he get that power? He and Uncle Tao weren’t weaklings, but they could never have done what Morass did.

      That wasn’t something Talon could defeat.

      Talon wasn’t a fool. And he wasn’t a coward, but he knew when he was beaten. Beaten before he even started. How did Dmitri ever think Talon could overthrow his father?

      No. It would be better to leave the seer well alone. Talon’s face hardened. And anyway, I don’t need help. I’ve managed most things on my own my entire life.

      He would escape from here the moment he could, and he would find Mom. That was his work, not worrying about Dmitri and his curse.

      The distant clomp of feet.

      Talon froze and cocked his head, not sure if he had heard correctly.

      He had. Definitely footsteps echoing through an empty space with stone floors. The person was headed this way. That meant there had to be a door.

      He grimaced at his stupidity. Of course there was a door. How else had they gotten me in here?

      Using the wall for support, he edged his dizzy, throbbing body along the wall until he brushed steel. His fingers explored its surface, finding two big hinges, one close to the floor, and the other about halfway up what he assumed was a door. There was no handle, only a narrow steel flap. He considered flicking it open to see outside, but the person was almost at the door.

      Metal jangled and then scraped.

      At first, he couldn’t imagine what the sound was, but it was familiar.

      Mom’s trunk.

      Mom had an old trunk that had a key, and it sounded just like that when, as a lad, he had played with opening and locking the lid.

      It had to be a key in a lock.

      He made a quick decision. When the door opened, he had to escape. This was not an opportunity he could let slip, because he might never have another chance. Willing his head to stop throbbing and his feet, knees, and legs to keep him steady, he slunk back against the wall, grateful for the dark.

      The door swung open, and a hand-held light swept across the stark, stone-walled room.

      Talon cursed silently. In that light, he would stand out like a full moon. There was nothing to be done. He had to take the gap.

      Someone grunted. “Where’ve you gone, then?”

      The owner of the voice stepped inside. It was Morass.

      Talon suppressed a gasp.

      All the more reason to go.

      Like a shadow—he hoped—he slipped behind the monster and darted, light of foot, down a stone passageway. Years of hunting had taught him to move silently.

      He rounded a corner when Morass swore. And then the sound of the brute’s boots echoed through the building. Morass charged down the passage after Talon.

      A burst of adrenaline had Talon careening ahead. In his anxiety to escape, he hardly felt his head. He had no idea where he was going, and could only hope he didn’t come to a dead end.

      A vast room opened before him, hung with saws, hooks, and other tools for slaughtering animals. He ran for it, trying to put as much distance between himself and Morass as possible.

      But as fast as he half-stumbled, half-ran, the monster seemed to move faster.

      Talon would never make it outside in time to escape. He looked for a place to hide. A wooden cabinet filled with ancient tools near the door to the slaughterhouse caught his eye. It wasn’t the greatest cover, but if he could get behind it, perhaps he could fool Morass into thinking he’d dashed out into the sunlit yard. Which was exactly what he would do when Morass ran outside to look for him. Hopefully, he would manage to slip away while the brute searched for him.

      He dove behind the cabinet, just managing to squeeze between it and the wall. He closed his eyes, praying that his roiling stomach wouldn’t betray him by retching.

      Then it struck him. Morass had stopped running.

      In fact, the monster laughed.

      “Come, my boy,” the brute said, menacing close to Talon, “come to Morass.”

      Talon sucked in a silent breath and waited as Morass’s slow, measured steps approached.

      How had he seen where Talon had hidden? He hadn’t even been in the passageway when Talon had ducked behind the cabinet.

      But on he came, step by relentless step.

      A shadow passed over the side of the cabinet, blocking out the daylight, and then Morass’s dead eyes stared directly in Talon’s.

      Despite the hopeless odds, Talon clenched his fists.

      Morass smiled condescendingly. “Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be.”

      Talon’s skin crawled at the man’s voice. “Go hang yourself.”

      He looked past the monster, but there was no way he was slipping by him again.

      Morass laughed. “Feisty. Like your mother.”

      Talon’s heart clenched. He didn’t want to talk again, because that seemed to give this animal power, but he desperately needed to know about his mother. “How do you know her?”

      Morass peered down at him. “We’re old friends. I helped your father, our glorious emperor, banish her to the forest.” He spoke with pride.

      It incensed Talon, but he fought for control. “Where’s she now?”

      “That is not your concern. Now, come.”

      Talon slunk even farther behind the cabinet.

      And then the cabinet flew across the room. It hit the opposite wall and shattered into kindling, scattering tools everywhere.

      Through the screech of metal on stone, Morass crooned, “No matter how much I would like to, I’m not permitted to hurt you, so let’s do this easily, shall we?”

      Exposed as a skinned rabbit, Talon braced himself for a fight he knew he had no chance of winning. But by the Winds, he wasn’t going to let this savage take him back to that dark, filthy room without inflicting some damage, no matter how inconsequential.

      Morass leaned down to grab him, and Talon shot his hand up to gouge the man’s eyes. Morass didn’t even dodge his attack. Unexpectedly, Talon’s fingers slid into warm jelly. Morass barely murmured—he felt no pain? How was that possible? But Talon didn’t waste time pondering the imponderable. He clenched his fingers around the gooey mass.

      Morass’s eye trailed streamers of nerves and blood as Talon yanked his hand away.

      “You animal!” Morass yelled, clutching his face as he staggered back, but he still made no move to harm Talon. “Feral! That’s what you are.”

      Revulsion at what he’d done to another human being—even if Morass was a murderer—had Talon retching, but he tossed the eye away and tried to run.

      A hand scooped down to grab him by the neck. Even though Morass’s fingers gripped like a vise, they didn’t crush his spine.

      What gave the beast such control, even when he should have been in agony with a lost eye?

      Talon had no idea, but still he squirmed, punched, and kicked at the brute as he sailed through the air beneath Morass’s hand—back toward the room. And then he saw how Morass had found him—a trail of his haphazard footprints in the dust had led straight to his hiding place.

      He had never stood a chance.

      Were all of Lukan’s supporters as strong and as impervious to pain as this brute? If so, Dmitri really was out of his mind to suggest that Talon could have any impact on any of them.

      Morass tossed him into the room. Before Talon had even struck the floor, the door had closed. The key turned in the lock.

      It didn’t matter. As soon as his head stopped pounding, he would find another way to escape.
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      A dark passageway yawned before Lynx. It led into the mountains Lapis and Treven shared as a common border. Familiar claustrophobia threatened to engulf her.

      She grunted at the Light-Bearer that had brought her here. Now there was a misnomer of a name if the darkness pressing at the edges of its huge hangar, carved out of the mountain, was anything to go by.

      Beyond its brilliant blue hull, sunlight glimmered. It was fading fast as a huge door, camouflaged on the outside to look like the mountain face, slid closed.

      A small moan escaped her when the daylight vanished. It was last she would see for who knew how long, now that she and Axel had arrived at his home.

      She had always known Axel lived in a hideout in the mountains, but she had never in her wildest dreams—nightmares—imagined she would end up living in a mine, too.

      Somehow, she had always imagined meeting up with Axel again after the final war against Lukan had been won. Mines and dark passages had never featured in her daydreams about that much-longed-for event.

      Now she lived the reality, and it was magical. But her old nemesis, claustrophobia, threatened to ruin it for her. Her chest tightened, and she gulped down some air in an effort to fight it off.

      Axel leaned in close and whispered, “That’s what I’m for, my Lynxie, to protect you from all your monsters.”

      Despite the panic fibrillating her heart, she couldn’t resist smiling back at him. “Best way to do that would be to move our home into the light. Somewhere the wind still blows.”

      His grin turned lusty. “Ah, but it is so much more fun in the dark.”

      That she couldn’t argue with. She tossed him a flirty look. “Keep promising me more of your body, and I’ll follow you all the way to the core of this planet.”

      “A few miles in is all I ask.”

      Their banter made her happy. She glanced over at Heron, Clay, and Magridal, scurrying around to secure the airship, to see if they had heard it. It didn’t seem like they had, which was a pity.

      After her and Axel’s first day of fighting, followed by their night of passion, they had settled into an uneasy truce. She had spoken about her life in the forest. He had told her more about the politics with the monarchs that complicated his world.

      Both had skirted any discussion on Talon.

      Lynx hadn’t wanted to bring up Talon’s leadership of the alliance in the confined space of an airship with Axel’s—and now her—most important team members hearing every word. Axel was sure to fight her, and seeing a rift in the current alliance leadership would do nothing for the morale of their troops.

      For now, Axel was still the leader of the Pathfinder Alliance. Never again would she expose their arguments to public scrutiny. No matter how much they fought, in public, she and Axel had to present a united front. More than that, they had to appear as committed partners, whom mankind could trust to do what was best for the world—even if she had to bite her tongue off at the root to keep quiet when he made decisions she didn’t agree with. What they said and did to each other about leadership clashes in private was their business.

      Axel nudged her arm. “Take this. You don’t have to wear it, but make sure you have it at all times.”

      Bemused, Lynx took a strange-looking mask from him. Feeling like an idiot, she asked, “What’s it for?”

      “Gas. The biggest threat we face in here. Chad started something when he first used the stuff.” He jerked a thumb at the huge door blocking off all the natural light. “I had the entrances to the mines sealed with airtight doors. While we defend them, our weak points are the ventilation ducts. That’s where the Chenayans target. If they can poison the air, they poison us. The rest, as they say, would be history.”

      Heron patted a thick pipe attached to a humming box on the nearest wall. “We clean the air in the areas we live, and we have alarms—”

      He punched a red button.

      A piercing caterwaul had Lynx clasping her ears. Eyes clamped shut, she waited for the terrible screech to end. When the sound guttered, masks covered every face in the room except hers.

      “I get it. Mask on. What happens next?”

      The threat of poison gas didn’t help her claustrophobia one bit. Frantic fingers twirled her feathers and braids as the others stripped off their breathing apparatus and tossed the straps over their shoulders.

      “If you’re defending a doorway or vent, your commander will give you instructions. If you’re off duty, you stay where you are until the scrubbers kick in. Another alarm will sound the all clear.” This time Heron smacked a blue knob, and a different wail almost deafened Lynx.

      As soon as it stilled, Axel grabbed her and pulled her close to him. “As she will be with me, and I don’t defend doorways or vents, it won’t be a problem.”

      Lynx nodded her approval.

      He continued. “Chad and Jerawin have arranged a bit of a party for you.”

      That welcome party was supposed to be for Talon—the Dmitri boy every monarch in the Free Nations wanted to meet.

      “I told them we don’t have Nicholas with us, but they still want to meet you today.”

      “Excellent. We can tell them our plans for finding Talon.”

      Axel’s face lost all expression. He pointed to a wheeled contraption. “This way.”

      Battered and well traveled, it almost reminded her of the old steam plow at the cottage. Only the plow didn’t have two long-barreled guns, trailing ribbons of bullets, mounted on each side.

      Still, it was not much bigger than the plow, even though it had three benches designed to carry people. Lynx masked her surprise at their tatty, sagging appearance. The blue side-panels bore a faded Pathfinder Alliance emblem. She had not expected Axel’s army to use such dilapidated equipment, given the taxes he exacted from the Free Nations. It reminded her of the fractious monarchs who needed proof that the Son of Prophecy existed.

      She turned to Axel. “You haven’t forgotten to take me to the programmers to find Talon?”

      “Of course not.”

      Clay already stood at the controls of the strange vehicle. Coal from the hopper spilled onto the floor at his feet. The stack bellowed acrid smoke, adding a choking menace to the dark tunnel.

      Heron and Magridal sat on the bench behind him. The Trevenite beauty’s slender hand pulled Heron’s face down to hers. Magridal kissed Heron with such relish it shifted the knot of tension in Lynx’s stomach. She looked away to give them some privacy.

      Not that Magridal seemed worried about public displays of her passion for Heron.

      More stoic, Heron tended to endure her affection for a moment before pushing her away with a slightly bemused expression.

      Lynx was still to ask Clay about his love life.

      Axel had never spoken much about that even though he and Clay had lived together for years like brothers. It still felt unbelievable that the boy she had left behind in Norin was now a man of thirty-one.

      Her father still ruled Norin with a piercing eye and a measured tone. With no interest in power, her brother, Wolf, happily waited in the wings, praying their father never died. Some years before, Axel had told her that the Winds had claimed her mother’s spirit. She had grieved for her loss, hating Lukan even more for robbing her of years she could have spent with her family.

      “Today, people,” Clay called at Lynx and Axel. He let a draft of steam escape from the whistle. “I have stuff to do that doesn’t include sitting around while you two geriatrics shuffle across here.” He glanced at the kissing pair. “Or listening to Magridal slobbering over Heron.”

      “Insolent pup!” Axel called back, but he smiled at Clay with affection.

      Heron pulled away from Magridal and clipped Clay on the side of his head.

      Clay laughed, a warm throaty sound that made Lynx want to laugh with him.

      Lynx knew that when Clay had first arrived in the mines, Axel had worked hard to instill proper military discipline into him.

      It had paid off; her brother was the soldier Axel always used when he needed a sharp-shooting assassin with a steady hand and a deadly eye.

      “A girl? Is that where you are itching to be?” Lynx asked Clay as she avoided Axel’s offer of help and, struggling with her broken wrist, hopped up onto the bench behind Heron.

      Everyone, including Clay, burst into laughter.

      Lynx blushed again. “Um . . . did I say something wrong?”

      “There are fungi growing on the walls of this mine who have better luck with women than Clay does,” Magridal spluttered through her laughter.

      Clay shrugged, his face twisted into a resigned smile. “I keep telling them, my other half is still out there somewhere. I just have to—”

      “Find her!” Axel, Heron, and Magridal all said in unison as if they knew exactly what was coming.

      Lynx couldn’t prevent a stab of jealousy that they knew each other so well.

      Another self-deprecating smile from Clay. “Axel and Lynx are together. Sort of. Who saw that coming? You all mock! My girl is out there. I just hope we don’t fight as much as our two leaders. That would be depressing.”

      Axel frowned. “Lynx and I had shock-induced teething problems.” He took her hand. “Those are now behind us, and we are a team. One in purpose.”

      Lynx smiled, pleased that Axel felt the same way about appearing united, even if she wasn’t sure he knew yet how much their purpose probably differed.

      “Right,” Clay said, as if he too had doubts. He shot the vehicle down the passage before Lynx had even settled herself properly on the seat. A wheel hit a bump, and she would have tumbled right off if Axel hadn’t been holding her.

      “Clay,” Axel groused. “Break this antique, and I’ll shove your ass up an air vent for the Chenayans to use as target practice.” He turned to Lynx. “I don’t know why we let him drive. He’s a complete maniac behind the controls.”

      Lynx snatched on the word antique. “It is rather old, isn’t it? I expected something fancier—more like the Light-Bearer and that smart sliding door.”

      “I told him putting you in this wreck was a bad idea,” Clay said, “but the lug-head didn’t listen.”

      Not wanting to distract Clay’s attention from the track, Lynx looked at Axel for an explanation.

      He bit his lip, appearing to Lynx a trifle embarrassed. He leaned in and whispered, “I wanted to ease your transition by using a steam-powered vehicle like the ones you were used to. I sent a message to the commander of my transport division to resuscitate this old relic.”

      She gaped at him. “So you don’t use steam anymore?”

      What kind of alliance leader was she if she didn’t know fundamental things like that?

      He barked a cough at the grit and eye-watering smoke. “Why would we?” He waved at the walls. “We sit on the world’s biggest supplies of ice crystal. That powers everything now.”

      Lynx squeezed his hand, touched that he cared enough to worry about such a simple thing to make her happy. But it was also a lesson learned: She should err on the side of caution before making assumptions until she had a better idea of how things worked around here. A point driven home by her utter disorientation in the dark. The only light came from two headlamps on the carrier and she had no idea in which direction they were going. For all she knew, she could have been careening through a distant planet.

      It was only Axel’s warm hand around hers that grounded her.

      But what lurked in the dark? Considering this was still hotly contested territory, how did they know it was safe? It occurred to her to say, “I don’t have a weapon. Are we likely to meet any Chenayans?”

      Axel shook his head. “Unlikely. This is the Pathfinder home base. The last time the Chenayans broke through here was about three years ago. They captured a group of my programmers. Caused bloody havoc for us when our systems started getting hacked soon afterward. We’ve tightened things up a lot since then.” He gestured at the guns to the right and left of her. “It’s why we travel with weapons.”

      “Did you get your people back?”

      “No, although we looked.” Axel’s face hardened. “My people don’t wear ice crystals.”

      Lynx nodded, missing the weight of a blade at her side. “I would like a crossbow.”

      At least Axel had the decency not to laugh; it was more than she could say for the rest of them.

      “What?” Lynx demanded.

      “No one in Treven uses crossbows anymore, Lynxie,” Axel reminded. “It’s all guns now.”

      A flush of red scorched her face.

      “We use short-barreled rifles,” Heron said, “because they are easier to wield in the tight spaces. But Lukan’s troops use full-length rifles. Everything has to be bigger and better for him, no matter how impractical. I guess he thinks it shows the world he has big testicles.”

      “No one is fooled,” Clay added. “We all know he’s got raisins in that department.”

      Lynx snorted a laugh.

      “I’m not taking any chances on the size of Lukan’s testicles,” Axel replied. “First thing we’ll do when your wrist is mended is get you up and shooting. I want you to be able to protect yourself.”

      “I’ll teach her,” Clay offered. “I’m the best, after all.”

      “And the most modest.” Heron thunked Clay on the back of the head again.

      “Yeah. That, too.” Clay looked back with a smile. “Makes me ideal for the job.”

      “As much as I hate to encourage him, Clay is right,” Axel said in a commanding voice. “There’s a reason I use him as my assassin.”

      “The boss has spoken. Lynx will get her lessons from the modest one.”

      Axel turned to Lynx. “Selling Clay’s excellent marksmanship to the monarchs to solve their political conflicts without overt war is another way I make money for the alliance. Trust me, your brother’s services don’t come cheaply.”

      Clay grinned while both Heron and Magridal shrugged.

      Lynx loved the idea of training with her little brother. The last time they had spent any time together, she had been training him for his egg raid. She leaned in to kiss Axel on the cheek.

      He twisted his head, briefly hooking her lip with his teeth. He broke away laughing. “We’re as bad as Magridal and Heron, and I never thought I’d live to say that.”

      “You should be so lucky.” Magridal made a grab for Heron.

      Heron dodged her. “Later, woman,” he growled.

      Despite all she had lost, the threat of war, and her son still being in Lukan’s grasp, a part of Lynx glowed with happiness to be part of Axel’s world. She rested her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes, letting him cushion the worst of the rocking as Clay pushed the carrier over the rough ground.

      When they finally arrived, Lynx looked around in astonishment. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find at the programmers, but it wasn’t dozens of palm-sized informas hovering in the air in a dimly lit cavern.

      Even more odd, all their operators, clad in the now-familiar black fatigues with the Pathfinder emblem, hardly looked out of their teens. The hues of their skin reflected the widest diversity the planet could offer. They sat in individual metal constructs. The rugged rubber wheels suggested the contraptions could move. Lines of text flickered in the air before their faces. Some of them muttered softly into mouthpieces attached to their heads. Baffling shapes, images, and streams of words, bright in the near darkness, shifted and morphed in the air.

      “Since we lost all those other programmers to Lukan, we keep it all mobile,” Axel said, gesturing to the constructs. “The ice crystal powers dynamos. Top speed, twenty miles an hour. Not a bad achievement, given the terrain.”

      Heron grinned at Lynx. “We don’t let Clay anywhere near them. Last time he tried, he crashed over a precipice. We still call that part of the mine Clay’s Drop.”

      “Took about two days to extract him,” Magridal added. “The boss wasn’t half angry.”

      Clay rubbed his leg ruefully. “I didn’t walk properly for months. Not that he cared.” He shot a scowl at Axel, but even with his scars, his impish face hadn’t been designed to look truly surly. A boyish smile soon followed. “The bugger still sent me off to kill people for cash.”

      “Someone had to pay to replace the equipment,” Axel replied, showing no remorse.

      Lynx smiled knowingly at their banter. They helped her feel comfortable with a world she knew nothing about.

      She pointed at the programmers. “It all looks very—official. Am I the only person left in the Free Nations who knows nothing about all this?”

      A tender smile from Axel. “They know, sort of, that technology exists, but it hasn’t affected most people’s lives. They still live pretty much like they always did.” He nodded at the programmers. “We have to train up the youngsters who come knocking on our door, wanting to change the world.”

      Heron walked over to a swarthy girl with a striking face, who probably originally hailed from Kartania, where she and Tao had tried to flee in their disastrous escape attempt that saw them banished to the forest.

      “Adar, your weapon screen.”

      The girl—Adar—looked up at him, saluted, and then spoke into her voice-piece. The lines in front of her changed into a complex graphic. Heron studied it, clearly understanding exactly what it all meant, even though to Lynx, it was gibberish. Yet another reason to be humble and accept Axel’s leadership with grace.

      She sensed Axel watching her and turned to him.

      “Heron heads up my ground forces here in Treven. It’s his job to ensure Lukan’s guardsmen never breach the doors or vents. He does that with Adar’s help. She keeps track of every single rifle employed by every single one of Lukan’s troops in Treven.”

      Lynx’s eyes widened to bursting point. “Winds! How does she do that? It must be thousands of weapons.”

      “Forty-four thousand seven hundred and seventeen guardsmen at the last count,” Heron called over to her. “But we expect that to rise substantially now that you are here.” He turned back to Adar’s picture.

      Lynx looked expectantly at Axel. “Explain.”

      “Even though Lukan is short of ice crystal, he and Felix fit each of their rifles with a chip. It’s linked to a program my father calls One Weapon, One Bullet. In theory, no one armed with a Chenayan rifle can fire off a round without approval from Lukan. In practice, the ice crystal in the rifle sends a signal to Felix’s program. It will either authorize the shot or shut the weapon down. We find it very useful for keeping track of Chenayan troop movement.”

      She couldn’t resist a coy smile. “Surely that means they are not as powerful as you think they are?”

      Axel didn’t return her smile. He whispered so only she would hear. “I might have my doubts about Dmitri, Lynx, but after years of this circus, I know that, without Nicholas’s face on the flag, we will never tip the scale. Lukan is too paranoid, Felix too evil, and the empire too rich in expendable men.”

      Axel stalked across the room to a gangly young man—a Trevenite, given his blood-red colored hair and freckled skin. “Red, bring up the Cian grid. I am looking for a specific signal.”

      A crisp salute, which Axel acknowledged. “You have a serial number for me, Warlord?”

      “No.”

      Red’s eyes flickered, but he spoke Axel’s command into his informa.

      Within seconds, a galaxy of slowly pulsing lights burst onto the air before Lynx.

      “Welcome to Cian—as seen from the world of ice crystals,” Red drawled. “Over seven hundred thousand of the bastards, last time I ran a census program.”

      That many people? And that was just in the capital. What about the rest of the Heartland?

      Lynx’s stomach knotted so tight she thought she might actually vomit.

      She clutched her abdomen and staggered back, realizing for the first time the enormity—the impossibility—of ever finding her son. The temptation to surrender to despair was overwhelming.

      She fought it.

      “How do we even begin to look for him?” She struggled to keep her voice even.

      “We look for anomalies.” Red peered at her with earnest eyes. “A crystal that isn’t behaving like the herd. Maybe it doesn’t move beyond certain parameters. Maybe it regularly visits locations red-dotted by the Chenayans as trouble spots. From there, it’s a process of elimination.” He rubbed a red haze of stubble on his jaw. “On the scale you’re talking about—a whole city—it becomes a bit hit or miss unless you have intelligence operatives on the ground to verify the findings.” He glanced at Magridal, and Lynx remembered that Heron’s other half headed up Axel’s espionage department.

      Magridal shrugged. “Not enough to cover every population center in the Heartland, which is where we will have to spread our search to be effective.”

      Red nodded. “A serial number linked to a name helps.”

      Lynx turned to Axel in despair. “You were right. This could take a lifetime.” She massaged her suddenly aching temples.

      “A dozen lifetimes wouldn’t be enough.” The finality in Axel’s voice was crushing. “Felix will never let us find Nicholas’s signal.”

      “So what do we do?” Lynx pointed at the throbbing lights. “I had such hope.”

      “I know. Even though we tried to explain it to you, you asked to see this, and I won’t withhold anything from you ever again, especially not about Nicholas.” Axel saluted Red and took Lynx’s arm, leading her back into the passage. When they were out of earshot of the programmers, he whispered, “This is where Stefan comes in.”

      Lynx waited for him to explain.

      When he spoke, she had to lean in to hear him. “Someone always knows something. And people eventually talk. They always do. I may be a Chenayan pariah, but Stefan isn’t. He has spies in the palace who listen to all the gossip. They report it to him, and he tells me. We meet every month at a hot spring under his bedchamber for a family picnic. That is honestly our only chance of finding our boy.”

      Lynx closed her eyes to keep out the crushing dark. In her heart, she knew Axel was right—and it gave her no hope.

      Talon was one subject Lukan would not tolerate anyone ever mentioning.

      Like Axel with his monarchs, she had no idea what to say, to do, or to think. Never in all her existence had she experienced such despair.

      “Come on,” Axel said, canting his head toward a nimble, two-seater carrier parked near the programmers. This one didn’t have a smoke stack, so she assumed it was one of his fancy new ones. “I want to show you something.”

      Still disillusioned, Lynx swallowed and nodded. They drove back down the passage, and she closed her eyes, trying to shut out melancholy thoughts. They had not gone much farther when Axel stopped.

      Lynx opened her eyes. The tunnel appeared no different than any other they had traveled through. Axel offered Lynx his hand, and she let him help her down. He walked with her into the darkness down another opening she had not noticed. The blackness cloyed at her as visions of the roof and walls crashing around her closed in. She forced herself to breathe.

      She was about to remind Axel he had promised to protect her from her biggest monster—the dark—when he pulled a flashlight out of his pocket.

      She hissed a sigh of relief when a shaft of light drove back the walls—and all her terrors.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They walked in silence for a couple of minutes. In the pale light, she sensed rather than saw the rock widening around her.

      Axel lifted his flashlight, fanning the light against the ceiling.

      Lynx gasped.

      In every direction, colored flares danced. Green, blue, red, milky-white, amber—she had never seen anything so beautiful. She broke away from him and walked to a green stalactite almost as long as she was tall. Reverently, she trailed a finger up the gleaming stone.

      “Ice crystal?”

      “I once promised that I would free you, and when I did, I’d bring you to an ice crystal cavern so beautiful it would take your breath away.” His wistful smile faded. “I am just sorry it took so long . . . and isn’t under better circumstances.”

      Lynx turned slowly to face him. “It’s more beautiful than I ever could have imagined.” She paused, twirling her hair, then decided to speak her mind. “I never really believed you would rescue me from the forest. Not with a chunk of this rock in my neck.” She looked back at the gleaming stone. “It seems . . . diabolical to use something so exquisite for such evil.”

      Axel was silent for a moment. “Do you know what you are to me, Lynx?”

      She considered for a second and then again said exactly what she felt. “I am your queen and your paramour.”

      Axel chuckled. “Close, but not entirely accurate.” He stepped into her personal space and fixed her with his gold-flecked brown eyes. “You are the reason I head this alliance. It is for you that I send out men to die in these mines.”

      A chill swept through Lynx. She locked her arms around her chest to contain it.

      “I have fought for nigh on seventeen years to free you from Lukan. Done unimaginable things in that time to bring you back to me. Winds have mercy on my soul.” A heavy pause. “But it was worth it to have you at my side.”

      “And in all that time I have wanted nothing more than to be with you. To be your queen and your paramour.” Lynx ran her fingers across Axel’s lips, and he kissed her hand. “While fighting at your side.”

      “But that’s the problem. You aren’t at my side. You don’t trust me. Not to rescue you. Not to do what’s best for Nicholas. You’re fighting me every step of the way. Why can’t you accept that I have been doing this warlord stuff for a long time? I understand this world better than you do.”

      Lynx flinched. “I am well aware that I have much to learn, but I also have strengths I can bring to our partnership. I’m Talon’s mother. I know him well. I’ve spent years dealing with Dmitri. We talked often. I understand better than anyone on this planet how the curse works.”

      “I get that. But right now, the alliance doesn’t need a mother.”

      Lynx’s hackles rose. Did he disregard her other assets?

      “We need a leader who can go with me to negotiate with the monarchs. We have to break the news to them that we don’t have a Light-Bearer to—”

      “Yet,” Lynx interrupted. “I’m not giving up hope.”

      Axel sighed. “This is what I’m talking about. I’m doing everything in my power to find him. But we have to be realistic. It will take time. And the monarchs need answers now. Starting with Chad and Jerawin.”

      Lynx folded her arms. “Chad and Jerawin are our closest allies. They don’t need persuading.”

      “Even they are craving a meeting with Nicholas.” Axel ran his hands over his face. “Have you any idea of what they and their people have suffered? The surviving Trevenites live like moles in the ground, and have done for almost two decades, while the Chenayans roam their country like it’s their own. And after the invasion of Lapis, Lukan sent in his priestesses to”—Axel made air quotes—“’convert’ the people to the Dragon. Countless Lapisians died fighting them off. Jerawin and his surviving court now maintain a tiny foothold in their own country. It’s only thanks to our troops that they aren’t overrun there, too. These people have paid a huge price, Lynx. Nicholas was their reward.”

      Lynx shifted, feeling guilty that she only ever saw her own suffering. “No one is sorrier than I that we don’t have him with us.”

      “I know.” Axel grazed her face with his knuckles, making her shiver with want for him. “Chad and Jerawin will understand. But will you please leave the negotiations with the other monarchs to me when we go and see them? Which we must.”

      Lynx became wary. “What do you intend to tell them?”

      “Right now, I admit I have no idea. But I know whatever I end up saying will be well reasoned, unemotional, and effective. I’ve lived through uncertainty with them before, and I’ve always managed to bring them back on board. I will do it again this time. But I need to know you are on my side.”

      Lynx twirled her hair and braids. “Do you want to know what I think—what my understanding of the Dmitri Curse tells me?”

      “Of course.” He gestured to a slab of ice crystal. “Let’s sit.”

      It was a tight squeeze, but Lynx decided that was probably good. Being in contact with each other’s skin would hopefully keep them both calm while she broke the bad news to him about the leadership of the alliance. “I know we will find Talon. That is the first thing we must tell them. Then we lay out our intended training plan for him, so they can see he will be a capable warrior that men will want to follow into battle. When we find him, we start that training.”

      Axel’s eyebrows twitched again, a sure sign that he didn’t agree with her.

      She pushed on regardless. “When he’s ready, you and I, and the other alliance leaders, need to stand down and let him steer the Pathfinder Alliance to victory.”

      Axel stared at her for a long moment. “Have you listened to anything I’ve been saying?”

      Lynx’s temper flared at his patronizing tone. “What do you think?”

      “No. Because if you had, you would have heard that they want solutions now. Not in a few years, when we’ve found and then trained a boy with no education, military or otherwise, on how to strategize and lead a campaign to bring down the strongest, biggest, deadliest empire this world has ever seen.”

      Lynx jumped up. “Dmitri believes he can do it.”

      “Then Dmitri is a fool.” Axel’s nostrils flared with anger. He shot up to face her. “I’ve been on both sides. I was a Chenayan general, with access to all their hardware, their battle plans, their ice crystal. And now I’ve fought against them for almost two decades. I know what we are dealing with. And I’m sorry, but blind faith just isn’t going to cut it. Not with me. Not with the monarchs. Not with the men we lead in battle.”

      “Blind faith? Is that what you call it?” Lynx grabbed the front of his uniform and yanked him toward her. “How do you think Norin survived Chenayan domination for four hundred years? You once sent men into my camp to kill my people. Did that stop us? No! We fought on. We survived against impossible odds. Talon will do the same.”

      It was only when she’d stopped yelling at him that she saw how pale Axel had become. She bit her lip, aware that by mentioning those killings, so many years ago, she’d crossed a line. She stammered, “I—I’m sorry.”

      Axel stepped away from her, taking the light with him. “Lynx, while we are at such cross-purposes, I cannot even begin to conceive of taking you with me to see the monarchs.”

      She shifted from one foot to another. Why had she been so stupid to throw that old history at him?

      “I get that.” She clutched at her braid. “I know how important a united front is.”

      “Yes. Without that, our enemies will be on us like wolves. They will tear us apart.”

      She grabbed his arm. “I really am sorry.”

      “I know.” But his expression didn’t soften.

      Regret raging through her bloodstream, Lynx whispered, “What do you want me to do in the meantime?”

      He shrugged. “Train with Clay.” He paused, looking immeasurably sad. “And then I suppose Heron can fit you into a platoon.”

      Guarding doorways and vents.

      She wanted to argue but knew she had brought this on herself. Axel had been gentle when he pointed out how much her marriage to Lukan had hurt him. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how she would have felt if he had shouted that admission at her. So, how could she have tossed his past crime so cruelly at him, especially when he had spent so many years fighting in these mines to atone for those deaths? When would she stop letting her anguish over Talon cloud her judgment?

      “I will tell Heron to announce that you are using the opportunity to acquaint yourself with the mine and how our systems work.” Even now, he tried to cover for her.

      She nodded. “I will think on everything you’ve said about Talon.”

      “That’s all I ask. I will delay the visit to the monarchs for as long as I can. Hopefully, we will soon find agreement.” He held out his hand to her.

      Lynx took it but stopped at the archway. “We will make this work, won’t we?”

      Axel gave her a wan smile. “No marriage I know of is without its problems. And we have the added challenge of leadership.”

      Lynx whispered, “You do know that I am still married to Lukan?”

      Axel snorted. “The hell you are. You now live in my world, where I—we—make the laws. I once asked you to marry me over my hand axe, and you said yes. Is your answer still yes?”

      “Of course.”

      His lips claimed hers, demanding, hungry, and uncompromising.

      She kissed him back, knowing her need was just as intense.

      He broke away from her. “Then I am now your husband, Lynx. Designed by the Winds to drive you crazy—in every sense of the word.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he took her hand and led her back to the carrier. “Come, we need to meet with Chad and Jerawin.”

      Lynx hopped in, trying to gather her uneasy thoughts on how she’d tell them that, instead of the Son of Prophecy to inspire the Pathfinder Alliance, they would now have to make do with his mother.
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      Drip.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      The same drip.

      Endless. Grinding. Killing.

      If only dripping water could kill.

      Talon stomped his foot to drive out those negative thoughts. So, it was dark and wet? The dark had never worried him. Why would it, when he had always seen the world in black, white, and gray?

      And a bit of a drip? Well, it focused his thoughts. And the only thing he’d been thinking about since his last, failed escape attempt was getting out.

      The trouble had been his body. After running from Morass, he had been too sick and too dizzy to do much else but lie in a heap. Who knew how long he had drifted in and out of consciousness? He clutched his head. It still throbbed. But it always did, even though the cut had started to heal.

      He was tired of languishing. Frail and sick as he was, it was time to get moving again if he was ever to escape to find his mother. So, before the gray light from the hole in the wall vanished today, he had to have searched every inch of his cell for weakness, cracks in the stone, or other possible ways of escape.

      To block out his headache, he imagined a tune full of triumph and strength. He stumbled to the wall opposite the gray light. Walking any faster made his head want to fall off his shoulders. He resisted the urge to groan at his pain. After his fight with Morass, he had resolved never to speak again. Not until he was free, because expressing his thoughts and feelings would give Morass power.

      Happily, he was tall, and if he reached up with his arms, he could cover a fair bit of the stonework. He sensed rather than knew that the ceiling in here was high. That meant some areas he couldn’t reach. He tried not to feel despondent about that.

      Methodically, as if he were cleaning the windows in the cottage—Mom had made him clean windows every month, a job he had hated, but now would give anything to be doing—he rubbed every inch of the wall. His fingers dipped into crevices and chinks in the moldy cement, but none promised escape without tools. Tools he didn’t have. All he had were his fingernails, and he would have no trouble wearing his nails down to the quick, scraping away the cement, if it meant he could escape.

      As he worked, he noted possible places where the mortar was weakest. As it happened, all those spots were on the back wall, opposite the steel door, closest to the drip. That had to mean something. Tomorrow, he would start gouging the cement out . . .

      Just like I took out Morass’s eye.

      He shuddered at the memory.

      Since the attack, Morass hadn’t entered the room again.

      Talon grinned. I won.

      It felt better to think that rather than to admit to his panic that the steel door may never open again.

      He frowned the debilitating thought away. He didn’t need the door to open; he would find his own way out of here.

      The gray light had almost faded when footsteps thudded outside the door.

      Morass. The steel flap flicked open, and something tumbled through onto the floor.

      The smell of potato mushed with cabbage wafted across to Talon.

      Dinner.

      He grimaced. Eating made him sick, and he couldn’t afford to be sick. Not when he had so much to do to escape. He would eat the mush later. If he felt less nauseous.

      “You will never get out of there, Nicholas,” a voice spoke into his head—

      just like they were his own thoughts, except they weren’t. “Eat your meal and forget about ever escaping.”

      Talon flinched. He would never think in Lukan’s hateful voice. Or, at least, that was what the voice sounded like.

      Talon looked around, trying to see where the sound came from, but, of course, that was pointless, given the dark. He reached out with his other senses, especially his ears, but heard and felt no one in the room with him.

      So where had Lukan’s voice come from? And how did the bastard know Talon hadn’t eaten his mush? Or that he had spent the day searching for a way out?

      Mom and Uncle Tao had said that Lukan’s eyes and ears were everywhere. Was this what they meant? Was Lukan able to see him in the dark when Talon, whose eyes were designed for the dark, saw nothing? Did Lukan have monster powers like Morass did?

      And this is the man Dmitri wants me to destroy!

      Talon slumped against the wall. Not only was it insane to even consider such an impossible plan, but his own weakness, compared to Morass’s and Lukan’s obvious strength, left Talon depressed.

      “I’m glad you grasp the challenge, Nicholas,” Lukan said. “You will never destroy me. Just like you will never escape this cell.”

      Lukan could even read his thoughts!

      Talon crumpled to the floor in shock and terror.

      How did he plan anything—an escape? a revolution?—if Lukan knew exactly what he was thinking?

      Arms wrapped around his aching head, he didn’t want to acknowledge how desolate he felt. His jaw clenched, and he sat up straight. If Mom were here, she’d say he wore his stubborn look.

      She’d be right. No one, no matter what they said in his head, was going to stop him escaping. Mustering all his defiance, he thought angrily, Go to hell, Lukan. You don’t control me.

      He staggered to his feet and carried on searching for chinks in the wall until the light from the hole faded into night.
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      Axel pulled his nimble, two-seater vehicle to a halt outside the brightly lit stone archway leading into the cave under Stefan’s bedchamber. King Chad and King Jerawin awaited him and Lynx there. Stefan and Malika, too.

      After placating his two royal friends, he hoped to take Stefan aside to enlist his support in finding Nicholas. As close as he was to Chad and Jerawin, he didn’t want them knowing how hopeless finding Nicholas really was.

      He offered Lynx his hand to help her down and was surprised to see her biting her lip. His Lynxie, nervous?

      “You okay?”

      She grabbed his hand. “I know it’s stupid, but I never was any good around kings and emperors.”

      Axel smiled. “Right. You intimidated the hell out of them.”

      “On my good days.”

      “You underestimate yourself, Lynx.” Axel pulled her next to him. “Now come, let’s not keep them waiting.”

      He led her through the archway into a humid cavern. A pool of dark water sparkled in the center of the luminous space.

      The first person he saw was Malika. He smiled self-deprecatingly when his sister blatantly ignored him, although it had been some weeks since he’d seen her.

      “Lynx!” Malika squealed, running across the smooth stone floor toward her. She pulled Lynx into a hard embrace. “I am so happy to see you and so sad to hear about Tao and Nicholas.” Malika pulled back to look at Lynx through soulful brown eyes.

      “Thank you. Tao’s loss has been very hard, but I am confident we will find Talon. Soon, too.”

      Axel rubbed his chin, still unable to comprehend her overwhelming confidence that Nicholas would be speedily found, despite all the evidence to the contrary.

      And then to think they could mold the boy into a general men would follow into battle? That was about as likely as finding Nicholas in the first place.

      Winds knew, now that he had Lynx to share his time and energy with, he had no problem standing down as warlord of the alliance, but a man had to be realistic. No one would follow a callow youth into battle. The best the alliance could hope for was to put Nicholas’s face on a flag for the army to march behind.

      But, of course, Lynx couldn’t see that. In fact, she could see little else beyond her raging need to get Nicholas back, no matter the cost in men and resources. An emotion evinced by her cruel reminder of his past actions in Norin. More pragmatic and level-headed, that wasn’t how Axel waged war. Of any kind.

      “Your arm!” Malika prodded Lynx’s broken arm.

      “The downside of wrestling with the Lord of the Rack—six weeks of immobility.”

      Malika gulped. “Morass? Lynx, you are one of kind.” She grabbed Lynx’s other hand from Axel. “Come, we obviously have two kings and a count waiting to meet you, but all that can wait.” She waved at Stefan, Jerawin, and Chad standing at attention opposite the pool. The only one she would know was Stefan.

      Understandably, Lynx smiled at Stefan first. Axel’s friend was even grayer than he had been when she had seen him last, but instead of looking old, the silver gave Stefan a quiet, distinguished air.

      If Axel was the fire in the alliance, then Count Stefan Zarot, Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest, was the ice—the rock on which the alliance built much of its intelligence.

      Lynx seemed surprised when Stefan smiled back. Probably because Stef wasn’t known for showing emotion.

      Tall, ginger-haired, King Chad stood on one side of Stefan. He nodded at Lynx with approval.

      Dressed in a flowing green cotton kaftan, with a yellow sun, two moons, and an array of stars tattooed onto his blue-inked face, King Jerawin beamed at her as if she were a long-lost relation.

      After Axel’s defection, Lukan had sent an invading force to Lapis. The lowland parts of the country bordering the sea had quickly been swallowed up into the empire. That left the highlands, which had remained firmly in the hands of the alliance. Jerawin continued to snub Lukan by maintaining a small court in Oldfort, once a small mountain town in Lapis, now the citadel of his government in exile.

      Before Lynx opened her mouth to greet anyone, Malika dragged her in front of Axel’s nephews and niece. Sebastian, a good-looking lad who reminded Axel of Stefan at that age, was a little older than Nicholas. His brother, Dominic, was a tad younger, and precious little Ivana was nine.

      Despite overtly supporting Lukan, Stefan had been insistent at his children’s births that none of them be embedded with ice crystal gemstones next to their eyes. Being in Treven had helped, so none of the three wore stones.

      “Sebastian, Dominic, and Ivana, this is Lynx,” Malika enthused. “She’s the reason we live here in Treven. She’s the reason you’re free from the confines of the palace, unlike your poor cousins. She’s the reason you’re safer than any children in the empire.”

      Three sets of big brown eyes stared with open admiration at Lynx. Then the children bowed.

      Lynx blushed. “Malika, really! I had nothing to do with any of that.”

      Stefan’s big hand dropped onto her shoulder. “You sell yourself short. Do you really think Axel would have formed the Pathfinder Alliance if Lukan hadn’t imprisoned you?”

      Axel couldn’t resist a smile that Stefan had echoed his own words to Lynx.

      Lynx smiled back at Axel and then at Stefan. “So Axel tells me. It’s good to see you again, Stef.”

      “You too, Lynx.” Stefan nodded at his children. “Head off upstairs until the picnic is served.”

      The two boys obeyed without murmur, but Ivana ran across to Axel, grabbed a hug and a kiss, and then scampered off after her brothers. Her affection made his heart sing.

      Stefan took Lynx’s elbow and turned her to face the kings. They bowed to her.

      Lynx’s blush threatened to consume her face.

      Axel smiled derisively. “See, I told you. You worried for nothing.”

      He rescued her from Stefan and pulled her toward him. She leaned into him, almost as if she needed support. That surprised him, but he wrapped his arm around her and gave her a reassuring squeeze.

      King Jerawin bowed his head over his tented fingers. “Empress Lynx, I am deeply sorry about the loss of your son. If there is anything we”—he gestured at King Chad—“can do, you only need ask.”

      Lynx smiled her thanks. “As I have already said, I have every confidence that we will soon find him.” She turned to Axel. “Isn’t that right?”

      In the interest of keeping his allies happy, Axel nodded. “Of course. There’s no doubt about that.” He turned to Stefan. “I need to speak to you. Your help may be needed.”

      “Then it’s just as well that I have some news,” Stefan said dryly. “Felix contacted me. He wants to cut a deal. About Nicholas.” He gestured to benches craved out of stone, made comfortable with brightly colored cushions. “Sit, and I will explain.”

      Axel’s entire body stiffened at the mention of his father’s name. Untrustworthy Felix Avanov was the last person in the world he wanted to negotiate with. But pragmatist that Axel was, he forced himself to relax as he sat: Felix was also potentially the best person to talk to about Nicholas as he was the one who had embedded the boy and then imprisoned him. Whatever happened with their negotiations, Axel intended to walk away from the deal with far more than his estranged father got out of it.

      Lynx sat next to him, twitching impatiently as the others picked their seats and then got comfortable.

      Axel leaned in to whisper, “Patience, my love.” He added, gravely, “Please leave negotiating with Felix to me.”

      Lynx frowned, and for a second, he thought she’d argue, but she nodded and whispered, “You know what my goals are, right?”

      “You have made them abundantly clear.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Then you have the floor.”

      Stefan pulled out his informa. He held it up. “Can I call him up?”

      “I have no desire to commune with that snake.” Chad’s furrowed face spoke his hatred of seventeen years of Chenayan occupation of his land. This very chamber under the palace, with its hot-spring-fed swimming pool, had once been his, before the Chenayan invasion. Now he visited as an invited guest, who slunk in and out of his old home under the shadow of secrecy.

      “Me neither,” King Jerawin added, “but I would like to hear what the bastard is offering.”

      “Fine. We keep you out of the picture.” Axel nodded at Stefan. “Call him up.”

      Lynx’s fingernails dug into Axel’s hand as Stefan fiddled with his informa.

      A flicker of light, and Felix burst into the air in front of Stefan. Instead of his usual hideous green cloak, Felix wore a hideous green dressing gown. It was the small hours of the morning in Cian. He looked paler and older than he had at the cottage.

      Axel felt no pity for the conniving scoundrel.

      From the pictures of Malika and her family behind him—Axel’s face was conspicuous by its absence—it looked like he was in his private quarters.

      Felix cleared his throat noisily. “Stefan, my son. I am glad for this opportunity to meet with you. I take it you have discussed my offer with my other son and the empress?”

      “Welcome, Father,” Malika said.

      A smile melted Felix’s face. “Malika! I did not expect you. How are my dear grandchildren?”

      “We’re not here to exchange pleasantries,” Axel said.

      “Axel! Even better.” Felix’s eyes darted around, but with the camera facing Stefan, he would not have seen Axel. “Perhaps you would step in front of the informa.”

      Axel remained at Lynx’s side. “Make your offer.”

      An expressionless pause from Felix. He slowly lifted his hand with two severed fingers and clasped his dressing gown with the remainder of his digits.

      Making a point?

      If so, Axel felt no remorse.

      “So be it. Axel, as Stefan will have informed you, I have hinted over the past months that Lukan is planning something that will have a grave impact on us all.”

      Another pause. Did Felix expect a comment?

      When none was forthcoming, he continued. “I would love to tell you exactly what that is, but as I said at the cottage, I have to protect your mother. By giving you Lynx, I have bought us some time. With your help—”

      King Jerawin chose that moment to sneeze. He threw up is hands, his face contorted in a universal sign of apology.

      Felix’s cunning eyes scanned across the image. “Stefan. Axel. When are you going to introduce me to the rest of the people in that chamber?”

      The Lapisian king looked pained at being the cause of the interruption.

      Instead of being irritated by it, Axel was pleased. He suspected—hoped—Felix would cut the link. That would give him a moment to speak to Stefan about this so-called threat. Once he had Stefan’s answers, he would call Felix back.

      As Felix clearly wanted something, hence the call, Axel didn’t doubt that the man would be standing by.

      “They are of no concern to you,” Axel replied to Felix.

      “Then I cannot negotiate. Good day, Axel.”

      “No. Wait.” Lynx leaped to her feet just as Felix’s image flickered and died. She slapped her forehead. “He knows where Talon is.”

      Axel frowned at her. “I know that, and I’m handling it. But first I need to know what threats Felix is warning us of.”

      She sat and folded her hands in her lap. “Sorry. I—”

      “No words needed.” Axel squeezed her hand and turned to Stefan. “You attend High Council meetings. Have you heard any mutterings that corroborate this disaster Felix keeps hinting at?”

      “Not a word. And I’ve been listening because Felix has been more insistent of late that Malika and the children spend more time at the palace. You know how much we all hate being there.”

      “I struggle to get the boys to go for the grandparents’ birthdays,” Malika added. “Let alone for an unscheduled visit in summer.”

      Face serious, King Chad asked, “So we can put it down to Felix’s usual scaremongering?”

      “It’s Felix’s style to blackmail people into doing what he wants,” Stefan said.

      Axel nodded. “Agreed. But as Lynx says, he knows where Nicholas is. Chad, Jerawin? Staying? Leaving?”

      “Spirits forbid it ever be said that the King of Treven is fearful of the Chenayan dog. If Jerawin stays, so do I.”

      Jerawin raised a hand. “It’s my fault this happened. I will reveal myself if it helps return the Light-Bearer to us.”

      Axel turned to Stefan. “No doubt Felix is waiting for me to capitulate. Get him back.”

      Within seconds Felix’s image reappeared.

      Axel took the informa from Stefan and tilted it around the room. “Stefan. Malika. Lynx. Chad. Jerawin. No one else. Now, what are you putting on the table?”

      If Felix was surprised to see the two kings, he didn’t show it.

      “Son, in essence, nothing you haven’t already heard. If Lukan is threatening my family, then I have no more use for him as emperor. But the old problem remains. He is protected by the Dmitri Curse, so we cannot kill him.”

      “Let Talon go, and he will take care of Lukan in a heartbeat,” Lynx interrupted.

      Axel smiled. “I’ll second that.”

      “Is that what you want for your son, Lynx? To be a murderer?” Felix demanded. “For that is what your Talon will have to become to get rid of Lukan.”

      “It would not be murder,” she said defensively. “He will merely be doing what he was born to do.”

      “He’s such a loving boy,” Felix soothed. “I always thought that while I watched him in your cottage. So gentle and caring. Respectful, too, of you and Tao. How long will that last if last if he has to bloody his hands?”

      “And being in prison isn’t going to change that innocence?” Lynx yelled.

      Lynx was allowing Felix to manipulate her emotions. Axel touched her arm, hoping to calm her; Felix would play havoc with her mind if she let him. She shivered with rage at Felix under his touch.

      “Of course it will change him. My dear, that is inevitable. The trouble is that you have expectations that cannot—”

      Axel interjected before Felix could continue his manipulation. “Is Nicholas awake?”

      “Yes, and showing a stubbornness of spirit that would leave even his mother breathless.”

      “It’s called character,” King Jerawin butted in. “A trait very ill-distributed amongst some of you Avanovs.”

      Pride infused Lynx’s face for her son.

      Felix leaned forward in his chair, his expression more open than Axel had ever seen.

      He instantly doubted Felix’s integrity.

      “My dear Lynx, Nicholas has shown no interest in the Dmitri Curse or in his role as savior of Chenaya. Another good reason why setting him on Lukan would not help us.”

      “He has other more important things to worry about. Like avoiding your torture. And I’m sure if you freed him, he’d have no trouble slitting both your and Lukan’s throats,” Lynx shot back.

      Felix’s maimed hand trailed to his neck. “Which is precisely why his release has to be carefully controlled.”

      Lynx hissed in a breath.

      Fearful of more manipulation, Axel tilted the informa to look at Felix. “Let me get this straight. You actually expect me to believe that you want to release Nicholas?”

      “Son, I want to negotiate all manner of things with you, the Light-Bearer being one of them.”

      “The slime ball hasn’t confirmed his intention to free Nicholas,” Lynx said pointedly.

      “Noted.” Axel squeezed her hand, just as pointedly. “Patience is running thin here, Felix. Get to the point.”

      “Very well. As a show of good faith, I am willing to give up my ice crystal dreams. Without a mass rollout of ice crystals, we no longer need to wage war in Treven. Chad can have his country back.” A mocking smile aimed at Axel. “And all those vermin troops you worry so much about can heave a sigh of relief. They will get to live out their pointless lives in peace.”

      Lynx shot forward in her seat. The atmosphere in the chamber changed from hostility to interest. Chad and Jerawin frowned, also leaning forward. Malika looked hopeful. Even Stefan raised an eyebrow.

      Only Axel remained unconvinced. He folded his arms. “Does Lukan know what you’re offering? He was the emperor, last time I checked.”

      “As Stefan can attest, the High Council has been murmuring for some time now that war has been too costly in lives and money.”

      Stefan nodded. “It’s hit their pockets, and I know they’d love to see it over.”

      “But is that enough to convince that moron Lukan?” Axel asked Stefan.

      “I think Lukan regretted killing my father. The High Council never forgave him for it.” Stefan’s voice dried. “Neither did I.”

      “He’s wary of the council,” Felix added. “With enough pressure from senior members, Lukan will bend.”

      Lynx—everyone—watched Axel as he watched Felix. How he wished he didn’t distrust his father so much. But what other option did he have but to run with this? Finally, he said, “Okay. So what do you want for this bending service?”

      Felix pulled out his handkerchief and took a moment to blow and wipe his nose and mouth. Then he took another few moments to stuff the grimy cloth back into his pocket. “You will agree to make peace with your family—including me, your father.”

      Axel shuddered at the prospect. “I am going to need much more than world peace if I am to befriend you. Nicholas must be released immediately, for starters.” He risked a derisive smile and fished for the truth behind Felix’s posturing. “And I don’t care how much pressure the High Council puts on Lukan, I can’t see him agreeing to that.”

      An impatient wave of Felix’s hand. “I offered sixteen years ago to have Morass arrest Lukan. You refused. That offer still stands. Our inglorious emperor can take Nicholas’s cell.”

      “Sixteen years ago, you wanted me to agree to genocide in exchange for that offer. I’m not yet convinced that your current offer doesn’t carry the same sting in its tail,” Axel replied.

      “Actually, Ax, when you know Felix, it all makes sense, in a weird, warped way.” Stefan shook his head at Felix. “You never change, do you?”

      Axel turned to Stefan, hoping he’d explain. And then understanding bloomed. He laughed at Felix. “Right. There were no willing heirs sixteen years ago that you could manipulate as regent. So, tell us, who rules Chenaya? Nicholas?” A caustic smile. “Or you?”

      “Crown Prince Grigor Avanov.”

      Lynx snorted her disgust. “What about Talon? The throne is rightfully his.”

      Even Stefan objected with a wave of his hand. “The princes are little better than wild animals. It will take a huge amount of effort to turn either of them into real leadership material.”

      Yet more untrained boys. Axel shook his head in despair that these three, almost useless, boys were all they had to work with.

      But this wasn’t the time to show his doubts. He fixed a determined expression. “But as he doesn’t want Grigor to be a leader, that serves him.”

      “In truth, Axel, Grigor is just young. Suitably malleable by someone with skill in such things.” Owl-like, Felix turned his head to look at Lynx. “Your son will be freed on condition that he leaves the empire.”

      “Leaves?” Lynx demanded. “Where would he go?”

      Felix placated, “And, of course, his mother will have freedom to travel anywhere to see him.”

      Lynx bristled. “Why can’t I live where my son lives?”

      Felix took a moment to smile. It looked disparaging. “I assume you will be living with my son. Here at the palace, with his entire family—including me, your new father-in-law.”

      Lynx grimaced.

      “Or do you not love him as much as he claims to love you?”

      Lynx blushed. “Of course I do.”

      Axel wasn’t willing to have these doubts spread. Lynx and he had conducted a private marriage ceremony in that ice crystal cavern. She would not have done that if she didn’t love him as much as he loved her.

      He stepped into the void of silence following Lynx’s outburst. “This is the weakness in your plan, isn’t it?”

      “What, that I doubt the empress loves you as much as you love her? That I doubt she will choose you over her son?”

      Tired of the manipulation, Axel held up both hands. “Lynx is my wife, and we will live where we choose, with our son, Nicholas.”

      Felix’s face darkened as he grasped that Axel hadn’t accepted his first condition.

      Before he could respond, Axel said, “Now, back to this poorly thought out plan of yours. Regardless of how you scheme with Grigor, the imperative of the Dmitri Curse remains. Nicholas will always be a threat to you. I don’t trust you to do anything other than to try to neutralize him.”

      Felix fixed Axel with a sharp eye. “Which brings me to the second part of what I want. Axel, regardless of where you live, you and Lynx must agree to prevent Nicholas developing delusions of grandeur. He is a forest boy who cannot even read or write. Don’t let him get ideas of governance in his head.”

      “But the curse—”

      “My dear Lynx, despite Axel’s claims to the contrary, Nicholas is Lukan’s son. And the wording of the curse is very clear. The Light-Bearer will destroy his emperor father and overthrow the empire. If Lukan is safe in jail, Nicholas will have no incentive to murder his cousin. Not unless you continue to set him up for it.”

      Axel glanced at Lynx for confirmation because she knew the curse better than anyone. But Lynx’s face gave nothing away.

      Felix added. “Even though my son seems unwilling to meet my simplest terms, as an act of my good faith, I will give you access to the data from the Final Word so you can monitor the Light-Bearer’s progress until he is freed.”

      Axel’s heart leaped. An audible gasp ran through the chamber. Lynx looked stunned.

      “The Final Word? In Nicholas’s neck? You will give us access to that?” Axel demanded.

      “The data on his health, yes. The ability to hear his thoughts, yes. His location, no. I have to keep some bargaining chips.”

      Axel couldn’t believe his ears. Just that alone was huge. Contact with Nicholas would make life easier for Lynx. And perhaps he could piece together where Nicholas was from the information streamed to them.

      Unable to keep the excitement from her voice, Lynx asked, “Can I speak with him?”

      Felix’s smile looked positively reptilian. “No. I don’t think having you communicate with the Light-Bearer would serve anything.”

      Lynx clenched her fists.

      As disappointed as he was, Axel brushed Lynx’s arm with a gentle finger. “While dubious of your motives, I accept your offer to have access to Nicholas. However, after a lifetime of dealing with you, it is not quite enough.”

      “Oh?” Felix shuffled in his seat, looking more startled than Axel had ever seen him. “What more can I possibly give you?”

      Axel considered quickly. He needed some way of verifying Felix’s intentions before he allowed anyone here to get their hopes up that Nicholas could soon be freed. Especially Lynx.

      He glanced at her, wondering if he should halt this meeting to share his thoughts with her. He decided against it. Either she trusted him, or she didn’t. If she didn’t, then her tenure guarding doors and vents would be a long one.

      “I want Meka. Call it a down payment. If you deliver him to my mines, I will agree to everything you propose. I’ll even come to your and Grigor’s coronation.”

      Felix swallowed, making his throat bob. “Meka? Why would you want him?”

      “My reasons, like most of what you haven’t told us, are my own. From what I know from Stefan, Lukan keeps both princes under lock and key. If you can spring Meka and deliver him here, I will believe that you have the ability—and the integrity—to release Nicholas into my care.”

      Felix steepled his remaining fingers. “This is no easy thing you ask.”

      Ah. The truth is finally coming out.

      “Now you know how excited I feel about making friends with you.”

      “I, however, will do all I can to oblige you. It remains to be seen if you afford me the same honor.”

      “Don’t hold your breath. So when can I expect delivery of my package?”

      Another sigh from Felix, except this time he looked decidedly troubled. That expression didn’t fade. “I am as anxious for a handover as you are, but giving you Meka will take time. As you yourself say, Lukan keeps the princes behind bars. But I will give it my most urgent attention.”

      “Seems like that will have to do,” Axel said, aware of Lynx fidgeting next to him. Given her blindness over Nicholas, she probably thought he’d negotiated away any chance of a swift delivery of her son. But he was grateful she kept her thoughts to herself. That was progress indeed. “Send the codes we need to get access to Nicholas’s ice crystal.”

      Felix took a moment to study Axel. Then he turned to Stefan. “Despite your determination to play the double agent, I know you to be an honorable man. I am relying on you to ensure that my son is equally as honorable.”

      Stefan nodded and then gestured around the chamber. “We are all party to what has been agreed. No one on this side of the divide will double-cross you.” His face darkened. “Please afford us the same courtesy.”

      Stefan’s informa vibrated. A deep breath, and Stefan pulled up a beam of light next to Felix’s face. But instead of seeing Nicholas in that space, all Axel could discern was darkness.

      Before Axel could stop her, Lynx flung herself at the informa to get to Felix. “You said I would see my son. You lied. Again.”

      Felix raised a hand. “Enough, tigress! If he cannot even see himself for the dark, how can you?”

      Understanding struck Lynx like a kick. She fell back onto the floor. “He’s in the dark?”

      Axel knew Nicholas was colorblind, with a very limited view of the world, but this had to be torture of the worst kind. He laid a gentle hand on Lynx’s back, hoping she’d sense his support and care through her anguish.

      She leaned back against him and moaned softly so only he would hear, “Do we really need Meka?”

      He whispered back. “Trust me, my love. Please. I know what I’m doing.”

      Her jaw clenched, but she remained silent. He led her back to their bench.

      “Not in total darkness,” Felix said. “There is a sliver of light from a vent in the roof. But you only see it if Nicholas goes to that corner.” A grim smile. “All the more reason to cooperate with me so we can free him.” A scowl at Axel. “Asking for Meka is not helping. Care to reconsider that demand?”

      Axel had some insight into why Felix had been so eager to share this data. “My interest in Meka has just intensified. Deliver him as agreed.”

      “So be it. I offer you the Light-Bearer’s data as a sign of good faith.” Felix spoke some code to Stefan.

      Stefan listened and then began to fiddle with screens spilling from his informa. Lines of text appeared, which Stefan read off in a monotone voice. “Temperature: 97.5 degrees. Weight: 132 pounds.

      Lynx gulped. “My son has lost four pounds in just over a week? You’re starving him.”

      Felix remained emotionless.

      Stefan continued heavily, “He has a cracked rib.” He cleared his throat, his attention on everyone except Lynx. Even in Stefan’s impassive eyes, Axel knew he was hiding something.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” Axel demanded; Lynx had the right to know what was happening to her child.

      Stefan almost whispered, “There’s a linear fracture in his frontal skull bone. It’s causing nausea, intermittent vomiting, balance loss, impaired vision, and headaches. Without treatment, the diagnostics are predicting a forty percent chance of lasting brain damage.”

      Tears welled in Lynx’s eyes, and she looked at Axel beseechingly.

      Axel had sudden doubts about demanding Meka. He suppressed them. Foregoing the delivery of Meka wouldn’t necessarily hasten delivery of Nicholas, and if Felix couldn’t hand over the prince, then all the skull fractures in the world would not make him hand over Nicholas. He turned away from her and faced Stefan and the informa.

      Stefan’s fiddling produced Nicholas’s voice. It sounded odd.

      “Something scratching. Is it Lukan? Is he back? I told you, you bastard, get out of my head. I’m not listening to you.” A long pause. “Wait. The sound isn’t in my head. It’s . . . outside my head.” A rustling of clothes as if Nicholas moved. A slight laugh. “It’s a roach! Hello, nice to meet you.”

      “What you hear are his thoughts,” Felix said softly. “The boy has yet to actually speak.”

      Lynx closed her eyes. She wasn’t the only one in the cavern who looked shocked that Nicholas seemed to be hearing voices. Already. It had been less than a week since he’d been captured. And to be pleased to discover a cockroach? How lonely must he be?

      Axel stood. “Anyone got anything else to add?”

      Looking aghast at the darkness, the two kings shook their heads in the negative.

      “Stefan?”

      “I will see Felix at the next High Council meeting. We can talk if anything comes up.”

      “Mali?”

      Anger radiated off Malika. “More than you can imagine. But nothing I will inflict on the rest of you.” She scowled at her father. “You make it very hard to love you.”

      Felix’s eyes fluttered closed. When he opened his mouth to speak, Axel cut him off.

      “If anything happens to our boy, I will not only flay Lukan, but I will rip every inch of skin off your body, too.”

      Axel cut the link to Felix.

      No one moved. Or spoke. Or even breathed.

      Axel supposed they all listened to Nicholas’s slow, labored breaths.

      King Chad turned to Axel and said in a strained voice, “You have a plan in bringing Meka here? To me, it seems all we are doing is holding up Nicholas’s release.”

      Lynx furiously twirled her feathers.

      When Axel spoke, he looked at Lynx, not at Chad. “My Lynxie, all Felix has to do to deliver Meka is to arrest Lukan. He could have that done within the hour. The fact that he didn’t make that offer suggests to me that he will never deliver Nicholas.” He brought Lynx’s hand to his lips. “I’m sorry, my love, but I had to test his integrity. Asking for Meka was the only thing I could think of.”

      Lynx nodded, but her eyes shined with the tears she held at bay.

      Softness gone, warlord in stance and voice, he faced the rest of the room. “The more assets I can snatch from Lukan, the weaker he becomes. Meka is one of those assets. If by some miracle Felix delivers, it is better having him here than at the palace, fighting against us.”

      Stefan stirred, looking agitated—if two raised eyebrows warranted agitation. “The boy is more than just an asset. He’s Tao’s son.”

      Axel cocked his head at Stefan. “A sudden flurry of emotion, Stef?”

      Stefan’s raised eyebrows morphed into an actual frown. “As it happens, yes. Every time I see those two boys locked in that cage, it kills me inside. All I want is to rip Lukan apart with my bare hands, but instead I play the game my warlord commanded me to play. I go to Lukan’s council meetings and his luncheons like a loyal servant. I listen and I come back and report to you. I have done that for sixteen years.”

      Stefan waved a hand at the image of Nicholas’s cell, still beamed above the informa. “Despite the horror of this, I will continue to do it for another sixteen years, if you need me to. But I can’t—won’t—listen to you calling Tao’s caged wretches ‘assets.’ They need help, just as much as Nicholas does.”

      Axel studied Stefan for easily a full minute; Stefan was right. Grigor and Meka had value beyond their utility—they were Tao’s sons. Sometimes leadership of an army obscured affection for friends and family; protecting the many had overshadowed loving the few.

      “I stand corrected. Sometimes I allow this war to harden me, and I forget what we are fighting for. That said, my goal to weaken Lukan remains unchanged, but I accept that Meka is more than just a tile on the map. I will treat Meka like my own son. As for Grigor—” His shoulders slumped. “Like Nicholas, he is out of our hands.”

      “May the Winds protect all our boys from Felix’s conniving,” Lynx whispered.

      King Jerawin added, “The stars and the spirits of the dead, too.”

      All that remained was to see whether Felix would deliver Meka or not. If he did, perhaps Felix was the way to free Talon after all.
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      Felix slipped his informa into his dressing gown pocket. He was about to go to bed when a whisper of air stirred the drapes. He frowned; before calling Stefan, he had checked that no one lurked in the bay window. And the windows were locked against a beating rain storm, one of many that had ruined summer. He hefted his cane and quietly extracted the sword. A quick thrust between the velvet curtains, followed by some rapid slashing, revealed no one.

      A familiar voice spoke. “Really, Felix, such a show of dramatics.”

      “A simple hello will do.” Felix scowled at Dmitri, suddenly sitting in the chair opposite him, partly to hide how much the visitation rattled him. He shoved his sword back into the cane and thumped it against his chair. “What do you want?”

      “So you have chosen to lie to our allies.”

      Felix huffed. “I’m supposed to tell them the truth that Lukan wants to gas the whole world? Better I spew some tripe about using that urchin Grigor as a tile in a throne grab.” He laughed self-deprecatingly. “At least it’s believable.”

      “Yet the truth is what was required if you are to redeem yourself. How else will they believe you are on our side?”

      “My redemption matters nothing if my wife is gassed because Lukan discovers I told Chad and Jerawin about his outrageous plan. It’s not a risk I could take.” He snorted. “They hate me enough to leak the truth just out of spite.”

      “Axel is not a fool. Do you think he will buy your excuses about Meka?” From Dmitri’s tone, the seer seemed to intimate that he knew Axel’s reaction to the meeting.

      It wouldn’t surprise Felix to know that the seer had eavesdropped on them and read all their minds. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. “What was I to say? You know I cannot have Lukan arrested. Not while he holds the only trigger to a second Burning.”

      “Then I suggest you work on getting yourself out of the hole you have dug.” Dmitri lifted a finger. The strategy board and tile box floated off Felix’s bookshelf and landed on the table in between them. The lid opened, and the four tiles Dmitri had given Felix hopped out the box and landed under Dmitri’s cupped hand.

      Felix didn’t have as much power—and probably never would. He suppressed a glower.

      Dmitri lifted his fingers, revealing the four tiles. He poked the diamond tile with a glowing digit. “Take it. Claim a spot on the board.”

      Claiming a spot on the board was not how the game was played, but who was Felix to argue with a dead man who shifted things around the room with his mind and a finger wave?

      He picked up the tile and considered the two prime blocks every player strove to win: first, the Lord of the Conquest, which led inexorably to the Emperor, the winning piece of real estate on the board.

      Felix knew enough of the curse to know that Lukan would be the last emperor to rule Chenaya. Logic, therefore, said that Nicholas the Light-Bearer would take the Lord of the Conquest’s block, represented by an illustration of a bloodied axe. Who came next to rule in the empire’s unfolding history, Felix didn’t know. But surely leadership wouldn’t be left to a wet-behind-the-ears boy like Nicholas?

      Was Dmitri going to enlighten him?

      All excitement wiped from his face, Felix edged the diamond tile into the Lord of the Conquest’s spot. He waited, eyes hooded, for the seer to either confirm or deny the Light-Bearer’s claim.

      Dmitri slid the red tile—Grigor—out from under his hand and used it to push the diamond across to Kerill Corner.

      That dark block was the most benighted spot on the map, represented by a rook tearing at a human skull. Named for an early emperor who marched a hundred thousand guardsmen to their death in the only other failed campaign in the empire’s history, a player caught here might as well admit defeat. Clawing back a victory was nigh on impossible.

      Felix had often wondered what block posterity—if any survived Lukan’s insanity—would give the dolt for his efforts in Treven and Lapis. After almost seventeen years of conflict and countless Chenayan lives lost, not to mention the expense, Lukan was no closer to securing the mines than he had been when the campaign first mired in Chad’s gas. Not even the most long-suffering councilman could accuse Lukan of being a strategist. In fact, to a man, fifteen of the sixteen High Councilmen despaired over the Treven war.

      Annoyed with himself for the diversion, he pushed the thought away to consider the implication of Dmitri’s radical move for Nicholas.

      But Dmitri wasn’t finished.

      The seer pushed Grigor’s tile into the emperor’s spot. Showing a lot of teeth, he smiled at Felix. “The Crown Prince holds the center.”

      Clearly, Dmitri wasn’t playing any game of tiles Felix knew. For Grigor’s tile to grab that spot, Dmitri would have to outwit Felix’s moves to block the advance with his own tiles. He pursed his lips, wondering what the phrase the Crown Prince holds the center even meant. And more to the point, whether he could trust Dmitri’s cryptic moves.

      After a lifetime of fighting the man and his curse, Felix wasn’t willing to leap in to trust Dmitri just because he could move a parchment map and a box of tiles around with a wave of his hand. And all that talk about the redemption of his soul meant nothing if Felix lived to see his life’s work destroyed.

      “Grigor seethes with rage at Lukan for imprisoning him with just his brother for company.” The seer tapped the red tile. “Do not allow him to rebel against his posting. He is needed in this spot if we are to succeed. Do whatever you have to, use every resource at your disposal, but keep Grigor in the center.”

      If who was to succeed? Dmitri or Felix? Felix suspected the answer was simple and not to his liking: Dmitri. He grunted and pointed at Meka’s green tile. “And his brother?”

      Dmitri plunked the green tile down on top of the diamond in Kerill Corner.

      Felix couldn’t stop his eyes bulging with shock. The seer wanted Meka to join Nicholas in that prison cell in the slaughterhouse?

      That was outrageous.

      Not to mention unlikely.

      And anyway, he had been thinking of moving Nicholas to a more secure jail away from Cian.

      “Leave him where he is,” Dmitri commanded.

      “And have people stumble upon him? That slaughterhouse is only fifteen miles from Cian. Thanks to my Dreaded and the electric current, it’s been years since anyone ventured into the village, but I cannot risk operatives stumbling across it.”

      Dmitri scoffed. “You think I will tell our allies where he is?”

      “Won’t you?”

      “Why would I, when I want Prince Meka to join him there?”

      That made sense. Still, Felix closed his eyes to consider his options of masking the building from passersby, however unlikely. Perhaps he could expand upon his Dreaded to give the entire building a new façade? It would be difficult, but not impossible to make a slaughterhouse seem like tumbled-down tenement housing. He would set his private team of programmers working on it at once.

      When he opened his eyes, Dmitri and the four tiles had gone.

      Felix shoved his hand into his pocket and fondled his informa. Doing so always helped him think.

      Although not represented by a tile on the map, he was being played by Dmitri as surely as the seer manipulated everyone else. While he couldn’t fathom Dmitri’s short-term moves in this unfamiliar game of tiles, the seer’s long-term plan was blatantly clear: to use the Light-Bearer to overthrow the Avanov Dragon.

      Defending the Dragon had been Felix’s entire focus since he had first learned of the curse as a boy. How was he now to reconcile that imperative with his need to protect his loved ones and reunite Axel with his family?

      There had to be a way.

      He prodded Dmitri’s favored illustrations on the map with his maimed hand.

      For a man with his acumen, wrangling Grigor into the center of the board was relatively easy. So wrapped up in his desire to gas them all, Lukan would barely register Felix’s subtle hand until Grigor was recognized as the true Crown Prince of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories. Dmitri implied that keeping him there would be the biggest challenge.

      Felix snorted at the notion that he, a man with a lifetime of experience in manipulating people, would have any trouble controlling a sixteen-year-old boy.

      Condemning Meka to a life in the slaughterhouse would also be a cinch. Just his Norin looks were enough to denounce Meka as a traitor. A push here and a shove there, and Lukan would quickly develop an abiding aversion for his blond nephew. The trouble was, Felix didn’t trust Dmitri’s motives in sending Meka there. And what of his promise to deliver Meka to Axel? How did that fit in with Dmitri’s plan? Or was Axel’s request unrelated to Dmitri’s goals?

      At least Axel was family, and Felix had a better grasp on Axel’s motives than those of the seer. He decided to pin his efforts on freeing both princes from that cage. Meka, he would send to Treven. Grigor would be catapulted into the crown prince’s throne. Lured by a steady supply of power over his peers, girls, chenna, money enough for gambling and to satisfy his every appetite, tools successive emperors had used to control their eldest sons, Grigor would soon be brought to heel.

      And as for the Light-Bearer?

      Bitter resolve infused into Felix. After all his efforts to protect the throne from that traitor, how could he now hand the boy to Axel? Especially when he trusted neither Axel nor Lynx to keep their side of the bargain?

      Axel still has to prove his loyalty to me before I can take such a radical step.

      Conscious that Dmitri may have been listening to his thoughts, he made a cautious decision.

      If the seer wanted to play with him, Felix would give him a game to remember. Like all good games of tiles, this one could not be rushed. At least not if Felix was to win.

      If the Burning could not kill Nicholas, then the game needed to be delayed long enough for insanity to claim the boy. Given enough time and the right goading, even the mighty Light-Bearer would crack.

      Even now, the boy thought the voice he heard in his head was Lukan’s, little realizing it was Felix prodding him through the miraculous Final Word. It was a masterful stroke of manipulation. Apart from a brief meeting at the cottage, Nicholas barely knew Felix existed. And now that he’d given Axel access to the boy, Dmitri’s allies would also hear “Lukan” speaking to Nicholas. When the Light-Bearer snapped, no one, not even Lynx and Axel, could blame Felix for his demise.

      Even Dmitri could not object when he had done nothing to stop Nicholas’s incarceration.

      Lips pursed in firm satisfaction, Felix stumbled to his feet and headed for bed.
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      Drip.

      Scuttle.

      Scrape.

      Talon smiled. Roach was back. Although he couldn’t see him in the dark, he liked Roach. He—or she, Talon wasn’t sure of its sex—was company.

      After a lifetime in the forest, he didn’t mind being alone, but it was nice to pretend Roach sought his company the way he sought Roach’s. But the reality was that Roach came to pick over the leftover scraps of boiled cabbage and potato mush Morass tipped onto the floor once a day through the slit in the door. Although Talon was always hungry, he made sure to leave a mouthful for Roach. If he lay still, he could hear Roach chew.

      Even so, he didn’t think Roach enjoyed the food any more than he did.

      He only ate the vile offerings because he refused to give Lukan the pleasure of starving him to death. He didn’t need to feel his ribs to know his bones stuck out. Lying on the floor, he could feel every joint and node in his skeleton. But he was sure staying alive annoyed Lukan far more than his death ever could, so he ate as if every meal was his Mom’s fish soup, followed by a jar of honey.

      He held out his finger and sniggered as Roach’s feelers tickled his raw, bloody fingers. They were ragged from scraping away at the cement around one of the stone blocks on the far wall.

      Roach didn’t seem to mind.

      Neither did Talon, because today would be the day he removed one of the stone blocks. With one gone, he would knock down a few others to make a hole big enough to escape through the back wall. He had no idea where his opening would lead, but didn’t doubt that freedom beckoned.

      Drip.

      He hitched Roach onto his shoulder. Laughing against the rasp and patter of Roach’s tiny legs against his bare skin—his shirt had been stiff with blood, so he had removed it—he walked purposefully across the room to his demolition site. After a few steps, he stopped briefly to breathe away the ache in his head. It still troubled him, but not as much as it used to. That was positive.

      He reached the wall and felt along it for the loose block. His fingers brushed jagged cement. Just a few stubborn lumps of the stuff stood between him and freedom. Gritting his teeth against the pain in his shredded fingers, he fumbled on the floor for a piece of discarded mortar to use as a pick. He was about to start chipping away when Roach scuttled down his back and then his leg.

      Talon froze. No! The last thing he wanted was to crush Roach.

      Only when Roach scampered to safety away from his bare feet did he move.

      “You are reduced to cuddling cockroaches, Nicholas.” Lukan’s voice speaking in his head again. Like he did every day, every night.

      Talon flinched despite his best efforts to hide his emotion. Lukan watched him again. He would know when Talon escaped. He would send Morass to—

      No! Talon almost yelled in his head to drown out Lukan’s voice. I won’t let that stop me. Not when there was the slightest chance he could evade Lukan and Morass and escape.

      Drip.

      He started to hum, anything to drown out Lukan’s goading, his own fears, and that hated drip.

      With all his force, he slammed his “pick” into the cement. Blood from his fingers splattered against his face and arm. It didn’t matter because a good-sized chunk of cement broke free. Encouraged, Talon gripped the pick tighter, hummed louder, and hit harder. Soon he had a bloody pile of mortar at his feet and a wobbling block in the wall.

      Although he could see nothing, he glanced nervously over his shoulder. Did Lukan know how close he was to victory? Was Morass even now striding to the outside wall to catch Talon when he wriggled out into what the gray light promised was bright sunshine?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Face set in a determined frown, Talon slipped his fingers down the sides of the block and pulled. His blood-slick fingers slipped right off it. He grimaced and tried again, getting a better grip. He tugged, but the block was heavier than he anticipated. Or was he weaker than he’d once been? He grunted; that was probably it.

      It just meant he had to try harder.

      Straining every muscle in his arms and back, he eased the block out and then jumped away as it tumbled to the ground. Body shaking with the effort and excitement, he scrambled over the block to feel what lay beyond the opening he’d created.

      He groped into the hole—and hit solid rock.

      A drop of icy water hit his skin. And then another.

      Heart sinking, he searched the wet rock with roving fingers for nocks and crevices. There were none. As far as he could reach, his hand touched solid, unending stone.

      And the drip was now almost deafening.

      Lukan’s laughter sounded in his head. “Did you really think I would let you chip away at my wall if it meant you could escape? How foolish do you think I am?”

      Talon had failed.

      Again.

      He fell on his knees on the broken mortar and the useless block and buried his head in his burning hands. Even if he pulled down every stone in the wall facing him, destroying his fingers in the process, would he find anything beyond the rock and the drip?

      He doubted it because he now understood what this room was—a cold room for storing meat. He and Uncle Tao had built a small one in the root cellar in the cottage for the summer months. They had constructed theirs with double stone walls, with water from the stream channeled through the gap between the blocks to keep it cold. No doubt, this was the same design. That meant, without tools, he would have to crash through not one, but two lines of rock. Impossible.

      “In winter, it will be icy,” Lukan said.

      Talon grasped all the menace behind those simple words. Unless his mother rescued him, he would still be here when the snows gripped the world. But did his mother even know where he had been hidden? How could she, when he didn’t know for sure that she was alive?

      He sank down and buried his head under arms. The only thing that mattered now was survival.
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      Tao lay on the grass next to a stream with his sons. At least eight miles from the palace through thick trees and undergrowth, it was the farthest he had yet taken them from the cage. Finding their way home from here would challenge them, but it would not be impossible.

      Just as well, for today they would need those navigational skills. The lesson Tao and Dmitri planned today was designed to remind them that Lukan was not to be trifled with. Yet.

      If Grigor and Meka disobeyed Tao’s coming instructions, the illusion of two boys fishing at the ornamental lake would vanish. As much as Tao dreaded the outcome, every camera and every guardsman monitoring the cage would know they had escaped. If that happened, this would be the last time Tao saw his sons for—well, he wasn’t entirely sure. Dmitri hadn’t told him how exactly long he would be parted from them, just that they would all suffer if today’s lesson went wrong.

      The lesson would tax Tao in other ways, too. That was one of the reasons he held back on issuing his instructions.

      He would see Bird for the first time since his death.

      He hoped he was emotionally ready for the encounter. Either way, this day promised to be the hardest he had faced since Morass’s axe had ended his life.

      Meka wiped his mouth on his arm, smearing honey onto his very soiled shirt. “Best meal I ever ate.” He burped far more loudly than was either necessary or polite.

      It made Tao smile. But then most of the antics they got up to these days did.

      Using flies tied with their own hands—after almost three months of practice, they were quite the experts—his boys had caught a net full of trout. They had cleaned and then cooked two of the biggest over the coals, releasing the rest when Tao had declined to eat. Tao had provided freshly baked bread and a pot of honey, filched from the palace kitchen, to go with the meal.

      Grigor lay on his back, looking at the sky through the canopy of golden, autumn leaves. “Pretty amazing, I’ll admit.”

      He rolled over and, head propped on his hand, prepared to ask Tao a familiar question.

      It wasn’t that Tao wanted to read their minds, but regardless, their thoughts came to him in a continuous stream. Just like he felt their individual reactions to physical stimuli as if they were his own.

      “Tao, how do you get around?”

      “What do you mean, Grigs?”

      The dark-haired boy smiled openly, without disdain or suspicion; it showed off his features well. Tao never tired of seeing that smile.

      After successfully rescuing them from the guardsmen and high-born on their horses—with Dmitri’s help, Tao was ashamed to admit—Grigor and Meka had waited the next day for him at the gate to the cage. If not contrite, they had at least mumbled apologies for calling him a turd.

      With each subsequent meeting, he had observed tiny changes in them. Subtle at first, but with growing assurance. They seemed less quarrelsome, less disdainfully hesitant, more eager to please, more determined to keep him coming back.

      Unfortunately, with all these positive changes, fear of Lukan was also waning. His boys were becoming reckless in their disregard for their guardsmen, little realizing it was only Tao’s mantle of invisibility that allowed them to sneak off unseen. They had taken to trying to slip past their guards on their own in defiance of Lukan’s rules.

      It wasn’t a healthy, life-preserving development.

      Dmitri had been quite vocal in the need for Tao to rein them in—but without revealing the truth of who he was or how he bent light to shield them.

      “You know what I mean,” Grigor said. “How do you get onto the palace grounds without anyone bothering you?”

      “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.”

      “Haha. Very funny,” Meka said, joining in the conversation.

      But Tao could see Grigor wasn’t convinced. He gnawed the inside of his mouth, wondering what he could say to trick Tao into spilling his secrets.

      Never going to happen, my boy.

      Grigor tried another tack. “How do you know so much about us?”

      “You forget I have spent every day with you for months now.”

      “Nah. It’s more than that.” Grigor rolled onto his back again and stared at the watery sky. “You know things about us, about the palace, that no . . . person . . . who wasn’t . . . descended from one of the Sixteen would ever know. How is that possible?”

      Despite the dread hanging like a mantle over him, Tao grinned. He had made it very clear to them at their second meeting that he didn’t approve of the terms high-born and low-born.

      They tried to accommodate him.

      He found it interesting that it didn’t cross Grigor’s mind that there could be other Avanovs in the world, apart from the three he knew.

      “I know people who live at the Palace.”

      “What people?”

      Meka leaned over and nudged Grigor with his boot.

      Grigor scowled at him.

      Meka gave his brother a decisive head shake and mouthed, “Stop it.”

      A sigh, and Grigor settled back to watch the clouds flickering through the leaves.

      The exchange intrigued Tao.

      Meka wanted answers as much as his brother did. Tao spent most nights ghosting their bedchamber, so he had heard every conversation Meka had initiated with Grigor on who Tao was, where he came from, and how he seemed to evade all detection. But unlike Grigor, for Meka, it was just that—talk. He would do nothing that risked what the boy considered his precious meetings with their strange visitor.

      Tao stood. It was time to put the lesson of the day into practice.

      “If you have finished eating, perhaps you would care to swim? Get yourselves vaguely clean before you go back.” As innocuous as that sounded, his sons’ response would determine whether the illusion in the cage held or not.

      “Go back?” Meka moaned, not moving an inch from his spot on the grass. “We still have time before the guardsmen come.”

      “Yes,” Grigor chimed. “We’ll swim later.”

      Tao suppressed a burning desire to command them to obey him. Instead, he uttered the very last thing he wanted to say. “Fine. If that is your choice, then that is what you must do.”

      A long, mournful sigh oozed out of Grigor. “You must be an amazing father.” He eyed Tao with calculating determination. “Are you?”

      Tao grunted at the flattery. It might have counted for something if Grigor hadn’t been fishing for information. “You be the judge. But as I always said to Nicholas, don’t forget to pick up both ends of the stick.”

      “Huh?”

      “Simple, Grigor. Be willing to accept the results of your choices. The consequences.”

      “Oh. Those.” Grigor brushed the air dismissively. “Now that’s not as fun.”

      “Precisely, but it is the responsibility of choice.”

      “I’ve never really got that,” Meka added. Anything to delay going home, even if it meant appearing stupid.

      Tao suppressed a smile; Meka was the arch manipulator. It was as if the boy had taken lessons from Felix himself—and that wasn’t a compliment.

      “It’s simple, Meks. Today, you and Grigor have fished, caught, and gutted the two biggest trout of your lives. Right now, you stink of fish innards and have nice, yucky, yellow stuff smeared down your shirts.”

      Both boys looked down at themselves in surprise as if they had never noticed their ragged clothing before.

      “In addition,” Tao continued. “You have cooked that fish, spilling grease down said shirts. You have also eaten honey and bread, and have grubby streaks down your clothes, hands, and faces. You have decided not to swim to clean up. That’s fine by me. But don’t whine when you get back to the palace and Lukan punishes you for sneaking out of the cage.”

      Meka sat bolt upright. “Is that what’s going to happen?”

      Tao didn’t need to be a seer to know what lay in his boys’ future if they disobeyed him today.

      Trouble was, he sensed that there was more to it than just simple punishment. But when he had quizzed Dmitri, the seer had brushed Tao’s concern aside. Tao had realized then that, just like he held information back from his sons, Dmitri held things back from him, too.

      That didn’t stop him from saying, “My view of the future is a little better than yours, so I think it is a good deduction.”

      Tao suppressed a joyful laugh as his sons stripped off to swim in the frigid stream. Satisfied, he rinsed their threadbare shirts and set them to dry on a branch.

      Lanky and lean, they both had the potential to be handsome men when fully grown. Now they needed the characters to match, and molding them was his job. Assuring his sons became good men was something he did with pleasure, and it was why he had willingly gone along with Dmitri’s plan even though he didn’t know all the finer details.

      Grigor was the first to clamber out of the water. Mind churning, the boy sat in the weak autumn sun to dry off. Finally, he looked at Tao. “You always make things seem so easy.”

      “Things are easy, Grigs. Just make the right choice and stick to it.”

      Grigor looked unconvinced. “Sometimes choices are difficult.”

      “Sure. I know that. Better than most.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I’ve made sacrifices for what I believe.”

      “What do you believe?” Grigor was not giving up today.

      “I believe it’s time to get you back home before it’s too late.” Tao couldn’t resist calling to Meka, still splashing about in the stream. “Get your butt over here and get dressed, or I’m sending you back naked.”

      “Dragon’s tits,” Meka moaned under his breath. He started sloshing to the bank, then stopped. “Do you have somewhere else to go today? Is that why you’re dumping us early?” He sounded as hurt as Tao knew he felt.

      Tao suppressed some of the love he knew radiated through his smile. “Just get moving.”

      “Do you? I suppose you do.” Meka’s voice sounded distant, more thoughtful than Tao had ever heard him. “You have your own son, but you still spend all this time with us.” A frown. “You are so weird.” There was no condemnation in that judgment.

      “As a matter of fact, I do have somewhere else to go today, Meks. That’s why I’m dumping you early.”

      This was the baited hook. Would his boy agree to go back to the palace, or would Meka disobey and trail him? Tao knew Grigor would follow where Meka led.

      “Can’t we come with you?” Grigor looked at Tao almost shyly. “To your house, I mean?”

      Tao laughed, even though Grigor had made no effort to get dressed.

      “Is that so funny . . . that I want to see your home?” Grigor struggled, but failed to hide his embarrassment.

      Tao regretted his mirth. “No, Grigs, please forgive me. It’s just—well, you wouldn’t like where I live.”

      That was true enough, seeing as Tao spent all his time with them in the turret. It took a massive amount of self-control not to materialize before them to insist they clean their filthy living space. But it was just one more prohibition in dealing with his sons.

      He had to come up with a creative solution to solving the squalor they lived in. Right now, he had no idea what that was. He handed Grigor and Meka their damp shirts.

      “So will you take us? Maybe we can meet Nicholas. How old is he, anyway?”

      This was one question of Grigor’s Tao could not ignore despite the urgency of getting them marching back to the palace. “Nicholas is sixteen. Just like you boys.”

      “Older or younger?” Grigor asked, shrugging on his shirt.

      “You, Grigor, are a full two months older than he is. He was born on the night the Pathfinder comet crossed the sky.”

      Both boys looked at him blankly. They had never been told about the comet.

      It was a discussion for another day.

      “Now come, let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” Meka asked, pulling on his boots.

      “You are going home. If all goes well today, I will see you tomorrow. Same time, same place.” If it didn’t go as Tao hoped . . . well, it would be some time before his boys saw him again.

      “Aw, ple—”

      Tao’s hard expression stopped Meka’s mouth.

      “Okay, okay,” Meka groused. “Come, Grigs, let’s go.”

      As Tao expected, his blond boy took the lead in collecting their fishing rods and tackle bags. Shirt unbuttoned and hanging out of his trousers, Meka started for the trail through the woods to the palace.

      With a last look at Tao, Grigor followed.

      Tao watched them walk a little into the trees and then set off in the opposite direction. He had not gone far when he heard Meka, and then Grigor, following him.

      His heart dropped. It felt like he had died a second time.

      That’s it. The illusion goes, Dmitri said in his head.

      Tao opened his mouth to plead for more time for them to reconsider their choices, but he let it close with the words unsaid.

      Meka and Grigor had to grasp this double lesson in obedience and in respecting the limitations Lukan imposed on them if they were to survive long enough to learn the skills needed to bring Lukan down.

      Tao nodded to Dmitri. Do it.

      Feigning ignorance of them following him, he led his boys deeper and deeper into the forest to where Bird’s presence called to him.

      Even in his pain for the choice they had made, he acknowledged that they were more at home here now. They didn’t fall over logs or trip over snagging creepers the way they had when he first started bringing them out. In fact, he had to listen carefully to hear them sneaking along behind him. He led them in silence until a familiar hissing drew him to an ash tree.

      Bird.

      Panic, joy, and sorrow rushed at Tao. He stopped, hesitant.

      As ridiculous as it was, his chest where the axe had fallen felt ready to burst open again. He pushed the emotional ache aside. He wanted this—needed it. It was closure for his life.

      Cautiously, he stepped into a clearing at the base of the tree. Ragged leaves almost obscured an untidy mass of sticks cluttering the fork of a branch. He could have used his new levitation skills to get to the nest, but that would shock his boys and blow his cover.

      A bittersweet smile at how Nicholas had climbed trees—the way everyone else climbed stairs—flitted across his face. He followed his cub’s example and scrambled up the branches to the fork.

      The hissing intensified.

      Would Bird remember him? Recognize him when his body exuded no mortal smell?

      The sound became agitated, frantic. It was followed by a screech.

      When powerful wings beat the air in front of his face, Tao’s face split into the broadest grin. He held out his arm, and his falcon landed on it as if he had never left her.

      “Bird,” he crooned, stroking her back. “That always was such a stupid name. But I never wanted you to have a real one. I thought it would make you a pet, not the wild, magnificent creature that you are. Silly of me, really.”

      She leaned in to his caress.

      Reveling in her silky gray-and-black plumage, he whispered, “I’ve brought two boys to meet you. They are special to me, just like you.” He started the slow climb down the tree, but she didn’t seem to mind. She was still holding his arm when he hopped back onto the ground.

      “Meka and Grigor Avanov,” he called out. “Two boys who have yet to learn the meaning of the word obedience. Stop hiding—badly—and step out here. Slow and quiet.”

      A sigh from Meka, and both boys came forward, their eyes huge and their jaws gaping as they took in Bird.

      Grigor was about to speak when Tao put his finger to his lips.

      Bird was becoming restless.

      Tao held up his arm, giving her space to flap her wings. She looked at him once and took off back to her home.

      “That’s incredible,” Meka whispered, awed. “Why does it do that?”

      “Her name is Bird. We’ve been friends for years. From before you were even born. I came today to say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye?” Meka stepped forward. “Where are you going?”

      Before Tao could answer, Grigor, who had been watching with a face clouded with suspicion, grabbed Tao’s arm. His dark-haired son felt the chamois-soft leather of Tao’s shirt and then jerked the sleeve up.

      “You have a problem, Grigor?” Tao’s voice was mild, although he knew exactly what troubled Grigor.

      A serendipity from today’s terrible lesson.

      “I do. I saw that falcon’s talons. I know a little about falconry. It fascinates me. I found a bunch of old books in our schoolroom about it. I’ve read them all. No one can just hold a bird of prey without wearing gauntlets. Not unless they want lacerations. But, look, your arm is perfect.” He glared at Tao with hard brown eyes and then tossed Tao’s arm aside. “It makes no sense. I want answers.”

      Tao knew Grigor had been reading up on the subject—after all, he had been the one to plant the falconry books in the pathetically stocked bookshelf in the boys’ classroom for Grigor to find.

      Meka was no reader.

      It was one of the reasons Tao had decided to come to Bird today, of all days.

      Tracking down his falconry books after so many years had been a long shot. At first, Tao suspected Lukan might have destroyed them after Tao’s so-called defection to Kartania, but he had been wrong.

      He had found them tucked away in Lukan’s new bunker—along with a shrine of other treasures Lukan kept on a bed of velvet: two bracelets with Lynx’s name engraved in the silver, Tao’s falconry books, and, most surprisingly, a small picture of Lukan, Tao, and Axel, painted when they were about Meka and Grigor’s age. It had been in the back of one of Tao’s books. He clearly remembered the day they had sat—or, in reality, stood—for the painting. It was just before the final breakdown in Lukan and Axel’s relationship. Lukan must have found it at the back of the book and added it to the collection.

      The shrine had filled Tao with sadness.

      But that hadn’t stopped him taking the books. Or the painting, which he had slipped into the back of the heaviest, driest tome for Grigor to find. He knew Grigor hadn’t spoken the whole truth when his son said he had read all the books. That one was still under the boy’s mattress, unopened.

      The fact that Grigor kept it hidden was testament to the truth that the book was not the kind of material Lukan would want his so-called son reading. Grigor had known that instinctively, partly because it was the first book he had ever seen printed by an actual printing press. Tao had taken a huge risk in giving it to his son, but he needed something to answer Grigor’s questions on who he really was. Also, it would provide an opening to tell his boys about Nicholas.

      Hoping to defuse some of the tension, he scrunched his nose and said with a twinkle in his eye, “Um . . . if you don’t mind, those books, they’re not that old.”

      “Answers,” Grigor snapped, not in the mood for humor. “Like where do you come from?”

      One look at his twin’s uncompromising face, and Meka hissed, “Grigor, no! Do you want him to leave?”

      “Shut up, Meka. I don’t listen to you.” Grigor’s eyes hadn’t shifted from Tao. “I can see what I can see, and I don’t understand. I want the truth.”

      Meka grabbed his brother’s arm and spun Grigor around to face him. “You heard him say he’s leaving. Stop pushing this.”

      “Are you happy to be taken, Meka?”

      “Taken?” Meka frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “He—” Grigor looked for Tao, but he had stepped back into the fourth dimension.

      Tao watched through the haze as Grigor turned a full circle in the clearing. “Tao? Hey . . . this isn’t funny. Where are you?”

      “Dragon’s stuffing testicles!” Meka yelled at Grigor. “I told you not to push it, but you always know better even when you don’t—and now he’s gone.”

      “You are not my master, Meka,” Grigor yelled right back. He shoved Meka’s shoulder.

      Tao’s heart sank when Meka shoved Grigor in turn. He considered stepping out to stop a full-blown fight, but Dmitri appeared at his side. From Dmitri’s stern expression, Tao guessed the seer was here to stop him acting from the heart and not the mind.

      Fingernails digging painlessly into his hands, Tao stood helplessly as Grigor swung his fist up.

      It smacked Meka under the chin.

      Caught off guard, his blond boy staggered back and crashed against the tree trunk. Meka yelped as a gash opened on the side of his face. The boy’s eyes widened with shock and then anger as blood smeared onto his hand. With a furious yell, he flew at Grigor, dragging his brother to the forest floor. He pummeled Grigor’s chest and face, leaving stinging bruises before Grigor managed to wriggle away.

      Grigor lashed out at Meka.

      Always more agile, Meka deflected the blow and delivered a winding fist into Grigor’s solar plexus.

      Tao winced against the spasm as the air gushed from Grigor’s lungs. His dark-haired boy crumpled into a heap on the leaf litter.

      The sun dipped below the horizon.

      Tao closed his eyes.

      As regular as clockwork, the guardsmen would have arrived at the cage to collect his sons.

      Within minutes, Lukan would know the boys had gone.
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      Instinctively, Tao moved forward to protect his sons.

      Dmitri grabbed his arm. “Not so fast. You know what we agreed.” He gestured to Meka and Grigor. “This problem is of their making. They must solve it. One way or another.”

      Tao knew that, but he still balked. “They have no experience in dealing with Lukan.”

      “Aye. But today they will either grow up—or they will fail.” Dmitri started to drag Tao away.

      “You won’t even let me watch?” Tao objected.

      Dmitri paused, his face as stern as Tao had ever seen it. “Glutton for punishment, are you, Tao Avanov?”

      Tao stared at Dmitri, painfully aware that the seer knew far more about what was to happen than he was letting on.

      Dmitri’s unflinching gaze confirmed that.

      It was unnerving.

      Without a mortal body that could react to release the tension, Tao snatched a look at his sons.

      As was his way, Meka had already stomped some distance from his brother. Grigor was beginning to scramble to his feet.

      A wolf called.

      Both boys ignored it. Why wouldn’t they, when the wolves in the moat were part of their daily lives?

      Only this cry hadn’t come from the moat.

      Tao turned agonized eyes on Dmitri. “They know so little of the dangers. They have been so sheltered. It is not fair that they—”

      “They are young men standing on the brink of the most dramatic moments this planet has witnessed in over four hundred years. They either get their heads out of the fish’s ass and grow up, or they fail. If they fail, Nicholas fails. Is that what you want?”

      Tao sighed. “Of course not.”

      Dmitri gestured deeper into the fourth dimension with a gleaming arm. “This way, please.”

      Tao shot a last look at his boys, not knowing when he would see them again.

      Grigor came up behind Meka, murder blazing in his eyes. Tao knew what would happen next. Far more aggressive than Meka, Grigor would attack. Meka would fight back, deepening the rift threatening to shatter their fragile brotherhood. And if anyone in Chenaya needed each other, it was his sons.

      Tao dug in his heels. “Dmitri, from the day I learned you inhabited my dog, I have trusted you. Implicitly. But I can’t act on trust anymore. I need to know that they will survive this.”

      Dmitri gave him a thin smile. “And you think I am surprised by your reaction?”

      Tao shook his head. “No, I guess not. You are a seer, after all.”

      “And yet, with your gentle nature, you wish to risk watching Lukan mete out punishment?”

      Tao smarted at the implied criticism. “I am not a child. I’m a grown man. Or at least I was when you stood back and let Lukan and Morass kill me.”

      No reaction from Dmitri.

      Tao folded his arms across his chest.

      Finally, the seer nodded. “Go after them. Watch. Learn what it takes to stand back and do nothing in the face of a small evil—”

      Anger surged through Tao. But finding no expression in his resurrected flesh, it flared out of him in an explosion of white light.

      “A small evil?” he raged. “How can you call murdering me a ‘small evil’? It allowed my son, my cub, to be stolen from me. I would have fought Lukan to the—”

      “Death?” Dmitri’s voice was flat, even. “Because that is what would have happened. And if it were to happen a thousand times over, I would still have stood mute and watched it.”

      The light blazing on Tao’s skin faded, doused. “You are a heartless bastard.”

      “Perhaps. Now go. The wolf approaches.”

      Tao reached out with his mind to find the animal. A nudge, and the wolf’s thoughts wriggled, as if making room for him in its head. Seen through the wolf’s eyes, the vivid colors of the surrounding forest muted until all Tao could discern were the palest yellows and blues in the trees and undergrowth. His nose twitched as a thousand smells rushed at him. But stronger than any of them was the distinct smell of human flesh.

      The wolf hunted his sons.

      Any minute now, it would break cover and leap upon his unsuspecting boys. Tao opened his mouth to scream a warning, but Dmitri’s hand clamped down hard over his face.

      “I said watch, not intervene.”

      Tao struggled, but the dead seer held him in an unbreakable grip.

      “I could find another to do your job, Tao. You will be dismissed to the Winds you worship. It will be a very long time before you see your boys again.”

      In other words, hell.

      Tao believed Dmitri ruthless enough to do just that. He stopped fighting. Dmitri released him.

      Tao took a moment to skewer the seer with his harshest glare and then faced his sons and their peril. Seconds away from punching Meka, Grigor skidded to a halt.

      “Coward,” Meka called over his shoulder.

      But Grigor didn’t reply. Face alert, every hair bristling, he studied the scrub where the wolf crouched. With little twilight in the forest to aid him, he saw nothing in the shadows. Yet he sensed something watching him. He licked his lips. “Meka. Wait.”

      “For what?” Meka hopped over a fallen log. “To hear you sniveling? No thanks. I’ve listened to you for sixteen years. There is nothing I haven’t heard—a thousand times over. So unless you want to apologize for driving Tao away, I have nothing to say to you. Ever.”

      Eyes still riveted to the spot where the wolf hid, Grigor backed up until his hands touched the silky bark of a silver birch. It wasn’t the biggest, sturdiest tree in the forest, but his shoulders hugging it gave him comfort.

      The tip of Meka’s fishing rod hooked in the leaves of an overhanging oak. He swore and stopped to untangle it.

      The wolf sprang.

      Meka’s face bleached, his eyes wide with terror. He screamed—and the wolf faltered.

      Meka used the reprieve to wrench his rod free. A snap, and the tip broke. Face a rictus of determination and fear, Meka lashed at the wolf with the surviving end. The rod caught the animal on the side of the face.

      The wolf yelped.

      The sound gave Meka courage.

      The wolf lunged forward to attack.

      Meka flailed his rod left and right across the wolf’s face and chest. The rod broke, but it didn’t matter, because the wolf turned and slunk off into the forest.

      Shaking, body streaming with sweat, Meka gaped after it. Finally, he looked down at the useless rod handle clenched in his fist. He shook his head, feeling a detached sense of regret; he had loved that rod. Still, being alive beat owning a fishing rod, easily replaced. That was one advantage of being a Chenayan prince; there was no shortage of fishing gear. He tossed it down into the ragged grass.

      “Where there’s one wolf, there could be more.”

      Meka turned to Grigor—and swore. Again. Grigor’s back was hard pressed to a tree.

      “And you couldn’t help?”

      “I—I froze. I’m sorry. Never done wolves before.” Grigor stepped forward, apology and regret lighting his face, even in the dark.

      But Meka couldn’t see it. And even if he had, after so many years with just Grigor for company, he had had enough of his brother. “Rot in hell, Grigor.”

      He was wise enough, however, to take Grigor’s advice. Wolves moved in packs and this one could, even now, be calling its mates. That meant getting off the ground until daybreak. He stomped to the closest tree and hauled himself up into the lower branches. Then he scrambled to the highest point.

      On the other side of the divide, Grigor followed suit.

      Soon both boys were safe in their respective trees.

      His heart a conflicted battleground, Tao sat on the ground between them—or at least in the equivalent space in the fourth dimension. Pride, first in Grigor for sensing the danger, and then in Meka for seeing it off, waged war with sorrow at their inability to work as a team. But it was dread that won the day: What would the morning bring when Lukan finally caught them?

      

      Tao stretched. A pink sun kissed the treetops. The first notes of the dawn chorus of birds trilled. But as peaceful as the scene in the mortal world was, it did little to reflect the turmoil in the clearing where Tao’s boys sheltered.

      Neither boy had slept well. In fact, at one point, Grigor had almost fallen off his branch. It was only quick thinking that had stopped him plummeting to the ground, where a pack of wolves bayed and scratched at his tree. To prevent further mishap, he had tied himself to the trunk with his belt.

      Just before dawn, the animals had moved off to their den.

      Tao stood, ready to join his sons in the mortal world. Then his shoulders sagged. There was no point in telling them it was safe to come down; he could not risk interfering in their test. He crossed his arms and waited.

      But it was only a matter of time before they’d be caught, and Tao needed to make sure Lukan didn’t hurt them. He would do all in his power to keep his sons safe.

      Meka clambered down from his perch. Jaw set, he said nothing to his brother as he oriented himself for the return trip to the palace.

      “I think it’s that way.” Grigor landed lightly on the ground and pointed toward the east.

      Meka started walking in that direction, clearly in agreement.

      Tao allowed a smile. They had both assessed the direction correctly—even if Meka hadn’t said a word to his brother yet.

      Grigor fell into step next to Meka. “Lukan is going to kill us.”

      Meka walked on, weaving between the trees.

      Grigor shook his head, but all strength to him, he reined in his mounting anger at his brother’s silence. “We need to come up with a plan. Something we can both agree on to explain our absence.”

      Meka started whistling. Tuneless, it irritated Tao almost as much as it did Grigor.

      Grigor swore. “This isn’t the time to be annoying.”

      “If you hadn’t driven Tao away, we wouldn’t need a plan. And I’m still angry with you about that wolf.”

      “Get over it. We have more important things to worry about now.”

      Meka skidded to a stop. “’Get over it!’ Is that it? All you can say? If leaving me alone to defend myself against a wolf wasn’t bad enough, you had to drive Tao away. He was the best thing that ever happened to us. But you couldn’t see that. You couldn’t just shut up and go with it.”

      “No, I couldn’t. I’m not like you. I need answers to make sense of this stupid life. You—”

      “Accepted long ago that life is a pile of crap. The best I can do is look for the tiny bits of good in every mindless day of my pointless existence. Until he came along, that was working to catch the biggest fish possible. How do you expect me to go back to that now? Back to the lake? Back to the cage?”

      Grigor sighed. “I have the same problem. The cage awaits me, too.” A mulish cast settled on his features. “But that doesn’t mean we go through life blindly. Fishing fuels your life. Getting answers to questions gives me purpose.”

      “Well, then we’re both equally screwed.” Meka stomped off toward the palace.

      Tao hoped Grigor would take the lead and suggest a plan to his brother, but he didn’t. Initiating plans was Meka’s preserve. Grigor’s strength lay in working out the implementation. If his sons could just learn to work together, they would be a formidable team.

      But clearly, today wasn’t that day.

      They walked in silence. Both boys’ minds churned. Meka schemed about how he could be rid of his brother, while Grigor fretted on what he would say to Lukan when they met.

      Both boys stumbled to a stop.

      People, quite a few given the crashing through the undergrowth, were headed their way. Despite everything, they turned to each other, their eyes wide with panic.

      “This is it,” Grigor muttered. “The other end of the stick.”

      A guardsman stepped out from behind a tree. He dipped a bow and then shouted, “Over here! I’ve found them.”

      Within seconds, a swarm of soldiers surrounded them. Amid the many heartbeats, Meka’s and Grigor’s galloped the hardest. But they kept their faces expressionless. Heads held high, like royal prisoners headed for execution, they moved through the forest toward the palace. Tao’s heart burst with pride for his sons.

      Still, the walk passed too quickly, and the palace was upon them.

      Once in the entrance hall, the guardsmen peeled away, leaving two of their number to accompany Meka and Grigor. They led the boys to Lukan’s office.

      A rap on the door, and Lukan’s voice rang out. “Enter.”

      Tao sucked in a breath, pure reflex given that he didn’t need to breathe.

      Grigor straightened his back. A shutter of indifference dropped over Meka. Tao sensed the itch in Meka’s shoulders to shrug.

      And then both boys were ushered into Lukan’s office.

      Their eyes flickered across the silk-covered walls and heavy leather-and-wood furniture, confirming what Tao already knew: They had never been in this space before. They bowed to Lukan, who waited in the center of the room.

      Orange and red sparks fired off Lukan, something Tao knew none of the living would observe. His brother was angrier than Tao had ever seen him. The thin scar on Lukan’s cheek throbbed. It was the only clue the living would see to indicate Lukan’s rage beneath his icy calm.

      Felix sat on one of the sofas, his face a rare picture of fury. Clearly, the Lord of the Household was not happy with the escape attempt. Tao knew from Dmitri that Felix had undisclosed plans for his sons. Despite Dmitri’s assurance that Felix was an ally, that worried Tao almost as much as Lukan’s anger.

      But worse still, Morass stood next to Lukan with his hands behind his back. Since the last time Tao had seen him, Morass had acquired an eye patch. But there was no time to wonder what had befallen the oaf.

      The seer had been right: Lukan intended to mete out punishment today.

      Tao’s chest ached, inspired by the man—men—who had murdered him. He longed to lash out at them all. Invisible as he was, he could inflict real damage. Kill them, even. Yet, although he craved revenge, he knew that wasn’t why Dmitri had called him to this task.

      To calm his tension, Tao forced himself to focus on his sons.

      Meka ignored the living Lukan, fixing his eyes on a huge portrait of the emperor in his coronation robes hanging next to Lukan’s enormous desk.

      Grigor looked at a boar’s head mounted on the wall a little above Lukan.

      Lukan spoke. “Crown Prince Grigor and Prince Meka, the key to the gate.” He held out his hand expectantly.

      Meka glanced over at Lukan. Although the key to the cage was in his pocket, he made no move to fish it out. Grigor kept still as a statue.

      “I see,” Lukan said. “Is it possible then that someone let you through the gate?”

      Tao stiffened. So did both of his boys.

      Did Lukan know about him? He reached out to read Lukan’s mind, but found the way blocked. He cursed, guessing Dmitri had thwarted him.

      When neither boy answered, Lukan snapped, “Crown Prince Grigor! I asked a question.”

      Grigor opened his mouth to answer, but Meka stepped in front of him.

      The last thing Tao expected, his eyebrows shot up.

      But it was crystal clear from Meka’s icy thoughts that, while he could fight with his brother as much as he wanted to, no one else was allowed to threaten his twin. Meka didn’t like Lukan’s tone or Morass’s quiet malevolence—and it showed. Face hard, he held out the key.

      “No one let us out of the cage, sire.” Meka winced, knowing full well Lukan didn’t approve of the word cage. “I mean the lake. I stole a key. It was all my idea.”

      Lukan took the key and rubbed it against his chin. “So, Prince Meka, you claim that you and you alone are responsible for this truancy?”

      Heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings, Meka stood tall. “Yes, sire. I—I didn’t want to go alone, so I asked Grigor to come with me. He didn’t want to, but I—”

      His voice faltered. As much as he wanted to protect his twin, Lukan would never believe he had forced his brother to leave the cage, sneak across the drawbridge, and walk miles into the forest for an overnight fishing trip. Not even Meka had that much persuasive power.

      Lukan nodded. “Hmm . . .” He gestured to Grigor. The dark-haired boy had already stepped out from his brother’s shadow. “He forced you, did he?”

      Grigor’s voice caught, but he cleared his throat. “I wanted to fish in the forest.”

      Lukan’s eyes narrowed. “I wanted to fish in the forest, sire!”

      Grigor licked his lips. “That’s what I just said.”

      Felix scowled at Grigor. But that was nothing compared to the fiery sparks flying off Lukan. Tao knew Grigor was trying the emperor’s patience.

      “And whom do you meet there, Crown Prince?” Lukan asked.

      Grigor’s confidence faltered. The last thing he wanted was to mention Tao. In Grigor’s mind, to do so would incite a search party. Tao would be found and executed, and as suspicious as Grigor was of Tao after the meeting with Bird, he could not bear that. “M-meet, sire?”

      “Yes. Meet. I know you are not alone in the forest. Who do you see there?”

      “Um . . .” Grigor shot a look at Meka.

      A tiny smile quirked the corner of Meka’s mouth. “Each other. We see each other in the forest. Sire.”

      Felix’s eyes narrowed as he studied Meka, and Tao longed to know what he was thinking.

      After a moment’s pause, Lukan nodded.

      But Tao wasn’t fooled by his brother’s apparent calm. So much anger sparked off Lukan, if humans could spontaneously ignite, he was in danger of doing just that.

      “Crown Prince Grigor, does the name Dmitri mean anything in your little world?”

      Grigor looked so blank, so gormless, that even Lukan must have believed that the boy had never heard the name.

      Tao heaved a sigh of relief at Dmitri’s wisdom in holding back mention of the curse. It eased some of his anger at the seer.

      Lukan changed tack. “Crown Prince, the falconry books you have been reading. Where do they come from?”

      A hiss from Grigor quickly suppressed. “The schoolroom, sire.” Grigor’s heart skipped a beat as he waited for more on the strange books.

      But Lukan turned on Meka. “And you? What do you know of Dmitri?”

      A shrug from Meka. “Nothing. But I’ll ask Arkady to teach us about him, if that would make you happy.”

      Tao grimaced at Meka’s ill-timed flippancy. It was troubling how much Meka loathed Lukan—and how quick he was to show it.

      “Be careful, Prince Meka.” Lukan’s voice was threatening in its silkiness. “You would not want anything to befall you or your tutor.”

      Meka’s fists bunched. “I did not know seeking out knowledge could cause anything to befall either of us. But I will remind Arkady of that next time he asks me to write an essay. Especially the twenty-page ones.”

      Lukan locked eyes with Meka, a battle of wills Tao knew only Lukan would win. He took a step forward to intervene but caught a pearlescent flash out the corner of his eye.

      Dmitri stood at his side.

      Tao sank back and watched the duel between his brother and his son.

      Without breaking contact, Lukan pointed at the two guardsmen who had accompanied the boys into the room. They stood respectfully at the door. “Come here. Both of you.”

      The men bowed and shuffled forward.

      Eyes still locked on Meka’s, Lukan said to Morass, “Prince Meka needs to learn what we are capable of. He needs a lesson in respect. Teach him.”

      Meka’s eyes swept across to Morass in time to see him raise a hand axe from behind his back. The blond boy cried out, but that didn’t stop Morass axing the first and then the second guardsman in the head.

      Meka’s face blanched as brains and blood splattered across his chest and face. The men slumped to the floor. But it was on an unseeing eyeball lying on the carpet that Meka fixated. That, and the guilt that seared him.

      In his horror, Meka was convinced he had killed two men, just as surely as if he had wielded the axe.

      Unable to bear that his son should be burdened with undeserved guilt for murder, Tao lurched forward.

      But before he could burst from the fourth dimension, Dmitri grabbed him.

      “Congratulations, Tao. The lesson we set out to impart has been taught and learned. Your sons now understand their adversary. That is the first lesson in knowing how to defeat him.” Dmitri took Tao’s arm and pulled him away from Lukan’s office. “In time, we will teach them about Felix. But right now they need space to absorb what has been taught. And you need perspective to see it was needed. Winter. The start of it. That is when you will see them again.”

      Tao didn’t have the strength to resist as Dmitri pulled him along. Also, he knew enough about Dmitri to know that the seer, who would clearly stop at nothing to see his curse fulfilled, would not allow him to linger.

      “You knew this would happen,” Tao said.

      “Aye. That I did.”

      “And yet you let Lukan kill two innocent men in front of my children? Why?”

      “That is what I wish you to ponder in the coming months, while your sons serve out their sentence.”

      “There will be more punishment?” Tao asked, aghast. Wasn’t witnessing—and being blamed for—the death of two men punishment enough?

      “Indeed. A very cruel punishment. But they will only have themselves to blame for it.”

      Tao closed his eyes and sobbed. A wrenching sound accompanied by no tears, it brought him no relief.

      Dmitri had been right all along. He wasn’t ready to see his loved ones suffer. Perhaps he never would be.

      Dmitri seemed to soften. “Years of neglect and confinement have weakened the bond between your sons. With just each other’s company for so long, their brotherhood is brittle. Lukan can easily divide them, and divided, they will fail. Everything I am allowing to happen is designed to pull them together. They need to be one in purpose, one in determination if they are to win. If it takes some pain and sacrifice to achieve that, then so be it. You should know by now, nothing gets in the way of fulfilling my promise to overthrow this dynasty.”

      Tao pulled himself together. “What is your plan for my sons?”

      “Felix promised to give Meka to Axel. As our ally, it is our task to help him achieve that.”

      That made no sense. Why would Felix give Axel Meka? And didn’t that divide Tao’s boys—the very thing Dmitri claimed to be working to avoid?

      “The reason Felix has done this is simple. He wants to con Axel into believing he will free Nicholas,” Dmitri said, clearly reading Tao’s thoughts. “In reality, Felix still hopes Nicholas will succumb in that cell.”

      Tao’s mouth dropped. “I thought Felix is on our side!”

      Dmitri snorted. “Then you are naïve. Felix supports the side that supports Felix. But who knows? In time, he may see the light.”

      Tao didn’t doubt that Dmitri knew the outcome of Felix’s fate, just as he knew the seer would never reveal it.

      “Until then, we use him,” Dmitri added. “And, as it so happens, it serves us to have Meka sent to Axel.”

      Confusion blazed through Tao. “But you said my sons were not to be divided?”

      “Did I?” The corner of Dmitri’s lip hooked up in a smile.

      Tao waved his arms in frustration. “Just seconds ago, you said they were to be one in purpose, one in determination, to win.”

      “Aye. Spend the autumn pondering on how we are to achieve that.”
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      Lukan watched his nephews leave the room. He glanced down at the dead guardsmen and grimaced. All these years on, he still hated the sight of blood, but enduring this affront in his office was a small price to pay if it kept his heirs in check. Nicholas had torn out Morass’s eye. Who knew what his heirs would do if inspired to revolt?

      Felix stood and gestured to Morass. “Low-born, get rid of these bodies.”

      Morass bobbed a bow and hoisted the first body, and then the second, over his shoulders. Bowed under the weight, he left the room.

      “Sire, I will send for a maid to clean the mess.” Felix pulled out his informa.

      Lukan held up his hand to stop him. “Wait. Find the princes. I want to hear their reactions.” In truth, he hoped to hear them talking about whom it was they met with in the forest. He suspected it was Dmitri, but suspecting wasn’t enough. If he was to guard himself against them—especially that insolent Meka—he had to know what they were learning about the curse.

      “Shock and dismay would be their reaction, I would imagine,” Felix said, riffling through screens. “You mentioned Dmitri. Any reason for that, sire?”

      An image of Meka and Grigor staggering down a palace passage flared into the air above the device.

      It pleased Lukan to see Meka’s ashen, sweaty face. The young rebel hung on his brother’s arm as if his legs could not bear his weight.

      Unfortunately, neither spoke.

      Lukan turned to Felix. “I know Dmitri has visited with them. Although I have spent nights watching them in their bedchamber, I am yet to learn what the seer is telling them.”

      Felix pursed his lips. “I keep a close scrutiny, too, and I’ve heard nothing out of the ordinary, sire.”

      As one, they both turned to watch Lukan’s heirs.

      They had reached the stairs to the turret, where they lived.

      Once in the privacy of the stairwell, Grigor said, “Don’t worry, Meks, I will get you upstairs. Then we can clean you up.”

      Lukan noticed for the first time that Meka was splattered with gore. The rebel didn’t reply.

      Grigor’s voice softened. “I know. It’s horrific. I wonder if Tao knew it would happen?”

      Tao?

      Impossible.

      Still, Lukan gasped with shock. He leaned in to hear more, but a shadow peeled away from the wall and stepped in front of the boys.

      Kestrel.

      Lukan swore, cursing her for her timing. As far as he knew, this was the first time she had approached them. Why did it have to be today, of all days, when he was about to hear what he longed to know?

      Her pale blue eyes widened. “Meka, is that blood on your clothing?”

      Meka seemed to look straight through her.

      Grigor clicked his tongue. “This isn’t a good time.” He tried to push past her with Meka.

      Kestrel held up her hand to stop them. “I asked a question. I expect an answer. What have you boys been doing that Meka looks so terrible?” She sniffed them both. “You stink, both of you. You are Chenayan princes. You’re supposed to set an example for the rest of the palace. It’s time you stopped smearing fish guts on yourselves. You should also start bathing more often, so you don’t look like disgraces to the family.”

      Even Lukan rolled his eyes at her ineptitude.

      “Sure,” Grigor snapped. “Fish guts. Now, if you don’t mind, please let us pass.”

      Kestrel waved her hand in front of her nose. “Under the circumstances, that is not a bad idea.” She stood aside. “Come see me when you’re clean.”

      “Dragons will crap bricks before that happens,” Meka mumbled, speaking for the first time.

      Grigor hoicked his brother’s arm over his shoulder and started up the stairs. “Tao will be back,” he murmured. “He won’t abandon us. Not after this. He’ll take us fishing again. Just like he did all summer. We’ll be far away from here, and everything will be fine.”

      Meka wrenched his arm away and turned on his brother. “And how do you figure that? Is Morass going to tell him? Or Felix? Maybe Lukan?”

      Grigor bit his lip. “I just know he will be back.”

      “Then you are an idiot.” Meka staggered up the stairs and vanished into his apartment.

      Grigor slumped back against the wall and closed his eyes. “Please, Tao, if you can hear me, come back. We need you like never before.”

      Lukan grabbed the informa from Felix, tossed it onto the floor, and crushed it under his boot.

      “My brother!” he raged. “Working to undermine me. After everything I did for him, for Lynx, his horrible children—this is how he repays me?”

      When Felix didn’t reply, Lukan rounded on him. “And you say nothing!”

      Felix pursed his lips. “I wonder if the princes know Tao is dead? Grigor seems to have an inkling. But Meka—” Without asking for permission, he sat on Lukan’s sofa.

      Lukan was too angry to object.

      “Why else would they discuss the possibility of Tao knowing what happened here today?”

      Lukan forced himself to calm down enough to consider Felix’s words. He sat, too. “So you think it is possible that they don’t know? In that case, what is Tao teaching them?”

      Felix steepled his fingers. “Neither of them seemed to have any idea of who Dmitri is.”

      Lukan had to agree with him. He stood. “And I intend to keep it that way. And if Grigor thinks he will ever leave that lake again, he’s mistaken.” He strode to his desk and searched for his informa. It wasn’t in its usual place. He sighed. “Felix, find Morass on your informa and tell him to see me.”

      Felix pointed to the crushed device on the bloody carpet. “Can’t help you, sire. That was mine.”

      Lukan swore and yanked open drawer after drawer in his desk. When he didn’t find an informa, he tossed the contents out onto the floor.

      “May I suggest your pocket, sire?” Felix face remained expressionless, but Lukan clearly detected mild amusement in his uncle’s voice.

      It irked him. “Don’t try me, Felix. The Burning is merely delayed, not canceled. Your wife could still find herself amongst the dead.”

      Felix’s face blanched. “I merely try to assist, sire.”

      Lukan turned his back on his Lord of the Household as he dug into his pocket for his informa. It had been there the whole time.

      His hands shook like he was the drunk and not Kestrel. Tao’s coming had rattled him more than he could have imagined was possible. It had even made him hint to the fact that his heirs weren’t actually his sons. Hopefully, Felix hadn’t noticed that. Whatever happened in the future, he would staunchly deny ever slipping up.

      He spoke into his informa. “Morass, as of right now, you are to assign two guardsmen to each of my heirs. Unless they are in their bedchamber, under the scrutiny of my cameras, they don’t even go to the commode without an armed guard.” He tossed the informa down onto the desk. “Tao will never get near them again.”

      A rustle came from Felix’s side of the room, and Lukan turned to his uncle.

      “Of course, sire. Guardsmen are bound to keep the dead away,” Felix said in a toneless voice.

      Lukan refused to acknowledge that Felix could be right. To do so would mean he would never sleep peacefully again. Flushing Lynx from those mines with a Burning was absolutely imperative. And the sooner that happened, the better—before Tao corrupted his heirs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26

        

      

    
    
      Curled up next to the door, Talon watched the light below the hole brighten. The sun was rising in the real world. The world that existed beyond the door. Beyond the impenetrable walls. Even beyond the drip he barely heard anymore.

      He hadn’t slept well. He rarely did, but last night had been particularly bad. He had made the mistake of thinking on the number of scratch marks he’d made on the wall since his failed escape.

      One hundred and seventy.

      One hundred and seventy lines scratched into the rock, each one marking the moment when the light in his prison turned gray. And that didn’t count the days—unknown how many—that had passed before he had started marking off the days.

      He wasn’t sure why he did it.

      Perhaps he needed those marks to tell him that time existed. That he existed in time.

      No one had come to rescue him. They never would. He either had to get out by himself or he would die here.

      Death wasn’t an option. At least, not yet. Not while he could still breathe, think, dream of freedom—and work at picking away more blocks from the walls.

      He had removed another twenty blocks. But no matter where he dug, he’d hit a solid mass of the hardest cement he could imagine. It didn’t matter how hard or how long he clawed at that cement; it barely flaked.

      In the face of his despair, he hummed music.

      But he had to keep trying, in between resting his ragged fingers. He needed his fingers for other things, too. Like climbing the walls. Every day he climbed, using the nooks and crannies in the blocks as foot and handholds. He knew every inch of his cell, including the ceiling that he once couldn’t reach.

      Sadly, it held no mysteries for him.

      Sometimes in his despair and loneliness he almost called Dmitri, but the squelch of Morass’s eyeball in his hand always drove those thoughts away. Dmitri brought his curse with him, the one that said that Talon had to overthrow the monsters.

      Just staying alive was a challenge. How could the seer possibly think Talon could destroy an empire?

      “Wise decision, Nicholas. I have tens of thousands of monster soldiers. I call them guardsmen. Like Morass, they feel no pain or fear. They obey my will even if it means losing an eye, a limb, a life. They will not permit you near me, let alone give you a chance to kill me.”

      Talon refused to listen to Lukan. He stood. Even though the gray light hadn’t reached its farthest spot, he strode to the wall with his time markings.

      “What do you have on your side?” Lukan demanded, ignoring Talon’s wish to ignore the intrusion. “A seer whom you don’t even trust. Allies who couldn’t even be bothered to come and look for you.”

      Talon grabbed a chunk of cement off the floor. With all his strength he lashed out at the wall. The cement crumbled.

      “Where is Axel? Why didn’t he come for you? At the cottage, your mother said to run and that Axel would find you. But he didn’t come. He’s some ally, isn’t he?”

      Talon didn’t want to admit that he’d also wondered why Axel had never come for him, but he couldn’t stop the thought invading his mind. To cover up his weakness, he ferreted through the rubble for another piece of cement.

      “You are alone in the world, Nicholas. No one cares about you and your curse. No one will help you fight me and my monsters.”

      Talon dropped to his knees and clutched his head, wishing the voice would go away, that it would stop regurgitating his worst fears—his worst nightmares—to him.

      But of course, Lukan didn’t stop. He never did.

      “It would be better if you stayed where you are rather than trying to fight me.”

      I can’t stay here, Talon finally thought back in defense. If I do, you will win. I might not be able to destroy you, but I can’t let you win by destroying me.

      The gray light reached its farthest spot.

      Talon groaned and groped for a solid piece of cement. When he found one, he stood and made his mark.

      One hundred and seventy-one.

      Perhaps today would be the day he found something other than that other wall behind his diggings.
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      Rifle clenched in his hands, Axel crouched down behind a man-sized ice crystal stalagmite and peered out into the darkness. He smiled in satisfaction. As planned, Lynx, Clay, and Princess Anna—King Chad’s daughter—had yet to arrive at the site Clay had chosen for Lynx’s final test. If she passed, Heron would assign her to a platoon in the morning.

      Clay had devised a series of obstacles Lynx had to overcome before “killing” Anna. Axel was on Anna’s team in this war game, and it was his job to make sure his teammate survived Lynx’s stalking. That was why he had arrived early, so he could set up a route for Anna follow to escape her hunter.

      For Axel, the purpose of today’s exercise was not to prove that his wife could stalk and kill prey or, once enlisted into a platoon, Chenayan guardsmen. After her raider training and years of survival in the forest, that wasn’t in doubt.

      His purpose was far more important: He needed Lynx to understand how impossible it would be to quickly train Nicholas as a full-fledged general to lead the alliance. To that end, the route he had chosen for Anna made it easy for him to defend his teammate and almost impossible for Lynx to attack. His Lynxie would need her strategic wits about her if she stood any hope of passing today’s test.

      Axel doubted that even his raider wife had what it took to avoid defeat.

      His boots crunched over loose shale as he strode toward a three-foot-wide triangular ice crystal, jutting out over a twenty-foot ravine in the mine. He stopped next to the rock and listened for sounds.

      All he could discern was the river tumbling some thirty feet below him. Convinced he was alone, he slung his rifle across his back and pulled two rappelling lines, a couple of pitons, and a small hammer from his pack. He lay down on the ice crystal with his torso and arms hanging over the edge.

      Arms straining, he fumbled under the stone where it sunk into the bedrock. He carefully hammered in two pitons: one for him and one for Anna. If Lynx found them, she and Clay would use them, too. This part of the job done, he scrambled back to his feet and eased behind a rock to hide until Lynx, Clay, and Anna arrived.

      With time to kill, his mind circled back to the thoughts that kept him awake most nights, long after Lynx fell into a restless sleep in the bedroll they shared in their cave. Even during the day, when he went about alliance business, these concerns never left him.

      What to do about Nicholas? Or as Lynx would have it, Talon, Axel’s stepson, who also happened to be the Son of Prophecy.

      Some would say their raging argument about the boy was moot because they were still to find Nicholas, but Axel believed in being prepared. Especially since his son had given them a possible clue to his whereabouts: Nicholas had thought about a cold room in a slaughterhouse.

      It was a slim lead, given that there were probably thousands of slaughterhouses in the empire, but Axel could not ignore it. The slaughterhouse had to be housed in an abandoned building; otherwise, the workers would have found Nicholas. Lukan and Felix would never risk that.

      Axel shifted position behind his rock. Privy to Nicholas’s thoughts, Axel had heard Nicholas wonder why he hadn’t come. Nicholas didn’t think that his most loyal allies were doing everything in their power to rescue him.

      Axel swore under his breath. He had sent operatives into Cian to find Nicholas’s slaughterhouse. That seemed the logical place to start. Much to his chagrin, their search had turned up nothing. No one seemed to know about an abandoned slaughterhouse. In their thoroughness, his operatives had searched every abandoned building in the town, but they hadn’t found Nicholas.

      Axel had expanded his search to other towns in the Heartland, a task made difficult by the incessant rains and the indifferent infrastructure in the outlying parts of the Heartland. The long wait for results was disheartening in the extreme.

      He caught the sound of shifting shale and looked up into the dark, rifle at the ready in case Chenayan guardsmen had broken through. Since Lynx’s capture, the Chenayans had been relentless, breaking into the mines every few days. It took all of Heron’s resourcefulness to keep them at bay.

      Axel recognized the light pitter-patter of tiny feet on rock, and relaxed. Rats. What they survived on in the tunnels so far from the human settlements, he didn’t know.

      He grimaced at the unhappy comparison to his son.

      He understood his boy’s feelings, especially as Nicholas had to ward off constant mental assault from Felix—not for one second did Axel believe Lukan spoke to Nicholas—but it still grated that his son doubted his loyalty. He had always supported and protected those he loved, and Nicholas was no different.

      His fingers dug into his rifle butt. Felix’s cruelty was just one more crime Axel notched up against his father. A bullet was too good for Felix the ghoul master. Felix’s vile goading of a boy struggling to survive made Axel even more determined to slit his father’s throat when he and his army finally marched on the palace.

      He let out a long, frustrated sigh.

      Getting an army together for that march was just one more thing that kept him awake at night. The monarchs were still being difficult. With careful diplomacy, a few strongly worded letters, and some veiled threats, Axel was just managing to keep them and their demands for lower taxes and more battles at bay.

      It didn’t help that Lynx fought him, too. If she would just accept Nicholas as a mere figurehead, it would clear the first hurdle to a very necessary meeting with the monarchs. But she still claimed that such a low position would demean Nicholas’s role as Dmitri’s decreed savior.

      Axel disagreed. Being a figurehead was no shame, especially when the symbol on the flag was the boy surviving in the dark. He tipped his hand in salute to his son’s courage, his determination, his grit in fighting to escape. Regardless of Nicholas’s misgivings about taking on Lukan and his “monsters,” the Light-Bearer truly could have been a remarkable general—if there were time to properly train him.

      Which there wasn’t.

      In the last week, Magridal, his espionage expert, had reported rumbling in the kingdom of Tarach. King Liatl, a desert ruler with a proud fighting tradition, led the Blades, who had once been a formidable force. When Axel and the Pathfinder Alliance had effectively clamped down on private wars amongst the Free Nations, many of Liatl’s Blades had defected to the alliance. They made up the largest contingent of foreign mercenaries in his army. Liatl had never forgiven him for robbing him of his power base.

      Intelligence reports claimed that Liatl planned to rebuild his Blades with the intention of destroying the alliance. Axel had sent Magridal under cover to Cosal, Tarach’s capital, to determine if the rumors were true. Like all the monarchs Axel dealt with, Liatl eschewed any technology beyond crossbows and steam engines, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a potentially formidable enemy. Norin had kept the empire and its preternatural guardsmen at bay for four hundred years with nothing more than crossbows and poison.

      Regardless of Axel’s conflict with Lynx, he had to call a conclave with the monarchs to shore up his allies.

      To him, the only solution to finding Nicholas was to pull a huge army together in the Light-Bearer’s name and to march against Lukan.

      With a knife to his throat, his cousin would quickly blurt out where the Light-Bearer had been hidden.

      Axel grunted with satisfaction at the prospect of imprisoning Lukan in that dark hole where Nicholas now languished. Lukan’s final demise would be the Light-Bearer’s choice. Fittingly so, too.

      While he prepared that campaign, the last thing Axel needed was Liatl going for his underbelly. Axel’s fighting force was loyal as any mercenaries could be, but if Liatl offered more money and better options for bloodying their weapons, the old Blades could defect back to their old master. Who knew what damage those men could inflict on the rest of Axel’s people in this mine on their way to the door?

      Axel would not tolerate such a threat to his people.

      Lynx had to join his side regarding Nicholas or he would have no choice but to cut her out of all his dealings with the monarchs. She would still be his wife and the mother of the Light-Bearer, but all his desires to share power with her would be dashed. His face fell at the thought.

      He scowled his sadness away. After nearly two decades as leader of the alliance, he had come to accept that his personal wishes had nothing to do with the broader objectives in this war. Doing what was right for his people always had and always would take precedence over his personal concerns.

      His ears pricked at the scrape of leather on rock above him.

      Lynx and her team?

      “Axel,” Clay’s voice called down to him. “In case you are thinking of shooting, it’s us.”

      Axel called out, “Then let’s get this test underway.”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” Clay called.

      From his hiding place, Axel peered up at Lynx in the red glow from her headlamp—and smiled.

      As always, his raider looked her beautiful, ferocious self. A woman in control of her world.

      Today he intended to change that. If that didn’t make her see reason regarding Nicholas, nothing would.
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      Lit by her headlamp, Lynx squeezed through a narrow crevice in the rock after Clay with with King Chad’s daughter, Anna, on her heels.

      Lynx had every muscle in lockdown to stop her body rebelling against the unforgiving rasp of stone against her skin. Since arriving here, she had gained control over her phobia. Living in the dark forest for so many years helped. But the real incentive was Talon. If he could soar above the terrifying challenge of darkness and mental assault, then so could she.

      It broke her heart—and Axel’s—that Talon was doing his best to burrow out of his cell, only to be defeated by what they assumed was a concrete wall. Like finding his ice crystal on the grid, it would take Talon a dozen lifetimes to claw through concrete with his fingers.

      The only good that had come from it was that Axel’s respect for Talon had increased a thousandfold. Her warlord was nowhere near ready to concede that Talon could lead men into battle, but he no longer fobbed Talon off as a mere boy with no value to the alliance apart from his name.

      That counted for something. But it seemed a minor thing in comparison to their other conflicts.

      Today was the last of her formal training. If she passed the test Clay set for her, Heron would enlist her into a platoon in the morning. That meant she and Axel were still at odds about how to handle Talon and the monarchs. She was no closer to sharing his perspective that Talon was a figurehead than Axel was to accepting hers. And still the monarchs chafed against his taxes. It was an untenable situation, but neither of them were willing to back down.

      It also burned that if anyone should be training as a soldier, it should have been Talon, not her.

      But given her stubborn warlord, there was nothing she could do about it.

      Her toe hooked a rock and she stumbled before catching her balance.

      Just like Felix could have provided light for her son, Axel had enough ice crystal to power a million dynamos to illuminate every crack and every rock in this mountain, but he kept it dark to make navigation almost impossible for the uninformed.

      It was just as well.

      Since her escape, the number of Chenayan troops attacking the airtight doors and vents had increased. According to Heron and Clay, breaches were more common now than they had been in years. Once in the mines, the alliance forces were forced from a defensive position into an offensive one—and that began with hunting down and destroying the invaders.

      Lynx knew Lukan would not stop the pressure until he had recaptured her. Just one more burden that came with being Lukan’s obsession.

      Lynx followed as Clay, then Anna, dropped down into an airship-sized bubble in the rock. Not hewn by hand, the mountain itself had birthed this hole. At the far end, the balloon dropped fifteen feet farther into a valley of razor-sharp ice crystal stalagmites.

      Clay called out to Axel, and Axel replied. As far as Lynx could make out, he was below them, hidden somewhere in those crystals. Unseen, he would watch her cope in this unforgiving place. The last thing she wanted was to fail herself and him.

      She took a deep breath and sized up where she planned to land in that valley of rock. An inch to the right, a foot to the left, and she would be impaled on softly gleaming needles of stone. She was still not entirely at home with the many-faceted rock.

      “Are we going to be here all day?” Clay demanded behind her.

      “He’s right, Lynx. The Chenayans would have gotten you by now.” Redheaded Anna raised her hand, eyed Lynx down her finger with a startling green eye, and said, “Pow. You’re dead.” Face adoring, she grinned at Clay.

      Clay acknowledged her with a nod.

      Anna’s comment would have carried more weight if Lynx wasn’t aware that the seventeen-year-old Trevenite princess worshiped Clay. He could have said the rock was about to melt into chocolate sauce, and Anna would have agreed.

      Eyes lined up on her mark, Lynx jumped. Her right leg jarred against the rock, and it was only her black fatigues—now she knew why they were padded—that stopped the crystal slicing her thigh.

      She’d carry a bruise, but that she could live with. It could join all the other blotches covering her skin. Axel made a point of counting them every night when she got into bed with him. But apart from that, he never commented, no matter how livid the bruise. She, in turn, didn’t let her multiple stabs of pain stop her from relishing his body—while he enjoyed hers. And then the long night of tossing and turning as she worried about her son would start . . .

      She pushed the unhelpful thought away.

      The valley sheered away down a cliff that slid some fifty feet into a river. The echo of raging water tumbling over rocks reverberated around her.

      “I’m ready to hunt,” Lynx said to Clay. “Give the signal, and let’s get going.” She would have to track down and “kill” Anna before the Trevenite reached a target Clay had set up deeper in the mine. Axel would work at “killing” Lynx before she reached her target.

      From the distance Lynx would keep between her and Anna, a blank round would do no more harm than splatter the girl with green paint.

      If Lynx got any closer, Clay would fail her. He never missed an opportunity to remind her that Chenayan guardsmen wore ice-crystal jaspers that made them move faster than any normal human. An alliance soldier found within twenty feet of a guardsman would not survive to boast about it.

      Clay turned to Anna and yelled, probably so Axel could hear, too. “You have three minutes to get ahead and then we will be behind you. Go.”

      Anna tossed the mass of curls that escaped from her leather-and-ice-crystal headband over her shoulder. The coppery color caught the red glow from Clay’s headlamp, dancing like fireflies around the fine bones in her porcelain face. “Got it.”

      Clay flicked off his light and nudged Lynx. “Come. I don’t want you watching her.”

      She followed Clay into the darkness. They sat on a rock, and Lynx listened for sounds of Anna and Axel leaving, but the rush of river water drowned out everything. She turned her attention to Clay. “She fancies you.”

      Clay groaned. “The story of my life. They’re either too young, too involved with someone else, or family.”

      “Family? Who?” Lynx had yet to visit Norin. She had wanted desperately to see her father, but both Axel and her father had warned her against it. It seemed Lukan had stationed a few thousand guardsmen on the outskirts of the caravan. They all knew it was in the hope of capturing her. As much as it broke her heart, she had agreed to stay away.

      Clay gave a bashful laugh. “Wolf’s daughter, Petal.” A pause. “I guess you can say she also fell in the ‘too young’ category. She’s about Anna’s age, but she used to follow me like a lap dog. Wolf and Aloe were crazy with worry. I was just . . . well, crazy with irritation. Anyway, I stopped visiting home for a while. It’s better now, thank the Winds.”

      Amused by his tale, she smiled at him in the dark. “So what cured her?”

      “She fell for another healer, Quail. Nice lad. We all like him. You will, too.” He gave her a sad smile. “When you finally get to go home.”

      Lynx shrugged, trying to hide her anger and fury that Lukan had again robbed her of something she so desperately wanted. “They planning to marry?”

      “They talk of it all the time, but you know the problem with Norin princesses and Chenayan crown princes better than anyone. Wolf is probably beginning to watch the mail carriage for missives from Lukan demanding a bride for Grigor.”

      Lynx’s stomach clenched with anger for Petal and her Quail. For Grigor, too.

      Clay shifted against his rock. “Anyway, Anna is betrothed to Prince Xipal, the desert king’s son.”

      “Is Xipal her choice?” Lynx couldn’t imagine the girl in love with someone else, not the way she made doe eyes at Clay.

      “No. Politics. Chad feels beholden because we destroyed Liatl’s army.” Clay flicked on his headlamp and looked at his watch in the dull red light. “Let’s go.”

      Lynx leaped to her feet. Regardless of her pity for Anna, she intended to “kill” the girl today.

      Clay led her to edge of the cliff that fell to the river below. She surveyed the terrain as she walked, aware that the jagged rocks, unexpected crevasses that tumbled into deadly precipices, and broken tunnels, were as much her enemy as the Chenayans.

      At some point during the eons, a red stalactite had crashed to the ground, littering the edge of the cliff with rocks and loose shale. Careful not to slip, she picked her way across them, looking for the pitons Axel was supposed to have set to secure the ropes for the drop down the cliff.

      Clay stood with his arms crossed, making no effort to help her.

      And that was just as it should be. She had not helped him raid his first egg.

      When she first started training with him, Clay had drummed into her that Heron frowned on leaving rock-climbing gear in the mountain for the enemy to find and use. Such kit was used sparingly, and always hidden. Where possible, they relied on their fingers, boot tips, and cracks in the rock to maneuver up the faces. One of the many pockets on her black fatigues gaped with black chalk to help with bare-handed climbs.

      She knelt to better study the rocks. A three-foot-wide shaft of ice crystal jutted out over the lip. She peered under it and spotted a gleam of metal. Two pitons. Only someone who knew they were there would find them. Axel hadn’t managed to fox her. She allowed a smile of satisfaction as she unfurled the cord wrapped around her waist.

      Flattened on her stomach, she used her elbows to edge over the ice crystal. If she slipped into the river, she would crash to her death against rocks the size of her old cottage before she could even think of swimming to safety.

      She took a deep breath to calm her wildly beating heart and stretched her shoulder and arm to reach the piton. The hole located, she threaded her cord through and attached the other end to a harness around her legs and waist. A quick check of her weapon, and she grabbed the cord and stepped back off the ledge. Boots bouncing against the rock, she sailed down the cliff.

      She landed on a ledge no wider than her foot. It was slick with river spray. Feet tingling at the thought of slipping into the torrent just a few feet below her, she leaned back against the wall and loosened her cord.

      When Clay had first brought her to terrain like this to learn to shoot in, she had protested. These caverns and impossibly narrow ledges could not be where the alliance fought the Chenayan guardsmen. Why didn’t he take her to the man-made tunnels like the one she had traveled on when she had first arrived here? That was the logical place to set up targets for her to aim at.

      Clay had laughed at her.

      She had quickly realized that those tunnels were not only rare survivors of Axel’s demolition efforts, but that Axel and Heron had trapped them with explosives and poison.

      The result?

      No one used them. All the fighting took place in hellish terrain like this. Learning to shoot a rifle was just half the battle for a soldier enlisted in Axel’s army. One evening, after counting her bruises, Axel had confided that the terrain was ninety percent of the reason why he still held the mines.

      Lynx looked left and right into the river spray, trying to decide which way Anna and Axel would have gone. The ledges on both side of her looked equally unpromising. She looked out over the river. Only about twenty feet wide, it was hemmed by a rock wall.

      Aware of the time slipping away, Lynx swept her light beam around, looking for clues. It was on her third sweep that she noticed that the light extended deeper into a small section of the opposite wall. The harder she looked at it, the clearer it became that it was an impossibly narrow passageway.

      Clay joined her. Back hugging the rock behind him, he rolled up his cord. Although silent, she could sense his expectation.

      She made a decision.

      “I think they crossed the river.”

      No reaction from Clay.

      She sighed. At least she had shown emotion while he had raided his egg.

      An irritated click of her tongue at her unrealistic expectations, and she focused on finding what they had used to cross the river.

      No piton. No place to attach a rope.

      And how would they have attached it on the other side? Lynx snapped at herself.

      That left a bridge of some kind.

      Aware that she could be failing her test dismally, Lynx turned her attention to looking for a bridge—

      A plank.

      Her eyes dropped to the ledge she stood on. She creaked down carefully and felt under the stone. A laugh escaped her as her hand touched a few sheets of wet steel. She chanced a glance at Clay.

      The corner of his mouth twitched.

      Fighting for balance on the treacherous surface, she prized out a narrow but rigid strip of steel. But as she swung it over the river, the momentum almost tumbled her into the water. She cried out before she could stop herself and dropped her bridge into the swirling foam.

      She swore, suddenly conscious she was dripping wet—from fear-induced sweat, not just river water. She tried again, fighting to concentrate despite the ticking clock, Clay’s silence, Axel’s expectations of success—and her own.

      This time, she was ready for the downward pull of the bridge. Moving cautiously, she edged it onto a tiny lip on the wall facing her. It settled with a satisfying metallic click that she heard over the river.

      A full smile from Clay.

      Aware that swagger could be her downfall, Lynx edged carefully across the bridge. Her heart rapped a staccato beat; the steel was as slippery as an icy path. She almost collapsed with relief when she reached the other side. A brush of her hand, and she felt the opening her flashlight had hinted at. Her first instinct was to push through it to begin tracking Anna and Axel before their boot prints on the rocks dried, but she remembered Clay.

      He would expect her to stow the bridge after he had crossed. Sure-footed, her little brother seemed to saunter with indulgent ease across it.

      “Are we going to be here all day?” she hissed, quoting him.

      He smiled as he hopped off and squeezed past her in the narrow opening. “Hide the bridge. But remember, I can overlook you losing one because this is your first time, but two—”

      He made a cutting gesture across his throat that she took to mean failure.

      It wasn’t necessary. She had the measure of the weight of the steel now. Quickly, she swung it around, but when she couldn’t find a ledge to hide it under, she plunked it against the wall in the little cave.

      A frown from Clay.

      She looked around more carefully and noticed a long fold in the rock. Her hand revealed a perfect hiding place, already stashed with metal sheets. She added hers to the pile.

      “Let’s go hunting,” Clay said, gesturing for her to lead the way.

      Heart beating with excitement, Lynx studied the broken ground. Her flashlight caught the gleam of water on stone. She followed it down a natural seam in the rock, little wider than her body. The spoor quickly dried, but it didn’t matter. The tunnel had narrowed so sharply that Lynx had to lie on her stomach and crawl to move through it. Axel had brought her to a claustrophobic nightmare.

      A surge of panic rushed her, and she couldn’t help stuttering, “I—I’m not ready for this yet, Clay.”

      “Then you are not ready to fight in the Pathfinder Alliance army.” Clay sounded disappointed. “Test’s over.”

      “The hell it is.” Lynx took a breath, gritted her teeth and dragged herself forward with her elbows.

      Clay said nothing, and as he was behind her, she couldn’t guess what he was thinking.

      Needing to really prove herself to him—and to Axel for devising this horror—she flicked off her headlamp, plunging them into obsidian darkness. A deep, calming breath, and she forced her elbows and hips to keep shuffling her along. After what seemed like forever, but was probably only a few minutes, a light flared ahead of her. The beam filled a space much broader than the confines of the tunnel.

      It had to be Anna. But where was Axel? He wouldn’t reveal his presence so easily.

      Lynx crept forward, making no sound. Without warning, the rock walls and floor hugging her dipped, becoming a chute. In the light from Anna’s headlamp, she saw that if she didn’t dig in quickly, she would tumble out.

      Seemingly unaware of Lynx’s presence, the girl strode confidently toward a blue flag snagged on the tip of a crystal stalagmite—Clay’s target.

      Intense with concentration, Lynx edged forward to give herself space to heft her rifle. With the barrel protruding a couple of inches from the chute, she sighted the weapon. When Anna was perfectly aligned in the cross hairs, she eased back the trigger.

      The weapon was ripped from her hands.

      Before she could stop herself, she cried out in surprise—and looked up the barrel of her gun at Axel’s hard face.

      “Dead on your first outing. You are going to have to do better than that, Lynxie.” Axel sighted the rifle, and if he wanted to, he could kill her.

      Trapped in her chute, there would be nothing she could do to defend herself. Lynx sighed with frustration. “I should not have poked the rifle barrel out before checking, should I?”

      “No. You should not.” Axel lowered the weapon, but he didn’t move.

      With Clay behind her and Axel in front, there was nowhere for her to go. She hadn’t felt so trapped in years.

      Or so desolate at her own stupidity.

      How could the Winds protect her if she took no care to protect herself by using the most basic of weapon-handling skills? Skills that, as a raider, had once come to her as naturally as breathing?

      She sighed back her anguish. “I guess it’s back to school for me.”

      Axel pillaged her face with his eyes. She shifted, uncomfortable, wishing she knew what he was thinking.

      Finally, his expression softened. He whispered, “No, my Lynxie. It’s not back to school. At least, not for you. But tell me, if a raider with as many years of experience as you got caught like this, how would our boy have coped?”

      Our boy?

      Talon.

      She frowned, suddenly aware of what Axel had done. “It’s not the same,” she gritted out, conscious of Clay behind her and Anna at the stalagmite. “We would give him a lot more training.”

      “You are thirty-six, Lynx. That’s how long you have been training in war and survival. We don’t have that long to wait to overthrow Lukan.”

      Lynx wanted to snap that it wasn’t the same thing at all, but she stopped herself, because as much as Axel’s tactics annoyed her, he did make sense in an irritating way. Talon was skilled in the forest, but in a situation like this, he would not have survived. More than anyone, Lynx wanted Lukan dead, but not if it risked her son’s life. And with monarchs beating on their door, they didn’t really have the luxury of time.

      “I concede,” she said, giving him an icy stare.

      Axel brushed her hair, damp with sweat, off her face. “Good. Heron will assign you to your platoon tomorrow as planned. I hope your tenure there is very short.” He offered her his hand, which she took, and then pulled her out of the chute.

      Clay tumbled out after her.

      Lynx sidled up to Axel. “I lost. That means I didn’t win. I appreciate you changing the rules for me, but it smacks of nepotism.”

      “Commander Lynx Avanov, welcome to my army.” Axel wrapped his arm around her, pressed a kiss onto her forehead, and then whispered, “You’re an Avanov. Nepotism comes with the name.”

      It was first time she had heard herself referred to as an Avanov. Coming from Axel, it sounded good.

      She wished the idea of using Talon as a figurehead sounded as fine, but what choice did she have? She had failed herself and her son. And Axel had proved his point.

      At least she could concede graciously, instead of arguing for a second run to earn her commission by merit. She cupped his cheek in her hand. “I will be at your side. Set up the meeting with the monarchs.”
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      Lukan rubbed his scar, only just managing to resist slumping in his gold throne. There had been precious little good news in today’s High Council meeting, but every problem presented today could have been avoided if he hadn’t been cheated of his Burning. And now, he had to address all the High Council’s quibbles without giving away any inkling of his postponed terminal solution. Forcing a serene expression he didn’t feel, he stared down the narrow, high-vaulted chamber at his Lord of the Granary, Count Pavel.

      Dark hair slicked back against his head, the hawk-eyed man was wrapping up his report. “So, in conclusion, sire, thanks to the unseasonal summer floods, the potato and wheat crops have rotted in the fields. The continuing wet autumn has frustrated all efforts to harvest what crops could have been salvaged. We have six weeks’ worth of supplies stockpiled from last season. If we are to stave off hunger amongst the low-born in the Heartland, we will need to look at importing food from the southern satrapies. This will require an investment of twenty-seven million mycek in freight charges. We will also require help from the military with food distribution.”

      A flick of Pavel’s thumb killed the graphics summing up the situation floating above his informa. The count bowed and took his seat.

      The floods had swept away entire villages, killing thousands, before going on to buckle the road, rail, and bridge network in the Heartland. Travel was now almost impossible. Neither those people nor that network mattered to Lukan; it would take years and vast sums of money to restore order for a world that he planned to leave desolate.

      If that wasn’t a big enough waste of money, the funds Pavel asked for had to come out of Lukan’s war budget. He would also have to deflect precious troops and equipment from the Treven campaign to help with mopping up operations at home. And that at a time when his troops were finally having some success in breaching the mines. With Axel still alive and Lynx gone, the last thing he wanted was to reduce pressure in Treven.

      Lynx had to be recaptured. Nothing else was more important.

      Since the failure of his last Burning, he had mulled the possibility of a targeted gassing to flush Axel. With Axel dead, the Pathfinder Alliance would collapse, and with it, the resistance in the mines. Recapturing Lynx would then be a simple matter.

      His first thought had been to hit Norin, but he had rejected it in favor of a more hostile, more frustrating target: Oldfort, King Jerawin’s hideout in the mountains of Lapis.

      For years, Lukan had lived daily with the humiliation of King Jerawin’s continued presence in Lapis. Since invading Lapis, Lukan had deployed a vast contingent of priestesses armed with moonstone shockers to control the population and to force obedience to the Dragon.

      It hadn’t helped. Thousands of Lapisians had fled to the mines to join the alliance. At his citadel in Oldfort, the deposed King Jerawin maintained a court of as many as the barren mountains could support, a few thousand people, more symbolic of resistance than anything else.

      Until that den of vipers was eradicated, Lukan could never vindicate his failure in that theater of war. In each instance, Axel was his true adversary. It was his military brain that kept both Jerawin and Chad in power, albeit on a reduced scale.

      In theory, it was simple enough to shower the town with Dragon’s Fire, but doing so would alert the world to his secret weapon. He wasn’t yet ready to tip his hand, even though a mass gassing was the best way he could think of winning the round.

      Count Pavel cleared his throat, the sound loud in the silence. “Sire, the money for food? Do I have your approval?”

      Lukan forced his mind back to the council room.

      He sat up in his chair and did a quick calculation in his head to compare the figure Pavel asked for against his own estimate. After the wettest summer in living memory and the Burning postponed, he had anticipated the problem. A grunt of approval when the two figures correlated.

      He pointed to Count Taras, his Lord of the Treasury. “Open a credit line for Count Pavel with all the usual checks.”

      Sadly, finding a financial man with Artyom Zarot’s skills had been almost impossible. Axel’s grand larceny, which had led to Zarot’s killing, had taught Lukan a lesson. For the last sixteen years, he had kept the treasury on a tight rein. Taras reported to him weekly on the financial affairs of the nation.

      A glance at Stefan Zarot had his Lord of Conquest bowing. Zarot would be responsible for assigning the troops and equipment Pavel needed. “Balance the needs in the Heartland with your orders in Treven. I don’t want any subsidence in the campaign to break through into the mines.”

      “Of course, sire. As you wish.” Tall, gray-haired, exuding his usual calm, Zarot nodded.

      Count Pavel stirred in his seat and raised a finger, indicating that he wanted to speak.

      As much as Lukan wanted the meeting over, he nodded at Pavel. “Go ahead.”

      “Sire, perhaps, just for now, the needs of the Heartland need to take precedence over the war effort. Winter is coming, and with it great hardship for the low-born unless we have troops on the ground.” Pavel glanced around the room, catching eyes, no doubt looking for support.

      A couple of the more senior councilmen nodded their agreement. Lukan knew, despite Pavel’s platitudes, that they cared nothing for the low-born. The true issue here was the war in Treven.

      Lukan sighed.

      It was an old grievance, muttered in dark corners by his councilmen, now finally aired. In the heady days of his reign when the low-born in the Heartland had been tagged, the council had been gung-ho for the war. But as the campaign mired and successes were few, support had waned. Tired of bolstering his councilmen’s flagging spirits for the war effort, Lukan had seen the Burning as a solution to the whole mess. After the Burning, he would have rewritten the history books, blotting out every reference to his failures on the battlefield.

      “No one could dispute my support for the low-born, Count Pavel. If we find we need greater numbers of resources, then I will allocate them. Now, my lords, that concludes business for the day. Lunch convenes within the hour.” Lukan was about to stand when Felix cleared his throat. He looked over at his Lord of the Household in surprise; Felix never spoke in these meetings. “You have something to add, Felix?”

      Lukan wasn’t the only one who seemed startled.

      A collective shifting of bodies, and fifteen of his sixteen councilmen leaned forward to better hear the usually silent Felix.

      A hand wave from his uncle. Although Felix had lost two fingers, his right hand had recovered from the shooting. That didn’t stop him holding it like a wounded wing. Lukan thought Felix did it to garner endless commiseration from the high-born.

      “Nothing I have to say, sire, but I know some of the High Council have questions about Crown Prince Grigor and his brother, Prince Meka.”

      Lukan almost leaped out of his chair. Why was Felix, of all people, bringing them up? Had he forgotten their discussion on the threat Tao’s pernicious influence was on his heirs? That Tao hadn’t been back all through the autumn meant nothing. He could strike at any time.

      Even though his heirs hadn’t spoken to each other for most of that time, with no other company, they tended to talk to themselves. Tao’s name had come up regularly in those whispered “conversations.” Not once had either of them mentioned Dmitri or Nicholas. Perhaps Tao hadn’t yet spilled those truths, but that could change in a heartbeat.

      “What about them?” he snapped.

      Felix looked over at Count Vasily, who oversaw Zakar Province, where the empire’s industries were hidden. “Care to explain your concerns to the emperor?”

      Vasily’s florid face turned puce, and his fleshy jowls shook.

      “Ah . . . Felix. Quite. My . . . ah . . . concerns.” A wave of a podgy hand made the gemstones on each of his ringed fingers glitter. Fat rolls quivering, he lumbered to his feet and bowed. “Sire, I—I speak not only on my own behalf.”

      Vasily’s cunning eyes shot around the room, alighting on one councilman after another. Only when he had implicated everyone in the hall did he point to the empty chairs below Lukan’s throne, where the crown prince and his brothers traditionally sat at council meeting.

      “Every third month we gather in person for these meetings, but we are yet to be graced with the presence of your two heirs.” Vasily cleared his throat. “Just last night, Count Raklus asked how they would learn to govern our great empire if they never attend the forums where discussions on government are held. We have yet to even hear their voices on the news feed.”

      Lukan glowered at Raklus. Felix’s life-long friend, Raklus had been spared the death Mott had pronounced on him and had served for the last sixteen years as Lukan’s Lord of the Merchants. He was known for his straight-talking.

      “Is this correct?” Lukan asked.

      A glare at Vasily, and then Raklus creaked to his feet. He bowed.

      “Sire.” The elderly man took a deep breath and then fixed Lukan with a watery eye. “Your sons look little better than our worst low-born rabble. If that is not bad enough, the sight of them instills fear in the hearts of your subjects. And to have them guarded like murderers, well, that is most unseemly.”

      A coughing spasm had him doubling over. The same age as Felix and Vasily, Raklus looked—and sounded—much older. When he had his chest under control, he wheezed, “All of us die, sire. Not having proper heirs does not bode well for the future when Crown Prince Grigor will be required to take over your throne.”

      He sank back into his seat.

      Hiding all trace of his outrage at Raklus’s interference, Lukan scanned his councilmen’s expressions.

      Agreement blazed there.

      Sixteen years ago, Lukan would have thought nothing of using Morass to quell such dissidence, but Artyom Zarot’s death had taught him that an emperor’s life was simpler when he had good men in place to help him govern. A military failure, he could not bear the thought of being inept in the administration of the empire, too. That humiliation would be too much to bear. He now punished obliquely by targeting his High Councilmen’s families when the men stepped out of line. That worked even better to keep them working hard for him.

      As much as it rankled, he asked, “What would you have me do, Count Raklus?”

      Raklus gestured around the room. “I am not long for this world. They must decide.”

      Like the cowards they were, Lukan’s councilmen found anything but Lukan to focus on. Lukan was about to leave when Stefan Zarot finally stood and bowed.

      “Perhaps, sire, it would be appropriate if the boys diverted some of their time from fishing to exploring other activities typical of teenagers. For that, they would need to leave the lake and their apartment. Haircuts and a new wardrobe for each of them would help, too.” He pointed to their vacant seats. “And, of course, we would welcome their presence here, as I am sure the other high-born would welcome them in the great hall.”

      Felix, who should have known better, had the temerity to nod. What was the man thinking?

      Lukan stood. “I will consider your counsel.” To Felix, he said, “My office. Now.”

      He strode down the aisle between the councilmen’s chairs. As he reached the end of the hall, Morass leaped to his feet and opened the door. Like a shadow, his Lord of the Rack followed him to his office.

      Even aided by his cane, Felix scurried to keep up with Lukan’s long strides.

      Morass opened the door, and Lukan sailed into the room to await Felix. His Lord of the Household was breathless when he slunk in. Morass shut the door behind him.

      “By the Dragon! What were you thinking, springing that on me?” Lukan demanded.

      Without waiting for permission, Felix crumpled onto a sofa. He dropped his cane on the coffee table between the sofas and pulled his snotty handkerchief from his pocket to mop his face. “I am not as young as I once was, sire. You would do well to remember that before expecting me to engage in high speed chases through the palace.”

      “Answer my question.”

      A sigh from Felix. “I fully grasp your reasons for keeping the princes locked up, but the High Council is agitated. Surely you can see how unwise it is to refuse to discuss the matter with them?”

      “What I do with my heirs”—Lukan swallowed and corrected—“my sons, is my business.”

      “With all due respect, sire, it is not. They belong not only to you and Princess Kestrel, but to the empire at large. We all have a stake in those boys.”

      Lukan sat on the leather sofa across from Felix, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. He had often wondered just how much his uncle knew about the Dmitri Curse.

      A lot more than he has ever let on.

      Felix’s knowledge of the curse must have convinced him that Lukan would be the last emperor on the throne.

      Lukan ran a hand over his face and said as dryly as he could, “You know that is not the case. They will never take the throne.”

      Felix clasped his heart with his maimed hand. “At last! We can finally speak openly on this.”

      “So, you have known all these years?”

      “Of course I have, sire. But my lips were sealed by your silence on the subject.”

      Lukan couldn’t help wishing Felix were more forthcoming with his vast wealth of knowledge. It would be a shame if he went senile before Lukan had bled him of everything he knew.

      “I cannot risk Tao telling them about Dmitri. Or, even more catastrophic, about Nicholas.”

      “I am aware of the problem, sire, but you also cannot risk the high-born questioning why you effectively have no heirs. That is raising alarm bells, too. At this stage, we have their loyalty, but with Dmitri’s blasted curse threatening to unfold around us, we cannot alienate them by ignoring their legitimate concerns.”

      Felix blew into his handkerchief, and Lukan knew his uncle had even more bad news to impart.

      After a round of nose wiping, Felix said, “In their current state, Grigor and Meka are a disgrace to the Avanov name. And with the guardsmen shadowing them, they do look like young criminals, not heirs to the greatest throne in history.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Lukan said defensively. “They are just a tad unkempt. If a haircut and a visit from a tailor helps, then I will set that in motion today. And as for the guards, well, you know why they are there.”

      “It will take more than a dozen tailors to rectify their wrongs,” Felix said. “You need to get them out of that cage and tame them.”

      “It is not a cage,” Lukan said stiffly. “It is merely an enclosed lake. How many times must I tell you that?”

      “Say it as much as you want, nephew, it doesn’t change the facts. Your heirs have been cruelly neglected by both you and their mother.”

      This was bold, even for Felix. His uncle must have felt strongly about the matter.

      Lukan scoffed; it was typical of Felix to think he knew everything about raising children. Felix had been a doting father who had indulged his son—Look how well that had worked with the traitor, Axel—and his daughter.

      Even his grandchildren, Malika and Stefan’s children, were spoiled rotten. Felix had agreed with Stefan Zarot that none of his children should be embedded with ice crystal gemstones at birth. In Lukan’s mind, that spoke to disloyalty. It was yet another reason Stefan hadn’t been offered a bed in the bunker. Lukan only tolerated Zarot’s continued presence in Treven because the High Council insisted on it.

      “Don’t talk to me about parenting. Not when Axel is a product of your upbringing.”

      Felix’s waxy face paled, and his lips twitched. “Axel is the exception to every rule.”

      Lukan’s jab must have stung, because Felix scrambled to his feet.

      “Sire, the lunch with the Sixteen will be starting soon. You like being there to greet them.”

      That was true. Because of the distances in the empire, he only called the Sixteen together every three months, so the luncheon was an important event he used to gauge their moods and to learn things never raised in official meetings.

      But that didn’t stop Lukan indulging in a smile—and a dig at Felix—at his little win. “So that’s it. A mention of Axel, and your objections to my parenting are blown away?”

      Another glare from Felix. “Not at all, sire. Stefan is right. Grigor and Meka need to be brought into the circle of high-born.”

      Lukan’s smile morphed into a frown. “So, parenting expert, how do you suggest I do that without Tao corrupting them?”

      “Sire, nothing you can do will stop Tao if he sets his mind to speaking to them. And perhaps you should ask Kestrel for her views.”

      Lukan looked at Felix incredulously. “What does she know about anything?”

      “She is their mother. She did approach them after the killing,” Felix said. “And you are trying to keep her nose out of the chenna.” Felix surprised Lukan by grabbing his arm. “Like every parent, you have done what you consider best for your children. But part of parenting is adapting to change. Just like I had to cast off Axel when he betrayed us all those years ago, you have to adapt to the changing needs of your heirs.”

      Lukan pulled away, not wanting to hear Felix’s implied criticism.

      Felix spoke to his departing back. “Grigor and Meka are the only weapons we have in our arsenal to fight Dmitri. Let us not blunt them before we even get to use them.”

      Put like that, as much as Lukan hated to admit it, Felix had a point. He paused at the door. “I will speak with Kestrel after the luncheon is over.”
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      One handed, Meka tugged his jacket tighter around him. In his other hand, he held the replacement fishing rod for the one he had broken on the wolf’s face. The willows drooping into the lake sprinkled their last few leaves like gold dust on the water as the cold wind blew. Soon it would be too cold to fish comfortably, but at least the incessant rain that had ruined summer and all of autumn had finally stopped.

      Not that the weather had ever been a deterrent to imprisonment in the cage. From winters past, Meka knew the guardsmen would merely add an ice pick to his fishing gear and a fur coat to his back before escorting him to the cage.

      The prospect filled Meka with despair.

      And anger. Mostly anger.

      He glanced over his left shoulder at the guardsman standing a few feet behind him. Another waited on his right. He went nowhere without them now. Not even to the crapper on the other side of the old Ferris wheel.

      As if I would jump down the sluice with all the other turds.

      At least he hadn’t grown tired of stalking big fish. The need to conquer the biggest prey would forever be with him.

      He just raged internally that he was at the lake. In the cage. With guardsmen breathing down his neck. It all just added a layer of fury to the tedium of his life.

      He knew every fish in the lake, had caught, named, and then caught them all again a thousand times over. He could almost see them rolling their eyes when they realized it was him on the other end of the hook. But then they’d heave a sigh of relief because they knew he would never hurt them. It wasn’t in his nature to hurt things—other than Grigor.

      But even hurting Grigor no longer filled the void of his empty existence. He shot a look filled with sadness and regret at his brother. Grigor fished on the opposite bank of the lake. Two guardsmen stood to attention behind him, too.

      The reflection from the sun on the water made Meka’s eyes water. But not as much as the breakdown in their relationship did.

      They had hardly spoken to each other in months. Not since Morass murdered the guardsmen.

      At first, the silence had been his fault. How could he ever talk to anyone again when all he could think of—dream of—was that bloody eyeball lying on the carpet in Lukan’s office? An eyeball he had been responsible for exploding out of the man’s face.

      Grigor had tried to help. He honestly had. After the double killing, Grigor had half-carried, half-dragged him back to their apartment, showing a gentle strength Meka hadn’t known his brother possessed. That hadn’t stopped Meka yelling at Grigor when that witch Kestrel had shown up. As the days turned into weeks, Grigor had offered a listening ear, had done all of Meka’s homework, had even insisted the guards bring Meka his favorite foods.

      But the guilt had been too much. Meka had crept into himself. Like tangled fishing line, he needed time and space to unravel the knots of that day. Who was really to blame? He? He had sneaked out against all the rules.

      But Lukan most certainly should not have ordered the axing of those men.

      By the time Meka had sorted through his feelings, apportioning blame where it belonged, Grigor had shut down. He didn’t speak to Meka unless he had to.

      Meka understood. He had rejected his brother’s help. His brother’s love. Grigor was now hurting as much as he was. Meka looked away and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. A long sigh followed.

      There had been no bites on his hook all afternoon. It was time to move. His fishing reel clacked his frustration.

      Tao hadn’t been back, either. One more miserable thing in an already meaningless life.

      It didn’t help when he pulled his hook over for a closer look. No wonder he’d caught nothing; his bait was gone. How he hadn’t noticed was a mystery. Or maybe he just had too much on his mind today.

      He dug his fingers into the mix of egg and bread in his bait bag—Lukan had confiscated all their flies—and pulled out a blob. Practiced fingers rolled it into a ball before spearing the hook through it.

      Tao had said he and Grigor needed to learn obedience. Maybe he should not have followed Tao that day. Was that why Tao had vanished?

      Not that it mattered anymore. He and Grigor were now so controlled it was impossible to be anything but obedient.

      But even as he thought that, he knew it wasn’t true. Tao had always managed to slip them past the guardsmen. Meka didn’t doubt Tao could do it again if he had wanted to.

      But he obviously didn’t.

      The bait crumbled on his hook. Who am I kidding? I can’t fish today. He tossed his rod down and focused again on Grigor. His brother sat on the grass, his rod limp in his hand. Was he ready to patch things up?

      Only one way to find out. Meka pushed past his guards and trotted along the path circling the water. Hesitant, he stopped behind Grigor.

      His brother stiffened.

      Meka fought to ignore his treacherous mind screaming at him that this was a pointless waste of time.

      “Grigor.” The word sounded cracked. Nervous.

      Grigor glanced up at Meka before his eyes slid away to the guardsmen—now four of them—gathered around. His brother looked back at the lake.

      Meka was just as aware of the men. He grimaced, embarrassed to be exposing himself in front of them, but it had to be done. “I’m sorry, Grigor. For everything.”

      Grigor shrugged, but his face burned. Embarrassment? Indignation? A desire to fix things?

      Meka had no idea, but he intended to find out. He elbowed the closest guardsman in the ribs to shift the bastard out the way—it helped, a bit—and knelt down so he could be at eye level with his brother. “C’mon, Grigs. It’s you and me. There’s no one else. I’ve never figured out the reason for that, but—”

      “You have a very irritating habit of allowing yourself to get sidetracked while you grovel.”

      Meka clenched his fist. Then he noticed a ghost of a smile on Grigor’s face.

      When Meka smiled back, Grigor’s expression widened into a grin. It was the best thing Meka had seen in months.

      Even better, Grigor dropped his rod and tossed his arm around Meka’s shoulders.

      Meka hugged him hack. “Dragon’s bits, this feels good,” he whispered.

      Grigor leaned in close. “Now that we’re talking, I’ve got something to show you. Tonight. When we get out of here.”

      The whispered excitement in Grigor’s voice sent a thrill through Meka. He pulled Grigor to his feet and, without a word to their guards, ran with his brother to the cage gate. The four men trailed them.

      “How are we getting out?” Grigor whispered.

      “Let’s find out what the words ‘crown prince’ and ‘prince’ really mean.” Meka turned what he hoped was an imperious eye on the closest guardsman. “The crown prince and I wish to return to our apartment. Open the gate.”

      He waited to see if the man would obey.

      The guardsman seemed to be taking too long to decide, so Meka snapped. “Unless you wish me to report your insolence to my father, you will do as I command.” He braced himself and added, “You know what my father does to soldiers who offend him.”

      The man astonished him by opening the gate. Meka forced his startled face to maintain its imperious air. Not a comfortable pose. He couldn’t resist sneaking a look at Grigor.

      Disdainful and aloof, his dark-haired twin managed imperiousness far better than Meka ever would. Like the crown prince he was, Grigor swept out the gate and sailed up the path to the palace.

      Only someone who knew Grigor as well as he did would notice the tendons standing taunt in Grigor’s knotted hands.

      Meka shook his head in wonder. Who knew Grigor had that kind of control?

      As they had for the last few months, he and Grigor walked in silence to the palace, except this time it was companionable. They were together again. Two brothers on a mission.

      He smiled at the sheer joy of it.

      As usual, the crowds of high-born, servants, and soldiers crowding the halls and passages of the palace parted in fear-filled silence as he and Grigor strode past. These people had not forgotten the penalty for speaking to him and his brother. Their caution must have been reinforced when word of the two dead guardsmen spread. Worse, Meka’s name was linked to the rumors as being the cause of their deaths. Being a pariah had never hurt so much.

      A very pretty girl about his age, with long dark curls and the biggest, brownest eyes Meka had ever seen scurried past him. Like all high-born women, she wore a sapphire next to her right eye.

      Meka’s pulse spiked, and he stopped to watch her.

      Head averted, the beauty refused to even glance his way when he smiled at her, despite her flicker of recognition.

      It reminded him that he should not have acknowledged her—not unless he wanted another death on his conscience—but she was too lovely to be ignored.

      An older woman—her mother, he guessed—walked at her side. She must have noticed his attention.

      A hiss, then she whispered, “Natalia, look away. Never make eye contact. Especially not with him.”

      The mother tugged Natalia closer to her side. And then they both curtsied.

      Meka couldn’t have felt more unwanted, more alien, if he had just landed from a distant planet. A heavy ache of loneliness settled on him. He turned away from them and continued down the passage with Grigor.

      They reached the narrow, winding staircase leading to their apartment in one of the turrets. The treads were worn and slippery, lethal if the walker wasn’t careful. He had slipped and hurt himself more than once on the stone. The stairs spilled onto a landing that led into a sitting area with only two sagging sofas, a shabby side table, two desks with wooden chairs, and a bookshelf filled with nothing that interested Meka.

      The room might have once been grand; now it just looked worn, dated, and untidy. No servant visited here, and neither he nor Grigor had any interest in housekeeping.

      Two doors opened off the sitting area. Given that the chambers both had bathrooms, he assumed they had once been bedrooms. Now, the room without a balcony was used as their schoolroom. The one with a balcony, he and Grigor shared.

      Grigor entered their bedchamber, and Meka followed, slamming the door in the guardsmen’s faces. This was one place their watchdogs didn’t follow them. With the only other exit a fourth-story balcony, Lukan probably assumed neither he nor Grigor were stupid enough to attempt escape.

      Grigor whooped and leaped on his unmade bed. Arms outstretched, he jumped up and down, his fingers brushing the faded black, red, and gold bird mural on the ceiling.

      Laughing like a child, Meka joined him. Together, they jumped back and forth from Grigor’s bed to his.

      “I have been dying to do that,” Grigor yelled.

      “What? Jump on the bed?” Meka yelled back through his laughter.

      “No. Use our titles like they mean something—other than that we are cursed. We should have done it ages ago.”

      Meka considered adding that Lukan would probably go mad, but he didn’t want to break the mood. He was tired of being watched. Listened to. Chained to a post like a dog.

      Grigor plopped down onto his bed. Out of breath with laughter, he said. “Now, that thing I wanted to show you.”

      He reached under his mattress and pulled out a thick book with a falcon on the cover. The book Lukan had asked about?

      All humor forgotten, Meka slid down next to him for a closer look.

      Grigor picked at the cover of the heavy tome and then looked up at Meka. “I told Tao I had read all the falconry books in the schoolroom. That was a lie. I never read this one.”

      Meka pulled a face. “I can see why. It should have been called How to Be Three Inches Taller. I bet it doesn’t even have pictures. Is this what Lukan was talking about?”

      “Yes. I was terrified he would take it away. This book is different than anything else I have ever seen.” Grigor pulled it open and showed Meka the neat print.

      Unlike the books Meka was used to, each letter was identical in size and tone. He frowned, then grabbed the book for a closer look. “This wasn’t written by hand.”

      “I know. But how else could it have been done?”

      Meka gnawed his lip as he flicked through pages. “I dunno.”

      “Me neither. Anyway, while interesting, it’s not what I wanted to show you.”

      Grigor brimmed with excitement as he pulled out a faded, palm-sized painting of three young men, no older than the two of them, if Meka had to guess. Grigor held it up for Meka to see.

      Meka leaned in close, then snatched at the picture. He stared at it for a long moment, unable to believe what he was seeing.

      “I felt the same when I first saw it.” Grigor gave him an encouraging smile.

      Meka laid the painting flat on the bed so they could both see it. He brushed one of the faces with a grubby finger. “Lukan.”

      Grigor nodded. “Instantly recognizable. Even without the scar on his cheek. But the other two?”

      Meka’s eyebrow rose, not ready to admit to what he was thinking.

      Grigor pointed to the boy standing on Lukan’s right. About the same age as Lukan, he sported a sardonic smile and a ruby next to his eye. Only one man in the palace wore a ruby. Count Felix, Lord of the Household and Lukan’s closest advisor.

      This boy looked nothing like old Felix. Meka shrugged, immediately losing interest in the stranger.

      That left the younger boy. The one neither of them had yet acknowledged. He held a falcon on his arm. It looked just like Bird.

      Grigor stared at Meka with intense brown eyes, waiting for him to speak.

      Finally, hoping that saying the words out loud would change the truth, Meka whispered, “Cut the hair. Get rid of the skins and that diamond, and he looks identical to Tao.”

      “You noticed?” Grigor’s voice cracked with excitement.

      “How can I not?” Meka’s hands trailed to his own shoulder-length mess of silvery-blond hair. The simple act sent shivers up and down his spine. He swore. “I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. But he’s another version of me.”

      “Of us.” Grigor pulled Meka around to face the dirt-spotted mirror.

      Meka looked at their almost identical narrow faces, high cheekbones, and pointed chins. The only differences between them were their eye and hair colors. He held up the painting.

      The likeness between them and the boy in the painting was impossible to deny. The only anomaly was the missing diamond in the face of the Tao they knew. If he was the same person as the boy in the picture, where had it gone? Meka’s diamond had been a part of his life for as long as he could remember. Removing it would be as painful as ripping out a toenail.

      Yet, Meka could not resist asking, “Is it possible that he’s our Tao?” Despite the incredulity he felt, his voice carried hope. “Maybe our real father?”

      Having Tao as a father would be a dream come true. All his life as he had fished in that lake, he had wondered why Kestrel and Lukan hated him so much. They must have, or why else did they spend no time with him?

      Oh, in the last month or so since the axing of the guardsmen, Kestrel had tried to spark a couple of conversations with him, but with nothing to say to her, he had brushed her off.

      Grigor smiled. “Some names are written on the back.”

      Meka flipped the painting over, irritated at himself for not thinking of that. The Avanov boys: Axel, Lukan, Tao.

      The air wheezed out of Meka as if Grigor had punched him. “You—you’ve had this all this time, and you’re only showing me now?”

      Every muscle in Grigor’s body tensed. “You weren’t ready to see it. Neither was I ready to show it to you.”

      No matter how much it hurt, Meka knew he was right. A sigh, and he dropped his eyes to avoid any conflict.

      Grigor took his hand. “I’m sorry, Meks. For everything.”

      A shrug from Meka. His go-to answer when he was hurt, scared, or deflecting. “We were both idiots.”

      Grigor fiddled with the only remaining button holding his shirt together. “I’m thinking of asking Kestrel for information about our father—our real father.”

      “Kestrel?” Meka scoffed. “She won’t tell us anything.”

      “Hasn’t she been trying to talk to you?”

      “Yeah. But what of it? I got nothing to say to her.”

      “I’m thinking she might finally be in the mood to acknowledge she has two sons.”

      Meka gave a derisive snort. “Any chance we can discover a new mother while we’re at it?”

      “What do you think this is? Fairyland?” Grigor took the photo, slipped it back into the book, and hid them both under his mattress. Then he stood. “Lead the way, Meka.”

      Meka opened their bedroom door and pushed through two of their four guardsmen. As usual, the other pair waited at the landing.

      Without saying a word—why should he? He was supposed to be a prince, after all—he led Grigor down the slippery steps that led into the palace.

      And then he stopped. He had no idea where his mother’s apartment was located. Refusing to show any embarrassment for that lack of knowledge, he turned to the closest guard. “Take us to Princess Kestrel.”

      It turned out to be a long walk. But the deeper they went into the palace, most of which Meka had never seen before, the more opulent the furnishings became.

      When the murals on the walls glinted with more gold leaf than paint and the carpet squelched under his feet like silk, he guessed he was nearing the chamber Kestrel shared with Lukan—or rather, that Lukan shared with her, seeing as she was nothing more than his mistress.

      They stopped at a pair of huge white-and-gold doors. Meka knocked.

      “What is it?” a petulant voice called out. It sounded like Kestrel. “It’s barely even day.”

      Meka’s eyebrows rose. It had to be at least three in the afternoon. He opened the door and peered into the room.

      Dressed in a sheer black nightgown, Kestrel sat at a cluttered dressing table, contemplating her face. Without makeup, her skin looked sallow and lined. Her black lace nightdress ended halfway up her thigh, giving him an uninterrupted view of her pale legs.

      Meka gulped and then looked up at her face in the mirror instead.

      Kestrel glanced at his reflection and Grigor’s, and then her eyes flickered back to her own image.

      “What are you doing here?” Her voice was flat and disinterested. Then her eyes widened, and she spun to look at them, exposing more skin than Meka ever wanted to see on a woman her age—let alone his mother.

      Now, if it had been Natalia wearing that nightdress . . .

      He forced his mind away from that unproductive avenue as Kestrel gushed, “Come in. Nice to see you.” She waved at two easy chairs in the bay window. “Sit.”

      Meka—and Grigor—remained standing. Then it struck Meka that she might be more amenable to answering their questions if he took up her offer. So he sat. Grigor plunked down on the shiny satin chair opposite him.

      “Something to drink?” Kestrel’s eyes darted to a table in the corner of the room. An empty crystal decanter and two glasses waited on a gold tray. She licked her lips. “Tea? Or—”

      Her nose scrunched as if she had no idea of what teenage boys drank.

      Water was the simple answer, but Meka had no intention of sharing that. “We wanted to ask you some questions about our father.”

      “Why me? Ask him yourself. Right now, he’s hosting a luncheon for the Sixteen, but he will be available this evening, I suppose.”

      Meka took a deep breath and then blew all caution to the wind. “You don’t understand. Our real father. Biological.”

      Kestrel’s mouth actually dropped. She snapped it closed and sniffed in a breath. “Emperor Lukan is your father.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Kestrel’s face scrunched. Perhaps that hadn’t been the most tactful way of asking if, about sixteen years ago, his mother had been mistress to more than one man. Especially when he could see faded bite marks—Lukan’s teeth, he assumed—under the lace that barely covered her breasts.

      “What Meka means is that we don’t even look like Lukan,” Grigor butted in, coming to the rescue. Grigor’s entire attention was focused on her face, as if he, too, was trying to avoid seeing his nearly naked mother.

      A hollow laugh from Kestrel. “Have you considered that you may look like me?”

      Meka—and Grigor—gave her a flat look. Then Meka tried again. “Who is Tao?”

      Kestrel blanched, her face becoming so white, so rigid, it could have been wax.

      “We know he is somehow related to us,” Grigor said. “We’ve seen a picture of him.”

      Silence.

      “Yes,” Meka added, hoping to jog Kestrel out of her rictus. “And when we compare ourselves to it, we can definitely see the resemblance.”

      More silence.

      “I think he’s our real father.” There, Meka had said it. Now all that remained was for her to reply.

      A hard swallow from Kestrel. “Emperor Lukan is your father.”

      “Then who is Tao?” Grigor demanded, impatience leaching into his voice. Not a good sign, given his brother’s volatile temper.

      Meka touched Grigor’s leg to calm him and then said to Kestrel, “We know Tao exists. We know he’s an Avanov. Please tell us what you know about him.”

      Kestrel stood and stumbled across the room to the empty decanter. Her fingers brushed the crystal knob, then pulled away. She faced them. “Tao was Lukan’s brother. He ran away to Kartania. Before you were even born.” A pause. “H-he died there.”

      Grigor squinted at her. “He died? You sure about that?”

      “You doubt me?” Kestrel eyed the empty decanter again. “I am your mother. Why would I lie to you?”

      Grigor leaned forward. “When did he die? Exactly?”

      “I—I . . . why is this important? Isn’t it enough to know he’s dead?”

      Meka swept her questions aside for the rubbish they were. “What’s he like?”

      “Why the interest?”

      Good question. What to say? Meka pulled what he hoped was a disarming smile and, hiding his self-disgust, ingratiated, “Mother . . . please . . . did he have any hobbies? Falconry, maybe?”

      Kestrel frowned, and her eyes glazed over. She was quiet for so long, Meka thought she had forgotten them.

      Grigor started to rise from his seat when she spoke.

      “He was spineless and weak. He put his love for the low-born above anyone else in his life. He kept a falcon. Now go to . . . the lake . . . or wherever you are supposed to be.”

      Meka stood, barely aware of Grigor following behind him as made for the door. Kestrel had lied. No, worse, she had mixed lies with truth, making it even more difficult to know the facts.

      The Tao Meka knew was anything but spineless and weak. But he did own a falcon. And had a son called Nicholas. Tao said Nicholas had grown up in the forest. Just like a low-born. The story about him dying in Kartania had to be a lie. But what about her comment about Tao putting the low-born first? Is that what he had done with him and Grigor?

      As Meka’s hand reached for the door handle, his steps faltered. Didn’t we matter to him? Or was the low-born Nicholas all he cared about?

      Grigor leaned in and whispered, “Walk. Let’s get back to our room so we can talk.”

      Meka pulled himself from his daze and was about to open the door when it flung open, almost bowling him over.

      Silver scar gleaming on his face, Lukan glared at him. The few times Meka had seen Lukan since the slaying of the guardsmen, he had been struck by how much the emperor seemed to loathe him. The feeling was mutual.

      “What are you too doing here?” Lukan demanded.

      Grigor eased in front of Meka. It wasn’t necessary, but Meka still appreciated the gesture.

      Grigor’s voice wavered as he spoke, “Talking to our mother, sire.”

      Lukan’s eyebrow flickered. “I see. Interesting.” His scar seemed to fade back into his cheek.

      To Kestrel, he said, “You invited them?” The scar pulsed again. “You aren’t even dressed!” He strode across the room, scooped a dressing gown off the bed, and tossed it at her. “Get that on. Now.”

      Kestrel looked down at herself as the dressing gown fluttered to the floor at her feet. Her face flushed. Hand clutching the lace at her breasts, she stooped to pick up the gown and quickly pulled it on. “I—I was getting ready when our sons called on me. We had an . . . interesting discussion.”

      Meka’s heart plummeted. No good could come of Kestrel telling Lukan about their questions.

      He glanced over at Grigor and saw agreement on his brother’s face.

      Why hadn’t they thought of that before they came here? He opened his mouth to say it hadn’t been that interesting, but Lukan shoved both him and Grigor out of the room and slammed the door behind them.

      Meka was about to lean his ear against the door when two of their four guardsmen lined themselves up with the men protecting Lukan and Kestrel’s apartment. Their message was clear: No one would be eavesdropping today.

      Not even flaunting Grigor’s grand title would shift them. Meka shrugged, giving a good show of nonchalance, and then led Grigor back to their apartment to wait for the axe to fall.

      But the farther he walked, the more his façade slipped. What did it matter what Lukan thought when Meka’s father, his real one, hadn’t cared enough about him and his brother to choose them over Nicholas?

      And worse, unless Tao came back, there was no way he would ever find out either. The thought almost brought him to tears.
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      “How can you appear half-naked in front of two sixteen-year-old boys?” Lukan demanded, unable to believe Kestrel could have been so stupid. Or so cruel.

      He strode up to her to smell her breath, but no trace of chenna hung over her. It made her actions even more outrageous.

      “T-they’re my sons,” Kestrel stuttered, as if that made it right. “I’m their mother.”

      “You were their incubator. Dragon’s ass, you couldn’t even keep them inside you for a full nine months.” Kestrel flinched, but it didn’t stop him yelling, “They are two boys who never interact with people other than an elderly tutor and a few brainless guardsmen. How do you think they are going to react to seeing you with your tits hanging out? Or don’t you care that I’m struggling to keep them in check?”

      Tears flooded Kestrel’s eyes. “Don’t you want to know what we spoke about?”

      Lukan shook his head to shift his fury. Felix’s words about his heirs being their only weapon against Dmitri—and now Tao—had gnawed at him all through lunch with his councilmen, robbing him of his appetite. Until he completed his Burning, he needed his heirs if they gave the Sixteen comfort. He had ended the meal with the Sixteen early to talk with Kestrel.

      “What did they want?”

      Kestrel’s throat bobbed. “Perhaps we can sit?”

      “Just get on with it. I don’t have all day.”

      “Of course, Lukan.” Kestrel’s hands bunched her black satin dressing gown. “T-they wanted to know about T-tao. Who he was. What he was like.” Her voice faltered.

      “And?” he barked at Kestrel. “What else did they want to know?”

      Kestrel bit her lip, then mumbled, “Why should there be anything else?”

      “Because I know there’s more.”

      Kestrel’s eyes darted around the room. “T-there aren’t cameras in here, are there?”

      Of course there weren’t, but he wasn’t going to tell Kestrel that. “What else did they ask about Tao?”

      Kestrel sank down into a chair. “They think Tao is their father.”

      Lukan’s heart sank, although he knew it was inevitable that they would think that, given that someone—Tao, presumably—had stolen the painting of him, Tao, and Axel from his shelf in the bunker. No doubt that picture was now in his heirs’ possession, even though Morass had searched their apartment for it.

      “I—I told them it wasn’t possible. I told them Tao was dead. I promise, Lukan, I did nothing to inspire this.”

      Lukan paced to the fireplace and rested his elbows on the mantle, his eyes fixed on his reflection in the giant gilded mirror hanging above the hearth.

      Kestrel sighed with relief, probably that he wasn’t blaming her for this mess. That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to make her pay for flashing her wares at another male—another two males, in fact. Whether he wanted her or not, she belonged to him and no one else.

      He joined her at the nest of chairs in the bay window. Before he sat, he pulled a key out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Open the cabinet and pour me a glass of chenna.”

      Kestrel licked her lips. “There’s chenna in the cabinet?”

      “Touch it without my permission at your peril. Now go.”

      She stumbled to her feet and glided in a daze over to the drinks cabinet. With shaking hands, she unlocked the doors and pulled out a full bottle of chenna. Her eyes burned with thirst as she slopped two fingers of the alcohol into a glass. Her nose twitched as she held the bottle for a second over the second glass.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      She jumped at his voice and fumbled the bottle back into the cabinet. Without locking the door, she walked his glass over to him. She sat stiffly while he took a sip. He rolled the booze around in his mouth and then smiled as Kestrel’s eyes fixed on a spot next to him. Lukan swallowed and then waved the glass in her direction. Her chin trembled as she leaned in closer for a whiff. He pulled the glass back before she could indulge herself.

      “Your sons present me with an interesting challenge.”

      “They are not just my sons. They are yours, too.”

      “You keep believing that, Kestrel.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “Anyway, as I was saying, they challenge me.” He took another sip of chenna as he considered how much to share with her.

      Kestrel shifted in her seat. “Your challenge isn’t going to affect the succession, is it? They are your heirs. Acknowledged in front of the whole court.”

      Lukan laughed derisively. “And your ticket to my bed. I guess you’ll do nothing to jeopardize that.”

      Kestrel’s lip trembled.

      Before she could start crying, Lukan handed her his glass. “Top that up.”

      He watched her walk to the decanter. Although the sway of her hips stirred nothing in him, when this tiresome conversation was over, he would tumble her. A simple act of marking his territory, by dispensing crumbs of affection, he kept her loyal to him.

      Kestrel slopped chenna on the highly polished wood. She wiped it away with her hand and then licked her fingers.

      Lukan crossed the room in a flash. He grabbed her hand away from her mouth. “Oh no. You still have work to do before I let you slip back into a chenna-induced stupor.”

      He took his glass from her and drank deeply while she watched him.

      Face infused with red, she turned away and went back to her seat. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Advise me. You were once sixteen.”

      She looked at him doubtfully. Lukan cursed Felix’s stupid idea, but he was here now. If she were to be of any help, she would need some background to the problem.

      “Grigor’s lonely. He’s desperate for company.”

      “He has Meka.”

      Just the mention of Meka’s name fueled his anger, but he masked it.

      “Hmm . . . there’s that interested mother again. They have not spoken to each other for months. Meka is the very last person in the world Grigor wants to spend time with. Until today, of course. Still, don’t hold your breath that their current suspension of hostilities will last.”

      “You know a lot about them.” A pause. “Cameras, I suppose.” When he didn’t deign to reply, she asked, “And Meka?”

      “Meka is less complicated. His whole existence is tied up in fishing. Nothing else matters. But Meka is the true leader among your two sons—and that is a real problem, seeing as Grigor was declared crown prince at birth.”

      Kestrel worried her lip with her teeth and then asked, naïvely, “Meka has no expectations about the throne, does he? He won’t try and overthrow Grigor when he comes to power, will he?”

      Lukan rolled his eyes. “Kestrel, sometimes I wonder what planet you live on. Have you any idea of how your sons fight?”

      “All siblings fight, Lukan. I fought constantly with my brothers and . . . sister when I was that age.”

      “Physical fights in which you tried to kill each other?”

      “Of course not. I was a girl.”

      “Did your brothers fight like that?” Lukan really needed the answer.

      Back at that age, he and Tao had never fought, but only because Lukan had avoided violence. And Tao spent most of his time with Axel. Lukan didn’t think Tao and his cousin had gotten into physical tussles. But he wasn’t sure.

      “Wolf is a lot older than Clay.” Kestrel stared at him. “Why is all this so important?”

      He needed to present the Sixteen with acceptable heirs to shut them up, at least until he could kill Axel and complete the Burning. But Kestrel didn’t need to know that.

      He replied, “I keep telling you, they haven’t spoken to each other in months. For two boys who never see people their own age, that’s incredible. They obviously hate each other’s guts. And I must trust that there won’t be a power struggle over the throne, with Nicholas waiting in the wings? Not even you can be that stupid.”

      Kestrel picked at the lace on her nightgown. “But Nicholas is neutralized. He won’t even get a shot at the throne. Surely that’s a given.”

      “I can’t kill him. He will always be out there . . . hanging over us. So I can’t risk anything that threatens my succession and, for better or for worse, Grigor is my succession.”

      “But if Meka is better suited to the throne, then it makes sense to give it to him.”

      “Have you been listening? I’ve just said I can’t risk a power struggle between your lousy sons. The Sixteen will not stand for it. I need those idiots to help me run this empire, so I cannot antagonize them by having a shaky succession.” He would not empower her by admitting the Sixteen were already restless.

      “Grigor must know Meka is the true leader. Maybe he would be happy to stand down. Not everyone wants to be emperor, Lukan. Tao didn’t.”

      And he was supposed to draw comfort from that? “You are so naïve. The Avanov dynasty has worked for four hundred years because everyone knows the succession passes to the eldest son by birthright.”

      “Your father managed to pass Felix over for Axel.”

      “I had already been born. So had Tao. It’s not the same thing.” He fingered his scar. “The only way to change the order of succession would be to kill Grigor.” An untenable thought because that would leave Meka in the prime spot.

      Kestrel gasped and surged forward to grab his arm. Chenna slopped all over his clothes, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Kill Grigor? Lukan, you can’t. He’s my son. Your son.”

      Lukan jumped up, spilling even more chenna on his trousers. “A towel, woman,” he yelled at her. “Don’t just sit there.”

      Kestrel scrambled to her feet and ran to the bathroom. She returned seconds later with a hand towel. He grabbed it from her and mopped the chenna off his clothes.

      “I’m sorry,” Kestrel murmured, wringing her hands.

      He tossed the cloth onto the carpet and sat on her chair, leaving the damp one for her. He resisted the urge to roll his eyes when she sat without complaint. Lynx would have knocked his head off his shoulders if he had pulled a stunt like that on her.

      His scar throbbed with irritation.

      Lynx wasn’t here. She had never been here for him. She had chosen Axel over him. All he had was a counterfeit copy of her in the shape of Kestrel.

      Voice businesslike, he said, “I need to entrench Grigor as crown prince. He’s at an age now when he needs to mix with people who are committed to the Dragon . . . to me. But Meka’s the problem. What the hell do I do with him? Apart from the obvious, terminal answer?”

      Kestrel flinched and glared at him. “Let Meka fish, if that’s what he loves.”

      Lukan wondered if he had heard correctly. “Let him fish?”

      “If his whole life is fishing, then stop thwarting him. Let him go into the forest to fish. He will love you for it.”

      “Are you crazy? Has the chenna rotted your brain that much?”

      “There is no need to be unkind, Lukan. I am trying to help.”

      “Help! How does letting Meka go wondering into the forest on his own help?” Lukan could see exactly how that would play out.

      Tao would get to Meka in the first five minutes. He would spill everything he knew about the Dmitri Curse and Nicholas. Meka would come rushing back, all out of breath, to tell Grigor that Nicholas was the real crown prince. Grigor would accuse Meka of lying, of trying to undermine him in order to steal the throne. That much was obvious. Lukan would react the same way were he in their shoes. Any normal person would. And then he would have war between them.

      A power struggle that will go on until I recapture Lynx. Meka and Grigor could split my high-born, weakening us, making us vulnerable to threats from Nicholas.

      To prevent that, he would have to kill one of them. And then, with his luck, the remaining heir would somehow manage to get himself killed. Sickness. Accident. It didn’t matter. The end would be the same—no succession.

      And because Kestrel, his only mistress who had slept exclusively with him, had never borne any more children, it would leave a power vacuum the Sixteen would exploit. He could even see one of his councilmen trying to grab the throne with him still in it. That, too, would lead to war.

      And all he had wanted was to gas the lot of them. Clean. Neat. Economical. It would solve everything.

      “—Meka a part of things.”

      He realized Kestrel was talking. Moreover, he was surprised to see a spark of reason in her eyes. “What did you say?”

      “If you are worried about Meka, let both of them fish in the forest. They can keep an eye on each other. They will definitely keep each other in check if they hate each other as much as you claim. And let them both have access to the other teens. Meka may surprise you if you let him be part of things. He could find a girl he fancies. A boy in love could learn to see value in the Dragon—if he benefits from it.”

      Lukan rolled her idea around. But as much as tried to spin the plan, it didn’t solve the problem of Tao speaking to them about Dmitri. Then again, as Felix had pointed out, if Tao wanted to speak to his heirs, nothing Lukan did was going to stop it. And if Grigor were treated like a real crown prince, maybe he would be less amenable to a curse that robbed him of the greatest throne the world had ever seen.

      It was risky, but then everything was a gamble. If it worked, the Sixteen would finally stop harassing him about competent heirs. And if it didn’t . . . Well, he’d resort to more drastic means. Kestrel had actually presented a reasonable solution, as farfetched as the notion had seemed.

      He stood. “You should thank me for cutting off the chenna supplies.”

      “And why would that be?” Kestrel asked stiffly.

      “Your powers of reason—such as they were—have returned.” Ignoring the hurt in her eyes, Lukan pulled her up to stand against his chest. “And if your plan doesn’t work, I can separate them permanently with a clean conscience.”

      Commanding Morass to kill Meka filled him with a strange sense of satisfaction, one he couldn’t quite understand. Now wasn’t the time to worry about that.

      Kestrel needed her reward. He slid her gown off her shoulders and coaxed away the lace covering her breast with his tongue.
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      Tao slipped behind Meka and Grigor as they made their way back to their apartment. As angry as he was with his estranged wife, his brother’s soulmate, and her comments about him, he was even more concerned about Meka.

      It was untenable that his son should think him so uncaring that he would choose Nicholas over him and his brother. It was time to tell his sons exactly who—and what—he was.

      As soon as they reached the boys’ bedchamber, Tao bent the light to stop the cameras recording this conversation.

      Face pale with worry, Grigor said to Meka, “That probably wasn’t the brightest thing we’ve ever done. I wonder how many more guardsmen are going to die?”

      In truth, his dark-haired boy didn’t want to talk, or think, about Lukan killing anyone. Not when he still had nightmares from the last two people Lukan had murdered. It had taken every ounce of Grigor’s inner strength to support Meka through that ordeal. He didn’t think he had it in him to live through something like that again. Tao resolved there and then that his son would never have to go through such horror again. Not if he could do anything about it.

      It worried Tao when Meka didn’t reply. The boy merely nodded and made his way to his bed. Meka sat and swore, a colorful collection of words that, under any other circumstance, might have amused Tao. Not given much to swearing, he always enjoyed listening to the beauties Meka came out with.

      But not today.

      Of the two boys, he was most concerned about telling Meka that he was a resurrected dead person. Grigor already suspected that his father was different, but Meka refused to even entertain such a possibility.

      It made Tao cautious.

      So instead of revealing himself to them, he settled on his usual spot on the window sill to listen to them talk. Perhaps Meka would give him some clues on how best to handle this challenge.

      So wrapped in his worries about the meeting with Lukan, Grigor barely noticed his brother’s expletives. He paced across the clothes-strewn floor. “We have to come up with a plan to explain why we were there.”

      No answer from Meka.

      Grigor stopped his pacing. “I’m talking to you. What do think about Kestrel? And what do we do about Lukan?”

      Meka glowered at Grigor, but Tao knew his fury wasn’t aimed at his brother. “The witch lied. About so much. Tao could not have been in Kartania and in the forest fishing with Nicholas. And as for the stuff about him being dead. Well, that’s just stupid.”

      At this confirmation of Meka’s determination to be blind to the truth, Tao’s worry spiked.

      Grigor sat on the bed next to Meka. “I’m not so sure she was lying about him being dead.”

      “Tell me I imagined you said that.”

      Grigor’s body trembled with pent-up emotion. “Think about it, Meks. He comes and goes without anyone seeing him—except us. We can vanish from the lake for hours, and no one knows. And that falcon . . . how could it have not lacerated his arm? He has to be dead.”

      Meka’s jaw dropped, and he made a show of gawking at Grigor.

      Grigor broke eye contact. But even as he fiddled with a piece of lint unraveling from his sleeve, he knew he could not let this go. To Grigor, if he and Meka were to plan any kind of defense against Lukan, they needed as many facts as they could gather. If Tao was dead, that was the biggest fact of all. Why would a dead man visit them?

      Surely not just because he was their father, Grigor reasoned.

      His son knew there was something else at play here. A bigger reason that could, perhaps, explain why Lukan had kept him and Meka prisoner for so many years.

      Tao thrilled that Grigor had gotten that far in unveiling this mystery. Now, if only his dark-haired boy could persuade Meka of those truths and possibilities, it would make things so much simpler—and risk free—for Tao. It was not lost on him that Meka could reject him once he learned the truth.

      That would break Tao’s unbeating heart.

      Head canted, Grigor asked, “Then what’s your theory on how he gets around? How he got us around? Past guardsmen? Across drawbridges? All that stuff?”

      Meka gave one of his infuriating shrugs. “I haven’t a clue.” Looking uncomfortable with the topic, he rose and walked to his desk in the sitting area outside the bedchamber. “I have work to do.”

      The boys had an essay on the expansion of the empire under Emperor Thurban III due tomorrow. Grigor had completed his already, but Meka hadn’t made much headway. Tao hoped his son didn’t use that as a reason to deflect this conversation.

      He and Grigor followed Meka. Tao headed straight for the bookshelf and leaned against it. The boys’ guardsmen stood to attention in the room. Tao sighed at their presence and then curved the light and sound waves to stop them seeing and hearing the boys. So skilled had he become at interfering with matter, that none of them noticed.

      Grigor briefly stopped to swing on the doorframe between the two rooms. He landed lightly next to Meka’s desk. “So that’s it? You’re just going to act like nothing happened? Meanwhile Lukan could be plotting to murder someone to punish us.”

      Meka looked pointedly at the guardsmen watching them.

      Grigor waved his hand disparagingly. “I kept my mouth shut for months because of them. I’m not doing it again.”

      “That was why you didn’t talk to me after I . . . got myself sorted out?”

      “Why else? You know I need your company.”

      Both Tao and Meka knew Grigor didn’t just need Meka’s company; he craved it. But since meeting Tao, he had reached the point when he would do almost anything to have someone other than his brother to talk to. Reading helped, but even the books in the schoolroom offered no fresh insights into the world. In Grigor’s view, talking to Tao had been the best thing to ever happen to him, even though Tao had been so guarded about all the things that fascinated Grigor.

      “I have to know what you think.”

      Meka sat at his chair and picked up his quill. “I have nothing to say because nothing happened. We asked Kestrel some questions and got no real answers.” He glanced at the closest guardsman. “If Lukan asks, we tell him one of the guardsmen mentioned something about a man named Tao. That he suggested we look like him. Some rubbish like that.” But it was obvious from his tone that Meka’s heart wasn’t in that lie.

      Grigor was about to challenge him when Meka gave his almost blank parchment on Thurban III a dispirited shake.

      “I have to get Arkady’s stupid essay done tonight.” Meka’s deflection irritated Tao.

      Grigor, too, by his reaction. “Since when did you give a stink bug’s eyeball about homework? Especially when we have something as important as this to discuss?”

      Grigor swiped his hand at Meka’s parchment and ink pot. He put more force into it than he intended; the ink pot bounced against the silk-clad wall. Black ink splattered everywhere. His eyes widened in shock as he took in the mess.

      Tao groaned and braced himself for Meka’s retaliation.

      Meka glanced over at the splatter and shrugged. “The silk’s already faded.”

      But from the cast of Meka’s jaw, he wasn’t happy with the “accident.”

      Instead of backing down, Grigor demanded, “Answer me. How does Tao get around?”

      Meka huffed and slumped back in his chair. “What do you want me to say? That I think Tao is a walking, talking dead man? Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not that stupid.”

      An all-too-familiar wave of frustration and helplessness—no, impotency—welled up in Grigor. “I can’t explain it, but—” He frowned, searching for the words to explain how he just knew, instinctively, that Tao was dead.

      An idea came to him, and despite how it might affect his brother, he decided to mention it. “It’s like the Dreaded—”

      “The Dreaded?” Meka interrupted, his voice wary. “What do they have to do with anything?”

      Tao quickly riffled through Meka’s thoughts to find the root of his concern. In the weeks following the axing of the two guardsmen, every one of the Dreaded that had jumped out at him had looked like hideous, ethereal versions of those men. Those specters had enraged Meka even more than the Dreaded usually did, but he had been powerless to stop them terrorizing him.

      Tao considered nudging a book off the shelf to distract Grigor from tactlessly mentioning them, but he decided against it. If talking about the Dreaded helped Meka see the truth, then it was worth his son’s pain to hear about them.

      “They are supposed to be spirits of the dead, right?” Grigor asked.

      “Yeah. And Tao looks nothing like them.”

      “Have you ever seen a Dreaded out at the lake?”

      Meka pulled a face.

      “Me neither. Ever had a Dreaded guide you past half a dozen guardsmen at the drawbridge? Ever had a Dreaded make you disappear?”

      Meka glared at him. “Your point?”

      “Tao does things no one, not even the Dreaded, can do. So maybe the Dreaded aren’t the real dead people. Maybe Tao’s the only dead one.”

      Meka’s anger flared. “Just because Tao is smarter than the Dreaded doesn’t make him dead. It makes him—” Another shrug. “I have no idea what it makes him.”

      Grigor’s foot tapped against the threadbare carpet. He almost shouted, “So he’s just a miracle worker, then?”

      Meka shouted back, “I don’t know!” His voice dropped. “What’s so great about Nicholas? Why didn’t Tao want us, too?”

      Pain lanced Grigor. Talking about Tao suddenly wasn’t that interesting. He stomped away from Meka into their bedchamber and slammed the door.

      “Idiot,” Meka muttered under his breath as he scooped up his homework. But instead of putting it on his desk, he tossed it against the wall. His forehead dropped to his desk.

      Tao closed his eyes as silent sobs wracked Meka’s shoulders.

      In the bedchamber, Grigor lay facedown on his bed, punching his pillow.

      Tao made a decision.

      It wasn’t enough just to tell his sons who and what he was; they needed a lesson to draw them together, just as everyone around them fought to tear them apart.

      Tomorrow at school would be an interesting day.
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      Tao stood at the window in his sons’ classroom, waiting for them to leave their breakfast table. Today, he would teach his sons the most important lesson he had to impart: that they had to stand together, or they would fall beneath Lukan’s crushing control.

      Despondency hung heavy around them. From their thoughts, he knew they dreaded the next four hours of Arkady’s droning voice. Soon, they would face far worse than boredom.

      Meka tossed his spoon down on the table and spoke to his brother. “Different day, same crap. You ready for it?” There had been no further mention of their argument the night before.

      Grigor huffed a breath into the cold air morning air. There was no heating in the turret. “No. But that doesn’t change reality.”

      He scooted his chair back, ramming it against the wall. Tao winced as he heard it tear the silk cladding.

      “C’mon, Meka, lead the way.”

      Tao’s ears tuned to their dragging steps. They reached the door—and stopped. He turned slowly to look at them, stepping out of the fourth dimension.

      The reaction on their faces: gutted fish.

      As pleased as he was to see them, he couldn’t resist teasing them. Grigor, at least, would appreciate the joke.

      “Well, are you just going to stand there like you’ve seen a ghost, or are you going to sit?” He suppressed a smile as their mouths, already impossibly wide, gaped even more. “I see from your timetable that it’s history today. Should be interesting.” Tao gestured to their school benches.

      “Where’s Arkady?” Grigor’s voice was strained. As usual, he stood a little behind Meka.

      “Arkady? Your tutor?” Tao had slipped the poor old man a mild sedative with his breakfast, and a palace physician was checking him over now. “Some . . . phantom illness he’s developed. I think it’s all just in the mind. Now sit.”

      They sat, their expressions wary.

      “So . . . history.” Tao rubbed his chin, making a show of thinking. “Hmm. You know, boys, I’m not in the mood for history today. I think behavior modification would be much more appropriate, don’t you?”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “You haven’t, Meka? Well, that explains a lot,” Tao replied.

      “Where have you been?”

      Tao smiled at his dark-haired boy. “Grigor, you are so wonderfully predictable. It’s as if I can read your thoughts. I was waiting for you to ask that question.”

      “So do you intend to answer it?”

      “I have been away.”

      Grigor waited. But when he realized that no further answer was coming, he rapped his fingers on his desk. “Did your son go with you?”

      This was it. The moment Tao would dispel all their illusions.

      “No, my sons did not go with me. They were busy at school, learning a few hard lessons.”

      “Children in Chenaya don’t go to school. Not unless they’re princes.” Grigor’s voice brimmed with suspicion, a tragic failing for a boy who needed people as much as Grigor did. “Just like people in Chenaya don’t travel without the emperor’s permission. Did you have Lukan’s permission?” Grigor was about to remind Tao about his falcon-impervious skin.

      Tao interjected, “You are quite right. Ice crystals ensure no one travels anywhere without Felix and Lukan’s say-so. They don’t grant it readily.”

      Tao knew Grigor had never heard the words ice crystal and had no doubt that tidbit would fire his son’s imagination.

      “But everyone goes to school,” Tao explained. “This whole mortal experience is like a giant classroom. We learn a few things. Play around with what we learn. And then we get tested. Sometimes we pass. Sometimes we fail. My sons failed one of their big tests. But I think they’ve had sufficient time to think on that harsh lesson. Maybe they would not fail it again—given a similar opportunity.”

      Meka picked at his desk with his fingernail. “What did they do wrong?”

      “They picked up the wrong stick.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Meka’s desperate pleading almost broke Tao’s heart.

      “They made a bad choice. The consequences were devastating, as they always are when we make the wrong choice.”

      “What should they have done?” Grigor was becoming irritated with this conversation.

      “You tell me what they should have done, Grigor,” Tao prompted.

      “How should I know?” Grigor shot straight back. “I don’t know your sons.”

      Tao suppressed a smile when Meka stared at his brother in surprise. Meka then looked pointedly at Tao. Then back to Grigor.

      Grigor ignored Meka. “You have told us nothing about yourself or your family. How do we know what your children do? As far as we know, you only have one child—Nicholas.”

      Tao canted his head. “Did I say Nicholas was my child?”

      “You said he was your boy.”

      “Oh, that he is, Grigor. I call him my cub. But he’s not my son. He’s my nephew. He lived with me and his mother, Lynx, from his birth.”

      Meka frowned, trying to work all this out. “Is Lynx your wife?”

      “No, Meka. My sister-in-law. She is married to my brother. The father of my nephew, Nicholas. My nephew’s full name is Nicholas the Light-Bearer.” Tao pointed to a celestial map on the wall. “He was born the night the constellations changed and the stars you know as the Northern Constellation shifted the Dragon from the highest point in the sky.”

      Regardless of Lukan’s wish to rename that constellation, it took no imagination to see the starry outline of a man holding a flaming torch in the northern point of the map.

      “His birth was also heralded by a magnificent comet known as the Pathfinder. It was quite a night.”

      Meka breathed out a slow breath and then slouched back in his chair. He fixated on the doodles carved into his wooden desk top.

      Score one.

      Meka understood exactly who Tao was. More importantly, he also knew where Nicholas fit in the succession. A thousand questions tumbled through Meka’s thoughts, the overwhelming one: Why would Lukan declare Grigor the crown prince if he had a biological son called Nicholas?

      Tao was nowhere near ready to start explaining the Dmitri Curse. He turned to Grigor.

      His dark-haired boy swallowed. “Just how many brothers do you have?”

      “Just one. An older brother.” Tao suppressed another smile as enlightenment flashed across Grigor’s face.

      Grigor gasped, bit his lip, and stared at the map as if seeing it for the very first time.

      Tao waited for Grigor to absorb the lesson.

      Finally, Grigor stirred. “So where is Nicholas now?”

      Even though Tao didn’t have the answer to that, he hazarded a guess that his cub had been imprisoned where no one would ever learn who he truly was. “Like you boys, Nicholas also lives under the curse of isolation. Lukan has an interesting philosophy on the needs of youth.”

      Tao thought about adding that Lukan planned to change their lives, but decided against it. That knowledge would distract them from the lesson he wanted to teach them today.

      Grigor burst out, “Why isn’t Nicholas the crown prince?”

      Tao started at the rage in his son’s eyes. “Because you were born first, Grigor, and Lukan chose you.”

      A kaleidoscope of emotions roiled through Grigor. Tao didn’t believe it fair to judge too quickly his son’s reaction to the loss of legitimacy in his claim to the Chenayan throne.

      Tao reached for a book on the tutor’s desk—a math textbook. “Now, enough talking. Let’s get on with some math.”

      Meka leaned forward. “I thought we were doing behavioral modification. Or whatever it was called?”

      “We just did. That, and history. Genealogy, too. All in one lesson.”

      A recalcitrant mien settled on Meka’s jaw. “I haven’t finished learning yet.”

      Meka asking for more lessons? That had to be a first.

      Tao resisted the urge to smile. “What part didn’t you understand?”

      “What did your sons do wrong that their father vanished out of their lives?”

      Tao knew Meka wanted to know why he hadn’t been there for them over the last sixteen years. As much as Tao wanted to tell him that he had longed all his life to be with his sons, the only way to explain his absence would be to open a discussion on the curse.

      Neither boy was ready to learn about that yet.

      He hedged. “They failed to obey a simple instruction. Then they resorted to war to solve a leadership clash. I believe they have now agreed on a truce. How long it will hold, I am not sure. My view of the future is not that clear.”

      Meka whistled softly, his cobalt eyes every bit as challenging—as confrontational—as Nicholas’s icy ones. “Was all that so bad that they had to have such a harsh punishment? People died, you know.”

      “Death is not the worst thing that can happen, Meka.”

      Meka snorted his derision. He leaned over to Grigor. “I think he buys into your whole ‘being dead is fun’ theory. Next, he’ll tell us he walks through walls.”

      Grigor frowned, shaking his head, telling Meka to shut up.

      Tao smiled at Meka and mussed his silky blond hair. It felt good to be doing that again. “They made a choice, Meka. That was entirely within their rights. But the choice came with consequences. They didn’t investigate those first. Now they pay the price. Perhaps next time they will think more before they choose.” He glanced at Grigor. “Perhaps they will not follow so blindly.” His focus shifted to Meka. “Or lead so thoughtlessly.” He stood. “Now, I think that is enough classroom learning for one day. Our next lesson will be biology—and we will study it in the forest.”

      Meka scrambled to his feet and started for the door.

      More hesitant, Grigor didn’t stir from his chair. “Care to explain to my brother how you intend getting us past the guardsmen?”

      “Oh, I think you know the answer to that.”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Tao thought quickly. If he said yes, he would spook Meka, but if he denied that he was dead, he would alienate Grigor. The object lesson he planned today in the forest had been designed to reach each of his sons individually. He couldn’t preempt that. “Your intelligence has been sorely underfed, Grigor. I promise to make it my mission to rectify that. Perhaps we can talk in the coming weeks?”

      Grigor shook his head. “Never a straight answer.” He turned to Meka. “We should take lessons on how to bamboozle people. They may prove useful with our guards.”

      “C’mon, Grigs. Stop worrying about drivel.” Meka bounced up and down on the balls of his feet. “The whole forest awaits us.”

      “Idiot,” Grigor muttered under his breath, but he followed Meka and Tao from the room.

      Tao took infinite pleasure in watching Grigor watch him as he bent the light, but it made no difference; Grigor was mortal and would not see what a dead man could. As usual, Meka grabbed the boon with both hands and without question.

      Once past the drawbridge, the only noise they made was the rustle of their feet in the fallen autumn leaves. Clouds of steam billowed from their mouths into the cold, wintery air. The first snows would not be long in coming.

      Tao led them to a rotten tree, collapsed against an old oak. A steady stream of bees, hovering around a large hole in the side of the trunk, filled the air with an electric, terrifying hum. With more confidence than he felt, he strode toward the hive.

      More bees appeared. Both of his boys pulled back.

      Then Meka stopped. “Are you sure about this? I’m allergic to bees.”

      “Are you?” Tao said, once again feigning ignorance.

      Meka’s eyes dilated with fright, and his face paled.

      Tao knew a single bee sting would send Meka into anaphylactic shock. This far from the palace and medical treatment, the boy could die. Tao would never let that happen, but neither Meka nor Grigor knew that. And he wasn’t about to enlighten them, either. The worst part, however, was that, after this lesson, it was unlikely either of his sons would want to talk to him again.

      It was a small price if it kept Lukan from commanding Morass to sink an axe into Meka’s chest.

      “That’s unfortunate, Meka. And you, Grigor? Any allergies?”

      “Only to stupidity. Is this excursion really necessary?” Grigor stood in front of Meka. “There’s a book in the schoolroom about bees.”

      “’Fraid so. Your cousin, Nicholas, has an amazing way with bees. He can put his hand into the hive and pull out the honeycomb, but he never gets stung. They have a name for people like that—bee charmers. But that’s Nicholas. He can charm anything, if he sets his mind to it. He’s a bit like mercury. You know, quicksilver. Bright and fast, but scattered and impotent when distracted. As I’m sure he is now. But lethal when in his concentrated form. But he’s also very stubborn. A bit like you, Meka—he also doesn’t like seeing the facts staring him in the face.”

      Meka was too busy shrinking away from the swirling bees to comment.

      Grigor frowned, torn between a desire to know more about the mysterious Nicholas and the need to protect his twin. Typical Grigor, the thirst for knowledge won. “So how does he do it? Bee charming.”

      “I always wondered that myself, but I never had the guts to try. I was scared of bee stings, but physical pain no longer affects me, so I think I’ll give it a whirl.” Tao stepped over to the hive, and speaking softly, the way he had always spoken to his falcon, he pushed his hand into the hole.

      A thousand bees exploded from the tree.

      He grabbed a handful of honeycomb while Meka and Grigor took off, screaming toward a river. With no regard to the cold, they dove in.

      Once Meka was safe, Tao started to laugh.

      There had to be more to the bee-charming lark than met the eye. He raised his arm and, bending the light, stopped the bees in flight. Just as he would have done if Meka had been threatened. The bees turned back to the hive.

      Order restored, Tao joined his sons. They were still under the water.

      He sat down to wait. Mortals had to breathe. They came up spluttering and furious.

      “That was just stupid,” Grigor yelled at the top of his lungs. His face was so red that, if Tao didn’t know better, he would have thought the boy was about to have an aneurysm. “Those bees could have stung Meka. He could have swollen up and died, thanks to you.” Fists flailing, he stomped out of the river and up the bank. “Don’t you care about him? Does he mean nothing to you? Don’t we matter to you? Or is Nicholas all you care about?”

      When Tao didn’t respond, Grigor added, “Well, Meka means something to me. Do something stupid like that again, and I’ll—”

      Grigor stopped in his tracks.

      Tao heard him think: What can I do to someone who’s already dead?

      Meka was still in the water, his face ashen. Tao didn’t need to hear Meka’s thoughts to know that his son’s confidence in his father had shattered.

      Tao pushed his sorrow aside and held out some of the honeycomb. “Meka, eat this. The sugar will do you good.”

      Meka shook his head, mumbling, “You’re insane. Not dead. Dead people don’t go around inciting bees. Dead people don’t go around doing anything. That’s the whole point of being dead.”

      Tao gave Meka a sad smile. “Biology complete. Whether the lesson has been learned remains to be seen.” To Grigor, he said, “If I can leave one thought with you—ponder on how you felt when you saw your brother’s life threatened.”

      Grigor glared at him.

      Tao turned his attention to Meka. “Remember, Meka, no matter how much Grigor annoys you, you are his world. If you two don’t stand together and care for each other, who will? No one else living cares for you the way you care for each other. Don’t let anything or anyone—not family, not rank, not title—let you forget what you learned today.”

      Both boys shifted.

      His voice dropped. “My sons, because that is exactly who you are, please understand that there are forces in Chenaya far more dangerous than bees. I wanted nothing more than to be a proper father to you both. But you have already seen what your uncle can do when crossed. He controlled me, Lynx, and Nicholas in exactly the same way he has controlled you. Now he wants to divide you. Please don’t let him succeed. If you take nothing else from me, remember the lesson of the bees.”

      Grigor was the first to respond. “I think we’ll go now.”

      He helped Meka to his feet and, without waiting for an answer from Tao, led his brother though the forest to the palace.

      Tao knew, on some level, they acknowledged that the lesson had been needed, but that in their individual hearts, that realization didn’t forgive his actions. He had to put that right. But that would have to wait until they called for him. Hopefully, they would not be as stubborn with him as Nicholas appeared to be with Dmitri.
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      Today Lukan intended to tell his heirs about his new regime for their lives. He could have sent Kestrel or Felix, but he wanted to gauge their reaction. If he felt in any way threatened by them or their response to his offer of freedom, regardless of the Fifteen, he would forget all talk of opening the gates to the lake.

      Lukan’s life and his throne were at stake here, and he didn’t intend to hand his heirs freedom only to discover that he’d inadvertently given them the key to the armory instead—figuratively, at least. Survival in Chenaya meant being one step ahead of the enemy, and by coming himself, he was extending his stride.

      He cursed as his boot slipped off the slippery stairs leading to the turret where his heirs lived. With spine-jarring speed, he skidded down, only just stopping himself from falling by grabbing the handrail. Too many screws holding it to the wall long since gone, the railing bounced ineffectually in his hand. He tumbled, crashing down onto his knees on the stone steps. He swore against the pain.

      “Sire!” Panicked hands reached to lift him. Two of the guardsmen that now watched over the princes hovered over him.

      Humiliated at falling before an audience, he shrugged their hands away. At his fierce expression, the men shrunk back. He pulled himself up tall, straightened his waistcoat, and brushed grime off his black trousers.

      Didn’t anyone ever clean here?

      Then he remembered: No servants tended his heirs. He had provided them with cleaning supplies when they had first moved in here from the nursery. It seemed they hadn’t spent too much time using them.

      Well, this morning, that would change. He had spent the night in his bunker pondering the problem Felix had dumped on him at yesterday’s council meeting and had finally made a decision. As of today, his heirs would have so many servants clucking over them they wouldn’t even have to wipe their own asses unless they wanted to.

      More carefully, he made his way up to the landing.

      The guardsmen stood at attention there.

      He waited until they had finished genuflecting to him and asked, “The princes? They are at their lessons?”

      The oldest of the men, a grizzled guardsman with typical dead eyes, spoke. “They have not left the apartment today, sire.” He paused and then added, “The tutor, Arkady, has not arrived, though.”

      A warning bell sounded in Lukan’s mind. He pushed past the soldiers and strode into the sitting area—and gasped at the smell.

      Dirty clothes, bags of rotting fishing bait, tangled rolls of fishing line, dog-eared books, abandoned school work, and dirty plates and cups the guardsmen had neglected to return to the kitchen lay scattered on every surface, including the floor. Even the walls were grimy, the silk coverings ink splattered, torn, and in places, moldy.

      He had noticed some mess when watching his heirs on his informa but had never imagined the squalor they lived in. Despite boasting many of the same furnishings as when Lynx lived here, the room looked nothing like it had back then. Gagging, he rushed to the open window. His retching made so much noise, he expected the two pigs that lived in this dump to come and investigate, but no one in the apartment stirred.

      It told him all he needed to know. Tao had struck again.

      Who knew where his heirs were now?

      Typical of Tao to cross him. It was just one more betrayal in a lifetime of betrayals by his brother. That made his stomach roil even more than the smell.

      He closed his eyes, waiting for his insides to settle.

      When he won the battle against his stomach, he glanced over at the door to Lynx’s old room—the one in which Nicholas had been conceived—and sighed. He wasn’t sure he had the courage to go in there yet. He hadn’t mustered enough to visit it in all the years since her banishment.

      But that was where his heirs now slept. A concession to their status as princes and sons of his brother, he had given them Lynx’s room when they had first moved in here.

      He dreaded to see how they had destroyed that.

      The need to be in her space again got his feet moving. He picked his way through the mess to the closed door. It had a hole in the bottom, right where someone’s boot must have kicked. It had probably happened during a fight between his heirs.

      His stomach knotted again.

      “Kestrel’s plan had better work.” He pushed the door open and stopped on the threshold.

      The bed where he had made love to Lynx, on that best and worst day of his life, was long gone, replaced by two single beds. Unmade, of course. He ignored the sour smell of dirty bed linen and stared up at the ceiling. He had never noticed the giant red, black, and gold birds painted there.

      Sadness engulfed him.

      Lynx had probably lain in bed at night watching them fly. He hoped the sight of them had given her more pleasure than he was feeling at the dirty finger marks smeared across the once-brilliant blue sky. The mural was utterly wasted on his heirs.

      He walked across the threadbare carpet to the closed window, intending to fling it open to air the room. One of the beds was pressed against the wall under the sill. Gritting his teeth against the graying sheet, he knelt to open the window latch. As he stood, he noticed a bulge under the sagging mattress.

      Something hidden, perhaps?

      He pulled out Tao’s falconry book.

      Heart racing, he flipped through the pages to find the painting of him, Tao, and Axel. It was tucked at the back. He grimaced with anger at the finger marks on Tao’s face; his heirs had even managed to spread their grime across this treasure.

      “Felix is right. If these two animals are to have any credibility, they have to get cleaned up and start behaving like Avanov princes.” He tucked the book and picture under his arm—it would go straight back to his bunker—and surveyed the room. A bevy of decorators and cleaners would be needed to turn this apartment into a place fit for an heir to the Chenayan throne. It was vital if it kept the Sixteen on his side.

      He caught the rasp of boots on the stone stairs.

      The princes were home from their unauthorized excursion.

      His scar throbbed at their defiance. Hating that the confounded injury had robbed him of the ability to hide his emotions, to look serene despite the provocation, he fought to suppress the anger that made it flare. There would be time enough for action if this elaborate scheme failed. He could take all his frustrations out on that defiant wolf, Meka.

      “Come, Meks.” The crown prince’s voice. “It’s done. Over. Just relax here for a bit.”

      Lukan’s curiosity was piqued.

      “Yeah. I think we should just put the whole Tao thing down to experience.”

      Lukan’s curiosity shot into overdrive. What was this? Something finally going right in his life? It seemed almost too good to be true.

      The door creaked as his heirs pushed into the room.

      Before either of them noticed him, he said, “Had a good day at school, boys?”

      They froze, rigid with shock.

      Lukan waited to see who would speak first. If the gods were really on his side, it would be the crown prince.

      Almost on cue, Grigor muttered, “Um, yes, thank you, sire.”

      Maybe his luck was finally changing. Only sixteen or so years too late.

      He studied them. Strangely, despite the icy weather, their clothing was wet. Had they been swimming? With Tao prowling around, he didn’t believe for a second that it had been in the lake.

      His eyebrows rose at Meka’s pallor. “And you, Meka? Not sickening for something, I hope? Swimming wouldn’t have been wise, were that the case.”

      That familiar defiance glinted in Meka’s Norin eyes. “I’m fine.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Sire.”

      The desire to hit the infernal boy welled up in Lukan. He suppressed it. “Good, because now would be the wrong time to get sick. You see, I am putting you out on parole.” He couldn’t resist an ironic laugh. “For good behavior.” He waited for their response.

      Their emotionless faces disappointed him, but he hid it. “I see. So the idea of you both behaving properly is so foreign that you have nothing to say for yourselves.”

      “Perhaps if we understood, sire.”

      “Simple, Crown Prince. It’s time you both cut back on the fishing and focused on living, breathing humans. With that in mind, tonight, your mother and I are hosting a gathering for you to meet the other teenagers. How does that sound?”

      Grigor’s jaw dangled. All the boy needed was to start drooling, and he would look like the village idiot.

      Typically, his brother was not so easy to please. The blond rebel took a step closer. “I like fishing.”

      “Oh, I think I am aware of that, Meka.” Lukan thrust his arm out, gesturing to the balcony. “The lure of the great outdoors.”

      “So, I’m not willing to stop.” Meka’s voice was quiet but firm; he stared at Lukan with ill-concealed hatred.

      Outraged, Lukan looked around instinctively for Morass, but he had come alone, precisely because he didn’t want easy access to his Lord of the Rack while in Meka’s presence. He still wasn’t sure what it was about the blond, blue-eyed boy that riled him so much. His uncertainty fueled a thousand doubts about Kestrel’s plan to grant her savage brat access to the other youth.

      Hoping he wasn’t making a fatal mistake, Lukan took a deep breath and said with faked brightness, “Meka, if you want to fish, then fish. Go wherever you like. Just be back before dinner so I don’t have to worry about you. And, more importantly, balance your time between the living and the . . . gutted.”

      For a brief moment, Meka resembled one of the fish he loved to hook; then he caught himself and rearranged his expression. “What’s the catch? There has to be one.”

      Lukan ignored Meka’s obnoxious—but insightful—question. “I will also be dispensing with your bodyguards.”

      Now both boys stared at him in dumbfounded skepticism.

      “Grigor, you are first in line to my throne. I expect you to bear that in mind so you behave responsibly. Don’t do anything that could jeopardize the succession. In time, you will be the wealthiest, most powerful man on the planet. Never let anyone sway you from that objective.” He cocked his head toward the blond prince. “And you, Meka. As I have already said, be careful. You would not want any mishap that cuts you off in your prime, either.” He ignored Grigor’s questioning frown and Meka’s visual daggers. “You boys are precious.”

      He started to the door but stopped when Grigor called out.

      “Wait! Have I got this right? We’re free?”

      “We’re free, sire, is what I think you meant to say.”

      A fumbled wave of Grigor’s hand as if titles didn’t matter. “Sire, please answer my question.”

      “You never were a prisoner, Grigor. I do understand it’s a lot to take in. But no doubt you will soon ease into it. You and your brother seem to adapt to the odd with remarkable ease.”

      Lukan strode to the door and then stopped to hold up the falconry book he had kept hidden under his arm. “This is mine. I will be returning it where it belongs. I fully expect you to hand it over should it somehow find its way back into this pigsty you two live in.”

      They would learn about the decorators and tailors when a pair of valets arrived to help them dress for the party that evening.

      Not a word from either of them reached his ears as he slowly made his way down the stairs. That was disappointing. He resolved keep them both under the tightest scrutiny while this experiment played out.
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      Grigor’s new silk shirt rustled as he followed a man—an usher, whatever that was—through unfamiliar halls and passages of the palace. They were headed to Lukan and Kestrel’s party.

      Never in his life had Grigor felt so excited—or so terrified. And that included the night he and Meka had spent up in trees with wolves baying around them. But no matter what happened at this party, he and Meka would stand together.

      After Lukan had left him and Meka in their bedchamber, the day had spiraled down into all kinds of weird.

      First, a horde of people—servants, he had discovered later—had arrived. They had stripped the apartment of everything. Furniture. Clothing. Even their books. He and Meka had only just managed to rescue Meka’s fishing gear. Grigor had been more than happy to see his rods and tackle go.

      But it did mean he had no idea where he was sleeping tonight. Lukan had also sent in two men who called themselves valets or, put another way, snooty bastards who had tried to strip him and Meka as the other servants had their quarters.

      Grigor rubbed his grazed knuckles. The ache was worth the burst of pleasure that had come from leveling his arrogant attacker.

      Meka had flattened his assailant, too.

      He and Meka weren’t babies. Since when did they need strangers bathing and dressing them?

      Not that beating up the valets had helped. Once back on their feet, the men had merely called in reinforcements. In the end, he and Meka had acquiesced—on condition that they showered themselves and no stranger saw them naked or tried to dress them. The valets had grudgingly accepted that. Although they had hovered, spewing forth a stream of comments on how to dress while he and Meka got ready for tonight’s party.

      Haircuts had followed the plundering of their apartment. Grigor fingered his dark hair. Neat. That was the best way to describe the cut. None of the jagged steps he always managed to leave when trimming his own hair.

      Meka looked even smarter, but then Meka had never really bothered about his hair. He’d hack away at it when it got too long without much thought for the result.

      All that excitement had pushed the meeting with Tao into the background. That was fine, too, because Grigor wasn’t sure what he thought about his dead father’s disclosures. In light of what had followed their lesson on the bees, Tao’s words seemed horribly prophetic. Grigor didn’t doubt that every word Tao had said about Nicholas was true, too.

      “Why would anyone want to wear such a rough, itchy waistcoat?” Meka, walking next to him, grumbled.

      The usher smiled at Meka. It looked strained. “The material is called brocade, Your Highness, and the dragons are outlined in gold thread.”

      Meka rolled his eyes. “Thanks, but I’m not blind. I can see the gold wire myself. The question is why.”

      “Pure gold trim is befitting a prince, Your Highness. It is what an heir to the Chenayan throne wears.”

      Meka’s eyes bugged. “Pure gold? That’s insane. Why would anyone want to waste pure gold on a stupid waistcoat?”

      The usher fingered his own waistcoat. If Grigor’s limited knowledge of gemstones didn’t fail him, the buttons were made from pearls.

      They reached a set of double doors. Talk and laughter spilled out into the passage. With obvious relief, their escort gestured to Grigor to step inside.

      Grigor’s racing heart burst into a gallop. He looked at Meka for support.

      Like a man starving, his twin gnawed the inside of his cheek. He gave Grigor a sick smile. “You want me to go first, as usual?”

      Grigor was about to nod when he noticed the doors were wide enough for them to pass through side by side. “Let’s do it together.”

      So they did.

      Silence descended on the gathering as he and Meka stepped across the threshold.

      Grigor tried to make out faces, but all he could see were the tops of heads as people bowed. About twenty or so of them stood in a line down the length of the glittering hall. If his eyes didn’t deceive him, the walls were leafed with gold and crusted with jewels. He glanced at Meka to see his reaction to that insanity.

      His own incredulity was mirrored in his brother’s eyes.

      He became aware of a voice calling, “All hail His Imperial Highness, Crown Prince Grigor Avanov, and his brother, His Highness, Prince Meka.”

      The words sounded strange, foreign to Grigor’s ears.

      It didn’t help that his mind flashed to a certain bee charmer, a boy just a little younger than Grigor who was like quicksilver. A boy named Nicholas who was the real crown prince. The boy who should have been here tonight receiving all the bows.

      Nausea almost had Grigor retching. He was a fraud, being made to perform against his will in a charade against all logic.

      The trouble was, Lukan was giving him the one thing he craved most of all: an opportunity to make friends. But how did it serve Lukan?

      Grigor wasn’t naïve enough to believe these teens came without a price. Tao had said Lukan wanted to divide him and Meka. Was this the start of it?

      He gritted his teeth. No matter what happens, nothing will split me and Meks.

      Also, how could he face Lukan tonight, knowing the man had kept him and Meka away from Tao? Tao would have been a good father. Even after that crazy incident with the bees, not in Grigor’s wildest dreams could he imagine Tao treating him and Meka the way Lukan had.

      And now Lukan expected him to perform in his charade?

      It took all Grigor’s self-control not to start gagging. Only the horror of throwing up in front of all these strangers kept his stomach in check.

      Meka stepped in front of Grigor, hiding him from immediate scrutiny. Grigor could have hugged him.

      A throat cleared. “Well, Grigor, don’t keep your subjects waiting.” Lukan. Dragon-shaped crown on his head, he stood in the center of the hall with Kestrel on his arm. He didn’t look pleased at Meka’s protectiveness.

      Grigor stepped out from his brother’s shadow and bowed. Then he floundered. What was supposed to happen now? And would those people never stop bowing?

      “And now?” Meka to the rescue again. “Do we all just stand here like idiots?”

      “Allow me to assist.” A gash of a smile split Count Felix’s face. Lukan’s advisor took Grigor and Meka’s elbows and led them to the line of bowing people.

      Grigor noticed for the first time that, apart from Lukan, Kestrel, and Felix, everyone in the room was about his age. Where were the adults?

      As if anticipating his question, Felix said, “Highness, we have a dinner planned where you will meet their parents.”

      One by one, Felix introduced him and Meka to the youth—an even mix of boys and girls all dressed up as fine as Grigor and Meka’s new clothes.

      Grigor was halfway down the line when it struck him that he had it wrong; the youth were being introduced to him and Meka, not the other way round. Did that have something to do with being princes?

      But even with his limited exposure to people, it wasn’t hard to sense the tension in the air. These youths were as frightened about meeting him as he was about meeting them.

      Hardly surprising, given that for sixteen years, talking to him and Meka had been a death sentence.

      And then he saw her.

      Unlike the other girls who, for reasons he couldn’t fathom, dumped their hair on top on their heads, this girl’s dark curls cascaded down her back. She glanced up at him from under heavy bangs.

      Grigor’s breath hitched, and his stomach did a weird swooping thing. He liked the sensation.

      Once he gathered his wits, he noticed thick, black lashes framing her gentle brown eyes. His eyes trailed down her body. Slim and petite—she barely reached his shoulder—she reminded him of the forest sprites his nannies used to tell stories about.

      “Lady Natalia Pavel,” Felix announced. “Eldest daughter of Count Pytor Pavel, Lord of the Granary, and Countess Rosina Pavel, sister of Count Zarot, Lord of the Conquest.”

      The titles meant nothing to Grigor. But that didn’t matter because all he could see was Lady Natalia’s shy smile.

      Meka shifted next to him. Grigor glanced over at his twin—and started. His brother gaped at Natalia with soft eyes and a lopsided smile.

      An unexpected emotion stabbed Grigor, one he had no reference for, one he could not have explained if his life depended on it. All he knew was he hated the way Meka looked at Natalia almost as much as he detested the way she smiled back at Meka.

      And then they were moving on down the line.
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      Meka sat in his huge, uncomfortable golden chair at the dining table and stared at the bowl the waiter placed in front of him. He’d never seen such watery food in his life. Why hadn’t it been served in a cup? And, Dragon’s ear hole, which of the dozen knives, forks, and spoons should he use to eat it with?

      In his fancy clothes, with his fancy haircut, he already felt like an idiot and didn’t need to embarrass himself further by not knowing how to eat. Not when Natalia surreptitiously watched him, just as he watched her. She seemed to know exactly what to do with all the implements. He glanced over at Grigor, sitting opposite the table from him to the right of Lukan, wondering if he was coping any better with the food.

      His brother was also eyeing Natalia. Worse, he hadn’t seen Grigor look so enraptured since . . . Meka frowned.

      Forever.

      So his brother shared an interest in the most beautiful girl in the room. A girl with gentle eyes and a kind face who appeared to be type of person who would not reject a wild creature like him before taking the opportunity to get to know him.

      In the light of Tao’s lesson on the bees, that was disheartening in the extreme. Meka fiddled with his cutlery, wondering what to do about it. By rights, Natalia was his because he’d seen her first, that day in the passageway. He had smiled at her—risked her life even by acknowledging her. Surely that counted for something.

      There had to be another girl Grigor could hunt. He swallowed. Hunt probably wasn’t the right word to use in the context of finding a girl. Fish didn’t seem to work either.

      Hmm . . . He had some stuff to learn about interacting with people.

      But as he glanced around the room at the twenty teenagers interspersed amongst their suspicious-faced parents—it didn’t take a genius to see that they didn’t want to be here with their children—he wondered if it was worth the effort. The only person in the whole room who held any interest for him was Natalia.

      That didn’t mean Grigor wouldn’t find some of the other girls appealing. Grigor had always wanted friends. Being alone never bothered Meka. In fact, he preferred it. But Grigs needed people.

      Just not Natalia.

      Kestrel, sitting next to Lukan at the head of the table, leaned in to touch his hand; she must have seen his concern. “That round spoon is used for soup,” she whispered.

      Oh, so the watery stuff was called soup.

      Meka dipped his head at her to thank her for the unexpected help. He missed the feel of his hair brushing his eyes as he did so. Stupid haircut.

      He had barely finished slurping up the soup—it tasted mighty fine even if it was watery—when a waiter whipped his bowl away and slapped down a small roasted bird, perched on a plate with some kind of sauce lapping around it. It smelled delicious.

      Meka immediately picked the bird up and broke it apart with his fingers as he considered the Grigor/Natalia problem.

      Kestrel touched his hand again. Firm but gentle pressure from her fingers forced his bird back onto the plate.

      Meka was about to snarl at her—Grigor had learned years ago not to come between him and his food—but she pointed to another set of cutlery.

      Meka sighed, wiped his hand on the tablecloth, and picked up the knife and fork. He was about to saw off a chunk of bird when he sensed someone watching him.

      Natalia?

      He hoped so. But when he glanced her way, his heart dropped. Her big, brown eyes watched his brother with interest from under her bangs. Grigor smiled at her. The prettiest blush infused Natalia’s face as she smiled back. Clearly, she liked Grigor.

      Appetite lost, Meka dropped his knife and fork onto his plate with a clang. What did it matter who had watched him if it wasn’t the one person in the room whose attention he sought?

      From that moment, he barely noticed the many courses of food that passed in front of him or the murmured conversations. His mind was back in the forest at his favorite fishing hole where fish “yea big” swam. It was easier to think about fishing than to confront the problem of how to lure Natalia away from his brother.

      Lukan and Kestrel rose. So did everyone else except him and Grigor. The diners all bowed low to Lukan.

      Lukan glared first at Meka and then at Grigor.

      Meka grimaced. He and Grigor had forgotten to bow. They scraped their chairs back across the hardwood floor and joined the rest of the “worshipers.”

      Lukan said in a clipped tone, “My lords and ladies, let’s leave the youngsters to get to know each other. Please, join me in the Red Room.”

      Meka watched with interest as the parents obeyed. Some stopped to whisper in their children’s ears while shooting troubled glances at him and Grigor.

      What did the buggers think he and Grigs were going to do to their offspring? Kill them all?

      The idea made him snort a laugh.

      Still, Meka was excited to see them go. It would give both him and Grigor an opportunity to talk to Natalia. His brother would probably turn on the charm—Meka certainly intended to. Hopefully, by the end of the evening, they’d know whom Natalia had chosen to spend time with. Meka really hoped she chose him.

      Heart beating like a drum, he watched Natalia sit. He was about to join her when a hard-faced girl with her hair piled on top of her head slid into the chair next to her. Two boys sauntered over to join them. One—a slimy-looking thing with slicked-back hair, a sneer, and ferrety eyes—sat next to Natalia. The other, a brute of a boy easily a foot taller than him and Grigor, sat next to Natalia’s friend.

      From their seats, Meka and Grigor exchanged what-now looks. Meka was all for leaving. If he couldn’t sit next to Natalia, there seemed little point in staying at all, but Grigor made a move to join another group of teens. Before he could even stand, they pulled their chairs in close, effectively cutting Grigor out of their circle.

      Meka’s anger rose, but he hid it behind a lazy smile. No one treated his twin like that. These people didn’t deserve to be with someone as good and decent as Grigor.

      It was time to start letting them know whom they were dealing with.

      He leaned back in his chair and said loudly to Grigor, “Interested in some night fishing? This time we go prepared for wolves.”

      He doubted any of these foppish-looking boys in their brocade waistcoats had ever spent a night in the forest.

      Grigor glanced down the table. His eyes settled on Natalia for a second and then flitted to Ferret sitting next to her. A flicker of disappointment, and then it was gone.

      “Good idea. Let’s take this freedom out to see how far we get. But I’ll need one of your rods.” Grigor’s voice swelled with bravado, and he stood. Clearly, he had caught on to what Meka was doing.

      Meka rose from his chair, but once again, every one of these dolts clambered to their feet to bow.

      Meka had never seen anything more absurd. He settled back in his seat and laughed. “Dragon’s ass. Do you all have to do this stupid bowing thing every time we move?”

      Surprise hissed through the room, but no one moved or spoke.

      Hadn’t they heard people use the Dragon’s name in vain before? Apparently not. Then it was just as well he was leaving because they sure as hell weren’t going to like him.

      He couldn’t resist saying to Grigor, “Looks like they’ve swallowed their tongues.”

      Grigor smiled, but Meka could see his heart wasn’t in it. Meka cocked an eyebrow at his brother, and his smile vanished. Grigor needed these people. As much as it rankled, he even needed Natalia far more than Meka did.

      Before he could react, Grigor spoke to them all. “So, answer my brother. Do you have to bow every time we move?”

      The tall brute sitting with Natalia answered. “Strange as it may seem, you are the princes.” A long pause. “Highness.”

      No one spoke to Grigor in such a disparaging tone. Meka sprang out of his chair. Eyes flashing, he stood poised, ready to strike if the oaf made any more disrespectful comments.

      Grigor laughed. It sounded forced. He bumped Meka’s shoulder. “You’re right. We could have some serious fun with this lot.”

      Meka didn’t shift his eyes off Brute. From the oaf’s defiant expression, it was obvious he would never accept Meka and Grigor as equals.

      Forget that, as Chenayan princes—his princes.

      It didn’t trouble Meka if people didn’t defer to him, but Grigor was different. Until Nicholas took his rightful spot, Grigor was the Crown Prince of Chenaya. He needed to be treated as such.

      He made a decision he knew would do nothing to improve his already ragged reputation amongst this crowd, but it was a small price to pay to protect his brother’s honor.

      “Or,” he said to Grigor with quiet casualness that belied his fury, “we could solve all the problems before they begin by beating seven colors of crap out of that one.”

      Brute snorted, a spluttering sort of sound. He pulled himself up straight, showing everyone that he was taller than both Meka and Grigor. That didn’t worry Meka at all. He didn’t doubt for one second that he could wipe the floor with the boy’s face.

      Ferret closed his eyes and groaned, and then he moved to stand next to his friend.

      Grigor grimaced and cracked his knuckles. “You take the midget on the right. I’ll sort out the one on the left.”

      “Done.” Meka would have preferred it if Grigor had opted for Ferret, but he wasn’t going to argue.

      The crowd parted as, shoulder to shoulder, they moved toward their prey.

      “Watch the solar plexus,” Meka warned Grigor, just in case Brute got in a lucky punch.

      His brother’s face hardened. “Say thanks for those bees.”

      Meka smiled to remove the sting from his solar plexus warning. “Noted.”

      Ferret looked like he wanted to wet his trousers.

      Brute licked his lips. “You—you aren’t really serious, are you?”

      “Don’t the words ‘Your Highness’ slot into that sentence somewhere?” Meka asked. He and Grigor were now just a few paces away.

      A red flush shadowed Brute’s face. His eyes darted around at the other youth. Seeking support?

      Meka wondered if he’d get it from the other youth. It didn’t matter. He would fight the world to protect his brother.

      Brute surprised him by bowing. “Your Highness.”

      Ferret bowed even lower and started to back away.

      Grigor stopped.

      This was probably a better outcome than fighting. Meka grinned at his brother. He looked at Natalia with unsuppressed longing as he handed her to Grigor—on a plate.

      “Keep an eye on my brother.” He slapped Grigor on the shoulder. “Catch you later.”

      And then Meka slipped out to find his fishing rod.

      The lesson on the bees had worked. Nothing and no one would ever come between him and his brother again.
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      A sound beyond the drip!

      Talon gasped, sending a cloud of steam out into the frigid air in his cell. His fingers, clutching at tiny crevices in the wall, stiffened. Uncaring of the fifteen-foot drop if he fell off the wall, he cocked his head to listen.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      The sound was new. Thrilling. Rhythmic.

      His first thought was that it was some kind of music. A drum, perhaps.

      But that was a forbidden thought. Music didn’t exist anymore. He didn’t even allow tunes in his head. They were too bleak. Too hopeless.

      But the new sound had a regular beat. Just like music.

      He let go of the wall and landed on his feet, stumbling before finding his balance amongst the stone blocks and cement rubble from his abandoned escape project. That impossible wall had gone on and on and on. It hadn’t mattered how many blocks he’d torn away with his ravaged fingers; there had been no escape.

      He pushed his despair aside and focused on the new sound.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      A coughing spasm burned through his chest. He flopped to the floor and waited for the racking pain to pass.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      A door or window banging in the wind?

      Wind? Did weather other than cold still exist?

      It was so bitter in his cell that he had donned his blood-stained tunic. Morass had dropped a thin blanket through the slot. It made no difference to his trembles. His breath clung to the walls and floor in a slick icy layer. He used a cement chip to pick out the ice for climbing handholds. Anything to help pass the time. And to keep moving. Moving kept the worst of his chills at bay.

      But this sound was new. It could not be ignored. Not the way he disregarded the ache in his jaw from his chattering teeth.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      It sounded too small to be a door, but then, that depended on how far away the door was.

      He listened again. But there was nothing. Just the drip and then silence.

      “Listen beyond the silence. And the drip. Compare the thumping sound to other things. It’ll give perspective.” The thought infiltrated his mind like ice claiming a pond.

      Talon didn’t resist its invasion. What should he compare it to?

      “Something from home. Something from the forest.”

      No! he shouted to back, turning his mind into a battlefield. The forest no longer existed. Just like music. There could never be a comparison to something that didn’t exist.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      “But how big is it? How far away is it?” His new thoughts clamored, refusing to be denied.

      Talon didn’t know.

      “Perhaps as far away as the bees were that last fishing day with Uncle Tao.”

      No! No! No! Talon covered his head with his hands. No bees. They don’t exist. Bees were free. He wasn’t. He would never be free again.

      He lashed his fist against the wall—and cried out with pain. A sticky trickle ran down his arm.

      Blood.

      He had shed so much blood trying to escape and had failed. Why were his thoughts betraying him now by insisting he think on things designed to crush his will to live?

      And why had the sound come? Didn’t it know there were no sounds other than his teeth chattering, the drip, and his coughing?

      And Lukan who spoke in his head.

      Or Morass, who slopped food through the slot.

      I’m alone. So alone.

      A voice shouted. “Is there no one else on this planet except me and Morass and Lukan? Dmitri! Dmitri! Dmitri!”

      It took him a moment to register that it was his voice. His shout. The first verbal sounds he had made since crushing Morass’s eye in his fist.

      Knees clasped, Talon rocked back and forth, keening.

      “All these months of torture, Nicholas. Was it worth it, my friend?”

      Another voice! Not his. But also not Lukan. This one was right here. Not in his head. It was next to his head.

      He opened his eyes—and cried out.

      It was too bright. Blinding. Brighter even than the light through the hole. Agony. He closed his eyes and held his head, rocking.

      Rocking helped with agony.

      And despair.

      But it wasn’t helping now. The brilliant light cut through the blessed darkness. Right through his eyelids.

      “Your eyes will adjust, Nicholas. Have patience. Wait. You now understand the meaning of the word ‘wait.’”

      Wait. That implied time. Time was meaningless. How long for the agony to stop? Rock head. Hold head.

      No. Stop.

      The light was softer.

      Pain? No pain.

      Talon cracked open his eyelids.

      Dmitri stood, watching him. He had kind eyes and a warm face. His skin shined. Talon shifted his focus away from the glow to the familiar pattern of stars on his robe.

      The seer sat on the floor next to him. “Was it worth it, Nicholas?”

      Speak. Make words. Answer.

      “Don’t know,” Talon croaked. It hurt his throat to speak.

      “So much could have been avoided if you had chosen not to ignore me.”

      “How. Many. Months?”

      “Eight months, Nicholas.”

      Eight months! Talon held his head and rocked. He heard someone sob.

      “Cry, my friend. It will do you good.”

      He was crying?

      No tears. No tears! Emotion was weak. Lukan would exploit weak.

      “I will never exploit your pain, Nicholas.”

      No emotion. Ever.

      “And I honor your choice to resist now. Even if I do not agree with it.”

      “Then . . . honor . . . my . . . choice . . . not . . . to . . . be . . . here. Let me go.”

      “That is indeed a hard request.”

      “Free me. I don’t choose this.”

      “But your father, Lukan, does. And I must honor his choices, too. It is not easy to grasp, my friend. I understand that. But if you endure this well, this time will turn out to be your greatest blessing.”

      Talon stumbled to his feet and yelled, “My greatest blessing! His right to choose! Go away. Leave me. Never come back.”

      The light gathered around Dmitri, and then he vanished.

      “Well done, Nicholas. Why should you listen to a man who won’t even help you flee? You did the right thing in sending him away.”

      For the first time ever, Talon agreed with Lukan.

      And what did the new sound matter anyway? Talon would never be free to discover what it was.

      It was as meaningless as his whole pointless existence.
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      Lost in calculations how quickly a canister of gas could consume Oldfort, Lukan headed for his office. He had not yet shared his plan for Oldfort with anyone, preferring to do the research himself.

      A generation of weather records revealed that the winds in the Lapisians’ mountains calmed just before the spring solstice. That was imperative if he was to pinpoint just the town with the gas. The last thing he wanted was spillover to alert the world to his weapon.

      The whole idea of targeting Oldfort on the solstice filled Lukan with pleasure. Worshipers of the stars, Lapisians considered the spring solstice an important date in their calendar. Before the invasion, they had dressed up in crazy costumes, supposedly depicting the blessings they sought for the new year. On behalf of all their countrymen, those who could afford it brought bags of gold coins, representing the celestial bodies, to throw down into starlit town squares as offerings to their gods.

      The wealthier the person, the more he was expected to sacrifice. In the early morning sunlight, the squares had glittered with coins, making walking treacherous. That didn’t stop the poor from gleaning as much gold as they could carry in a pocket and both hands. It had been the way the Lapisians shared their wealth. Lukan had banned it everywhere in an attempt to crush the Lapisian resistance and to enforce worship of the Dragon. Now, the only place the festival was still honored was in Oldfort. To Lukan, that was a personal affront.

      Come nightfall on this solstice, in defiance of everything Lukan tried to impose, the Lapisians in Oldfort would be out in force to petition the heavens for blessings. Not that their celestial gods would answer.

      Lukan’s never had. He grunted. Religion had never interested him beyond a tool to control the low-born. Even so, it would be nice to think that someone was on his side.

      Axel always attended the festival. In the past, Stefan had sent guardsmen to capture the traitor. Thanks to the cover of the swirling crowds, Axel had always managed to evade capture by slipping down a bolt hole into the mountains.

      This time, I won’t fail.

      But as he thought that, Lukan sighed. Even with the most meticulous planning, nothing in his life had ever gone smoothly. All he could do was hope this Burning would be the exception.

      The guardsmen standing sentry outside his office bowed and then swung open the door for him.

      “Lord Taras is on his way.” Lukan had a weekly briefing with his Lord of the Treasury. These meetings had been a standard feature in his calendar since discovering Axel had stolen from him all those years ago. Not even plans to wipe out Axel and a few thousand other people in Oldfort were permitted to get in the way of them.

      Someone in the office cleared his throat.

      Lukan looked up in surprise. “Felix. What are you doing here? You know I’m meeting with Taras.”

      Felix pulled his hands away from the fire roaring in the hearth. The first snows had fallen last night, and the fire was welcome. Felix eased off the sofa and bobbed a bow. “I am aware of your schedule, sire, but something has come up that needs your urgent attention.”

      “Nothing is more important than ensuring no one steals from us.”

      Felix pursed his lips disapprovingly; his uncle thought Lukan went to unnecessary lengths to keep tabs on the finances. It was an old argument, one they had tossed around for years. Lukan always won because he was emperor.

      “Did you attend breakfast in the great hall, sire?”

      “Of course not. I never do. You know that.”

      “Then you have not heard the gossip raging through the halls this morning about the princes.”

      “Gossip! Really Felix, I’m beginning to worry about you. Words like ‘dotage’ and ‘retirement’ are springing just a little too readily to mind.”

      Felix fixed Lukan with a cold eye. “Perhaps, sire, if you spent as much time worrying about your heirs as you do the mycek, then this would not have happened.”

      Felix flicked his thumb against his informa and pulled up an image of the dining room where his heirs’ introductory dinner had been held.

      Threat in every step, the two princes stalked toward Raklus’s grandson.

      Lukan had watched enough fist fights between Grigor and Meka to know exactly what it meant—disaster, if he was to convince the Sixteen he had viable heirs.

      He flopped down on the sofa. “You have my attention. Five minutes of it.”

      “Good.” But Felix popped his informa back into his pocket. “First, we need to discuss Nicholas.”

      Nicholas? The word shot like an electric current through Lukan. “Why? Has he escaped? Died?”

      “Relax, sire. Neither, but—”

      “Then why are we talking about him?” Lukan had no other interest in his son, and Felix knew that.

      “We need to plan for his future.”

      Lukan looked at his watch; unless Felix shifted this conversation into gear, Count Taras would be kept waiting a lot longer than five minutes. That would give the man the impression that Lukan didn’t care about the treasury. If Taras was anything like Axel—and every other high-born in this palace—he would use that opportunity to steal from Lukan.

      Felix might be indifferent, but Lukan wasn’t.

      He was surrounded by thieves: a son who wanted his throne; high-born who grasped at every turn; the Sixteen—Fifteen, because Morass didn’t count—who connived to grab power from each other and from him; and his heirs, who dreamed of the day they’d snatched his throne away.

      And then there was Axel—

      Anger bubbling, Lukan snapped, “You have ten minutes.”

      “In a few months, it will be Nicholas’s birthday. You always visit him, so I take it you intend to bestow that honor on him this year, too.”

      It hadn’t crossed Lukan’s mind to visit Nicholas now that Lynx and Tao weren’t at the cottage.

      “A visit would be good, sire. It will impress upon our young rebel that a whole year has passed. I should imagine that even the Light-Bearer will find that demoralizing.”

      Lukan rubbed his eye sockets. “Has he spoken yet?”

      Felix shook his head, looking decidedly peeved. “He hadn’t, despite my best efforts at goading him.” His expression cleared. “Up until last night, that is.”

      Lukan canted his head, intrigued despite himself. “What was so special about last night?”

      “I tried a little experiment. After the dinner last evening, I had Morass slam a door on a building half a mile away from the Light-Bearer’s cell. Seems the boy heard it.”

      “Half a mile away. Impressive. But then his ears have always been good.”

      “Not that good. Remember, he’s locked in a stone room in the very center of that old slaughterhouse. Also, it snowed last night. He should not have heard a thing.”

      “So you are saying our cosmic wonder boy is gaining superpowers.”

      Felix scoffed. “Oh, I would hardly go so far as to call them superpowers, but I do think we can exploit the situation.”

      Lukan was all for exploiting anything that kept him in power. He looked at Felix expectantly.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Lukan glanced at his watch. Taras. His skin prickled with longing to call the man in. He fought it.

      Leaving his cane propped up against the sofa, Felix rose and shuffled to the door. He opened it a crack. “Taras, the emperor will ring for you when he is ready.”

      Felix closed the door with more satisfaction than Lukan appreciated.

      “You were telling me how we can exploit the traitor’s hearing.”

      With agonizing slowness, Felix hobbled back to the sofa. It was only once he sat that he continued. “As you know, sire, the Light-Bearer has proved strangely resistant to the voice we are beaming into his head.” A pained expression settled on Felix at that affront. It cleared. “Well, last evening, that changed. I used his past memories and programmed a voice so seamless, he was unaware that my suggestions were not his own thoughts. I gave him a command, told him to compare the sounds with others from his past. He obeyed.”

      Lukan stroked his scar, rapidly becoming impatient. If Felix wanted to use Nicholas as a lab rat, that was his business. “Get to the point.”

      “The point is, the experience was so difficult for our young Light-Bearer that he spoke for the first time. Called for Dmitri—”

      Lukan shot forward in his seat. “And? Did he come?”

      “Indeed. And the Light-Bearer sent him packing. Told him never to come back.”

      Relief flooded through Lukan. He smiled. “That is indeed good news.”

      “So, I was thinking your son should have a reward for his birthday.”

      Lukan hardly heard Felix. His glee morphed into confusion. He, more than anyone, understood the need to be alone, but even he required some human contact to stop from going insane. That’s why he kept a string of mistresses at his command. Why had Nicholas rejected another human voice? Was his son already teetering at the edge of the cliff?

      “What does the Final Word say? Is he going crazy?”

      Felix spoke with relish. “I think a few nudges are all it will take, sire. He is already climbing the wall—both figuratively and literally.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “There is an asylum about ten miles out of Cian. My cameras tell me it is a very noisy place. I suggest we transfer him there for his birthday. I think with enough screaming inmates, he may be tempted to self-harm. As far as I am aware, there is no prohibition in the curse on suicide.”

      “No. I don’t think there is. But we would have to provide the weapon. Wouldn’t that make us complicit?”

      “Honestly, sire, what do you take me for? Do you really think I would be so crass as to suggest something overt? I have something far subtler in mind.”

      Lukan raised an eyebrow.

      “Didn’t Lynx ask you to bring a fiddle for his last birthday?”

      Lukan stiffened. He hated thinking about that terrible night. He should have taken Lynx with him when he’d left with Nicholas. She would still be part of his life, and none of these problems would have existed.

      “I hardly think my son will be idiot enough to play it if it hurts his ears.”

      “Ah, but that may be where you are mistaken, sire. After months of watching our wonder boy, I have learned a few tricks. It seems he likes a challenge. That’s why he climbs the walls.”

      That his potentially traitorous son enjoyed a challenge did nothing to calm Lukan’s pulse.

      “I propose an extension to that asylum, sire, which is why I am bringing it up now, so there is time to construct it.” Felix waved his hands in the air. “A thirty-foot domed roof. When we introduce the boy there, he will find a fiddle hanging from the highest point. If he falls and dies trying to retrieve it, he will only have himself to blame.”

      Lukan snorted a laugh. “Is this what you lie in bed at night dreaming about, Felix?”

      Felix pulled his olive-green cloak tighter around his shoulders. “As Lord of the Household, it is my job to protect the household. I will do whatever it takes to keep it safe from all subversives.”

      Lukan didn’t doubt that. Axel was the worst subversive, and Felix had cast him off without a further thought.

      “Fine. Build your extension. Make sure it’s rigged with a working gas canister. Then give me the trigger.”

      Face bland, Felix nodded. “Of course, sire. That is easily done.”

      “One other thing. I want him transferred by the spring solstice.” He like the idea of offering Nicholas a fiddle, only to gas him before he could climb up to retrieve it. Because that was exactly what would happen once Lukan had confirmation of Axel’s death.

      Suspicion flickered across Felix’s face before he could shutter it. “But his birthday is in summer, sire.”

      “I am well aware of that, but what difference will it make? The boy has been locked in a dark room for months, I can scarcely imagine he knows what day it is, let alone when his birthday is.”

      “You have a plan perhaps, sire, that I could help with?”

      Lukan studied Felix, wondering if he should share details of his attack, but his uncle gave nothing away. Despite his lack of reaction, Felix would have to know about the gassing of Oldfort; his help would be needed in the preparations. For one, Axel’s early warning system covered Oldfort. If Lukan was to successfully send in a dirigible, he would need a craft that could evade detection. This hadn’t been a problem in his original Burning because no one else in the world used advanced technology to protect the skies. Lukan would need Felix and Vasily’s help to design and build a suitable craft.

      “We will release a gas canister over Oldfort on the spring solstice when the Lapisians and their traitorous allies are out on the streets. It’s an ideal time to crush the alliance.” Lukan watched Felix carefully as his uncle decoded the word allies.

      Felix’s eyebrows bobbed—he had figured out that Lukan meant Axel, Chad, and Jerawin. With no other show of emotion, Felix asked, “And if Lynx is in the streets with Axel?”

      “Axel knows we always target the solstice. He would never let her out of the mountain to attend an event like that. No man would. Not with a woman as precious as Lynx.”

      Of that Lukan was convinced. Axel might not be wise enough to lock Lynx in a cage in his bedchamber to keep her safe as Lukan planned to do when he recaptured her, but after seventeen long years of separation from Lynx, not even his cousin would be rash enough to risk parading her around in public. The fact that Lynx hadn’t been seen for months bore testament to that.

      Axel hadn’t even let her visit her family in Norin. Lukan had two thousand guardsmen standing by for the day she appeared at the Norin caravan. She would have been the only Norin to survive. But selfish Axel had hogged her to himself.

      “How astute of you, sire. Very few men would reason with your acuity. As for the plans, just tell me what to do. I will assist in any way I can.”

      “I need a drone with stealth properties to breach Axel’s security network around Oldfort. Something along the lines of Axel’s new design for the Light-Bearer, I surmise.”

      “Hmm. Interesting notion.” Felix’s face lit with that strange inner glow he always got when confronted by a new project. Lukan had exploited his uncle’s love of new technological challenges mercilessly over the years. “Leave it with me, sire. Vasily and I will put our heads together to see what we can come up with.” He paused and then pointed at Lukan’s side. “Will you trigger this attack in the same way as you would have the original Burning?”

      Felix had never agreed with Lukan’s decision to carry the only trigger for the dirigibles on his person. Lukan stared at him to assess the emotion behind that question. As usual, Felix’s face said nothing.

      “I want Stefan to control all the commands for this sortie. He is to key in the coordinates for the drone’s destination, fire the launch from a base in Treven, and best of all, explode the canisters of Dragon’s Fire over Oldfort.” Lukan’s scar throbbed with pent-up hatred for Stefan who, as Axel’s sidekick, had tormented him so much in his youth.

      Felix’s face split into a gash of a smile. “A fitting irony that he be the one to kill his erstwhile friend.”

      “Poetic.”

      “I can tell Stefan of our plans?”

      “Not until we are ready to launch. I want you to send operatives into Oldfort to hide cameras, so I can watch it all unfold.” In truth, he would be looking for one person only: Axel. He desperately wanted to see his cousin die. “You are also in charge of travel arrangements. Let Stefan know we are coming to visit for the solstice. Once the filters on the dirigible report that the air above the town is breathable, we’ll fly with Stefan to Oldfort to retrieve Axel’s body.”

      “Not leaving him for the crows, sire?”

      “Not a chance. I want him here, in the family crypt, where, if I listen carefully, I can hear his flesh rotting.”

      Felix chortled. “That would explain where Nicholas gets his powerful ears.”

      Lukan hit the coffee table. “Don’t you dare pretend that the traitor is anything like me. He’s not.”

      “Quite, sire. I merely spoke in jest. But I find myself in full agreement with you, actually. You are nothing like the Light-Bearer.”

      “Good, and never forget it. We will stay in Treven until my guardsmen breach those mines. When Lynx is found, I want her brought to me.” She would not be permitted to leave his side until he had her locked up safely in the bunker.

      “As you wish, sire. I will inform Stefan of your plans.”

      Lukan’s hands shot up. “You will say nothing of the Burning. Merely tell him that I am coming to inspect things in Treven.”

      “That will be shock enough.” Felix pulled out his handkerchief, and Lukan wondered what his uncle was about to spring on him. After a moment of blowing and nose-wiping, Felix extracted his informa. “Now, sire, perhaps you will allow me to show you last night’s escapade in the dining room.”

      Lukan watched in mounting rage as Meka—who else?—instigated a fight with two well-respected high-born teens. Worse, Grigor allowed himself to be led straight into that conflict.

      As the image faded, Felix creaked up and hobbled to Lukan’s drinks cabinet. Lukan didn’t object when his uncle placed a glass of chenna down in front of him. He picked it up and gulped a mouthful. It tasted bitter. He grimaced, swallowed, and put the glass down. “I have finally figured out what bothers me about Meka.”

      “Sire?”

      Deep in thought, Lukan ignored Felix.

      Strange that he had never noticed Meka’s resemblance to Nicholas before. But it was there. The same defiant set of the jaw, the same rebellious cast of features, and the same mocking eyes.

      No, not the same eyes. No one had eyes like Nicholas.

      But Meka’s antagonistic, cobalt bullets were equally shocking. Meka was another Nicholas in Lukan’s bosom.

      Lukan looked up at Felix. “Meka is irredeemable.”

      “Irredeemable? That a little harsh, considering we have only just started our experiment to integrate the boys.”

      Why was Lukan the only one to see the obvious? So many of his days were spent explaining the self-explanatory to so-called intelligent people. Sadly, on rare occasions, that included Felix.

      “Cursed Norin blood, I think. My father made a grievous mistake when he brought Kestrel here to marry Tao. She has bred another Nicholas.”

      Felix laughed, a patronizing sound that made Lukan’s hair stand. He was about to crack down when Felix said, “Another Nicholas? Come, sire, there was no prophecy that said anything about Kestrel’s children destroying the empire.”

      “You dare question me?”

      Felix brushed his hair away from his face. “Of course not, sire. I merely point out that your concerns are not founded in fact. I agree, Meka is a troublemaker, but he is not a Nicholas.”

      Lukan didn’t have time to trade semantics. “While Meka is around, Grigor will always be in his shadow. Until Axel and Nicholas are dead, I have to keep the Sixteen happy. For that, I need a credible crown prince. Grigor cannot be that person while his brother struts around.”

      “So what do you propose?”

      “My gut reaction is to unleash Morass on Meka.”

      Felix chortled a mirthless laugh. “That’s your answer to most of life’s challenges, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “You make it sound as if you have a wider repertoire of solutions. You don’t. Even the babies in the palace cringe when you walk by.”

      Felix smiled. “I am softening in my old age. I find that I have a more pragmatic approach to problems these days.”

      “Oh yes?”

      “Oh, indeed yes. Killing Meka is a bad idea.”

      “How can killing another Nicholas be a bad idea? He is at least a Nicholas we can kill.”

      “Don’t let your frustration cloud your vision, nephew. The dead have a tendency to travel.”

      Lukan closed his eyes. How had he not considered that? A dead Meka undermining Grigor would be worse even than a dead Tao. “So what do we do with the bastard?”

      When Felix coughed, he braced himself for a radical reply.

      “We continue to educate him. You started with Morass and the guardsmen. Now let’s take it to the next level. Let’s send him to Vasily and then on to Stefan in Treven. He can even have a grandstand seat at the Burning of Oldfort.”

      Lukan shifted in his seat, unable to believe what he was hearing.

      It didn’t deter Felix. “Meka is second in line to the most powerful throne this world has ever known. It’s time he saw what goes on behind the scenes, just in case he ever gets it in mind to fight against us. Like Nicholas, he needs to learn about overwhelming odds.”

      That wasn’t just a radical idea; it was absurd.

      Lukan shot to his feet. “Very risky, with no guarantees. Meka’s a Norin, not a Chenayan. No different than Lynx.”

      He winced and gulped a large mouthful of chenna. He forced himself to sit.

      “It’s all about balancing the risk, sire. Meka and Grigor have been overprotected. They have no concept my lair even exists; their knowledge of ice crystals is nonexistent. They have never wondered about anything other than what catches the biggest fish. They are both as ignorant as any low-born pulling weeds in the remotest, most benighted village in the empire.”

      Had the discussion circled back to Lukan’s parenting skills?

      Felix had never agreed with keeping the princes ignorant. He claimed there was more to be had in educating them. He always argued that by exposing Lukan’s heirs to technology, Lukan and Felix could guide them on how to use that technology to stay in power.

      Lukan had disagreed then and still disagreed now. “It is enough that Nicholas wants my crown. I don’t need my heirs plotting to slaughter me in my sleep. Better to keep them ignorant.”

      Felix gave a tired head shake. “The Sixteen want credible heirs who know how to use an informa.”

      Lukan threw his head back and sighed. “Why do the dead have to meddle? The easiest thing would be to kill Meka.”

      “Such is Dmitri’s confounded curse.” Felix steepled his remaining fingers. “No one can argue that Tao managed to pulled Meka and Grigor together in a way nothing else ever did.” From the cameras in the princes’ room, they had learned about Tao’s stunt with the bees. “They now stand united. If you harm Meka, you could very well harm Grigor. And if Grigor revolts, then we have no succession. The Sixteen will not stand for it. Until we know for sure that Axel is dead, it would be better to frighten Meka into compliance.”

      Lukan glared at Felix, angry at all these complications. “So let’s get Morass to break the little bastard’s legs. That will frighten him.”

      “But it would not serve our ultimate objective, sire.”

      This conversation was going nowhere. Lukan paced. “Aren’t we just giving him more ammunition? Knowledge is power he can use against us.”

      “Sire, have I ever failed you? Has my judgment ever been wrong in the past?”

      Lukan scowled; he hated it when Felix used that angle, because, unfortunately, Felix was rarely wrong when it counted.

      Felix waited, expectant.

      “No, I guess not,” Lukan admitted grudgingly.

      “Good. Now trust me with the boy. Meka will yet surprise us all.”

      “Nasty shocks are surprises, too, Felix.”

      Felix stood. “Sire, I give you my word. If, in the end, I think Meka is unredeemable, I will shoot him myself.”

      “Now you’re beginning to make sense.”

      “Does that mean I can announce that he will be leaving for the tour I propose?”

      Lukan walked to the glass door to his patio. Too cold outside to open, he pressed his forehead against the pane. The icy glass was soothing. “Don’t my heirs have a birthday soon?”

      “Yes. A month before the solstice.”

      Lukan remembered now; he had been visiting Lynx when Kestrel had gone into labor.

      Speaking to the window pane, he said, “Meka has until his birthday to prove that he can fit in with the other youth. If he fails, you can have him.” He caught a reflection of Felix’s smug smile in the window and spun. Finger wagging, he barked, “On the condition that you get rid of him if he proves irredeemable after his education. I have no problem leaving his body rotting on the streets of Oldfort.”

      “Of course, sire.” Felix grabbed his cane, heaved himself up, and bobbed a bow. “I will ensure it is all attended to.”

      “My sanction to educate Meka does not extend to his brother. Grigor is to be told nothing of informas or ice crystals. As far as he is concerned, we still live in the steam age.”

      Felix stiffened, but Lukan cut him off.

      “No, Felix, I will not be crossed on this. Grigor remains ignorant until I choose to enlighten him.” At least that way, Lukan would retain some control over his key heir. “Now go. I have to see Taras.”

      Face livid at his dismissal—Lukan always did it on purpose to annoy his uncle—Felix bowed and headed for the door. Hand hovering over the handle, he said, “Leave it all to me, sire. I’ll ensure the Lapisians have a spring solstice that goes down in memory as to what happens to those who defy the Dragon.”
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      Felix had not gone more than a few paces from Lukan’s office when Dmitri fell into step next to him.

      The seer looked very satisfied with himself. “So, Axel is back in the cross hairs. Not to mention young Meka. That certainly puts steam in your boiler.”

      Startled, Felix looked around to see if anyone else traversing the busy passageway noticed the visitation. Apart from shuffling away from him—something Felix was used to—no one seemed aware of the strangely dressed man with the glowing skin talking to him. Felix would have loved to know how Dmitri managed that, but to ask would show weakness.

      “And your plan for Nicholas is now suicide?” Dmitri shook his head. “Felix, you disappoint me if you think that will work to stop my curse. My Light-Bearer is made of sterner stuff.” His eyes actually twinkled. “You do seem to like playing with your redemption in the most cavalier of fashions.”

      Felix clasped his cane tighter. He didn’t want to have this conversation in a public thoroughfare. Dmitri may have been invisible, but people would see him talking to himself. They would think he had gone senile. He guessed Dmitri had set that up on purpose.

      A smile from the seer confirmed it was just another move on the board.

      Felix sighed. Then he pulled out his handkerchief and mumbled behind it, “I find myself in a difficult position.”

      “Pray, do share. What could possibly be worse than trying to warn Stefan of the danger without also alerting Lukan that you have betrayed him? Just think how enraged the emperor will be if he arrives in Oldfort and finds nothing but the poor gathering coins and everyone else with a massive hangover.”

      “And you find that amusing?” Felix asked into his handkerchief.

      “I do so enjoy seeing you connive. You have elevated it to an art form.”

      Felix glared at Dmitri. “If today’s threat isn’t hostile enough, thanks to you, I am faced with an another challenge.” He deepened his glower, sending a high-born man and his wife scuttling. Felix buried his face deeper into his handkerchief. “I may own the best tile in the game, but his position on the board is . . . less than satisfactory.”

      “Ah, you’re a poor strategist, then.”

      Felix swallowed his chagrin. As much as he wanted to deny it, Dmitri was right: He had willingly agreed to place his best tile—the Light-Bearer—on the worst block on the map when he had plotted with Lukan to imprison Nicholas in that slaughterhouse. Just as he had helped Lukan make the gas that now threatened Axel’s life. Not to mention the new stealth craft Lukan required.

      To top it all, in order to keep on Lukan’s good side, he would have to sacrifice another good tile—Meka—to bolster the same bad strategy. Not even he would be able to avoid shooting Meka if Lukan commanded it.

      Even though that dolt Lukan had fallen willingly into Felix’s schemes for all three boys, the game with Dmitri seemed lost before he had even begun playing.

      “Do not give into despair, Felix. It is most unbecoming.” A sharp eye skewered Felix. “Especially when I have given you the ultimate tile to success in the game.”

      “I suppose you mean me joining the Pathfinder Alliance, which aims to destroy everything I’ve spent my life building?” Felix only just managed to resist hitting Dmitri with his cane.

      “Your choice, Felix. Always your choice.”

      Felix grunted.

      They walked in silence down passages and staircases until reaching Felix’s lair. Felix leered at the eye scanner, and the door to his office slid open.

      Dmitri followed him in and sat at one of Felix’s leather chairs. The seer pulled his robe away from his chest, a familiar action from everyone who found Felix’s delightfully warm office too hot. Felix supposed Dmitri felt no physical stimuli and that the action was intended as a slight.

      Needing a hot chocolate fix, Felix flicked on his kettle. “I don’t suppose you indulge?”

      “I do.”

      Felix tried to veil his surprise.

      “What would eternity be without the occasional treat?”

      Felix allowed his face to show all his incredulity. “The dead can eat?”

      “Only the ones with resurrected bodies. The ghosts, a bit like your Dreaded, have no such power.”

      “And what determines the distinction?”

      “Choices.”

      Felix turned away, not wanting to acknowledge the implication in Dmitri’s tone or words.

      “I don’t use cream.” Felix snorted, as if anyone needed a reminder of his sinus problem. Imbibing chocolate was bad enough for his chronic condition. He picked up a second bone-china cup and placed it on a saucer. With meticulous precision, he measured out chunks of orange-and-cinnamon-flavored chocolate into each cup.

      Grudgingly, Felix said, “I can’t help admire the boy. Not many could have endured what he has and remained sane.” He shot Dmitri a sour look. “But then I guess you knew that would happen. Planned for it, even, when you said in your cavalier fashion that I could imprison him.”

      The kettle clicked, and Felix filled each cup with boiling water. He dropped four sugar lumps into his cup and waved the tongs at Dmitri.

      “It’s quite sweet enough. Thank you.” Dmitri took the cup and saucer.

      Felix shoved a coaster toward the seer.

      Dmitri nodded his thanks. “I have known Nicholas for a very long time, long before he was born.” A smile of satisfaction and affection. “Headstrong, that he is. His own worst enemy at times, but I’ll not discourage that when it is also his greatest strength.”

      Felix stirred his chocolate, placed the cup on a coaster on his desk, and sat opposite his adversary. “I suppose you knew Meka and Grigor, too?”

      “What do you think, Felix?”

      Felix didn’t bother answering, although he wished he knew the two princes as well as Dmitri clearly did. He sipped his hot chocolate, wondering how different life would have been if, as a youth, he had taken up Dmitri’s offer to be the crown prince who changed the world.

      A sobering thought struck.

      He glowered at Dmitri. “I could never have been that boy. Mott was in power when I was crown prince. He was my brother, not my father.”

      “Slow, Felix. Very slow.” A roguish smile from Dmitri. “It was for this day that you were born.”

      Another grunt from Felix. He didn’t like the idea of preordination; it brought way too much pressure when he wasn’t in control. “So, what do I do about my son? Not to mention the dilemma you raise with alerting Stefan?”

      “How ungracious of you. You refuse to join my alliance, yet you want me to strategize with you.”

      Felix allowed an acerbic smile. “It does seem a trifle ungallant, I’ll grant.”

      He closed his eyes to think about the dilemma Lukan had dropped on him. If he were honest, he was getting weary of fending off Lukan’s crazy schemes that, somehow, always came back to threatening his family.

      Before his thoughts had traveled too far down the road of solutions, Dmitri stood. “There will always be winners and losers, Felix. Choose wisely, my friend, on how you shuffle your remaining tiles around the board.” He swallowed the last sip of his hot chocolate and put the cup down heavily on the coaster. “You would not want to find yourself or Stefan in Kerrill Corner just to save Axel.”

      The blood rushed from Felix’s gaunt face.

      Dmitri seemed to bubble, rather like the effervescent Felix used in his lab, and then he was gone.

      Felix looked at his watch. It was early in the morning in Treven. That couldn’t be helped. And anyway, Stefan usually slept with his inform next to his bed. Felix pulled out his device, flicked it into life, and buzzed his son-in-law.

      It took a few moments before Stefan’s bleary face appeared. “Felix. This had better be important.”

      As Felix surmised, Stefan had been asleep in his bed, next to Malika.

      “Why else would I call you on the encrypted line in the middle of the night in Treven?”

      Stefan swore softly. He closed his fist around the informa, blocking off the visuals. Felix heard the rustle of sheets, or perhaps clothing, and then the sound of footsteps, probably Stefan walking away from the bed so he didn’t wake Malika.

      When Stefan reappeared, he wore a dressing gown. He walked through the sitting room in his private apartment in the palace. He moved to the fireplace and tossed a log on the dim embers from what must have been the family’s evening fire. The fireplace smoked. Stefan frowned and waved a hand at it. Far too slowly for Felix, he sat in an overstuffed chair. Felix wondered if Stefan was taking such an age to settle on purpose.

      But then Stefan spoke with his usual, unflappable calm. “What bad news do you bring me tonight?”

      Felix rubbed his temples. They had started to throb like a steam engine. “I cannot express the importance of discretion—”

      “You’re talking to Stefan Zarot, Felix.”

      “Quite. Forgive me. I am not myself today. Son, Lukan has a new weapon. Dragon’s Fire. It’s based on old technology—Chad’s gas he used to stop the invasion of Treven—only far more refined. And this time, it is released from a drone airship. And not an ordinary drone, either, but one that will evade the alliance’s early warning system.”

      “He certainly keeps you busy,” Stefan said dryly.

      Felix chose to ignore that. “He’s planning to use it in Oldfort, on the spring solstice.”

      Stefan’s dark eyes drilled Felix. “You put me in an invidious position.”

      “You and me, son.” Felix sighed. “We have to devise a scheme to warn Axel without Lukan figuring where the warning came from.”

      “Have fun with that.”

      “Really? That’s all you can say when so much is at stake?”

      It was Stefan’s turn to sigh. “What do you want me to say? I am not the conniver. Left with me, I will do whatever it takes to keep the people I care about safe, regardless of Lukan. You, on the other hand, will do nothing to offend our moronic emperor, underscoring the current problem we face.”

      Felix bristled. “Easy for you. You managed to escape to Treven. With my help, I might add. And you have a backdoor. Anytime you want, you can take my dear daughter and my grandchildren and flee into the mountains with Axel. But what about Katrina? She has no such luxury.”

      “Yes, I could. And very tempting it is, too. But you know I will never do that, not while Axel needs me attending meetings in Cian. That ties me to my post as much as Katrina ties you to yours.”

      It had always grated Felix how readily Stefan admitted to him that he supported the alliance. “What good will all that support do if Axel is dead?”

      Stefan ran a hand across his face. “Okay. Who else knows about the Dragon’s Fire?”

      “Vasily. But he’s discretion itself.”

      “Then it’s time to throw him under the train.”

      Felix rapped his fingers on his desk, annoyed that he hadn’t come up with that spectacularly simple answer. All the stress was definitely getting to him.

      “Even better, you can tell Axel that I am sending him Meka.” It gratified Felix when both of Stefan’s eyebrows twitched. “The prince is going to visit Vasily first, and then he’s coming to you. He will arrive a week before the solstice.”

      A small smile from Stefan. “Allow me to say that I am impressed. I will inform Axel.”

      “You won’t look so pleased when I tell you that you will also be hosting the emperor. He wants to be on hand to witness the Burning.” A catty smile from Felix. “If you can call a three-hour flight away ‘on hand.’”

      Stefan actually groaned. Felix’s son-in-law was still to forgive Lukan for killing his father, and for inflicting the cruel beatings that had left his back knotted with scars. But Stefan’s views on Lukan’s social agenda weren’t what mattered now.

      Felix’s mind raced. If Meka was to learn of the Dragon’s Fire while in Zakar, could he be persuaded to confront Lukan with that knowledge when they all gathered in Oldfort after the Burning? If Meka obliged, Lukan would most certainly command Felix to kill the boy. Faking a death was child’s play. The real challenge came in hiding Meka after the event so Lukan never learned of Felix’s duplicity. Especially after the emperor said he wanted Meka’s body left to rot in Oldfort.

      A thought struck. He shook his head, marveling at the simple but elegant solution offered him by Dmitri: Lukan, who took no interest in his son, would never think to look for Meka in Nicholas’s jail cell. Felix had no doubt that with a little ingenuity, he could get Meka transferred onto Lukan’s imperial airship. Felix could keep the boy drugged until they arrived in Cian. Then, with the help of one of his operatives, who would not live to leak any stories, it would be a simple matter to move the prince to his new home with Nicholas.

      Felix saw no reason to share the finer details of this scheme with Stefan. Instead, he said, “Meka is a rebel. I am confident that if he were to discover Lukan’s plan, he would not hold his tongue.”

      A flicker of worry darkened Stefan’s face. “That sounds dangerous for the boy. I have no desire to throw him under the train with Vasily.”

      “And we won’t. I give you my word, I will protect the prince. As I know you will, too.”

      Stefan studied Felix’s face.

      Felix left his expression open. After all, he had nothing to hide, given that he had no intention of physically harming Meka. What happened to the boy once confined in the cell in the asylum was Dmitri’s problem.

      Stefan nodded. “If push comes to shove, you can always hide him with Nicholas after he makes his explosive disclosure.”

      Felix resisted the urge to shutter his thoughts. How did Stefan know about that? Had Dmitri visited there, too? Felix would never ask, for to do so would be tantamount to admitting that Dmitri had manipulated him, which, in truth, was exactly what the seer had done to him.

      “That is a good option. I will work on a plan to send Meka there for . . . safe-keeping.”

      Annoyingly, Stefan showed no emotion to Felix’s offer to incarcerate Meka with the Light-Bearer.

      With no clues to how much his son-in-law knew, Felix hazarded, “Your silence seems to imply doubts that I will ever release the Light-Bearer to you.”

      “You remain a smart man, Felix.”

      Felix snorted. “Stefan, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to give Nicholas to you, but you need to understand the challenges.”

      “More pandering to Lukan?”

      Anger flared in Felix. “Control your tongue! In his body, Lukan carries the trigger to over one thousand airships, each loaded with enough poisoned gas to destroy every man, woman, and child on this planet. A single thought could launch them. Apart from a select few, only the birds and animals will survive. You have not been offered a bed in the bunker he prepared, should he decide to trigger that switch.”

      Felix had the pleasure of seeing Stefan’s face pale and hearing him gasp.

      He grabbed the opportunity to drive his point home. “He wanted to ignite that Burning on Nicholas’s birthday, but Axel thwarted him. The only thing that still stops him is Lynx. He won’t risk her life. But in Lukan’s twisted mind, he believes Axel will keep Lynx locked in the mountain while he burns Oldfort. What he will do if he finds her dead on the streets after the solstice does not bear thinking. This is the man I’m dealing with. He’s unstable, paranoid, and extremely dangerous. Until we can find a way to neutralize that trigger, I must tiptoe around him. That includes doing nothing to alarm him about Nicholas.”

      Stefan’s head dropped into his hands, utterly shocking from the ever-calm man.

      When Stefan spoke, his voice was muffled. “This is why you wanted Malika and the children to come to Cian?”

      “Yes, and you blocked me at every turn.”

      “Your invitation didn’t include me.”

      “I fought for you, Stefan, I truly did, but Lukan has not forgiven you and Axel for putting itchy powder in his clothes when he was a boy.”

      Stefan looked up, his eyes blazing belief.

      Relief surged through Felix. Vindicated, he added, “So you understand why I cannot give you Nicholas until we know the world is safe. The best I can offer is to send the Light-Bearer Meka as a companion. It will, at least, do something to ease his burden. I will also make sure that Vasily is compromised for our leak to Meka, but you and Axel must convince the prince to confront Lukan with the news. Lukan will undoubtedly unleash Morass on Vasily.”

      Losing Vasily would certainly complicate Felix’s life. It would be no easy feat finding a loyal replacement amongst the high-born to run operations in Zakar in a Chenaya where all education, besides the grand extolling of Avanov history, was banned.

      “You better ensure Morass stops with Vasily,” Stefan said.

      “I will be on hand.” Felix considered quickly and then said, “I have promised to kill the boy myself if we still find him rebellious after his Treven visit. Lukan will hold me to that.”

      “And I’m holding you to keeping your word to me to protect Meka—alive.” A rare air of speculation settled on Stefan. “I have a better idea. If you cannot give me Nicholas, then I want the plans of that stealth drone.”

      Felix sighed. The last thing in the world he wanted was to hand such sensitive information over to Axel. His son would waste no time in designing an airship with the Light-Bearer’s speed and the Dragon’s Fire’s invisibility. A fleet of those would put the palace in Cian right in Axel’s sights. He could feel Dmitri’s vile curse closing in like a noose around his neck.

      Stefan stood. “You clearly are not on my side. Family or not, I suggest you watch your back, or you might find that it is you looking up at that train from the tracks.” Stefan started for the door.

      “Wait!” Felix pulled out his informa. “Give me a moment, and I will send you the blueprints.” He fumbled with the device, cursing his missing fingers. Sweat beaded his brow when Stefan’s informa pinged. If Lukan ever found out about this . . .

      Felix pushed the thought aside. He was in so deep now, he had no choice but to push ahead with what he prayed wasn’t a losing game.

      Stefan pulled up screens and studied the images. Dark eyes settled on Felix. Voice flinty, he said, “Even if you have betrayed me and these plans are incomplete, Axel’s designers will manage to make something of this.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Stefan stalked out of the room. Felix sighed, then tossed the informa down.

      But there wasn’t time for Stefan’s fit of pique. By the end of winter, he had to devise a bullet to fire at Meka that would convince Lukan that the boy was dead, when, in fact, it would do nothing more lethal than spread blood across the prince’s chest and a death-mimicking sedative into his bloodstream.
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      Lynx and Anna paced back and forth along a natural pipe in the rock. Dark as night, it ran between an air vent and scrubber at one end and their command post cave at the other. Above their heads, the jagged roof had been wired with dynamite, the alliance’s final stand, should the Chenayans overwhelm the vent and risk spilling into the mines.

      Years before, alliance engineers had blasted out bolt holes at interval along the passage for sentries to hide in should the Chenayans attack. Gas masks offered protection against dust. The bolt holes offered sanctuary against falling rocks and debris. Each hole was supplied with additional weapons and ammunition.

      Lynx was yet to use any of these defenses in earnest.

      For days now, their vent had hummed its appreciation as she and Anna and their team of fifteen former Blades had guarded it.

      In contrast, across the rest of the mines, alliance soldiers waged pitched battles against incursions of guardsmen. Thankfully, being the defenders, the loss of life on the alliance side had been limited.

      The same couldn’t be said for the Chenayans.

      Too many roofs had been brought down to stop a full-scale invasion by crushing the invaders and blocking the entrances. The downside of roof-busting was the loss of vents and scrubbers, which kept the air in the mines fresh. Until the engineers could dig the passages out, remove the bodies, and rebuild the vents, life in the mines was sticky, hot, and left everyone breathing with a bit more difficulty.

      In all this turmoil, this part of the mine, where Lynx patrolled, had remained annoyingly peaceful.

      Lynx stretched her shoulders and then hitched her rifle more comfortably in her hands. Her back ached and her legs were sore, but that was what came from being a foot soldier on an eight-hour patrol. Despite reaching agreement with Axel over the monarchs, she had opted for a stint on the ground. If she wanted to have any real credibility as a leader in the alliance, she needed some real battle experience.

      Pity she’d been assigned the wrong detail.

      Especially as her inactivity left her with too much time on her hands to think.

      They were no closer to finding Talon than the day he had been stolen from her.

      Right after her test, Axel had called a conclave with the monarchs, but they were murmuring. They expected Lynx and Axel to visit them in each individual court, as Axel would have done if Talon had been with him.

      But without the purpose of showing Talon the world as part of his education, neither she nor Axel saw the point in traipsing around the globe. Also, to concede to their demands would show weakness, something the alliance couldn’t afford. Axel had to appear to be in charge, the true king of the Free Nations, if he was to keep his tax-paying monarchs in line. He and Lynx were pushing the monarchs to meet them at Jerawin’s court in Oldfort.

      Lynx and Anna passed each other in the passage. They stopped briefly to chat.

      “Only ten more minutes,” the redheaded princess murmured. Her teeth gleamed in the dull red glow from Lynx’s headlamp. “I’m going to a party tonight. Dancing and cider. You want to come?”

      Oh, to be young and carefree . . .

      Lynx smiled back at her. “After a shift in this tunnel? No, I think dancing and cider is for the young and carefree.”

      Anna grimaced. “Not so carefree. I’m playing while I can. I never know when my father will announce that I have to marry that prat Xipal.”

      Lynx gave an understanding smile. She knew better than anyone the perils of an arranged marriage.

      Anna sighed. “Why can’t my father be persuaded that Clay is the perfect match for me? He says Clay’s too old, but Xipal is twenty-four.” She sighed. “Hmm . . . why can’t Clay be persuaded that I’m the perfect match for him?” Her green eyes glinted. “Why can’t you persuade Clay? And my father?”

      Lynx laughed. “I don’t have that much influence.” She was surprised that Anna’s betrothed was so much older than her. Chad didn’t strike her as the kind of man to marry his daughter to an unsuitable man, regardless of the politics. “Have you met Xipal?”

      “Once. He’s okay. Nothing like his father. Xipal is smoother. Always smiling. Always doing his best to please.” She scowled. “All it does is make me distrust him.” Anna stiffened.

      Lynx felt the informa in her pocket vibrate against her leg.

      She and Anna looked at each other in disbelief.

      Was it finally happening? An attack on their turf?

      She pulled her informa out just as Anna reached for her own device. The only person contacting them would be the programmer, Adar, the girl who tracked the movement of Stefan’s guardsmen. That could only mean that an attack was imminent. With Felix’s One Bullet, One Weapon system, Lynx and Anna would see how many rifle-toting guardsmen swarmed up the mountain to invade.

      When the informa showed a mass of flickering lights, Lynx’s stomach sank. There had to be more than a hundred men out there, with more lights streaming up the mountain.

      Including her and Anna, they had seventeen soldiers on her team.

      A sound from the vent.

      Lynx spun toward it.

      On the outside of it, she caught the unmistakable scrabble of boots on shale.

      Wordlessly, she and Anna ran thirty or so feet down the passage away from the vent and slipped into two separate bolt holes.

      Heart pounding, Lynx crouched down and slipped her gas mask over her face. She flicked off her headlamp, plunging her bolt hole into darkness. She eased forward to peer around the edge of the wall and pushed the lever on her rifle, readying it to fire.

      Moments later, a rustle came from the bolt holes behind her. Alliance troops slipping into them to defend the station.

      Back on the surface, someone dropped something that rattled the vent.

      Lynx braced herself.

      A crack of noise, and a powerful vibration slammed at her eardrums.

      A dull rumble, then the clatter of failing rock, followed by the clink of the metal scrubber hitting the ground.

      Lynx took a moment to steady her feet on the shaking ground. The Chenayans didn’t bother with gas these days. They used dynamite to blast their way into the mines.

      Teeth gritted against her wildly beating heart, Lynx steadied her rifle, ready for her first military conflict against Chenayans since the day the guardsmen had ravaged the Norin camp prior to her wedding.

      Cautiously, she peered out at the hole the Chenayans’ precision blast had left in the mountain.

      Lit by the evening twilight, four guardsmen stormed through the opening. Their guns blazed wildly, a spray and pray instead of a tactical elimination of targets.

      Lynx picked the two men closest to her bolt hole and fired back. Anna zeroed in on the other two. Their bullets struck. The men dropped like the rocks they had blasted from the tunnel roof.

      Lynx grinned. Even if these wretches were no more responsible for the attack than the lichen on the wall brushing her shoulder, she wanted to revel in the sweet taste of revenge.

      Before she could, more Chenayans appeared.

      Screaming battle cries, weapons firing in the dark, they charged over the bodies of their comrades to get into the tunnel.

      A cacophony of gunshots ricocheted off the stone walls. Lynx cringed. Never in all her existence had she heard such a bedlam of sound. This, after the dynamite, made her wonder if she’d ever hear properly again.

      A hail of chipped rock shattered into her. Even with her padded uniform, it hurt. Swearing, she crouched down, garnering as much protection as she could from her bolt hole, and continued firing.

      But for every Chenayan she and her platoon cut down, more guardsmen funneled into the opening. They fell over each other, their injured, and their dead in the race to occupy this tiny finger in the mountain.

      Revulsion replaced her satisfaction. Sick to her stomach at the carnage, Lynx cursed Lukan for the pure insanity of the attack. Even as she drove shot after shot into that melee of charging men, her heart went out to gentle Stefan, who, day after day, sent his troops to die in reckless combat to fulfill Lukan’s orders to capture her. Just the previous evening, she and Axel had joined Stefan and Malika for the monthly family dinner.

      But there seemed no stopping Lukan.

      As Axel had said, Lukan had an almost inexhaustible supply of men to throw at this war. Nothing but Talon would stay his hand.

      With relations with the monarchs so shaky, the alliance had to count their ammunition and men more carefully. She had almost run through her fourth band of bullets when a siren blasted above the roar.

      The call to fall back. They were going to blow the roof.

      Lynx slipped out into the tunnel, sighing in relief to be away from this slaughterhouse. Still the Chenayans fired their rifles.

      Winds, keep me safe from stray bullets.

      Keeping low, counting on the dark to hide her, she soundlessly darted to the command center. Bullets struck the ground at her feet and grazed off the walls around her.

      A sliver of rock broke off, flying into her arm. She stifled a cry of pain and raced on.

      She and Anna were the last to arrive at the rendezvous point beyond the control cave. The Trevenite captain waved them farther back into the mines, well away from the tunnel.

      The gunfire ceased. As she scrambled to safety, the Chenayans cheered.

      Poor bastards think they’ve won. They don’t know what’s about to hit them.

      The captain quickly counted her and the rest of the platoon off. Seventeen alliance soldiers would have gone into the tunnel. Seventeen should have come out.

      Anguish engulfed Lynx when the roll call revealed only nine of her comrades. Some of these soldiers hobbled or clutched wounds. It made the trickle of blood streaming down her arm, where the rock struck her, inconsequential.

      As the sound of advancing Chenayans drew nearer, Lynx—everyone—waited to see if any more of their comrades would appear.

      None.

      The captain bowed his head and muttered, “May the spirits welcome them.”

      And then he pulled a red lever mounted on the wall.

      An explosion ripped the heart out of her tunnel. Lynx cowered, quietly thanking the Winds for the thrum in her ears and the rumble of falling rock that drowned out the screams of the dying.

      She glanced over at Anna. The girl’s usually pale face was bleached white, her eyes wide.

      Lynx squeezed her hand and, yelling over the roar in her ears, said, “Dance, Anna. Dance while you still can.”

      Anna was silent as the two of them made their way through the mines, back to their quarters.

      “Shower or food first?” Lynx asked her as the gleaming lights that indicated home came into view. Her arm had stopped bleeding, and hunger and thirst overrode the need to dress it. Stefan regularly targeted their food supply lines, but thanks to Felix’s One Bullet, One Weapon program, thus far, the alliance had managed to keep the flow of airships ferrying food to the mines coming.

      “Food,” Anna said with forced brightness. “I’m so hungry my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.”

      “I couldn’t have put it better.” Lynx slowed down, forcing Anna to pause. “Anna, days like today . . . they happen.”

      Anna looked at her through clear green eyes. “I know that. I also know those guardsmen have no control over their actions. But Treven is my home. My land. I’ll be back on duty tomorrow, ready to do it all again. And I’ll keep doing it until every last Chenayan is driven from my country.”

      Lynx brushed the girl’s hair off her face; as usual, it had fallen loose from the band she usually wore. “And I will be right there at your side.”

      They exchanged looks filled with understanding that only came through shared suffering and then headed together to the mess cave.

      The total lack of sound stopped them both at the door. Although the trestle tables were jammed with off-duty soldiers eating their evening meal, no one spoke. In fact, Lynx could not have imagined a more somber mood if she tried.

      Had more vents fallen? More casualties she didn’t know about?

      She opened her mouth to ask, but Axel, standing near the door with Heron, held up his hand to silence her. Frowning, she and Anna slipped into the room. Lynx sidled over to join Axel and Heron, while Anna sneaked off to join her twin sister, Farith, at one of the tables.

      And then Lynx heard it.

      Drip.

      Frozen to the spot, she listened as Talon’s desperate thoughts spilled out over the gathering. She didn’t need to look at the solemn faces of the diners to know she wasn’t the only one transported to her son’s prison.

      Fury blasted through her. Axel had dared turn her son’s suffering into a spectacle! She could hardly believe it.

      All thoughts of presenting a united front forgotten, Lynx turned on him and snarled, “I didn’t agree to this. I would never have let this happen.”

      Implacable, Axel faced her. “That’s why I didn’t ask. Sometimes it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission. This is one of them.”

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her out into the privacy of the passage.

      Heron followed.

      While Lynx was considering whether to hit Axel with her rifle butt or her fists, Heron said, “Nicholas is a symbol, Lynx. He gives our soldiers real focus. Hopefully, enough of them will leave the mess tonight determined to push Lukan’s forces back because the war is no longer just a paycheck to them. They hear the Light-Bearer’s suffering, and they’ll know this is for real. We need them to believe that if they help free the Son of Prophecy, he will free them.”

      Lynx clenched her fists. “Don’t call him the Light-Bearer, Heron. Or the Son of Prophecy. His name is Talon. He has feelings. He’s real. He’s a sixteen-year-old boy who loves his dog, honey, and climbing trees—”

      “Precisely!” Heron said. “He’s a boy subjected to the cruelest punishment by a dictator we all hate.”

      Axel was letting Heron do his talking.

      Infuriated, Lynx turned on Axel. “I’m going to kick your butt. You agreed that our boys are not assets.”

      Unperturbed, Axel replied, “I have never tried to hide what I am, Lynx—a bandit warlord who plays politics very well. We are the underdogs. We always have been, and l will exploit whatever I have to increase our odds of success—and to buy us time to find our son.”

      He was trying to guilt her into accepting this? It fanned her fury.

      She almost yelled, “Don’t tell me you are doing this for Talon.”

      Axel sighed, then leaned in close to whisper, “My Lynxie, Magridal is back from Tarach. Liatl is recruiting more Blades. He plans to attack the alliance.”

      The air oomphed out of Lynx. She stared first at Axel and then at Heron. They both looked bleak.

      Doubts assailed her. Tarach, where Liatl ruled, was a dry desert wasteland. Where would he find money to pay mercenaries?

      “How can he afford to counter what we pay our troops?” she asked.

      “Gold. Vast quantities of it have been found in the Gravels at Macli.” Axel pulled out a nugget and tossed it in the air. “Magridal brought this back as evidence.”

      Liatl would not have to rely on taxes begrudgingly earned to fund his army.

      Lynx slumped. “I guess that changes everything.”

      “I guess it does.”

      Lynx rubbed her arms with her hands. Anna’s words about Treven being her homeland echoed back to her. If the former Blades who had fought by her side knew their king offered well-paying jobs back home, would they not all pack up and leave?

      That would create a devastating hole in the alliance’s defenses. Lukan would overrun these mines, claiming enough ice crystal to tag the whole empire. Maybe even the whole planet. All the curses in the world could not overthrow him if that happened.

      And even if the Blades stayed, the alliance could not fight effectively on two fronts. Not with Lukan beating on the door to find her.

      She grimaced. In all this, there was one key element: her.

      How different would she be to Lukan if she wasn’t willing to share Dmitri’s Light-Bearer with the world? Perhaps nothing was more important right now than keeping the alliance together.

      And perhaps it was time she acknowledged that Talon was more than just her son. He had a role to fill that was more encompassing, more crucial than climbing trees and eating honey. Being Talon’s mother and greatest defender would always be her main focus, but it was time to broaden her perspective.

      She brushed her braids and feathers off her face. “Axel, tell the monarchs we have Talon. We’ll show them the Light-Bearer on our informas. Do whatever it takes to get them to Oldfort.”

      Axel gave her a wicked smile. “It just so happens that we have a meeting set up tomorrow morning in Oldfort to finalize that very thing with Jerawin. Eat, shower, and then we leave.” He paused. “The other alliance leaders and I believe that the only way to rescue Nicholas is to attack Lukan. But we need the support of the other monarchs. That is what this meeting is about. Planning that conclave.”

      “Stefan sent over a hundred guardsmen to my vent today. We killed dozens of them. Lost good people as well. The only way to stop this carnage is to kill Lukan.”

      “I know. And only Nicholas can do that.” His voice dropped. “Will you support me—us—at this meeting?”

      “Of course. Without hesitation.”

      “Winds be thanked.” Axel’s shoulders sagged with relief. A smile quirked. “I have a surprise waiting for you at Oldfort.”

      “A reward?” she asked dryly.

      Axel cupped her face with his hands. “No. You would have gotten this gift whether you agreed with me or not.” His smile broadened. “Trust me, you are going to love it.”
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      “Welcome to Oldfort.” The Lapisian chamberlain’s kaftan rustled as he bowed to Lynx and Axel.

      Flying overhead in the Light-Bearer, it had become obvious to Lynx why Jerawin had managed to survive so long in Oldfort. The ancient town had been built in a caldera, the sides of which had been extended with a high stone wall. Taking the citadel from the ground was nigh on impossible. Artillery on the walls, coupled with Axel’s early warning system, made attacks from the air equally as treacherous.

      On Lukan’s orders, Stefan had tried countless times to take the city from the sky, but the cost in airships had caused even Lukan and Felix to desist. It was an ideal venue to meet with the monarchs on the solstice, the date Axel had persuaded them all to gather.

      Even Liatl would be amongst their number. Lynx hoped that after seeing Talon—the embodiment of the Dmitri Curse—Liatl would be brought back on their side.

      Despite a slight knot in her stomach, Lynx had enjoyed the flight. In truth, it didn’t really matter what surprise Axel had arranged for her; just being out of the mines in the crisp air was bounty enough.

      Snow decked the mountains, making everything white and pristine as far as the eye could see. She had almost forgotten how much she enjoyed the pink glow that heralded a new day. That pink glow gave her hope that, finally, things were moving forward. She smiled to herself, acknowledging that, in many ways, she had been a wedge in all of Axel’s well-oiled schemes. It felt infinitely better to be with him than against him.

      The chamberlain’s blue-inked face with its array of tattooed stars crinkled into a smile as he waved them into an old stone building at the center of the small town. It was next to the square where the festival would be held. From the outside, only the Lapisian royal insignia, hanging limp on its flagpole in the still dawn air, indicated that this was the home of a king. Even more incongruous, a huge dome, built right in the middle of the squat dwelling, made each side seem as if the whole construction teetered on its foundations.

      Axel returned the chamberlain’s smile. “Good to see you again, Simtal. The king . . . and my . . . friend are expecting us.”

      Simtal smiled conspiratorially at Axel. “You are perhaps a little early?”

      “We made better than expected time.”

      Simtal smiled up at the Light-Bearer. “She is indeed a fine ship. The king has asked that you wait for him in the temple. He will join you and your friend forthwith.”

      Lynx nudged Axel and laughed, remembering a breakfast long ago when she’d accused him of having no friends. “A friend, huh? Didn’t know you had any.”

      He smiled self-deprecatingly. “Ah . . . you know how it is. I pay them to put up with me.”

      “Right.” Lynx took his hand and pulled him close to her.

      Her surprise at Jerawin’s palace grew as Simtal walked them through a narrow entrance hall, devoid of all furnishings other than a jewel-colored carpet and a fireplace glowing in one corner. He stopped at a plain wooden door at the end of the hall, no more lavish than the doors in Lynx’s cottage in the forest, and dropped to one knee. Head bowed, he whispered something in Lapisian, rather than the Chenayan he’d greeted Lynx with.

      Fluent in his allies’ tongues, Axel mouthed to her. “Praying. And the only way into the palace is via the temple.”

      She nodded, little the wiser.

      Simtal rose and then opened the door for them.

      Lynx gasped. Reverently, she stepped into a perfectly round orb, divided into a northern and southern hemisphere by the glass floor, which rippled like a blue-green ocean. Above her head, pinpricks of light in the black ceiling demarcated the stars and planets of the northern hemisphere she’d come to know since her marriage to Lukan.

      But it was to the south, below the glass, that her eyes were drawn. She marveled at the sight of the vast array of long-missed constellations she’d grown up under as a girl in Norin. Each southern star glittered against the black dome, dug deep into the ground.

      Here was the majesty missing from the rest of the palace. After a moment of quiet awe, she turned to Simtal. “This is incredible.”

      “It is the worship of the stars, Empress Lynx. In their majesty, they inspire such devotion.” Simtal bowed. “The king will call for drinks and breakfast when he meets with you.” A smile at Axel. “Your friend will join you then.” Again, he dropped to one knee, muttered his prayers, and then backed slowly out of the room.

      Once the door closed, Lynx said quietly to Axel, “A true tragedy is that while Lukan wants to destroy this place, he would actually love it if he saw it. I can almost see him worshiping the stars along with Jerawin and Simtal. If only things had been different.”

      “But they’re not different, and that’s his choice.”

      Lynx shrugged; Axel was right, but the lost opportunity still saddened her. “Lukan should never have been emperor. He would have been a better man without that cursed crown. He might have found real love. He might even have been happy.”

      Axel grabbed her hand. “I didn’t bring you here to talk about Lukan.”

      She allowed him to pull her into his arms.

      He glanced up at the stars. “If religion is about love, then I take it you won’t object if I kiss my woman?” Without waiting for a reply, he brushed her lips with his. “I’m proud of you.”

      Lynx wrapped her arms around him. “Eventually even she-bears leave their caves.”

      Axel chuckled. “And watch out, world, when they do.”

      A creak made Lynx look up at a narrow wooden spiral staircase on one side of the orb. The northern portion stopped at a black door, almost at the pole. Wearing nothing but a pair of long, full pants caught in at the ankle, King Jerawin stepped out onto the landing. The tattooed stars and planets spangled across his torso disappeared under the cord holding his pants up. Even his arms were covered in stars. He stretched, yawned, and then nudged the door closed behind him.

      “Keeping you up, are we?” Axel called.

      Jerawin’s face split into a grin. “My friends! How delightful to have you here. And no, Axel, you are not keeping me up, although I will admit that I am still to see my bed.” He pointed to the closed door. “My telescope kept me busy.” He bowed to Lynx and then patted his naked chest. “Forgive my appearance, but the Smith is in ascendance. I have always felt a particular love for that constellation.” Feet clad in narrow slippers took the narrow stairs with practiced ease. “If I supplicate him well, he always manages to beat up something good for me in his forge. With all the monarchs coming to Oldfort, I felt in need of his blessings.”

      “Well, I hope your prayers worked. We’re going to need a few miracles to keep that lot happy for the four days they’re here,” Axel said with a levity that belied his concerns about the potentially traitorous desert king.

      As Lynx considered the palace, she wondered where Jerawin intended to house thirty-seven pampered monarchs and their entourages. Even leaving Liatl aside, it sounded like a nightmare to her.

      “Let’s have some breakfast to fortify ourselves for our planning.” Jerawin took Lynx’s arm. “If that great clod of a husband of yours permits, allow me to escort you to my courtyard. There is someone special waiting for you there.”

      “Clod?” Axel groused. “’Nimble, athletic warlord’ is what I think you meant to say.”

      Jerawin laughed and said to Lynx, “As dear as he is to me, I think his head is quite big enough. That’s why I keep the compliments to a minimum.” Before leaving the orb, he bowed his head and closed the simple wooden door behind them.

      Lynx’s curiosity about this “friend” mounted as she followed Jerawin into a narrow passageway as stark as the entrance hall. She caught the sound of tinkling water. They turned a corner into a glass-roofed courtyard, big enough for a small fountain and an intricately shaped wrought-iron table and chairs. It would have been cold but for the wide-mouthed fireplace running the length of one wall.

      A man with long blond hair, dressed in worn leather, stood facing the fire.

      Lynx squealed, “Father!” and broke away from Jerawin to throw herself in her father’s waiting arms.

      “My Lynxie,” her father murmured into her hair. “Back with me after so very long.”

      Body trembling, Lynx clutched him, keenly aware of how much she’d missed him. So much to tell him. So many questions to ask. But she could find no words to say as she held him.

      It didn’t matter; he patted her back as he had when she was a child.

      Finally, she pulled away and looked at him.

      He had more lines, perhaps, around his eyes and forehead, but apart from that, his sun-bronzed face, rimmed with braids, feathers, and beads, was very much like she remembered it.

      “I am so sorry about Mother.”

      He sighed. “I miss her daily. But you are back now, and that is good.” He took her hand and faced Axel and Jerawin. Smiling broadly, he said, “Now, what are we doing to rescue the rest of my family from Lukan’s clutches? I want my grandsons, Nicholas, Grigor, and Meka, safe. And, of course, Kestrel.” He hesitated. “If she wants to be rescued.”

      Lynx looked at him in astonishment. Surely, he, of all people, would acknowledge Talon’s Norin name.

      She opened her mouth to challenge him, but he held up his hand.

      “Nicholas it is, Lynx. He is the Light-Bearer, after all.”

      “Axel warned you,” Lynx said flatly. She was immeasurably grateful to Axel for arranging this meeting with her father, but Winds, as much as she adored her warlord, the man could be annoying at times.

      “Raider, I am a founding member of the Pathfinder Alliance.”

      Even after so many years, Lynx recognized her father’s commanding tone.

      “For the safety of my tribe, I might not have hands-on leadership the way Axel, Jerawin, and Chad do, but our warlord keeps nothing from me.” Thorn’s involvement had never been revealed to the world for fear of Lukan’s retaliation. Despite the best efforts of their raiders, as a vassal nation, Lukan could do what he willed with Norin.

      Lynx grimaced. King Thorn was still her monarch, and she would always defer to him when he wore that “hat.” Still, the defiant she-bear in her longed to counter with, And I’m his mother, so I will call him what I will.

      Instead she smiled sweetly and bit her tongue.

      Despite pulling rank, her father’s eyes twinkled as he guided her to a chair at the breakfast table.

      Jerawin gestured to Axel to sit and then tossed a couple of extra logs onto the fire. He picked up a tunic, hanging over the back of his chairs, and pulled it over his head. The moment he sat, a couple of women appeared, bearing trays of bread, cheeses, a jug of goat’s milk yoghurt, a pot of honey, and a platter of winter berries. A third brought in a samovar and glasses.

      Jerawin pushed the bread and cheese across to Lynx. “Please, help yourself.”

      Lynx poured a bowl of yoghurt and lathered it with honey and berries. Eyes closed, she savored a mouthful, remembering a thousand breakfasts just like this, shared in the cottage with Tao and Talon. She wiped her lips on a napkin. “Father, I assume you are staying here?”

      “Yes. Axel sent an airship for me. Nothing as grand as the Light-Bearer, but it served its purpose. I leave tomorrow when you return to the mines, but I will be here for the solstice meeting.”

      Lynx’s stomach knotted. “Isn’t that risky? Exposing your membership of the alliance to the other monarchs?”

      “If, as I believe, war with the empire is the only way to free the Son of Prophecy so he can go onto destroy Lukan, then the time for hiding one’s alliances is past. The monarchs need to see that we mean business.”

      He was right, but Lynx wished it wasn’t so risky for her people.

      She gestured to Jerawin. “If you don’t mind me asking, where are all the leaders going to stay?”

      Jerawin pointed to the ground. “My home is deceptively large.”

      “You built underground?”

      “A defense against your erstwhile husband. I call it my burrow.” Jerawin patted Axel’s arm. “It was my dear friend Axel’s idea when Stefan was inflicting the worst of his air raids on us.”

      “I had airtight doors and air scrubbers installed here, too,” Axel said, around a mouthful of bread and cheese. “Most of the town could survive in the burrow for a month-long siege.”

      “And the rest of the town?”

      “Would be fighting alongside me against the Chenayans.” Jerawin shot an I-won’t-brook-any-argument-on-this look at Axel.

      Axel snorted. “It’s an old battle. One I have resigned myself to losing.”

      Lynx grinned. “That must be tough, Warlord.” She ran her foot up Axel’s leg under the table. It felt truly wonderful to be at peace with him. For the first time since her release from the cottage, she could banter and play with him without guilt that she was enjoying herself while Talon suffered.

      Axel grinned right back as his foot danced with hers. “You have no idea. So, while the beds aren’t a problem, everything else is.” He pulled a wad of papers, each bearing a royal seal, out of the inside pocket of his coat and slapped them down on the table. “Each monarch’s culinary likes and dislikes, who they’re speaking to and who they’re not speaking to.” He rolled his eyes. “Unless we want another war, we better not put Hi Lai and Beric in the same room.”

      “They sound worse than children.” Time to get down to business. Lynx pulled her foot away from his.

      He gave her a mock frown. “At least children have an excuse.”

      “What underlies their conflict?”

      Jerawin spoke. “Beric of Rain is sandwiched between Zou and Zakar Province. He knows how vulnerable he is to attack if Lukan ever decides to go after Zou’s spice wealth. He was smart strategically, too. He married his swarm of sons and daughters into just about every royal family on the continent of Eraloth. That means most of Eraloth will support him. We expect them all to throw in with the alliance.”

      A small country, Zou made up for its lack of population with its vast spice wealth. In contrast, King Beric of Rain counted his gold in manpower. His allies also had more mouths to feed than coin. It was that abundance of muscle the alliance sought for their war against Lukan.

      “And that’s a problem,” Axel said. “On principle, Queen Hi Lai of Zou will do the exact opposite of what Beric does. She had wanted one of Beric’s sons for her daughter, but he refused. He said an alliance with her would increase his vulnerability. In reality, he didn’t want to get too close to her because Hi Lai is well known for using her economic strength to bend her trade partners to her will. He knew she would control any alliance. Apart from being an affront to her family, his refusal left her feeling exposed. Balancing the two of them has always been a challenge.”

      “And there’s Liatl.” Jerawin threw up his hands in despair.

      A derisive smile from Axel. “My inclination is to run his ass up the flagpole.”

      Lynx patted Axel’s hand. “While I agree it would be satisfying, it would not solve anything.”

      Axel grunted, slashing off a chunk of cheese. “I will be my usual politic self. I will carefully pick my time to tell the bastard that I know about his plans to attack us.”

      “That is probably wise. With luck, when he sees the opposition, he will silently recant without losing face,” Thorn said. “Because if he suspects we know, it will force him to continue on that course.”

      Jerawin shifted through the pages Axel had given him. “Like it or not, Hi Lai and Beric will have to be together in the temple, where we’ll have our official meeting. Hopefully the stars will spread their peace on everyone. Including the desert king.”

      “I suggest we have the business meeting before the solstice festival starts,” her father said in his usual decisive way. “That will give us an opportunity to talk informally with each of them while we celebrate. We can answer questions and bring over any of the undecideds.”

      Heads nodded in agreement.

      “I’ve arranged with my programmers to prepare informas for each monarch as gifts. I want Nicholas’s imprisonment to be a constant reminder to them of the need for war.”

      The stars on Jerawin’s face rolled their surprise. “Axel, most of them will resist informas. You know they don’t like the technology.”

      “I don’t like yoghurt, but that doesn’t change the reality that the foul-smelling stuff exists.” To make his point, Axel pushed the jug to the far side of the table.

      Lynx smiled and covered her mouth with her hand.

      Axel noticed. “Too late, my Lynxie, you’ll have to wash your mouth out with soap and water before I come anywhere near you again.” But he squeezed her hand briefly before saying, “It will not harm for Liatl to see that he will be fighting technology far more advanced than his with nothing but crossbows and steam engines to aid him. Hopefully, the man will see reason.”

      “I agree with Axel,” her father said. “Liatl is no fool. He won’t like those odds. But he is also cunning.” He curled his lip. “Seems there is not much honor to be had amongst the desert tribes. Expect a cornered rat’s reaction from the man, and we should be ready for anything he throws at us.”

      Jerawin pursed his lips. “Then it would seem that I am in the minority. Informas it is.”

      “I’m counting on the shock factor of seeing Nicholas in his cell to prod Hi Lai’s conscience to get her to agree to fight next to Beric and his allies.” Axel’s hand shot into his pocket. He pulled out his informa and flicked his thumb across it.

      From where Lynx sat, she saw nothing but a gray stone, but Axel held up his hand to her, Jerawin, and her father.

      “Excuse me, but it’s Stefan.” He pulled up the light, and both Stefan’s face and Chad’s popped up. They both looked grim.

      “This seems ominous. What’s happening, Stef? Has Lukan caught wind of our conclave?”

      “No. But that’s moot. He plans to gas you all on the night of the solstice. He’s using the festival to target the leadership of the alliance because he wants Axel, Chad, and Jerawin dead so he can get to Lynx. He thinks Axel will leave her in the mines during the festival.”

      Stefan’s words fell into a pool of silence.

      Axel recovered first. He turned to Lynx. “You still think Lukan could ever worship in this temple with Jerawin and Simtal?”

      All traces of appetite gone, Lynx stared at her yoghurt. “He’s not right in the head. A normal man doesn’t plot mass murder to get a woman, the same woman who has spent seventeen years rejecting him.”

      “Spirits preserve us, they most certainly don’t,” Chad said. “But clearly, we cannot risk the monarchs’ lives.”

      “No, we can’t.” But Lynx could almost see Axel’s mind churning. “What’s his plan, Stef?”

      “Felix wasn’t expansive. All I know is that Lukan, Felix, and Meka are coming to Maegkin for the solstice. That’s when the Dragon’s Fire, that’s what he calls the gas, will be unleashed by a drone airship. The bad news is that he’s designed the ship for getting past your early warning system.”

      Both Axel and Jerawin grimaced.

      Then Axel said, “I’m surprised it hasn’t already happened. We’ll just have to find a new way of programming our defenses, but clearly that won’t help us now. The good news is that we’ll have Meka. What’s happening with the release of Nicholas?”

      “I’m glad you found a bright spot in that, Ax. See how you go with this. Lukan has a whole fleet of airships loaded with gas stationed around the world. He carries the trigger in his skin for that Burning, so Felix refuses to consider giving us Nicholas until Lukan has been neutralized.”

      Lynx flung her chair back and shot to her feet. “Doesn’t the idiot know that Lukan will never be neutralized until Nicholas is freed?”

      Her father stood and rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure Felix knows that only too well, and that is precisely why he’s hedging.”

      Lynx sat, fighting to get her temper under control.

      Axel stroked her hand. “It’s why I wanted Meka, remember?”

      Of course she remembered—now. “Sorry. I get . . . frustrated.”

      “We get that. And as an alliance leader, that’s an important part of your job,” Stefan said gently. “To remind us all that we are dealing with human beings, not assets.”

      Axel grunted at Stefan. “You’re never going to forget that, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      Axel gave a derisive smile. “It’s my job to make sure we use every advantage we have. And that includes Meka.”

      “Then I have even more news. You can decide for yourselves if it’s good or bad,” Stefan said. “Felix plans to let Vasily take the fall for leaking the Dragon’s Fire to Meka. But because Vasily would never tell the boy such sensitive information, we have to convince Meka to confront Lukan with the gassing. Felix believes the lad is rebellious enough to mouth off to Lukan.”

      Stefan paused, looking pained. “Gods preserve me, but I propose suggesting to Meka that he wear an ice-crystal tracker. Felix assures me he will imprison the lad with Nicholas. Meka’s ice crystal can led us right to Nicholas’s jail cell.” He held up a vial of blue liquid. “I have a tracker right here we could use.”

      A wave of oohs surged through the room. Even Chad, sitting next to Stefan in the hot springs cavern, shook his head, looking troubled.

      “I know how terrible this sounds,” Stefan said defensively. “And I’ve just accused Axel of heartlessness, but if it prevents a war to rescue Nicholas, then surely it is an acceptable compromise?”

      A victim of ice crystal, Lynx wanted to argue, but she couldn’t. Not when she saw Stefan’s anguish at the mention of more war. Also, this idea was relatively low risk. Not something that could be said about marching on Cian.

      She glanced around the room to assess everyone else’s reaction. Cautious interest.

      Was it possible it could be so easy? Lynx tugged on her braids until her scalp hurt, unable to believe that Felix could be trusted to bring his side of the deal.

      “Tao raised Talon as if my boy were his own son. I have to look after his boys in the same way. I could never live with myself if Meka is harmed because we trusted that snake Felix.”

      “Felix assures me Meka will not be harmed. I believe him because I extracted the plans for that stealth drone from him. He knows if he reneges and hurts Meka, I will tell Lukan that Felix is responsible for the leaks. Felix is up to his neck and has very little wiggle room.”

      Axel looked up sharply. “The stealth drone? Send the plans to Gareth and his team. They can get working on a new design right now.” He grinned. “Forget a naval invasion. A fleet of invisible Light-Bearers would be unstoppable.”

      “I have already sent him the plans.”

      Axel still envisaged war, despite having Meka?

      Her father raised his hand. “Stefan, you’re certain Felix won’t guess about the ice crystal? I don’t want to imagine what he will do to my grandson if he discovers he wears a tracker.”

      “Unlikely. He doesn’t even know I have a stash of them,” Stefan replied with quiet certainty. “No one outside this meeting will know that we plan to embed Meka with a tracker.”

      “Objections, anyone?” Axel looked at each of them in turn.

      No one responded.

      Jerawin clapped his hands. “Then it is decided. Young Meka will be persuaded to act for the common good. The only question that now remains is how we deal with the gassing. It will, of course, mean that we have to cancel the conclave and the festival. May the gods forgive us.”

      He—and everyone—looked squarely at Axel for answers to this problem.

      Axel paced the length of the room. “There will be no cancellation of the conclave and no word mentioned to the kings, either. Not when Lukan has finally given us everything we need to convince the bastards to commit to fighting this war with us.”

      “You still want to fight?” Stefan asked.

      “Of course! What else is the Pathfinder Alliance for? We all knew that once Nicholas left the forest, we would put a campaign together to fulfill the prophecy. The monarchs never intended to be part of the war even though they’re clamoring for it. We can’t wage it successfully without them. I’m not giving up this opportunity to persuade them to get on board so we can finally defeat Lukan.”

      Everyone looked expectantly at Lynx.

      Her father asked, “Is the Light-Bearer ready?”

      Lynx bit her lip. “Not to plan a campaign, no. But after his imprisonment, I doubt he will have any trouble slitting Lukan’s throat. With Lukan gone and Felix supposedly on our side, the empire should fall. That is the core of the prophecy, isn’t it?”

      “Indeed it is.” Her father looked at Axel. “I’m in.”

      “I’ve wanted nothing more for the last two decades,” Chad said.

      “The stars weep as they look down upon my land,” Jerawin said. “I want nothing better than to drive the invaders out. That happens by taking the palace in Cian.”

      Stefan ran a hand over his face. “I will do what you need me to do, although my lust for war has long been sated.”

      Axel grimaced at his friend. “Stef, I get that. But this time, you’ll be on the winning side.”

      “Why do you think I’m doing it, Ax?” Stefan said dryly. He and Axel exchanged a smile full of brotherhood and understanding.

      “So, the Burning.” Axel turned to Jerawin. “I’ll bet my life that Felix plans to send operatives into Oldfort to plant cameras to film the Burning. Keep your men on alert for his spies, but don’t stop them. I will also send Magridal and one of her teams to put up some of our own cameras. I want our monarchs to have front row seats when Lukan burns the town.”

      Chad cleared his throat. “Am I the only one who has noticed the flaw in that plan?”

      Axel gave his old friend a withering look. “Clearly, we have to come up with something to keep Lukan entertained during the gassing.”

      Chad smiled. “Glad to see you are still on your toes, Axel.”

      Jerawin rubbed one of the moons tattooed on his cheek. “Do we issue gas masks to my people and send them into the streets to dance for him?” From his expression, he found the whole idea of entertaining Lukan distasteful.

      “Risky,” Stefan said. “Felix said that Chad’s original gas had been”—he made air quotes—‘“refined.’ I don’t think we want to risk humans dancing under that shower.”

      Chad gave a wry smile. “I really started something with my gas.”

      “You did what you had to do.” Axel plopped down onto his chair and tapped the table. “Suggestions, anyone?”

      No one spoke.

      Finally, Lynx stirred. “What if we fake it?”

      Axel’s head cocked. “Explain.”

      “Felix uses Dreaded to frighten people. We all know he programs them and then plays them later. Can we do something similar?”

      Axel and Stefan exchanged questioning looks.

      “What do you think, Stef?”

      “It would work if we could choreograph convincing death scenes, which we play back for his cameras,” Stefan replied cautiously. “Axel, you could trigger the show from Jerawin’s burrow. When Lukan arrives in the morning to look for your corpses, he’ll find a ghost town.”

      Axel spun to Jerawin. “Are your gods going to complain? Rain meteorites down on us or something equally a horrible if we skip the festival?”

      “I think they will accept that Lukan is doing enough in the raining department. That said, my people and I will double our worship, just to be on the safe side.”

      “The Winds will help, too,” her father added. “As, I’m sure, will Chad’s spirits.”

      “With that pantheon, we can’t go wrong.” The excitement bouncing off Axel belied his dry voice. “Jerawin, we have to know where Felix’s people plant their eyes. And then we need a few practice runs of the festival, down to the last detail. When it’s right, we record it.”

      “I’ll get my troops and my theater group working on it.”

      “None of this solves the problems of the monarchs,” Stefan said. “As terrified as they are of Axel, none of them will be happy if he springs this on them. I imagine Liatl in particular will use it as an excuse for war.”

      Axel shrugged. “Liatl doesn’t need an excuse. He’s coming for us, Dragon’s Fire or not. I think having him here will do more to dissuade him than leaving him out would. And as for the rest of them . . . they’re going to be coping with a lot of things they don’t like. Crowded sleeping facilities, for one. Everyone in this town will be below ground. If any of the buggers object, I’ll march them at gunpoint onto the streets. I’m sure Lukan’s gas will be delighted to hear their complaints.”

      Lynx waited for the ripple of nervous laughter to settle. “We all know you don’t mean that. But Stefan is right. Have a speech prepared.”

      “Have you ever known me to be lost for words?”

      Jerawin’s fingers brushed Lynx’s hand. “Don’t answer.”

      She grinned. “I won’t. As you said, his head is big enough.” As crazy as their plan was, she believed they could pull it off. Only one doubt lingered. She waved at the room. “Lukan will attack this place, looking for us.”

      “He’ll have to find us first.” Jerawin puffed with obvious pride. “My burrow is hidden by the stars. I believe they will protect us.”

      Lynx’s eyes widened. She turned to Axel. “So that’s what you meant when you said one has to go through the temple to get to the palace.”

      He nodded, looking as chuffed as Jerawin. Then a serious mien settled on him. “But just in case your gods are off having their own party on the solstice, we don’t want Lukan tearing the place apart looking for secret bunkers. I think we need a diversion.”

      “Lukan will never destroy something so amazing,” Lynx said with certainty.

      “I’m not risking it. Lukan needs to believe that Jerawin and his people got a warning and escaped into the mountains. Only once the moron leaves Oldfort can everyone come back to the surface. The monarchs can then go home, but the bolt hole to the burrow will have to remain open until I can guarantee the skies above the town.”

      Jerawin picked up Axel’s hand with the severed finger. “Why do I think you are asking me for a sacrifice of men?”

      “Because the gods help those who help themselves. You know it’s the only way to protect your temple, your burrow, your people, and your visiting monarchs.”

      A deep sigh from Jerawin, and then he gestured to Chad. “Now I know how you felt so many years ago. How did you choose your sacrificial army?”

      An expression of profound sorrow furrowed Chad’s face. “We held a lottery. A red ice crystal won you death. We still honor the spirits of those who fell for us.”

      “Hmm . . . perhaps I will call for volunteers. I can then choose a few I believe best suited to enduring Lukan’s torture to meet the butcher when he arrives.” Jerawin’s voice dropped. “Under interrogation, they will say that the rest of us escaped into the mountains.”

      “I hate to be ghoulish,” Lynx asked. “But if we hide everyone, why would the monarchs believe that the poison worked?”

      Chad puckered his face. “A dog, perhaps, tied to a stake?”

      “That would not work.” Everyone looked at Stefan. “Felix said animals are impervious to the poison.”

      The group fell silent.

      Lynx gnawed her lip, trying to dream up a solution that wasn’t utterly repugnant. But without putting a human out to die, there seemed no obvious answer. Tragically, if Lukan was to be thwarted, then a life had to be sacrificed. But then, hadn’t so many lives already been wasted in this war? Wouldn’t thousands more be squandered if they didn’t pull the monarchs together to build an army to defeat Lukan and his Dragon, once and for all?

      Jerawin’s voice interrupted her internal argument. He rubbed a hand across his face. “I see no alternative but to empty my prison cells for the occasion. Those condemned to death will meet their death in Lukan’s Dragon’s Fire. They will finally do some good by being our witnesses.”

      A heavy mood settled, but no one objected. It seemed they had all argued themselves into the same corner that she and Jerawin had.

      The sound of belly laughter made her look up. Chad’s tall frame quaked with mirth.

      “Care to share the joke?” Jerawin asked, looking aggrieved.

      “The spirits have suggested a novel idea to me to ease the pain of this terrible situation.” Chad tossed a hank of ginger hair over his shoulder. “How about I get my people to create us four effigies to leave on the town square for Lukan?” He patted his chest and then gestured at Lynx, Axel, and Jerawin. “We usually honor our dead with ice-crystal statues, but I think, this time, scarecrows would suffice.”

      Lynx’s mouth dropped. She glanced around to assess the others’ reaction to this macabre plan.

      Axel stared at Chad as if he’d grown two heads. Jerawin groaned openly. Her father patted his cheek with a scared finger. Even Stefan seemed stunned.

      “Come, my friends,” Chad cajoled. “I know the pain of sacrificing people—good people—to con the Dragon. Seventeen years ago, when we were trying to fool Lukan into believing he would win the mines, I would have given my spirit if someone had offered some levity . . . some mirth in that hellish time.” In turn, he fixed each of them with a sharp green eye. “Humor is what gets us through crisis. You all know that. At least let us laugh at Lukan’s expense when he finds our offering.”

      Lynx allowed herself a grin. “Put like that . . . I love the idea. I’ll even sacrifice a braid and some feathers for mine.” She took Axel’s hand. “And you can have a red ice crystal instead of your gorgeous ruby.”

      Axel nudged the fruit platter. “And give Lukan some ice crystal? Thanks, but I’ll settle for a cranberry.”

      Jerawin rubbed his face. “Allow me to send my personal tattoo artist. I would hate my face to look anything but perfect.” He smiled self-deprecatingly. “The gods will forgive much, but a bad tattoo job is one sacrilege I would hope they’d avenge with both fire and brimstone.”

      Chad grinned. “Send her along. I’ll get our youth working on the finest effigies ever made.”

      “And I will send a matching braid to go with Lynx’s,” her father added.

      Lynx’s heart leaped into her throat; Lukan would see her father’s effigy and know he was involved. “Father, that’s too risky. It is one thing for the kings to know, but another to taunt Lukan. At least wait until we have Talon and our army is ready to march.”

      “And continue to cower?” Her father frowned. “How can I do that?”

      Lynx looked to Axel. “Persuade him, please.”

      Axel looked first at her and then at her father. “Thorn, you know the risks?”

      “Of course I do, but . . .” A speculative glint in his eye. “Lynx, I’ll make you a trade. You accept that the Light-Bearer’s name is Nicholas, and I will forbear until he is found and our army marches.”

      Anger ignited in Lynx. He may have been her king, but this was cruel. How could she betray her son’s identity? Until Talon saw himself as Nicholas the Light-Bearer, what right had she to go against his wishes?

      “But if you hadn’t called him Talon, would he ever have rejected his name?”

      Lynx recognized the voice: Dmitri. So the seer was listening in on this meeting? It made sense. He had a point about Talon’s name, even though she still railed against his logic.

      She skewered her father with her fiercest look. “That’s blackmail.”

      “It is what you did to me regarding a certain boy and his egg raid. Even the stakes are the same: the safety of the Norin tribe versus the desires of one person. Do we have a deal or not, my Lynxie?”

      Annoyingly, he had a point, too. “When you put it like that. But I still don’t like it.”

      “I didn’t like breaking an age-old law to benefit my son, but I did it and look how well Clay turned out.” His voice softened. “My Lynxie, in time, you will see that this is right, too.”

      Lynx took a sip of her tea and smiled wryly at Axel. “I’m wondering if this was such a good surprise after all.”

      He planted a kiss on her cheek, sending a shiver of want through her.

      She smiled at her father while speaking to Chad. “Make four effigies. No braid of my father’s will be coming.”

      Grinning from ear to ear, Axel added, “Chad, rope Meka in to help when he arrives. It will be a good way of broaching the subject of possible death with him.”
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      Meka skulked in the shadows at the end of the stable block. Grigor and his new friends were preparing for a hunt, and he was torn between joining them for the first time since that terrible dinner and slipping back into the forest. He blew out a frustrated breath, sending a billow of steam from his mouth. Not wanting to be seen yet, he pressed his face against his gentle gray gelding’s belly.

      As much as he loved the freedom of the forest, loneliness had driven him here today. But after watching the crowd, he wasn’t sure that months of winter solitude were enough to prepare him for the teens Lukan and Kestrel had picked out for him.

      Like Grigor, they were all perfectly turned out in extravagant, fur-trimmed silk and velvet. Dressed in a sensible wool-and-fur coat, trousers, and fur-lined leather boots, he would probably look like a low-born next to them. They were also all beautiful in a superficial way. He wondered if the ugly high-born babies were drowned at birth. Somehow it wouldn’t have surprised him.

      Exploring the forest alone had given him plenty of time to think. Tao’s comments about the controlling Avanov dynasty occupied a lot of those thoughts. Why were the elite the only people permitted an education? He may not have been interested in reading, but that didn’t mean that others wouldn’t be, if given a chance. Why weren’t they given that opportunity?

      Tao had mentioned something about ice crystals. The implication was that they were bad. He pondered a great deal on why that would be, but with no clue on what ice crystals were, those mental excursions always left him frustrated.

      Understanding confinement better than most, Meka had also thought a great deal about the freedom to travel—or the lack of it in the empire. Why was Lukan so scared of letting people go where they wanted to? Why had he kept him and Grigor prisoner for so long? And, if what his father had said was true, why had Lukan controlled Tao, Nicholas, and Lynx? And what had happened to change his and Grigor’s imprisonment almost overnight?

      But the most troubling question of all was why Lukan had chosen Grigor to be his crown prince when he had a perfectly good son of his own to fill that role.

      The forest and its seemingly endless, frozen trout-filled streams had offered no answers. Perhaps he would get some answers at the first High Council meeting he and Grigor had been commanded to attend. It would coincide with their seventeenth birthday, less than a month away.

      If he could have asked Tao the answers to all these questions, he would have, but his father hadn’t been back. Sadly, Tao had a habit of disappearing for months at a time, so until he stepped back into Meka’s life, there seemed nothing he could do to track his father down.

      He shivered, nothing to do with the cold, knowing that wasn’t entirely accurate. Often in the forest, he sensed a presence watching him, but when he looked around, no one was there. Sometimes he thought—hoped—it was Tao. Once or twice he had considered calling Tao’s name but had been too embarrassed to try.

      One of the girls in the courtyard laughed at a boy swaggering around her.

      The sound set Meka’s teeth on edge.

      The temptation to slip away was overwhelming. But for once, the lonely silence of the forest sounded even less appealing than these horrible people. He pulled on his horse’s reins with a gloved hand, and they stepped out into view.

      Grigor was the first to see them. “Meka! Have six feet of snow finally defeated you?”

      His brother’s face spilt into a huge grin.

      Grigor pleaded daily for Meka to join him and the other teens in their activities. Just because Meka chose not to didn’t mean Lukan had divided them in any way that mattered: He and Grigor had never been closer. Through choice, they still shared a bedchamber in the turret. Often, before drifting off to sleep, they discussed Lukan’s inexplicable about-face. Grigor was no wiser than he was as to why Lukan had released them. But neither of them was stupid enough to trust their very scary uncle’s motive.

      Grigor left his horse in the hands of his groom and crunched across the slushy courtyard. He smacked Meka on the back. “Welcome to hunting.”

      Meka shifted self-consciously as twenty strangers turned to stare at him. He nodded at them.

      They bowed at him.

      It was unnerving.

      So were the furtive glances exchanged amongst them. They thought him a complete enigma. That was when they were being polite. Freak was the actual word Grigor had used to describe their reaction to him.

      Meka shrugged. His first impression of them had not been positive, either. He thought as little of them as they thought of him.

      His only regret was Natalia. He looked at her now with more interest than was wise because it closed season on Natalia. She was Grigor’s. Done deal.

      Grigor moved over to stand between Meka and Natalia; Grigor must have seen his appreciative, almost wistful expression.

      Meka forced his focus back to Grigor. “Yeah, well, the streams are so frozen that even ice-fishing is a challenge.” He cracked a joke he knew his brother would understand. “It’s time to hang out with the living—instead of the gutted.”

      Grigor gave him a wan smile. “I suppose you’d like some introductions.”

      “I’ll figure it out as we go along. What are we hunting?”

      “Stag.”

      “Or whatever is stupid enough to flit too close to our crossbows.”

      Meka hadn’t a clue who had addressed him, but the comment irritated him. It summed up what he had felt about these people. He turned to find the speaker and looked into the face of Brute, the troublemaker from the dinner. His ferret-faced sidekick stood just behind him.

      “You have a name?” Meka asked.

      A hesitation, then Brute sneered, “Konstantin.” He jerked a thumb at his shadow. “Leo.” Another pause. “I suppose I should slot a ‘Your Highness’ in there somewhere.”

      Meka almost wished he had persevered with the ice-fishing. But refusing to be driven away again, he laughed. “Your words, not mine.”

      The boy flushed, and Meka guessed that had been the right answer. He turned his back to mount his horse. Still wobbly in the saddle, he loved his sure-footed gelding for more than just opening up the forest to him. The horse handled his clumsy attempts at riding with mild-mannered charm, even when Meka forgot to bring him apples and carrots. He took the reins and waited for Grigor to lead the hunt.

      “Glad you’re here.” Grigor slapped Meka’s boot and turned to Natalia. “Let me help you up.” He took Natalia’s small hand, encased in fur riding gloves, and helped her onto her horse. With far more finesse than Meka had, Grigor hopped up onto his own mount. By staying close to the palace, Grigor had benefited from the riding lessons Meka had scorned in his anxiety to be free. Grigor addressed the teens. “All ready?”

      “Almost. I’m just sorting out the banners.” Konstantin struggled with two red, rolled-up pieces of fabric. He passed one to Leo.

      Natalia reached over to touch Meka’s arm and whispered, “We hunt under the protection of the Dragon, Your Highness. Konstantin always makes sure of that.”

      Meka shook his head in disbelief as a gold-and-black fire-spitting dragon glared out at him from the red flag. Konstantin shoved the pole into a holder on his saddle. The icy wind caught the fabric, unfurling it. The red, gold, and black stood stark against the white world.

      “Doesn’t that scare off every animal for miles around?”

      “Often, Your Highness. But we’re a conquering army about to cut a devastating swath through the Serreti Forest.” Natalia’s brown eyes glittered at him from under her bangs. “Brace yourself.”

      He had no idea what to say to her strange comments. Was she in favor of this devastating army or not? He couldn’t tell. So he said, “How about you call me Meka.”

      “I’d like that. Grigor has told me so much about you, and I was really hoping to get to know you.”

      Meka’s stomach twisted in a weird way that made him want to pull Natalia off her horse and kiss her senseless. Apart from the fact that he had never kissed anyone before, that was a very bad idea. Not even the lesson on the bees, the memory of which had prevented more than one argument between him and his brother, would stop Grigor from thumping him if he moved in on Natalia.

      Not that he ever would.

      Meka swung his horse around to make space for Grigor next to Natalia.

      Grigor gave him a strained smile, then commanded, “Let’s go hunt.”

      Flags trailing behind them, Konstantin and Leo were the first to leave the stable yard. Meka fell back, allowing Grigor and the rest of the group to outflank him.

      Outflank.

      It seemed a strange choice of word, but Natalia was right; they were exactly like a tight-knit army he had infiltrated.

      He made a quick decision.

      Today he would just observe. If he didn’t like what he saw, he would head off on his own again. He looked at his crossbow, strapped to his saddle, an item he always carried with him into the forest. It had come in handy to kill another wolf intent on hunting him. He wouldn’t be using it today.

      Once across the drawbridge, they were joined by a group of huntsmen. According to Grigor, the huntsmen handled the gutting, skinning, and trophies from the hunt. It always astonished Grigor that none of the teens got their hands dirty. Grigor had also told him that all the boys had served in the military, their endless war games in the forest cut short by the command to befriend the two of them. He and Grigor had been excluded from those games.

      Yet another mystery.

      Arkady had spent twelve years drilling past military conquests into their heads. Surely, if Grigor was crown prince, he should have learned some practical soldiering skills?

      Again, there were no answers.

      The head huntsman bowed to Grigor and then to Meka. He turned back to address Grigor. “The stags are favoring the area around Drown’s Cleft, Your Highness. Perhaps we can lead you there?”

      “Thank you, Igor. We will follow you.”

      A taciturn man easily in his sixties, Igor Baden rolled his hat in his hands. “If I may be so bold as to suggest, Your Highness, that our young high-born refrain from shooting until we reach the Cleft? We would not wish to startle the stag.”

      Grigor looked pained.

      Despite all their so-called military training, Meka had heard more than one tale about the boys loosing quarrels at everything that moved in the forest. It infuriated Grigor, but, for reasons Meka had yet to understand, his brother didn’t seem to have a solution to the problem.

      Grigor called out. “I take it everyone wants to hunt stag today, so let’s all contain ourselves until we get there.”

      Grigor’s instruction seemed to make no impact on the flushed, excited faces circling them. Meka wondered if they would comply. He never had when Grigor laid down the law, but maybe this would be different—these youths were supposedly listening to a command from their future emperor.

      They had not gone far when they flushed a herd of about six pretty does, their brown coats vivid against the snowy landscape.

      Ten crossbows shot up, spewing quarrels at the herd.

      The animals scattered. Some were killed instantly. Others collapsed, bleating their pain. A lucky one darted off into the forest.

      The blood rushed from Meka’s extremities. He clutched his saddle for support. Natalia had been right about bracing himself.

      She looked like she needed help, too. Her eyes were bright with tears, and her bottom lip, clenched between her teeth, trembled. He had his answer. She had about as much time for this youth and their Dragon as he did.

      Red from rage, Grigor shouted, “I said no shooting.”

      His voice now carried the authority it had lacked in his previous command. He jumped down from his horse and loped to the closest, writhing deer. He raised his hunting knife to slit its throat, when Igor stomped over and bowed.

      “Your Highness, please, leave this to my men. They will clean it up. Let us continue with the official hunt.”

      Grigor hesitated, looking stunned at the suggestion.

      It was all the encouragement the boys needed.

      “Yes, Grigor, let’s go. The servants will sort this out,” Leo shouted. He and Konstantin had already kicked their horses into motion.

      “Over my dead body,” Meka muttered. He jumped off his horse and grabbed his hunting knife. “Grigs, not in all our years of fishing did we ever leave the lake with half-dead fish lying everywhere. I don’t think either of us are about to start today.” He slit the throat of the closest doe. His skin itched from the anger he felt boring into his back from the youth.

      Grigor and Igor worked with him, and they dispatched the other wounded deer.

      Meka cleaned his knife in the snow before sheathing it. He knew his next move would alienate him forever from these people, but he didn’t care.

      “I think I’ll take the challenge of ice-fishing. Hunting doesn’t appeal much.” Meka scowled at each boy in turn. “Seems I don’t have the killer instinct for it.” He squeezed his brother’s shoulder before walking to his horse. As he scrambled into the saddle, he smiled his kindest smile at Natalia, hoping she’d figure that he hadn’t included her in that condemnation.

      She jumped down from her horse to stand next to Grigor, both of them looking forlorn, but Meka rode off into the forest.
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      Lukan tossed his informa onto Felix’s desk. The cameras hidden in the knobs on the two flagpoles mounted on Konstantin and Leo’s saddles had shown him everything he wanted—and didn’t want—to know.

      “Irredeemable,” he said to Felix. “Just like I told you.”

      Felix looked as if he didn’t agree. “Because Meka lived the hunter’s code and refused to leave injured animals in the forest?”

      “No. Because he refused to assimilate with loyal high-born youth who worship the Dragon and support me.”

      Felix puckered his lips. “The boy is still young. And freedom is heady.”

      Lukan glared at Felix, convinced the old man was going soft. “Freedom is the one thing we do not tolerate in Chenaya. You know that better than anyone. Mind you kill him when his state-sponsored holiday to Zakar and Treven is over.”

      Lukan rasped his finger against the stubble on his jaw; his valet hadn’t gotten the shave as close as usual. He would reprimand the man later. He grimaced, knowing he was deflecting. After months of watching Grigor, it was time he aired his thoughts.

      “Grigor is a pretty worthless crown prince. Do you think the Sixteen will accept someone that weak as my heir? Until the final Burning, I need them on my side.”

      Felix looked unconcerned. “You were not a typical crown prince, either, sire, and look how you have governed Chenaya. No one would ever question that you had no military training.”

      Lukan’s head cocked as he considered the double meaning in Felix’s words. Guessing his uncle hadn’t been complimentary, as punishment, he hoicked his feet onto Felix’s desk.

      His uncle winced. Felix’s love for his antique walnut furniture was legendary.

      Lukan ignored Felix’s displeasure. He was emperor; if he wanted to put his feet on the desk, he would. “At that age, I was known for my intelligence. I had a superior education to match. Grigor can’t even claim that.”

      Felix fingered his handkerchief. “What does it matter, sire, when everything we do for Grigor is window dressing? In a few weeks, Axel will be dead.” He stood. “A glass of chenna?”

      Lukan nodded.

      Felix hobbled across the room and, first, flicked on his kettle—the old man had a love for hot chocolate—and then he poured Lukan a tumbler of chenna. He came back to the table. “Ah! It seems the coaster is stuck under your boot heel, sire.”

      He nudged Lukan’s leg.

      Lukan grabbed the glass. “You become more transparent by the day, Felix. I swear, you’re getting old.” As further punishment, he plunked the glass down next to his boot and the coaster Felix always tried to insist he use.

      “Can I suggest something to bolster Grigor’s credibility, sire? Perhaps we could use the occasion of the princes’ birthday to hand Grigor the Dragon? The Sixteen have been waiting for some time for him to be officially consecrated as Crown Prince of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories.”

      Mott had grudgingly bestowed the Dragon brooch and sash on Lukan when he had turned sixteen, the age that Chenayan tradition dictated the eldest heir be invested to the official rank of crown prince. Lukan knew it riled Felix that he had snubbed that tradition. So much had changed almost overnight that it seemed petty to deny Felix and the Sixteen.

      “Plan it,” Lukan said.

      Felix smiled, and for a troubling moment, Lukan thought his uncle was gloating at that tiny victory.

      He pushed the thought away. Felix, aided by Vasily, had delivered on his every demand for the Oldfort campaign. If there was anyone in the empire he could trust, it was his uncle.

      If Grigor’s inauguration placated the Sixteen, shoring up their support for him, then it was worth going through with the charade.
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      Grigor’s valet brushed a piece of fluff off his coat.

      He shrugged the brush away. “How many times must I tell you? Stop fussing.”

      The infernal man bowed, making Grigor writhe. Regardless of what Lukan said, Grigor wasn’t the legitimate crown prince. And no amount of posturing at his so-called inauguration today was going to change that.

      Familiar nausea locked Grigor’s throat. Since almost throwing up on the youth in that receiving line, nausea beset him every time he thought about his title. The same nausea stopped him commanding Konstantin and Leo when they flaunted his instructions. Who was he to command anyone to do anything?

      And that was the basic problem.

      How could he, in good conscience, claim the title of crown prince when a bee charmer called Nicholas was the real heir?

      And where was his cousin Nicholas?

      Tao hadn’t seemed to know, and that filled Grigor with fear for the unknown boy. Tao hadn’t said anything about the cause of his death, but Grigor suspected Lukan had killed his father. Possibly Lynx, too. For some inexplicable reason, Nicholas had survived, but that didn’t mean things were well with him. Grigor and Meka had at least been imprisoned at the palace. Knowing Lukan, he doubted Nicholas had been afforded such luxury as an apartment and a cage to fish in.

      And now, suspecting all that, Grigor had to go to a High Council meeting to be introduced to the Sixteen. From there, he would be traipsed to the great hall, where the whole court would watch him accept a brooch and sash that wasn’t rightfully his. He couldn’t have thought of a worse way of celebrating his seventeenth birthday. The very thought of his part in this deception almost had him vomiting on his shiny, new black boots.

      The door to the dressing room swung open. Meka.

      As a concession to the day, his twin had forgone the comfortable-looking clothes Grigor envied so much and had dressed like a prince. In silk and velvet, his brother looked like an idiot.

      A circus monkey, Grigor corrected. Just like me.

      The first time he and Meka had visited the great hall, they had been shocked to see bears and monkeys dressed in human clothing, entertaining the high-born. And that was exactly how he felt every time he donned the garb typical of the people he now mixed with. But it was the price to be part of Natalia’s world, so he paid it. Grudgingly.

      “Time’s marching, Grigor.” Meka made a point of looking at his new watch, a birthday gift from Kestrel and Lukan.

      Grigor suspected Lukan had given it to Meka in an attempt to get his brother home before the evening meal. Grigor doubted the ploy would work.

      “We’ll be late if you don’t stop primping,” Meka said.

      “Primping?” Grigor growled. “You know I hate this as much as you do.”

      Meka shrugged.

      Typical. Grigor’s irritation flared; he could have done with some support today. Sick to his stomach, Grigor started to turn away, but Meka grabbed his arm.

      “You look like you’re about to vomit.” Meka spun to the valet. “Get out. Now.”

      As soon as the man vanished through the door, Grigor sank down onto a stool.

      “I—I can’t do this, Meks.” Grigor tugged at his shirt collar. It felt way too tight under his cravat. “I’m not that person.”

      Meka knelt in front of him. “You also can’t go into those meetings looking like you are going to puke on everyone.”

      Grigor dry heaved.

      Meka grabbed a silver shaving bowl off the dresser. He tossed the scummy water out the window and passed it over.

      Grigor snatched it out of Meka’s hands. “I’m a fake. An . . . an actor . . . in a role without any lines.”

      Natalia loved theatrics and had taken him off to the palace theater to a see a few plays.

      “I can’t do it. It goes against everything I am,” Grigor said.

      “You aren’t a fake. Not to me. And it’s not your fault Lukan has cast you in that role. He’s playing both of us.”

      Grigor frowned. “What you mean?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten everything you ever knew about fishing,” Meka grumbled.

      Grigor managed a smile. “It’ll take more than this lifetime for that to happen. But how’s he playing you? You aren’t being touted as the heir.”

      Another shrug from Meka. “I dunno. I can’t give you specifics, but I know this isn’t normal. It’s all a game, Grigor, and we haven’t been given the rules.”

      Meka echoed his own thoughts.

      “None of that helps me today,” Grigor replied.

      “What does it matter what the High Council thinks? They’re probably all in on this big secret. Just go in there and own the meeting.”

      Own the meeting. Meka made it sound so easy.

      “You should be doing this.”

      “Me? No thanks.” Meka grinned. “I’d swear at Lukan before I knelt at his feet.”

      “Right. I have to kneel at the inauguration.” Grigor dry heaved again, grateful he hadn’t been able to stomach even a morsel of breakfast.

      Meka grabbed his shoulders. “Grigor, listen to me. The people who matter know who you are. They will never stop caring for you just because Lukan is a moron.”

      “You aren’t the only person who matters to me, Meka, and—”

      Meka smiled grimly. “Natalia. Have you told her the truth?”

      Grigor’s eyes widened with horror. “Of course not!” He gave a hollow laugh. “I can just see how that conversation would go. Hello, Natalia, by the way, I’m not really the crown prince. We’ve all been lying to everyone. I’m actually . . .” He paused, not knowing who or what he really was.

      “She likes you. She’ll understand.” Meka also hesitated. “Have you kissed her?”

      Grigor blushed. And that was worse than being green and sickly. “I keep meaning to. You know, like, I’m working up to it.”

      He dropped the bowl onto the floor and buried his face in his hands, feeling foolish. He wanted nothing more than to kiss her, but she was a lady. And he? He was nothing more than a savage dressed in fancy clothing. She was smart—and not just with a head filled with arcane facts about Chenayan history. She knew things about the world and shared ideas with him that hadn’t once stirred the murk of ignorance in his own mind. Natalia could do so much better that being stuck with a dolt like him.

      “Natalia will support you. Tell her. And then kiss her.”

      Grigor detected a smile in Meka’s voice. It sounded good-natured, like his brother wished him well. Still, Grigor sighed. Natalia wasn’t his biggest problem today.

      Grigor stood. “Just keep close, Meka. Real close. I’m really going to need you.”

      Meka offered him his palm for a slap. “You, me, and those bees.”

      Grigor smiled as he smacked Meka’s hand. His father’s lesson on the bees had been the best thing ever to happen to his and Meka’s relationship. Even though they were no longer joined at the hip—that’s what all those years in the cage had felt like—they were closer now than they had ever been. Before the bees, all he had wanted was to be rid of Meka; now life would be intolerable without his twin.

      He threw his arm over Meka’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      They walked together to the stairs.

      Grigor stopped at the top. Sweat broke out on his neck. “Where the heck is the High Council chamber?”

      Meka swore. “I thought you knew.”

      “No.”

      Meka waved his arms around in frustration. “Pity the valets, ushers, and servants who fuss around us didn’t figure that a map of the palace would be useful.”

      Grigor sighed. This was yet another graphic demonstration of the fact that he wasn’t a crown prince. If he were, he would have known where the High Council met. “We’ll have to ask someone.”

      He let Meka go ahead of him and took each treacherous step carefully.

      “Ah! Crown Prince, here you and your brother are,” a low, icy voice drawled from the bottom landing.

      Grigor’s head shot up, and he looked into the agate-colored eyes of the Lord of the Household, Count Felix.

      The count bobbed a bow. “It struck me that neither of you will know how to find the council room.” He tucked his cane under his arm and took Grigor and Meka’s elbows. “I am here to escort you.”

      As they walked, Grigor glanced over at Meka; his brother looked as suspicious as he felt. Felix was the second most powerful man in the empire. Escorting people around the palace wouldn’t have been part of his duties.

      Strangely, since their release from bondage, Felix had taken to sitting with them at breakfast. Lukan had insisted they eat all their meals with the other high-born. As breakfast was served in the great hall, eating with Felix was unavoidable. The count invariably tried engaging them in conversation, but Grigor certainly didn’t have anything to say to Lukan’s creepy advisor. Meka was only interested in shoveling his food back as quickly as possible so he could escape to the forest. Conversation had thus been limited and stilted.

      “Um, thank you, Count Felix,” Grigor mumbled.

      “Think nothing of it, Highness. It is the least I can do for my nephews on their big day. And allow me to wish you both a very happy birthday.”

      “Nephews?” Meka demanded. “Since when?”

      Grigor suppressed a smile. Freedom hadn’t softened Meka’s bluntness.

      “Since you were born, I would imagine, Prince Meka.” Felix chortled. “You forget that your father was my nephew, too. And nothing is more important than family.”

      A lazy smile from Meka. “Really. Our father? Which one?”

      Felix narrowed his eyes at Meka. “Quaint. But I suggest you keep those questions to a minimum, Highness. Especially today.”

      Meka opened his mouth to comment, but Felix waved him to silence. “I assure you, nephew, you will soon have more answers than even you have questions for.”

      That sounded ominous.

      Grigor and Meka exchanged troubled looks.

      “Stick together,” Meka mouthed at him.

      Grigor nodded.

      Felix seemed not to notice. “Has anyone explained the events of today to you, Crown Prince?”

      “Just that we are meeting the Sixteen and then the inauguration thing.”

      “The inauguration thing? My dear Crown Prince, this is one of the most important days of your life. Just as well I am here to advise you, so you can make the best impression.”

      A ball of bile threatened to swim up Grigor’s throat. He swallowed. “What do I have to do?”

      Felix slowed his pace. “The council meeting is by far the most important occasion. You will be expected to give a short speech to—”

      “Speech!” Grigor blurted. “I—I don’t do speeches.”

      Felix patted Grigor on the shoulder. “Do not fret, dear nephew. All that is required are a few simple words. You are an eloquent young man and will manage it all with consummate ease. After opening those doors, you will find the palace at your feet.”

      “What do you call ‘simple words’?” Grigor wailed.

      Felix stopped walking. “Well, if I were to advise, I would suggest you look each councilman in the eye and then thank them for the confidence they have placed in you as Crown Prince of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories. Assure them that you will take every opportunity to learn from them while you are in this training role. Knowing you are teachable will be very well received by all. Also . . .”

      Felix steepled his fingers, and Grigor couldn’t help noticing that he was missing a couple. He wondered idly about that while Felix droned on about the ‘simple words’ Grigor should sprout. Mindless as his thoughts were, it beat listening to Felix briefing him on how to lie to the most powerful men in the world.

      “There,” Felix concluded. “You tell them that, and your presentation will be a roaring success.”

      Grigor managed to nod. “Thanks. I—I will try that.” He licked his lips, suddenly bone dry.

      Felix set off again at a brisk pace that belied his ancientness.

      Grigor and Meka trailed behind.

      “What do I do?” Grigor mouthed to Meka.

      “Even councilmen have to take a dump, Grigs. Just picture them on the crapper,” Meka mouthed back.

      Grigor smiled. Only Meka could come up with something so crazy, so workable.

      Long before Grigor was ready, they arrived at a set of golden doors. Felix swung them open, revealing a high-ceilinged room filled with lavishly dressed men. A quick head count told him it was fifteen of the sixteen councilmen. Morass was missing.

      They all bowed to Grigor and Meka.

      Grigor stood ramrod straight and stared at them, not knowing if he should speak or not. He itched to clench and unclench his fists to release his tension, but decided that could be misread.

      Felix ignored the councilmen and said to Grigor, “Welcome to the anteroom, Highness. It is from here that we summon the emperor.” He pointed to a set of double doors. “Through there is the chamber where the council meets. It is there you will find the Chenayan throne.” Felix turned to a middle-aged man with a hooked nose and a weak jaw. Grigor had seen him at their welcome dinner, but had no idea who he was. “Count Taras, summon the emperor.”

      Before Grigor knew what was happening, Felix dragged him and Meka to stand at the head of an archway of councilmen. A trumpet blared, and Lukan and Morass appeared through a door Grigor hadn’t noticed.

      Count Taras bowed low. “Welcome, sire.”

      Felix spoke to the guardsmen manning the doors to the council room. “Allow the emperor to enter.”

      The door swung open, and Lukan strode into the hall.

      Before Grigor had even glanced into the room, Felix leaned over and whispered, “An age-old tradition, Highness. The emperor can only mount his throne with the permission of the council. I am the most senior member of the council, so I give the command to swing open the door. Remember that when you take Emperor Lukan’s place.”

      Why was Felix telling him all this? Was Lukan sick? About to die? And what about Nicholas? Did Felix even know of the existence of the true crown prince? Grigor knew he’d never get the answers.

      Felix’s expectant air suggested he awaited a reply.

      Grigor managed a nod and a sick smile.

      Felix waved him into the council room, and the rest of the men followed.

      Grigor tried not to gape as Felix led him and Meka to two throne-like, ebony chairs inlaid with gold dragons. Lukan’s throne, a monstrous golden thing, stood on a dais above his and Meka’s chairs. All three thrones overlooked the room.

      Grigor sat and watched the High Councilmen take their places in two rows of high-backed chairs lining the walls.

      Meka nudged him and gestured at the roof. “History comes alive.”

      The vaulted ceiling was hung with thirty or more flags Grigor recognized from Arkady’s endless history lessons. Each represented a topic of an essay he had written on the emperors who had conquered two-thirds of the world.

      It did nothing to calm Grigor’s near panic.

      Count Taras bowed three times, first to Lukan, then to him, and finally to Meka. “By authority granted me by His Imperial Majesty, the Magnificent Emperor Lukan Avanov, I declare this meeting open.”

      “Excessive much?” Meka whispered to Grigor.

      Grigor swallowed.

      “My Lords,” Count Taras said, “the primary business of the day is to welcome His Imperial Highness, Crown Prince Grigor, and his brother, His Highness Prince Meka, to our ranks.” Taras bowed again, prompting every man in the room, excepting Lukan, to dip their heads. “But before we do that, the emperor has one other item of interest to the council.” Another bow at Lukan. “I give you our beloved Emperor Lukan.” Taras moved to his chair and sat.

      Grigor craned his head to see Lukan above him.

      From his throne, Lukan said, “To better assist Crown Prince Grigor in his duties, it is my will that my young heir, Prince Meka, take a short tour of the empire. He will leave today.”

      Meka’s breath hitched. But not nearly as sharply as Grigor’s. Both he and his brother leaned out even farther to see Lukan’s face.

      It was bland, as if Lukan were discussing the weather.

      “Prince Meka’s first stop will be Zakar Province, where he will stay as a guest in Count Vasily’s home.”

      Grigor looked out at the councilmen, hoping to spot this unknown count. An enormous man, dressed in opulent silks crusted with jewels, beamed at Meka. It had to be Vasily.

      “From there,” Lukan continued, “he will travel to Maegkin to spend a week with our Lord of the Conquest, Count Zarot.”

      Maegkin was in Treven, wasn’t it? Grigor tried to recall the map of the empire in their classroom. He was sure it was colored red, signifying a current war zone.

      Fear gripped him.

      What was Lukan planning? To have Meka killed in a so-called enemy incursion? Despite the fancy watch birthday present, Lukan seemed to despise Meka, so it wasn’t hard to imagine such an outcome.

      “Who’s Count Zarot?” Meka whispered urgently, as if he, too, suspected the worst.

      Grigor looked over the crowd, but none of the hard-faced counts acknowledged his probing eyes. Count Zarot had to be among them, as with Morass’s arrival, all sixteen members of the council were present.

      It sent his fear spiraling.

      How was he supposed to give up his twin to a total stranger who didn’t even have the decency to nod, let alone smile?

      But before he could even rustle up a scowl for the sixteen men, Taras was on his feet. He waved to Grigor. “My lords, I give you Crown Prince Grigor Avanov.”

      Grigor turned to rock—if rocks had writhing stomachs, of course.

      After what seemed a lifetime, Meka pinched his thigh. “Lectern. Crapper. Go.”

      Grigor lumbered up and stumbled on trembling feet to the lectern. Once there, he made the mistake of looking at one of the counts—a youngish man with surprisingly gray hair.

      The count stared back at him with dark, unfathomable eyes.

      Grigor swallowed, doing his best to imagine this pitiless man with his trousers around his ankles, sitting on the crapper.

      It was impossible.

      This brick wall of a man probably never had the urge. Not the way Grigor’s insides now turned to water. He would love to be on the crapper . . .

      None of this is helping, he snapped at himself.

      He glanced up, spotting for the first time a name tag on the wall above the count’s chair: Count Zarot, Lord of the Conquest.

      So, he’s the bastard taking Meka away. Grigor glared at Zarot with open hatred.

      It made no difference. The brick wall just stared straight back.

      Lukan cleared his throat. “Crown Prince, my councilmen like their lunch served at lunchtime.”

      A few of the counts sniggered.

      Grigor’s face burned as red as Treven on the map up in the turret. He coughed. “Of course, sire. Sorry. I—” What had Felix said he should say? “Um, thanks for the confidence in me. I’m a pretty quick learner, so I suppose I will get the hang of this as I go along.”

      Felix shook his head and looked down at his hands folded in his lap.

      Okay, Grigor admitted, it hadn’t been the most eloquent speech, but it was the best he could offer right now. Borrowing from Meka, he shrugged and then returned to his seat.

      Meka leaned in and whispered, “If that doesn’t leave them gagging for more, nothing will.” An amused smile. “You really are an idiot, you know that, don’t you?”

      Grigor groaned. “That bad, huh?”

      “That bad.”

      Lukan stood. All around the chamber, men shuffled to their feet to bow. Grigor and Meka followed suit.

      Lukan fixed cold, dark eyes on Grigor. “Well, Crown Prince, we will all watch your progress ‘as you get the hang of it’ with interest. Hopefully, receiving the crown prince’s emblem and sash today will accelerate that process.”

      Looking as regal as an emperor should, he glided down the stairs and sailed the length of the room.

      Grigor winced; no matter how hard Lukan pushed to make him a crown prince, never in a million years would he ever look so poised.

      Morass sprang over to open the door for Lukan.

      As a parting word, Lukan added, “We will now convene in the great hall for the inauguration.”

      And then he was gone.

      Grigor and Meka straightened, but it took Grigor a few seconds to realize that no one else had moved. Then Count Felix cleared his throat. He looked over at his decrepit uncle.

      “Leave. Both of you,” Felix mouthed, gesturing to the door.

      So everyone was trapped until he and Meka left the room? The insanity of it had Grigor shaking his head. But he wasted no time in bolting out of the hall. As soon as he was through the door, he grabbed Meka. “They can’t send you away.”

      “What choice do I have?” Meka tugged on his hair. “Unless . . . unless I head for the forest.”

      The anteroom was filling with councilmen. Grigor dropped his voice. “How does that help? They’ll just find you and bring you back. Remember the dead guardsmen. If you run, that could be your fate.”

      Before Meka could answer, Felix was at their sides. A proprietary hand settled on Grigor’s shoulder.

      “Come, my dear Crown Prince. You do not wish to leave the court waiting.” Felix started to walk.

      Grigor dug in his heels. “My brother . . . why does he have to go?”

      Felix stopped and peered, first at Meka, and then at Grigor. “The emperor wills it.”

      “But I don’t want him to leave.” Grigor knew that sounded childish, but it was the truth.

      “Ah, such are the affairs of princes,” Felix said in a patronizing tone. “Being an Avanov prince is both a great honor and a great trial. As princes, you belong to the Dragon and the empire. Your lives should be devoted to serving them.”

      “Why can’t I serve them from here?” Meka’s arms, folded across his chest, matched his brutal expression.

      Felix chortled. “My, you really do like prodding the bear, don’t you, Prince Meka?”

      “I’m not prodding anyone. I just want to know why Lukan is sending me to a war zone.”

      So Meka had figured that out, too.

      Felix’s eyes hooded. “I think you mean Emperor Lukan, my young prince. Let’s not do or say anything overt to antagonize. There is time enough for all that.”

      “Whatever. Are you gonna answer my question?”

      Felix pulled his vile green cloak tighter around his shoulders. “As it happens, Highness, I am not. At least, not right now. Your brother needs to be in the great hall, and you need to be there to support him.”

      Felix grabbed both their elbows and started walking.

      Meka shrugged at Grigor, and they both allowed themselves to be dragged along.

      Not even the sight of Natalia, smiling at him from her seat, could quell Grigor’s terror as he stepped into the great hall. Row upon row of seats, packed with high-born, filled the enormous room. Grigor tried to smile back at her, but was certain his smile looked as sick as his speech had sounded.

      Unconcerned by the crowds, Felix led him and Meka to double, throne-like chairs just below the dais at the end of the hall—almost an exact replica of the furnishings in the council room. Lukan already occupied his throne on a dais above them. Felix mounted some stairs and took his place just below the emperor and above Grigor and Meka on a smaller chair, the only notable difference from the set up in the council room.

      An elderly woman with a silvery-blue stone next to her eye bowed to Grigor. Dressed in white from head to toe, he recognized her as Mother Saskia, the Great High Priestess of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories.

      An expectant silence descended on the crowd.

      Grigor closed his eyes and braced himself for the new hell that awaited him, one he’d have to face alone, torn away from his brother.
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      Meka writhed in his hard, wooden mini-throne. He knew he should be sending out positive thoughts to bolster his twin, but he couldn’t seem to focus on anything Mother Saskia said to Grigor.

      With his back to the crowd, his brother knelt on a red cushion in front of the priestess. In one, age-spotted hand, the priestess held up a hideous palm-sized gold brooch, shaped like a dragon with lurid red eyes. In her other hand, a black-and-red sash for Grigor to wrap around himself.

      Why Grigor would want to wear a sash, Meka couldn’t fathom.

      But not even all that was enough to hold his attention.

      The only thought swimming through his head was the image of the obese Count Vasily grinning at him during the council meeting. If going to stay in Vasily’s house in Zakar Province—at the other end of the empire—wasn’t bad enough, he also had to handle Count Zarot.

      That had to be even worse.

      Face like rock, Zarot had stared at him all through the council meeting. As much as Meka had stared back, he had gleaned nothing from the man. That didn’t mean the experience had been a mutual failure. Meka was convinced Zarot had seen right into his soul—and found him wanting.

      As with everything these days, none of it made sense. How would him leaving for a tour of the empire help Grigor? He glowered up at Lukan, wishing he understood what was behind all his maneuvering.

      Lukan turned his head; he must have sensed Meka’s attention. He fixed Meka with a disdainful eye, making him squirm. If ever he had doubted that Lukan hated him—he hadn’t—those doubts were swept away by that one look.

      If Lukan could have killed him, he would have.

      What stops him? Meka wondered with a strange sense of detachment.

      He shrugged. No answers there, either.

      Mother Saskia droned on.

      As Meka wriggled again, he caught Count Zarot watching him.

      Zarot actually nodded!

      But before Meka could react, the count turned to the elderly woman next to him. More like a hag, really, her face was sunken and wrinkled. Only the glint of her sapphire next to her eye and her lavish, bejeweled gown indicated that she was a woman of any status. Zarot whispered something to her, and the old hag examined Meka as if were an unpleasant something attached to the sole of her shoe.

      Being the resident palace “freak,” he was used to people scowling at him, but he wasn’t the only one getting a visual beating. The old woman glared at Grigor, too. If eyes were weapons, Grigor would have dropped dead at Mother Saskia’s feet.

      Tired of all this weirdness, Meka resolved to talk with her after the ceremony.

      Grigor stood. Face the color of milk, he turned to the crowd. He swayed before stiffening like a board.

      Meka’s stomach clenched in sympathy. He hissed at Grigor. As soon as he hooked his brother’s attention, he mouthed, “Focus on me.”

      Grigor locked eyes with Meka as if he had just thrown out a lifeline. Mother Saskia gave Grigor a gentle nudge, and he stumbled over to sit next to Meka.

      “I have to get out of here,” Grigor groaned, tugging first at the sash wrapped across his right shoulder and then at his cravat.

      “As soon as he leaves, you can duck off,” Meka said, gesturing to Lukan, who had risen from his throne.

      But before Lukan had even left the hall, Felix sidled up to Grigor. “Congratulations, Crown Prince. Perhaps you will allow me to introduce you to the councilmen.” He started to lead Grigor away.

      Meka was about to follow when he noticed Zarot offering the sour-faced witch his hand. He helped her to her feet. Soon, they would join the throng of high-born leaving the hall. As much as Meka wanted to support Grigor, he also wanted to question her. Meeting Zarot would be good, too. He pushed his way through the crowds toward them.

      An enormous shadow moved between him and his targets. “Ah! My dear prince.” Count Vasily bowed, then oozed, “How delightful it will be, having the honor of escorting you around the wonders of Zakar Province. Please be at the palace garages tomorrow at dawn as we have a great distance to travel.”

      Meka groaned at the terrible timing. He poked his head around Vasily’s bulk to keep track of Zarot. The count had vanished, leaving the hag by herself.

      Vasily took his arm. “Your visit will be an education like none other.” The monster of a man actually winked.

      Could the day get any crazier?

      Meka pulled his arm out of Vasily’s fleshy grasp. “I’m really looking forward to it. But right now, I want to speak to that lady.” He pointed at the hag. With the help of a walking stick, she made her way slowly down the aisle between the chairs. “Do you know who she is?”

      Vasily lumbered his head around to look where he pointed. Cunning eyes settled back on Meka. “Now what would a young prince like you want with Mott’s old mistress?”

      “Mott?”

      “Your grandfather, dear prince. Lady Tatiana was his mistress.”

      Meka had never considered that he had once had a grandfather. Probably two grandfathers, as Kestrel also had to have a father. He wondered if her father was still alive, somewhere in Norin. He pushed the useless thought aside to focus on the ancient, rickety witch. His opinion of his unknown paternal grandfather plummeted. What had Mott seen in her?

      He shrugged and started moving away from Vasily when he remembered he would be staying in the man’s house. Offending the count would probably not make for the most pleasant visit. “The honor is all mine.”

      He was about to slink off after Lady Tatiana when that rock, Count Zarot, appeared at Vasily’s shoulder.

      The rock bowed to Meka and then spoke in clipped tones, “You will be coming to stay with me, too, Your Highness.”

      Torn, Meka dithered between meeting Zarot and going after his grandfather’s mistress.

      Vasily’s vast body shook as he emitted a braying sound. It took Meka a moment to recognize it as a laugh. “You are holding our dear prince up, Stefan. He has business to attend to.”

      The rock’s eyebrow actually flickered.

      “Don’t look so shocked, my dear Stefan. It seems our young prince has taken a fancy to Mott’s old squeeze.”

      Meka started at the insult and glanced at Zarot to see his reaction.

      Despite evidence of being friends with Lady Tatiana, the rock’s face remained expressionless. It remained so as he said, “Prince Meka, Lady Tatiana was present at your and your brother’s births.”

      “She was?” Meka licked his lips, intrigued by this gem of information. Could Lady Tatiana have known about Tao? “Was my father there, too?”

      Face as bland as his voice, Zarot replied, “Unfortunately not. I understand he was in the Serreti Forest when you were born.”

      “Pity, that,” Meka said, matching Zarot’s disinterest.

      “Yes, the emperor does enjoy the hunt,” Vasily gushed.

      Meka ignored him and focused on Zarot.

      The count looked back at him with impassive eyes. Nothing else was forthcoming. Hiding his disappointment, Meka was about to leave to go after Mott’s mistress.

      “Highness, I am sure Lady Tatiana would enjoy meeting you.” Zarot’s words surprised him.

      It sounded like Zarot intended to furnish the introduction. Meka’s heart drooped. With this brick of a man hanging around, he doubted Lady Tatiana would open up to him. He was about to make an excuse to edge away.

      “Come, Boris,” Zarot said to Vasily, “let us go over and congratulate the crown prince on his inauguration.”

      This tactful exit was even more astonishing.

      “Of course, my dear Stefan, we would be remiss if we failed in that delightful duty.” Vasily bowed to Meka. “You will excuse us, dear prince?”

      “Be my guest.” Meka scampered away before either of them could change their minds.

      Despite prodding everyone in front of her with her stick, Lady Tatiana hadn’t made much progress up the length of the hall.

      Meka fell into step next to her and offered her his hand. “The floor is very slippery, Lady Tatiana. Can I perhaps escort you to your destination?”

      She shot him a stare pinched with suspicion. “Why? I am not that decrepit . . . Prince . . . Meka.”

      He was sure he noted a definite pause around the word prince. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and an even deeper chance, and replied, “The title of ‘prince’ doesn’t sit so well with me either. I don’t think it’s entirely deserved.”

      Lady Tatiana’s head jerked up. She seemed in no hurry to start walking again even though the crowd opened up a little ahead. He allowed her to set the pace. She shambled with painful slowness, and soon the gap between them and the rest of the high-born widened.

      Lady Tatiana leaned in and whispered, “So, Meka, tell me more about this aversion to titles.”

      This was it. He swallowed, hoping he wasn’t making an irrevocable mistake. “Well, to be honest, Lady Tatiana, I was kind of hoping you would tell me why I feel this aversion to titles.”

      “Always hedging. It’s the Avanov way. The ones in this palace can never come out and be honest.”

      There were other Avanovs who didn’t live in the palace? Intrigued, he ventured, “I guess it’s in the genes. At least of the ones who live in the palace.”

      “No, Meka, it is not in your genes. Never impugn your father like that. He was the most honest, decent man to draw breath.”

      Her sharpness shocked him. “By that, I assume you mean Tao.”

      “Of course I mean Tao. Are you an idiot to think I mean the one who banished your father to the forest and then stole you at birth?”

      Meka forgot how to breathe. Walking was impossible.

      Lady Tatiana tightened her grip, pulling him along with her. “Keep up, boy. Do you want Felix and his bloodhounds after us?”

      He stumbled on. “Lady Tatiana, maybe you can tell me about—” He closed his eyes and grimaced. Was he really going to ask this stranger about Nicholas? It seemed insane, but how else was he ever to get answers if he didn’t ask questions?

      The old hag glared at him. “Spit it out, boy. Don’t they teach you to communicate?”

      Meka glared right back at her. “Why is Nicholas not here today?”

      Lady Tatiana almost barked at him. “What do you know about him?”

      “Almost nothing. Except that he is Lukan’s son. And that would make him the true crown prince.” He had said it, and his fate now rested in the hands of this bad-tempered old woman. He waited for a reply.

      She was in no hurry to supply it. In fact, she stopped walking and leaned heavily on his arm.

      “Lady Tatiana—”

      “Shut up, boy. Look like you’re helping me. Can’t you see every guardsman in the room staring at us?”

      “Of course.” He hadn’t, but he looked around as he inched her along. They were attracting some attention. He dropped his voice. “You were saying, Lady Tatiana?”

      “I’m not addled,” she snapped. “I can hold a thought for more than a few seconds. Remember that if you wish to spend time in my company.” Her voice dropped to a mere whisper. “Now, talking of company, you will be staying with my old friend Stefan Zarot. If you are wise, Meka, he will become your friend, too. Don’t be fooled by his gruff look; Stefan is ready to befriend you. Ask him to introduce you to Axel. Axel will answer all your questions about Nicholas.”

      Axel?

      Wasn’t that the name of the boy with the ruby next to his eye on the picture? How did he fit into all this?

      Meka whispered back, “Who’s Axel?”

      Making a show of resting on his arm, Lady Tatiana leaned in so close he could feel her breath tickling his ear. “The love of your Aunt Lynx’s life. Count Felix’s estranged son. Head of the Pathfinder Alliance fighting in Treven for Nicholas. Ask Axel to tell you about a man called Dmitri.” She looked at him like he was a small child. “Repeat the name, Meka, so I know you have it.”

      He suppressed a smile. “Dmitri, Lady Tatiana. I think even I can remember that. As uncommon as it is in Chenaya.”

      “Uncommon! Banned, more like it.” Her face creased into a worn smile. “If Axel gives you any trouble, tell him Tatiana said she’s not too old to wallop him.” She sighed. “If I ever have the joy of seeing him in the flesh again.” She rubbed her hip as if it pained her. “Can you do that for me, Meka?”

      “Sure. I just wish I understood—”

      “The guardsmen are restless, boy. See, one of them is coming to meet us. I am high risk. The last person the emperor would want you associating with. It is only thanks to Felix that I am still alive.”

      Felix stood between Mott’s old mistress and Morass’s blade? Meka wished he understood more of what wasn’t being said.

      No time to worry about that now; a guardsman bore down on them.

      Tatiana whispered, “Just because Felix protects me, he will feel no such loyalty to you. Never let him or Lukan know that you know about Nicholas. That will be your death warrant.” She turned away and shouted at the guardsman. “You idiot. Do you intend to carry me? This boy is useless. Go. Bring me a chair, at least.”

      The guardsman shuddered to a halt and called to his colleagues, standing at attention along the edges of the great hall.

      One of them ran over. He bowed at Meka.

      “My Ladyship, we have no chair, but maybe we can support your arms better than Prince Meka can.” The guardsman’s voice was as flat as Stefan Zarot’s.

      “No doubt about that.” Tatiana sounded sour, but she offered him her arm. Then she shouted at him, “You’re crushing my gown. By the Dragon, do you guardsmen all share one brain cell? Which one of you morons has it today?”

      Lady Tatiana certainly had a way of making her presence felt, but she had just become one of Meka’s favorite people. Thrilled that he had spoken to her, he turned to find Grigor. It was time to share this bounty.

      Catching a quiet moment with Grigor wasn’t as easy as Meka hoped. It seemed every high-born in the palace wanted five minutes with the new crown prince. Looking like a stunned catfish, Grigor allowed himself to be passed from one well-wisher to the next. Why the sycophants bothered, Meka didn’t know. Surely, he wasn’t the only one to recognize that Grigor wasn’t listening to a word they said?

      Someone nudged his arm. “Can I join you?”

      As he looked into Natalia’s soulful brown eyes, his stomach swooped and his blood raced. “You also waiting to get a chance to talk to Grigs?”

      She nodded, then bit her lip. “He looks so . . . imperial. Doesn’t he? And that’s not just because of the sash and brooch.”

      “If you call pale-faced and glazed-eyed ‘imperial,’ then yes, I guess so.”

      Natalia pinched him lightly on the arm. “Meka! How you can call your brother glazed? A little pale maybe, especially during the presentation, but now he looks every bit a crown prince.”

      Meka glanced at her to see if she was serious—she looked it—and turned back to Grigor. Sporting his sash and brooch, Grigor stood ramrod straight in front of a man and woman, to all appearances listening with rapt attention to everything they gushed.

      Meka wasn’t fooled. “Maybe I just know him better than you do. Trust me, right now, he’s trying his best not to throw up on that woman’s dress.” It struck Meka that his comments weren’t designed to engender love in Natalia for Grigor. He laughed. “Don’t believe me. It’s a brother thing. Grigor has this totally under control.”

      Natalia rubbed her arms. “I don’t know you well, but Grigor loves you so much that I feel I can ask you a favor. Can I?”

      Meka shrugged. “Sure. Whether I can help or not remains to be seen, considering I’m leaving tomorrow.” He forced his eyes away from the swell of her breasts.

      How Grigor had resisted kissing her for so long, he could not imagine. If she had shown any interest in him, he wouldn’t have been so coy. But she hadn’t shown any interest in him and she clearly fancied Grigor, so he was relieved when she spoke again.

      “Oh, you can help. Please, will you take a letter to my cousins?”

      “Huh? What’s a ‘letter’?”

      He also had no idea whom she was referring to. She couldn’t possibly be related to either Vasily or Zarot; she was way too beautiful for that.

      She smiled up at him. “Just as well you’re such a handsome wolf, Meka.”

      His eyes widened even further. “Pardon?”

      “You remind me of a wolf I love to watch in the moat. Only, I think at times he’s smarter than you.” Her laughter bubbled as she nudged his side with her shoulder. “My cousins are in Treven. They’re Stefan Zarot’s children.” She held out a square of parchment sealed with wax. “And this is a letter. It’s considered polite not to read them unless they’re addressed to you. Hopefully, when you come back, you will bring their reply.”

      He took it with a wry smile to cover up his embarrassment and slipped it into his pocket. “Seems I learn something new every day.”

      “The purpose of life.” She rolled her eyes. “Or so my mother keeps telling me. One more thing. Could you please give my Aunt Mali a hug from me?”

      “A hug?” He snorted a laugh. “I’m a wolf, remember? So what are the Zarots like?”

      “You’ll love them.” Her voice dropped. “They are so free.” She glanced at the massive black, red, and gold Dragon leering down at them from its lair on the far wall of the great hall. “So removed from control.” Her hand trailed to her sapphire. “My cousins don’t even wear these stupid gemstones.” A sigh. “I guess you can say I envy them.”

      Meka rocked back on his heels. The day had certainly turned out to be informative. Who knew the stolid Stefan Zarot could be so intriguing? Going to Treven suddenly seemed like the best thing to happen to him since Tao had wafted into his life almost a year ago.

      Only trouble was, he would be leaving Grigor alone to fend off Lukan, Felix, and his new title. The whole notion irritated him, especially as Felix kept Grigor doing the rounds among the high-born until the meal was served.

      Then he whisked Grigor off to a private dining hall with the Sixteen. Meka wasn’t sure if he should be offended by the exclusion. It seemed like one more schism, designed by conniving hands, to split him and his twin.

      As long as we keep focused on the same goal of finding Nicholas, they can’t harm us.

      By evening, Meka had almost given up any hope of speaking alone with Grigor. He doubted he’d get too much opportunity until bedtime either, because a ball had been prepared in Grigor’s honor. With absolutely no interest in dancing, Meka drifted away from the great hall.

      A sudden urge to visit the lake gripped him. He hadn’t been back there since being sprung from the cage. Going back to the scene of so much unhappiness seemed crazy, but he allowed his feet to carry him there. The sun had set, and the first stars that delineated the Northern Constellation gleamed in the purple sky.

      Nicholas the Light-Bearer, he corrected. He looked up at the constellation his cousin was named for. We’ll find you, Nicholas. I promise you that.

      The stars winked down at him as if they understood the desires of his heart.

      The gate to the cage was open.

      He took a deep breath and entered. Although early spring, large chunks of the lake were already ice free. Slowly, he ambled along the path at the water’s edge, looking for fish rises in the glasslike water. With a buzz of spring mosquitoes across the sheen, the fish didn’t fail him.

      He spoke to the water. “I never did say goodbye to you all. Thanks . . . for everything.”

      “Talking to yourself now?”

      Meka looked up and smiled.

      Grigor, still wearing his sash and brooch, had crowded his overgrown frame into one of the swings Lukan had given them as children. The links on the chain were rusty and squeaked as he kicked backward and forward.

      “I thought you were being regaled by Felix.” Meka sat on the tiny wooden plank next to him and gripped the chains. He lunged off, sending the swing up high.

      “Finally escaped.” Grigor rubbed his eyes. “What a day. Never again, if I have anything to do with it. And it’s not over. Felix gave me a dance card with about a hundred names on it!” He glared at Meka as if that were his fault.

      Meka grinned. “A hundred women will be hobbling around the palace tomorrow morning.”

      “Serves them right.”

      “Is Natalia’s name included?”

      “No. Felix said I need to meet more women. Widen my choices. Whatever the hell that means. All I know is that Natalia is not going to be happy with me.”

      Meka shook his head, wondering what Felix had against Natalia. But he had burned all day to tell Grigor about Lady Tatiana and Stefan Zarot to worry about that problem now.

      Before he could launch his story, Grigor spoke. “You haven’t snagged my girl? I saw you and her deep into each other today. She gave you something.”

      Meka dug his feet into the ground to stop his swing and then clipped Grigor on the side of the head with his open palm.

      “What?” Grigor demanded.

      “How can you even suggest that?”

      “Sorry. Just a terrible day with no signs of getting better anytime soon.” Grigor groaned. “From tomorrow, Felix is taking over my instruction. Apparently, all those confounded essays for Arkady have taught me nothing that really matters.”

      Meka grunted. “I have to agree with that one. Do you know what a letter is?”

      “Of course. They’re written correspondence sent from one person to another.”

      “Oh. If you know that, then I suppose it explains Natalia’s comment about me not being very bright.” He shrugged his embarrassment away. “Don’t panic. Your girl is safe. She thinks me as thick as fish dropping.”

      “She didn’t say that?” Grigor sounded shocked.

      Meka laughed. “Not exactly. But the meaning was there. She gave me a letter to give to her cousins. Zarot’s children.”

      But Meka could see that Grigor was no longer listening.

      Without warning, his brother jumped straight off his swing. He landed heavily, stumbled, and then spun around to face Meka just as the swing raced forward. It hit Grigor’s chest with a crack, but he didn’t even wince.

      “Dragon’s ass, Meka, I can’t do this. Not while I know there’s a real crown prince who should have been here today. And now I have to face this ball with all these people who think I’m something special when I know it’s not true. I can’t lie like this. I just can’t.”

      Meka brought his swing to a halt. “I know that. But you have to. What other choice do you have?”

      Grigor turned toward the gate. “I’ve been thinking all day of speaking to Lukan. If I just understood the reason—”

      “Whoa! Not so fast.” Meka wriggled off his swing and grabbed Grigor’s fancy sash to stop him leaving. “Taking Lukan head on is not the way to go. Or have you forgotten the guardsmen?”

      Grigor wrenched away. The Dragon brooch ripped through the sash, leaving Meka holding the sliver of red, black, and gold silk. “How can you say that? How can you let him manipulate us like this? You off on some stupid tour . . .” His face reddened with anger. “Tao said they would try and split us, and that is exactly what has happened. I’m not letting them get away with it. We have to have some control over our lives.”

      Grigor’s rebellion—surprisingly long in coming but now probably almost impossible to truly stem—wasn’t good news. To save his twin’s life, Meka had to try and contain Grigor.

      “I spoke to our grandfather’s old mistress today, Lady Tatiana. She was at our birth. She knows about Nicholas. She told me to speak to Stefan Zarot and to a man called Axel. You know, the one from the painting? She says they’ll give us answers.” Meka tossed the torn sash down onto the ground and gripped his brother’s shoulders. “Promise me you won’t say anything to Lukan until you hear from me.”

      Grigor’s jaw remained mulish.

      “I’ll send you letters.” Meka wasn’t sure if that was possible, but Vasily and Zarot had to be able to communicate with the palace. They must have had some system for moving letters around that didn’t include handing them to travelers just before balls. “Every week. That way, you’ll know I’m safe and that I’m working to free you—all of us—from this.”

      “And if your letters don’t come?”

      “They will, I promise you that. And maybe you can write to me. Tell me how you’re doing. Get Felix to help you post them.”

      Grigor huffed a deep breath. “Okay. But the day the letters stop coming, I’m going after Lukan. He can piss through his ass if he thinks I’m doing his crown prince stuff without some answers to my questions.”

      His twin being crude? That was usually Meka’s preserve.

      “And if I don’t like what he says,” Grigor continued, “I’ll tell the bastard he can drag Nicholas out of his cage to be his heir. And nothing you can say will change my mind.”

      Worry twisted Meka’s face, but he knew it was the best he would get from Grigor today. “Deal. Now, let’s go for a walk until you calm down. You can’t go into the great hall looking like you want to kill everyone.”

      Panting like a horse on a cold day, Grigor followed Meka out of the cage, across the garden, to the closest drawbridge. Without question, the guardsmen let them pass. Meka led Grigor to the stream Tao had taken them to the first time they had met their father. Like the lake, the ice had largely melted and the swollen river had burst its banks. They sat together in silence on the damp grass, watching the turbulent water rushing over logs and tree stumps in its path.

      Finally, Grigor spoke. “I miss him.”

      Meka guessed exactly who Grigor meant. “I do, too. I wish he’d come back.”

      Grigor cracked a grin. “Maybe he hasn’t been back because his biology lesson was a failure and he’s pissed off that you can’t accept he’s dead.”

      Meka smiled back. “Ever think that maybe he’s pissed off because you don’t think he’s alive?”

      Grigor sighed, then lay back on the soggy grass. “Either way, it doesn’t matter, does it? He’s not around.”

      Melancholic enough, Meka didn’t want to dwell on his missing father. Not when Tao had been had been right about everything: Lukan and Felix would never quit until they had torn him and Grigor apart.
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      The sun had just edged its glowing forehead over the horizon when Meka arrived with Grigor at the garage where Vasily parked his black steam carriage. A guardsman stood at the controls, while another soldier worked the levers controlling a gantry above the vehicle. He first spewed coal into the hopper and then water into the boiler. They stopped what they were doing to bow.

      Meka acknowledged them with an absentminded nod. His attention was focused on Grigor, who hadn’t stopped seething since their discussion at the lake. Meka was so concerned about him that not even his first ride in a steam carriage could lift his mood.

      Grigor slumped down against the side of Vasily’s vehicle, looking at Meka with bloodshot eyes. Having been awake most of the night, Meka knew nightmares had plagued Grigor once he finally came to bed.

      “I’m scared for you,” Grigor said.

      “Don’t let bad dreams cloud your reality,” Meka replied matter-of-factly, as if he nurtured no fears about his trip.

      “Easy to say, Meks. Just come back to me in one piece.”

      “And you work at being alive when I get back, and not dead like those guardsmen.” Meka slapped Grigor’s shoulder. “You, me, and those bees.”

      Grigor managed a wan smile. “You, me, and those bees.” He kicked the steam carriage’s tires. “I wonder how many of these you’ll burn through before getting to Zakar?”

      “Hmm, good question.” Meka rubbed the stubble on his jaw—he hadn’t gotten around to shaving that morning. “Crazy question, too. Zakar’s on the other side of the empire, and I still have to get to Treven. How do Vasily and Zarot make it to council meetings? They must spend their whole lives driving back and forth across the empire.”

      “And there’s a sea crossing to get to Treven.”

      Meka and Grigor stared at each other. Meka opened his mouth to say there had to be another way people traveled when both Felix and Vasily appeared at the door. Both men bowed. Vasily headed for Meka and Felix for Grigor.

      Grigor sighed audibly, but Felix showed no sign of having heard it. He latched on to Grigor’s arm. “Say your goodbyes, my Crown Prince, because your brother and Count Vasily need to be on their way. They have far to go.”

      Vasily beamed at Meka. “Indeed, my dear Prince Meka. Such fun awaits us.”

      “Count Vasily, how long will it take to get to Zakar?” Meka demanded.

      “That is where the surprise starts—”

      Felix coughed loudly.

      Vasily’s mouth gaped like a fish’s. He snapped it closed. “Prince Meka, we will have plenty of time to discuss and answer all your questions once in the carriage. Best say goodbye to your brother so we can be on our way.”

      Meka wondered what Vasily and Felix were keeping from him and Grigor. But knowing he’d get no answer, he turned to hug Grigor.

      His brother clung to him as fiercely as he hugged back. And then Meka broke away and stepped into the carriage. The sooner they parted the better, or he would humiliate himself in front of the adults by releasing his unshed tears.

      Vasily lumbered his rolling frame into the door, making the whole carriage sag. Felix slammed the door shut. The guardsmen at the controls let out a shriek of steam, and they were on their way out of the garage.

      As they headed down the driveway, Meka watched Grigor until his brother was just a tiny spot next to Felix. The steam carriage crossed a drawbridge that led to a paved road between towering trees Meka had never traveled on before. He turned to Vasily for answers to his questions about the journey. Instead, his mouth dropped, all thoughts about their route and the timing of their trip blown away.

      Vasily’s face glowed a ghostly green, the light gleaming off the open pocket watch in his hand. Meka was sure it was a watch—until a shaft of light shot up into the air. Vasily pulled on it as if it were a piece of fishing gut. The light blossomed, and the air danced with pictures of unimaginable machines, the likes of which Meka had never seen. Each was labeled with clean, crisp text, similar to the type he’d seen in the falconry book Lukan had confiscated. They spoke of printing presses for mass-producing books, enormous industrial forges for bending steel, iron-clad ships for plying oceans, gargantuan locomotives and railing stock for moving crops—

      Meka leaned forward for a better look. Tentatively, he touched the closest picture, but his finger passed right through the light.

      It didn’t matter.

      He was captivated.

      That beam and the watch it came from were more beautiful than a thousand fish, more alluring than any stream. They showed him words and pictures that no book he had ever been forced to read contained. So, they were not only beautiful, they were intelligent, too. Could anyone ask for more?

      “What is this thing?” he breathed.

      “An informa, Your Highness, powered by a marvel called ice crystal. It is the window to the world.” Vasily pulled up a map of the empire and pointed to Gould, the capital of Zakar Province. “My home is there, in the true Heartland of the empire, where all the magic takes place. The magic I am going to be sharing with you.” Vasily smiled like a cat sucking up a mouse. “What I have shown you now is the merest fraction of the wonders that await you in my realm.”

      A million questions Meka had never known he had opened before his eyes. He guessed that many of the answers lay in that magical watch.

      That was when he knew he’d sell his soul to own an informa.

      Whatever Vasily wanted of him, Meka would do, just as long as he walked away from Gould with an informa in his pocket. When he got back to the palace, he’d share the treasure with Grigor, the person who had always sought knowledge the boring bookshelf in the palace could never provide.

      Anger at Lukan, Felix, Vasily, and every other member of the High Council welled up in him as he considered the words he’d use in his letter to explain this marvel to his brother. How dare they keep something as amazing as this to themselves? Why hadn’t Lukan let Grigor have access to the world? It would have made his brother happy. And perhaps if Grigor had been able to stuff his mind with all the things he wanted to know, his twin wouldn’t now be considering life-endangering acts in his rebellion against Lukan?

      Vasily snapped the watch closed, killing the light, and slipped it back into his pocket. “Prince Meka, you have entered a new world. One, I am convinced, at times will distress and concern you. Do not fear; all is well in hand. Now come. An airship awaits us.”

      An airship? Despite his fury, Meka’s heart thrilled at the concept of a ship that could fly in the air. Hiding that emotion from Vasily, he looked out the window for the first time since seeing the informa. The carriage passed through a set of steel gates in a wall easily fifteen feet high. The gates were manned by guardsmen. He wondered where they were in relation to the palace and then cursed for not taking more notice of the route.

      They drove past a row of vast buildings, three stories high at least, and Meka could only guess at their purpose until they stopped outside one with huge double doors gaping. A menacing black dragon, blazing gold and red flames from its maw, floated in front of it, tethered to the ground with four strong cables.

      Given the dragon’s monstrous size, Meka presumed it had been built in one of those colossal forges in Gould. Strangely, the dragon had two huge, black metal wheels protruding in the air from its hindquarters. If that wasn’t odd enough, the whole thing was suspended from an even bigger, even blacker balloon. It had to be the airship. A handful of guardsmen dressed in strange-looking one-piece uniforms hovered around it. Their uniforms didn’t resemble anything worn by the guardsmen who had been such a huge part of Meka’s life.

      Vasily gave him a patronizing smile and waved his huge hand at the airship. “Don’t be shy, dear prince. That is our transport.”

      Very irritating.

      Scowling, Meka hopped out of the carriage and, without waiting for Vasily, started toward the ramp leading to an open hatch in the dragon’s side.

      Despite his huge bulk, Vasily quickly joined him. Amusement rippling the folds in his face, the count watched Meka expectantly.

      Waiting for me to show fear.

      Meka gritted his teeth and took a tip from Grigor: Back as straight as an arrow, he strode unflinchingly into the dragon’s belly. A passageway yawned before him.

      “To the right, Prince Meka,” Vasily said behind him.

      Meka obeyed. The passage opened into a sitting area with four comfortable seats, two on each side facing each other. He chose one next to the eye-shaped window, slouching in it as if he had spent his whole life sitting in airships.

      Vasily gathered his silken clothes together and oozed down into the seat opposite him. It took a bit of shifting before Vasily stretched out his legs and folded one tree-stump-sized ankle over the other. “Flying time to Zakar, four days.”

      “Four days! Where do we eat? Sleep? Pee?”

      “On the Dragon’s Scale. That’s the name of this craft. You will be shown to your state room after take-off.”

      Four days trapped with Vasily? It was more than Meka could bear. He took refuge in the thought that they would have to stop to replenish their coal and water supplies. “How often do we stop for fuel?”

      “We don’t. Like my informa, this craft is powered by ice crystals.” Vasily tsked. “So much for you to learn in so short a time.”

      Meka was about to ask what he was supposed to do trapped on an airship for four days, but a high-pitched whine, followed by a juddering in his seat, drove all thought from his mind. Terror gripped him as the metal frame vibrated around him as if shook by a giant’s hand. He clutched his seat for support. It didn’t help. His throat locked as the unimaginable machine levitated straight up into the air. He watched the ground fall away in horror.

      Then Vasily laughed.

      Was it so funny that Meka had reached seventeen years of age with no concept of the real Chenaya lurking behind the Chenaya he had known all his life? Despite his terror, Meka stared at Vasily. The high-born’s head was thrown back in delight. Meka took in Vasily’s eyes, almost lost in folds of skin; his fleshy, moist lips exposing yellowed teeth; and his thinning, gray hair, swept across his head to hide a bald pate. It was the face of a man who always got what he wanted.

      Almost instinctively, Meka curled his fist, readying himself to smash it into Vasily’s mouth to stop him laughing.

      A hand appeared out of nowhere and grabbed his wrist. Meka tore his attention away from Vasily to see who dared restrain him. Eyes wide, he followed a brown leather sleeve up to the person’s shoulder. He did not need to look at the face to know it was Tao.

      How had his father gotten here? As far as Meka could tell, this part of the airship had been deserted when they had entered it. And what did Vasily have to say about the wild-looking Tao?

      Vasily carried on laughing, clearly oblivious of their visitor.

      “Vasily cannot see me or hear me, Meka. Only you have that privilege. I know I am uninvited, so if you wish me to leave, I will go.”

      Meka shook his head in confusion at Tao’s softly spoken voice into his head.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘please stay.’” Tao’s voice firmed. “Son, I’ve come to offer you a choice. You can fight Vasily and be destroyed. Or you can humor him and have knowledge. Pick one.”

      Meka looked from Tao’s serious face to Vasily. The count was still laughing. How much time had elapsed? And would Vasily laugh the whole way to Gould?

      “Time remains unchanged. I have merely bent the light to keep myself hidden—in exactly the same way I used to hide you boys from the guardsmen.”

      Meka’s lungs didn’t seem able to suck in air the way they used to.

      “I know it’s hard for you. So much to experience in such a short time, especially as all my other visits were more structured and normal. But this is important.” Tao gave him a reassuring smile. “Please, son, mask your ghastly expression. Do you want Vasily reaching for the sick bag?”

      Tao’s gentle joking did nothing to calm Meka. Eyes frozen with terror, his contorted face remained unchanged.

      Voice sharper, Tao commanded, “Meka, do not let them read your raw emotion. It gives them too much power. Only show as much emotion as you can defend, and believe me, you cannot begin to defend this much exposure.”

      This Meka understood. Tao was talking about fighting. Before the bees, Grigor had always taken advantage of his weakness. Up until a growth spurt before his sixteenth birthday, Meka had always been the smaller twin, a fact Grigor had ruthlessly exploited. That was why Meka always went for his twin’s solar plexus, the one place Grigor always neglected to defend.

      He turned to the window, pushing his face against the glass. He heard his ragged breathing and wondered how he could still hear Vasily’s laughter over the pounding of his own heart. But despite everything, he forced his eyes to focus on the shrinking landscape below him. By sheer will, he morphed his face into a calm but interested expression.

      “That’s better.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but Tao interrupted. “Think your questions, Meka.”

      How can I hear you in my head?

      Tao’s eyes twinkled. “Easy, but as I said to you once before, if I told you I would have to kill you?”

      A fresh horror convulsed Meka’s roiling stomach. Is Grigor right? Are you dead?

      “Yes”

      Meka held his head, fighting back vomit.

      Tao placed a gentle hand on Meka’s shoulder. “There is so much for you to learn now, but you have to open your mind to concepts and thoughts so alien to your understanding that, if you choose to fight them, you could indeed go insane.”

      Meka tried to think nothing as he absorbed that, but thinking nothing was impossible. He looked up at Tao for guidance.

      “I cannot interfere in your life, Meka. I cannot tell you what to do. But I can guide you. If you are wise, you will listen. If you are foolish, you won’t, and then I will have to leave you. Choose wisely, my son.”

      W-where do I begin to understand?

      “Tatiana was right. Stefan Zarot’s home is the best and safest place for you to be. And Axel is the best person to answer your questions.”

      Why can’t you tell me?

      Tao sighed. “Some things are better heard from the living. Now, Meka, think about a parallel line.”

      Huh?

      “Parallel lines go on in infinity, never touching, but always in each other’s shadows. That is Chenaya. You are about to step into a new parallel—or rather the other parallel. It is the lie that lurks behind the truth you think you know. You will meet it head on in Zakar, and that’s good because it will help you believe what Axel will tell you.”

      You’re relying a lot on this bloke.

      “No, I’m relying on you. Now, Vasily is watching you, waiting for your reaction. What are you going to show him?”

      Meka had no clue what to show Vasily, any more than he understood why dead people talked, walked, and passed through solid steel, or why a world existed in a parallel to all he knew. If it weren’t so sick, it would be funny.

      Funny.

      Tao was right. That was the key. He would humor them all until he understood. But more than anything, he’d be damned if he gave Vasily the pleasure of laughing at his ignorance again. The very fact that Lukan and men like Vasily had hidden an entire world away from him, and everyone else in Chenaya, gave him even more reason to despise them all. Once he understood, he would be in a position to change it. But first it was humor—with dignity. No matter what Vasily exposed him to, he would just suck it up like he had known it all his life.

      He faked a smile at Vasily. “It would seem I have much to learn, Count Vasily. I’m anxious to see everything you can show me about this new Chenaya, and I promise, you won’t shock me again.”

      “That sounds like a challenge, Your Highness.” Vasily’s piggy eyes gleamed.

      “It is. Let’s see who wins.”
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      Meka grinned, tossing his brand new informa into the air. He caught it and held it up to the light streaming in from the airship window. Exactly like a black stone smoothed by eons in a river, no one looking at it would guess it held the world in its tiny ice-crystal heart. He ran his fingers across it, caressing it like a . . . he tried to think of the word. He had never caressed a fish before. What would one touch with such loving reverence? A lover?

      Perhaps.

      Tao, sitting opposite him, smiled. “I would hope so, seeing as you sold your soul to Vasily for it.”

      Meka’s grin widened. After weeks with Tao in his head, he was used to his father’s comments. With the light bent around his father, none of the airship crew would see him. He brought the informa to his lips and kissed it. It was worth the torture living a lie. Worth every moment of it.

      Vasily had taken Meka at his word, throwing him into the deep end of science and technology with no apparent logic nor concern for his health or safety. At first, Meka had struggled to mask his shock, his confusion, and most of all his anger as each new technological marvel assailed his senses. The first week had been the worst, and Meka had no qualms labeling it the cruelest, most horrific experience in his life. And that included the slaughter of the guardsmen.

      Each night that first week, he got into bed jangling, unable to sleep, unable to breathe under the shroud of choking smog, belched from countless factories that days before he hadn’t known existed. Due to a shortage of ice crystal and an abundance of coal, Felix and Vasily’s heavy engineering factories, where they churned out locomotives, freight cars, iron-side sea-faring ships, dragon-shaped airships, and endless lines of rifles for the war in Treven, were still steam driven.

      It was only in their pristine, temperature-and-atmosphere-controlled laboratories that ice-crystal-powered electricity was used; there, and in the quiet, cool communications compounds, where the men who programmed the informa network lived and worked.

      At times, Meka had thought his brain would explode with a combination of noise and information overload. It was only in the programmers’ compounds that he felt any sense of peace. During all of it, Tao had been his sanity; his father’s gentle, calming encouragement kept the lid on Meka’s fury. He grew to love Tao even more during that hideous first week.

      Life in Zakar had gotten a little better after that. And then he’d won the bet with Vasily—the informa in his hand bore testament to that.

      Meka sighed, flicking his thumb across the reader. No matter how much Gould shocked him—who wouldn’t be shocked by little children doing twelve hour shifts in factories?—he wished life had been different. He would have given more than his soul to be one of those men who lived in Gould, making the magic inside the informas happen.

      But it wasn’t to be. Beyond turning his informa on and off, and pulling up the light, Meka knew precious little of how it worked. He hoped to rectify that in Treven.

      “As you saw in Gould, programmers are not hard to find. You were called to another path.”

      Meka rolled his informa in his fingers. Wish I knew what that path was. How do I go back to the palace and pretend none of what I’ve seen exists? Not even I can act that well.

      “You’d be surprised. Who knew you had it in you to fool Vasily so completely? You have the man eating out of your hand.” Tao smiled with pride. “Although, that said, one of the first things I noticed about you was your ability to manipulate. A genetic gift from your Uncle Felix, I think.”

      Meka wasn’t sure how he felt about receiving and accepting gifts—genetic or otherwise—from his Uncle Felix.

      At least I can share all this with Grigor. Meka’s breath quickened with longing for his brother. One of the first things Tao had told him was that Grigor was safe, and that Meka was not to worry about writing impossible-to-post letters. It didn’t mean Meka missed his twin any less.

      Tao’s silence made him look up. I can tell Grigor, can’t I?

      “Of course you can.”

      But the hesitation in Tao’s voice straightened Meka in his chair. What do you know that you aren’t telling me?

      A self-deprecating smile from Tao. “That’s the problem, Meks. I don’t know what I don’t know.”

      Frustration heated Meka’s skin. There was so much Tao did know but wouldn’t tell him and, conversely, so much that he didn’t know but would have told Meka if he could. Meka snorted at that convoluted thought. In the end, it didn’t matter; his father would never let him down.

      Tao gripped his hand and spoke with fervor. “In a few days, we will be in Maegkin. I trust Axel and Stefan explicitly. They won’t let you down, either. But I think you’re going to have to work hard to convince them you are still on Nicholas’s side.”

      Meka bristled. Of course I’m on his side. Why would anyone doubt that?

      Tao extracted the informa from Meka’s hand and held it up. Meka smiled; anyone walking through this part of the airship would see a stone floating in midair. Tao flicked it on and pulled up the light. “Speak to it, Meka. Tell it bring up the newsfeed on Prince Meka’s Zakar visit.”

      So he did. A crackle of static buzzed from the stone, quickly settling into voices. Never having heard a newsfeed before, it took him a moment to figure out that he was eavesdropping on a conversation about himself.

      He recognized a voice—Vasily.

      “—sorry to say goodbye to Prince Meka today, Stefan. Do let me know if you also find him such engaging company.”

      “It is unlike you to wax lyrical about the youth, Boris,” Zarot said.

      “Indeed, but he’s not a typical youth. I was so impressed by his loyalty to the emperor and the Dragon that I rewarded him with his own informa. A mark 9.4, fresh off the production line. He will need lessons on how it works. Perhaps you can supply those.”

      “That was some reward, given that the 9.4s have yet to be issued to the High Council. I had no idea the boy was so staunch.”

      “You have been listening to the feeds?”

      “I know you’ve reported to Felix that the boy impressed you. But enough to give him our latest technology?”

      “Truly, Stefan,” Vasily wheezed, “I would give Prince Meka the throne.” He coughed. “Once our dear emperor passes, of course. Dragon’s blessings upon him.”

      Meka groaned and flicked his thumb across the informa. The speaking stopped. “What do I do to fix this?”

      His father smiled at him. “As someone once said to me, tell the truth. It will win hearts.”

      

      Meka’s stomach knotted as the landing pad in Maegkin rushed up to meet his airship. Moments before crashing, the airship juddered, hovering a few feet above the ground next to a steel hangar.

      And Count Zarot. Impassive face, ramrod-straight back, the count again impressed Meka with his resemblance to a block of granite.

      Under his breath, Meka muttered, “This was it. The moment of truth.”

      Tao’s unseen hand dropped onto his shoulder. It was comforting. Still, Meka rubbed his sweaty palms on his trousers before moving to the hatch a crew member had opened. Face set in a rictus of a smile, he headed down the ramp toward Zarot.

      The count didn’t smile back. He bowed, looking even stiffer than he had at Grigor’s inauguration. It had to be thanks to Vasily’s praise.

      Meka swallowed hard. “I’m pleased to be here, Count Zarot.”

      “A prince of the realm will always be welcome in Maegkin, Your Highness.” Zarot turned to a steam carriage chugging next to the hangar. He stood aside as Meka—and Tao, whom he wouldn’t have seen—clambered aboard. Once seated opposite Meka, Zarot said, “My home is at the military H.Q. The building was once King Chad of Treven’s palace. I’m sure you’ll find it comfortable.”

      “I have simple tastes.”

      With a lurch, the steam carriage pulled away from the hangar. In silence broken only by the roar of the engine, the airfield fell behind them. Meka knew from the map that Maegkin was less than a five-minute drive away along a twisting mountain road.

      To make conversation, he said, “Count Vasily mentioned there have been recent attacks on the palace by alliance rebels.”

      Zarot waved his hand dismissively. “Attacks are commonplace. But rest assured, you will be safe. Security has been dramatically increased in light of the emperor’s upcoming visit.”

      Acid gushed into Meka’s stomach. “The emperor is visiting?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      Meka shrugged. “News to me.”

      “He’s coming for an inspection. The first since coming to the throne. It will coincide with the solstice.”

      Nothing about a visit from Lukan boded well. To cover up his concern, he looked out the window. The mountain pass had given way to a checkpoint in the road. It bustled with military vehicles and personnel armed with rifles. But most ominous of all was the black, red, and gold Dragon icon that leered down at the vehicle.

      The carriage stopped and a guardsman marched to the window. A crisp salute when he saw his commanding officer. Meka wondered if the man would recognize him. It seemed unlikely, given that Meka was barely known in the palace in Cian, let alone the far reaches of the empire.

      Zarot fixed the soldier with dark eyes. “Sergeant, acknowledge your prince.”

      The guardsman’s dull eyes widened as he took in Meka. Perhaps it was the diamond next to his eye that the man recognized, but he dropped into a low bow. Almost as if programmed, every other soldier at the gate followed suit.

      After a moment of deference, Zarot called, “Open the gate.”

      The men jumped to obey, and the steam carriage swept into a wide avenue, lined with trees. Military personnel strode the pavement, hung with red, black, and gold Dragon flags. The buildings, perhaps once elegant, given the lines of their architecture, were painted drab military green. Many had military vehicles parked outside. Canals of sparkling water, tripping next to the road, did little to lift Meka’s spirits. Maegkin was an ugly place.

      Zarot surprised Meka by speaking. “It was once beautiful. When I first came here, the buildings were white and the streets were lined with ice-crystal statues of the Trevenite dead. No one but our troops occupies it now.”

      Meka pulled a face, saddened. “I would love to have seen it. Then.” He paused, intensely aware of Zarot’s veiled scrutiny. “Why did they make statutes of their dead?”

      “Respect. And it’s their religion.”

      Meka’s eyebrows rose. To Tao, he said, You should have died here.

      Tao grinned at him. “I’m getting more than enough satisfaction watching my old friend Stefan squirm. He really doesn’t know what to make of you.”

      Meka grunted inwardly. Squirm? That brick wall? He’s barely moved a muscle since we left the airfield. Then a thought struck. Can you read his mind?

      “No, sadly. But I know Stefan well. See that clenching of his fist? He’s concerned because he wants something from you. He’s not sure if you’re going to give it to him.”

      Should I be worried?

      “No. Just wise.”

      The carriage arrived at another checkpoint, this time ugly steel gates in a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. It was guarded by yet another Dragon and a half a dozen armed guardsmen. A gracious white building loomed behind them. It had to be the palace.

      Without waiting for the troops, Zarot clicked a switch, pulled from his pocket, and the gates glided open. The carriage passed through an archway into a courtyard in the front of the main building. It stopped at an elaborate set of six-foot-high wooden doors, framed with a mosaic of colored ice crystal.

      “Ice crystal sure is beautiful,” Meka said to Zarot as he hopped out of the carriage.

      “But useless when blown, like on the walls.” Meka again had the distinct impression that Zarot was scrutinizing him, although the count’s face showed no sign of increased interest.

      Meka chose his words carefully. “How can something so beautiful be useless?”

      “A polished answer, Your Highness, if you will excuse the pun.” Zarot nodded to a sentry.

      The guardsmen jumped into action and opened the palace doors.

      Zarot waved Meka into a vast entrance hall, decorated with tasteful antique furniture, an ideal room for greeting visitors to the palace. Six-foot-high doors, one in each wall, stood closed, hiding their secrets. Zarot strode across to the door in the far wall.

      As he opened it, Meka couldn’t resist saying, “The Trevenites liked tall doors.”

      “They’re tall people.” Zarot started down a short passageway. It too gave way to another set of giant doors. Zarot threw them open, revealing a cheerful sitting room, spread with books, a board game on a table, a discarded jacket across the back of an overstuffed chair, and a clutter of toys on the floor.

      Meka instantly felt at home—until he saw the row of people watching him. A woman with a mass of dark hair, two teenage boys about his age, and a pretty little girl with ringlets in her hair bowed to him. They looked nothing like the pampered, artificial high-born at the palace in Cian.

      The little girl broke ranks, racing over to fling herself at Zarot. “Papa! You’re home.”

      Zarot scooped her up in his arms and kissed her. “What did I tell you about waiting until after I had introduced you to Prince Meka?”

      The girl turned earnest eyes on Meka. Tentatively, she held put her hand. “I’m Ivana, and I’m pleased to meet you.”

      Meka grinned as he shook her hand. “And I’m Meka, and I’m pleased to meet you, too. Your cousin, Natalia, gave me a message for you.” Meka glanced at the two boys, standing rigid next to their mother. Hopefully, they would soon be his friends. He pulled out the letter and handed it to the eldest one. “I think this says that she wanted to be here, too, and that she knows we’ll all get along.”

      The boy took the letter with a smile. The girl grinned, and the other brother relaxed his stance.

      But it was left to Zarot’s wife to break the remainder of the ice. “My name is Malika, Your Highness, and those are our sons, Sebastian and Dominic.” She grimaced at the room. “Forgive the clutter, but Stefan and I wanted to welcome you into our home, otherwise we would have put you in a guest suite. It would have been a lot tidier, but also a lot lonelier.”

      Meka smiled at her. “Home is good.”

      He couldn’t help adding to Tao. Yup. They want something from me.

      His father had ghosted to the window, where he sat on a bright red-and-green floral cushion in the window seat. “No doubt Axel has something to do with it. He always does.”

      Before Meka could say that he longed to meet the elusive Axel, Malika turned her attention to him. Meka had learned in Zakar with Vasily that it was impossible to hold two conversations, one with Tao and one with the living, without ending up looking like an idiot. He focused on Malika.

      “We usually eat dinner around now, Your Highness, or the children start raiding the pantry.”

      Meka’s stomach grumbled at the mention of dinner. “Malika, how about I cut you a deal? You stop calling me ‘Your Highness,’ and I slot into your family like a piece of the furniture?”

      “Sound like a plan to me.” Malika grinned at Stefan and then nudged her sons. “Show Meka to the dining room.”

      Grinning sheepishly, both boys, who looked remarkably like Zarot, fell in next to Meka. Sebastian, the older of the two, said, “We’re having a pan-fried fish with chipped potatoes. Followed by chocolate cake.”

      Dominic smacked his lips. “Our mother makes the best chocolate cake.”

      Meka’s mouth watered at the thought of fried fish. The simplicity of the meal touched him; at Vasily’s mansion, the menus had been clogged with over-spiced meats, rich sauces, and cloying desserts in abundance that even made meals at the palace in Cian seem stingy. Small wonder that Vasily and his wife were the size they were.

      Sebastian stood back to let Meka into the homely dining room first. Meka took a comfortable chair at a scuffed table between the two boys. Zarot sat at the head with his daughter next to him. Malika scurried about, dishing up plates of delicious-smelling fish. Meka knew he’d been accepted into the family when she handed Stefan his food first.

      Deep in thought on how to approach Zarot to set up a meeting with Axel, Meka let most of the dinner conversation drift over him, only contributing when asked a direct question. By the end of the meal he decided that he liked the Zarots, or at least the ones who didn’t include the Brick Wall.

      Even in the short time he’d been with them, he’d realized that theirs was a close-knit family. The kind of family he would have loved to belong to if life had been different and hadn’t included Lukan, Felix, and Vasily, and the cameras and listening devices they churned out in Zakar. Those same listening devices that made it impossible for Meka to come out openly to ask Zarot about Axel.

      He glanced around the room, looking in all the likely places Vasily had said Felix hid his cameras. The stucco cornices and oil-powered lights betrayed nothing of what could have been hidden in them.

      Once the last helping of chocolate cake had been wolfed down, Malika stood. “Boys and girls, plates to the kitchen, please.”

      Her three children groaned as they scrambled to obey. Not sure what to do, Meka grabbed his plate and glass and stood waiting for instructions.

      “There are limits.” Zarot took the crockery from him and passed it over to Dominic. “Sit, Prince Meka.”

      It annoyed Meka that Zarot still insisted on the formality, but he masked all signs of it. Maybe if he stopped thinking of the count as the Brick Wall or Zarot, the man would thaw.

      Meka snorted softly; he was nowhere near comfortable enough with Lukan’s Lord of the Conquest to get chummy. He and Zarot sat in uncomfortable silence while everyone else bustled about, cracking jokes as they cleared the table.

      Once they were alone, Meka leaned into Zarot and lowered his voice, “Count Zarot, I have just come from Zakar Province. Is there perhaps somewhere you and I could talk in peace?”

      Zarot regarded him for a few seconds and then stood. “I have just the place.”

      Meka didn’t bother hiding his astonishment when Zarot led him into a large bedchamber, from the pictures on the wall, possibly the count and Malika’s.

      Zarot bypassed the enormous wrought-iron bedstead, covered in a pristine white quilt, and headed toward a wall of blue and green mosaic. He paused to look at Meka. “I believe Vasily gave you an informa.”

      Meka pulled the “stone” from his pocket. “It was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.” Knowing he was taking a risk—Zarot could easily find him untrustworthy—he added, “I know I am not to speak of them outside the High Council room or the laboratories in Zakar, but I was hoping you’d teach me to use it.”

      Zarot’s eyebrow quirked. Purposefully betrayed surprise? “Sebastian is the best person to help you with that. Although I think he will be somewhat envious that you carry the very latest model. He has my hand-me-downs.”

      Meka weighed up his love for his informa against his need to meet Axel and to find out about Nicholas. With a heavy heart, he said, “I will happily trade mine for an older model if it secures me what I want.”

      “Hmm. Interesting. It seems you are quite the negotiator, Prince Meka.” Before Meka could reply, Zarot fiddled with the mosaics.

      To Meka’s utter astonishment, the wall slid back, opening into a torch-lit passageway. In the distance, water sloshed. An underground river?

      “The stones are slippery and the stairs narrow, so if you don’t mind, I will go ahead.”

      “I’m in your hands.” Meka followed Zarot, and the door slid closed behind them.

      Zarot pulled the torch out of the sconce and walked. He wasn’t a short man, but he had enough headroom to stand up straight, leading Meka to surmise that the passage predated the invasion. But as tall as the Trevenites obviously were, they were also clearly of slight build, because both his and Zarot’s shoulders brushed the mold-covered walls.

      “Strange to have a torch burning there,” Meka said, desperate to know if Zarot had anticipated his request for a private meeting.

      “The world is a strange place, Meka. I’m sure you’ve already figured that.”

      “Not just strange. Screwed up, actually. It’s getting humid. Where are we going?”

      “You said you wanted to speak in peace. There is nowhere more peaceful than here.”

      The passageway spilled them out into a small chamber, devoted almost entirely to a rock pool. The surrounding walls had been carved out to form benches. Meka saw Malika’s touch in the bright cushions decking each one.

      Zarot put the torch into a holder and flicked on a switch, bathing the room in the soft glow from small electric lights wired to the roof. He faced Meka. “I will admit to finding myself in a quandary. You are not what I expected.”

      So Tao had been correct about Zarot’s confusion. Meka braced himself. “If it is in my power to help you understand me, I will.”

      “For a price?”

      Meka shrugged. “You think me mercenary?”

      “I think you skilled in court politics.”

      Meka couldn’t help laughing. “You learn that fishing.”

      Zarot actually smiled. “I have always considered fishing a worthwhile diversion. There is much to be learned in stalking fish.” His face hardened. “The question is, have you turned those skills to stalking people?”

      “If you’re asking if I can be trusted, then let me say this: I will do anything to protect the people I love. Given the circumstances of my life, the list of those is painfully short. My brother. Your niece, Natalia, and”—he took a deep breath—“my cousin Nicholas, although I admit that I have yet to meet him.”

      Meka heard something shuffle behind him. He spun, cursing his stupidity that he had allowed Zarot to trick him into talking without first ensuring they were alone.

      Three people stepped through an archway into the chamber.

      One he recognized instantly—Axel, older and more hardened, but still reminiscent of the ruby-wearing boy in the picture. Meka shook his head in surprise that Axel, the man who’d fascinated him for weeks, paled into insignificance next to his two companions.

      Down to his worn leather clothes, and feathers and braids in his blond hair, the man with Axel looked like an old version of Tao. Meka reconsidered; the stranger’s clear blue eyes were more piercing, and his face far more commanding than gentle Tao’s would ever be.

      The woman, tall and rangy, standing at the stranger’s shoulder, shared his coloring, braids and feathers. Unlike his rough leathers, she wore a crisp military uniform, similar to Axel’s. Meka recognized the stars embroidered on the black fabric: Nicholas the Light-Bearer.

      Excitement trilled through him; she and Axel had to be alliance soldiers. And if so, by the crap of every Dragon in Maegkin, what was Count Zarot, Lord of the Conquest, doing fraternizing with them in a secret hideout right under his bedchamber?

      But that wasn’t the first question to spill from Meka’s lips. “Y-you’re Norin,” he breathed in wonder to the pair. “Same as me.”

      The Norin man spoke. “Not a Chenayan then, Meka?”

      Meka’s blond hair whipped his face as he shook his head. “Not bloody likely. Lukan murdered my father. He imprisoned me and my brother. He’s hidden my cousin who-knows-where.” He licked his lips. “But . . . but you know me, yet I don’t know you.”

      The man’s face softened. “You can call me Thorn.”

      Meka’s mind whirled. Wasn’t that the name of the Norin king?

      Thorn spoke. “Son, how fares your mother?”

      Meka frowned in confusion. Why would Thorn ask about Kestrel? He was about to say that he didn’t know or care, when a lightning bolt struck. He stumbled back. “You’re her father?”

      “And your grandfather.”

      “Dragon’s ass.” Meka sat heavily, and the air whooshed out of Malika’s cushion. “I—I didn’t think I had a living one of those.”

      Thorn—everyone—smiled at him.

      He bristled, then told himself to calm down. Surely if Tao was right, they were on his side? That meant they were laughing with him, not against him.

      He cleared his throat. “This might be an opportunity to grow the list of people I care about.”

      “We certainly hope so.” Thorn gestured to the woman. “My daughter, Lynx. She can tell you anything you want to know about your cousin Nicholas.”

      The smile Lynx gave him was embracing, filled with love, even though she was a stranger. She sat down next to him, and he didn’t resist when she took his hand.

      “First, Meka,” she said earnestly, “I must tell you how happy I am to have you here. Your father, Tao, was my best friend. He would be very proud of you now.”

      Meka looked past her at Tao floating in the air on the other side of the rock pool. His father beamed from ear to ear.

      Does she know I see you?

      “No, but she’s used to dead people. Dmitri visited with us many times.”

      Dmitri. That name again.

      Sweat beaded Meka’s palm, and he considered pulling his hand away from Lynx. She must have anticipated that, because she tightened her grip. His grandfather came to sit on the other side of him. At any other time, Meka would have wriggled away from the close proximity, but not today. Axel sat opposite him with Zarot—Stefan, Meka corrected.

      His grandfather bumped shoulders with him. “Ask your questions, son.”

      With nothing to lose, Meka blurted, “Why isn’t Nicholas crown prince? It’s killing my brother to wear a stolen crown.”

      “He is crown prince, but in exile,” Axel said. “A long time ago, a man named Dmitri decreed that Nicholas would overthrow his father and the Chenayan empire. We believe his cousins, you and Grigor, have an important role in helping him achieve that.”

      Meka gasped, almost choking on his own saliva. As he coughed, he realized it all made sense. Why else would Lukan have kept him and Grigor prisoner?

      Lynx, his aunt, shifted over and patted him on the back.

      Eyes watering, Meka held up his hands. “I’m okay. Just relieved. So much makes sense now.” He tried another breath. “Where is Nicholas, and how do we free him?”

      A flush of red infused Thorn’s face as he pulled out an informa and flicked it into life. Voice sharp with anger, he said, “Look what Lukan has inflicted on my third grandson.”
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      Talon had never heard the word before, but Morass called it a straitjacket. That was a new one.

      Morass had gotten him while he slept. The bastard must have put something in the food, because his head felt woozy. Now his hands were locked behind his back, his ankles manacled, and his head covered in a sack.

      The sack stank.

      That was not the worst. From the gentle, muted sounds in the silence, noise now ricocheted around his brain. It made him wish he were dead. He couldn’t even hold his head and rock. The roar tormenting him sounded like the steam plow, and his body rocked from side to side as it had when he had driven the plow, only now he was moving much faster. They were taking him somewhere, but surviving the assault on his ears meant he had no energy to worry about the destination.

      The vehicle stopped. Talon’s tense body quivered. With the stilling of the engine, came calm. And hope.

      Would finally he get a chance to escape?

      That seemed impossible with his body trussed up, but now that the agonizing noise had stopped, he could think on other options.

      Footsteps on gravel. The wrench of the back door. Hands grabbed him, pulling him out. He wriggled like a fish on a hook.

      “By the Dragon, don’t you ever give up?” Morass’s dead-sounding voice, followed by a sharp jab in Talon’s kidneys.

      Caught off guard, Talon couldn’t stop the yelp of pain.

      A grunt of satisfaction from Morass. Then they were moving. Morass carrying him like a baby. He wished he knew where he was going.

      New sounds. People talking. People babbling. Someone crying. A squeaky wheel moving on a stone floor. Talon cringed as the sound beat upon his eardrums.

      Then a scream. Ear shattering.

      It was followed by a second scream. This one went on and on. Complete agony.

      “Shut up!” Another stab in the kidneys.

      The screaming stopped. It had been his own voice screaming? It had to be.

      No screaming—ever.

      The sound of a door opening. Still carrying Talon, Morass lurched forward, his footsteps loud on the hard floor. From the echo, it was a big room, bigger than Talon’s other cell, with a high ceiling. But not so cold as the other cell. With no thought to the pain he might inflict, Morass dropped him onto the ground. Before he could stop himself, Talon cried out as his skeleton hit what could only have been a stone floor.

      A tug, and the sack was gone.

      Talon’s eyelids snapped closed against the light. It was too bright. Almost like Dmitri.

      More footsteps, and Morass was gone. A door closed and then locked. A pause of quiet, and then Talon discerned a clicking sound from outside the door.

      And then it hit him—waves of sound, like ravening wolves baying at him as they tore him apart from the inside out. In his straitjacket, he spasmed, desperate to hold back his own screams at the wailing noises. He bit his lip so hard blood rushed into his mouth.

      The sound will pass. Must pass. The light is worse. Dark is peace. Dark is safety. Focus on the dark.

      His mouth stopped bleeding before the sounds stopped. In the blessed silence, he allowed his knotted body to relax in the reprieve. Like bees’ wings, warmth brushed his face. It seemed to creep across his skin like long-forgotten sunlight crossing the dusty yard in front of the cottage.

      Sun? Impossible.

      Talon cracked open his eyes. Sunlight glimmered and sparkled against his eyelashes. He gasped in a breath, unable to believe that such beauty, such warmth still existed. Slowly, he opened his eyes wide and looked up at a beveled glass-and-iron dome. Set in a vaulted ceiling, the dome was as tall as any pine tree. Beyond the brilliant sparkles firing off the glass, he could just make out white clouds floating in what he recognized as the gray of a blue sky.

      ESCAPE?

      Quickly, he examined the walls. He snarled at the circle of paintings resembling the trees in the forest, hiding the texture of the walls from him. His head flicked to face the wall closest to him. Through the painted bark of a sturdy oak, he saw the walls were smoother than skin.

      Without a stone to nick out handholds, he would never manage to scale to the dome. And even if he managed to break out of his straitjacket and clamber up the walls, how would he break the glass? He scanned the room. Devoid of all furnishings, the room’s circular walls mocked him. He caught sight of a grate in the floor below a water faucet.

      Groaning with the effort, he rolled toward it. The grate was no bigger than the hole in the other cell. Not even he was thin enough to escape through that.

      Despair settled like a giant hand on his chest, crushing all hope. Just as he was about to sink into misery, he caught the clip of familiar footsteps outside the door. He wriggled upright.

      Him. Lukan. Unmistakable.

      The door opened, and he walked into the room.

      Talon froze.

      Control. No emotion.
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      The smell pulsing off the filthy, matted bundle on the floor stopped Lukan in his tracks. If he’d thought his heirs’ apartment had stank, he’d been sorely mistaken. Nothing on the planet could be worse than Nicholas’s putrid reek. At least this cell came with a sluice and a faucet for dealing with excrement, which is more than the other cell had.

      He glanced around the room. The circular conservatory Felix had constructed at the asylum was beautiful. If it had not been a prison, the intricate metal work in the dome, the beveled crystal glass, and the magnificent murals of the forest and its wildlife on the towering walls would have been an awe-inspiring work of art. Lukan hoped it turned out to be nothing more than a tomb for his son.

      Fighting the urge to vomit, he forced his feet to carry him forward to where Nicholas lay. He stopped when he towered over the traitor. “So, Nicholas, another birthday. How does that feel? A whole year of your pointless life wasted in a dark hole.”

      As he waited for some reaction from the motionless boy, Lukan studied his son.

      Body emaciated, face as pale as a ghost, Nicholas was beyond disconcerting. He was inhuman.

      Lukan silently cursed Felix for insisting that he come here today. The solstice was a few days away. They should have been boarding the Dragon’s Fire, a stealth airship twice as majestic as Axel’s Light-Bearer, for the Burning of Oldfort, not wasting time with this wretch.

      Still, it riled Lukan that Nicholas showed no reaction. He goaded, “I see what Morass means. You are feral. Nothing but a stinking animal.”

      Lukan spotted the tiniest flicker of a reaction from Nicholas, more in his eyes than on his blank face. As blue as an electric bolt, Nicholas’s eyes gleamed like giant orbs in his sunken face.

      Lukan resisted the urge to fidget under their glare. “Your eyes, I see, have not changed much. Still shooting defiance and fire.”

      The blue hardened.

      Lukan clutched one of the silver buttons on his waistcoat. “Still playing games? Still challenging? Well, give it another year, and your eyes will fade, too.”

      He expected a reaction. Some abuse. Definitely more than just the staring eyes. But the silence was paralyzing.

      Lukan shifted as if he were the seventeen-year-old and not the emperor. “You can’t win. The sooner you accept that and give up, the easier your life will be.”

      And then he saw it. A real reaction.

      The smile that spread across Nicholas’s face was slow, almost halting, yet defiant. It reached his eyes, making them glint. His words were stilted, almost those of a child trying out language for the first time. “I. Will. Win.”

      Lukan couldn’t stop the shiver of fear that trilled through his frame. Or the pulse in his scar. “And just how do you intend to achieve that?”

      Nicholas’s smile turned to contempt. He turned his head away to face the wall, dismissing Lukan like an imperious master discharging a superfluous servant.

      Before he could control it, Lukan’s boot landed in Nicholas’s side with a sickening crunch.

      The bastard didn’t even gasp! Nicholas’s face, still turned away, remained impassive.

      The traitor’s disdain incited more rage—more humiliation—than Lukan could ever remember. When his father had beaten him, he’d reacted. He’d cried, pleaded, tried to escape. That’s what any normal human being would do.

      But not Dmitri’s wonder boy.

      Despite swearing to never sink to his father’s level, Lukan wanted to yell and scream; he wanted to thrash Nicholas until the traitor’s heart stopped beating. He reached forward, swinging his boot with all the force he possessed.

      A hand grabbed him from behind, and he faltered.

      Morass.

      He spun around in his fury to hit Morass in the face. “How dare you interfere, you sniveling cretin?”

      “I told him to.” Felix stepped into the room and waved his cane at Lukan. “Your son is an enigma, sire. There are few adults who could survive what he has endured. Who could know how he would react today? You, however, I know well. Remember what is at stake.”

      Felix’s words drenched Lukan, flushing away the red haze clouding his vision. He glared at Nicholas for causing such a loss of control. It would never happen again.

      The boy’s face, still turned away, was inscrutable.

      Lukan swallowed. How do I fight someone who is impervious to me?

      “Now, you brought your son a gift,” Felix reminded, pulling Lukan from his torment.

      Nicholas continued to stare at the wall.

      Lukan straightened his back and brushed imaginary lint from his trousers. Only once in full control of his voice and emotions did he turn to Morass for the fiddle. When Morass handed it over, Lukan scraped the bow against the strings. He cringed against the shrieking sound. Felix covered his ears, and even Morass looked discomforted.

      But Lukan’s real joy came when Nicholas screamed in obvious agony.

      Lukan laughed. “Fiddles no longer so appealing? Or is it just my poor execution?”

      He raked the bow over the strings again, but Nicholas seemed keyed this time. He held his body taut, clearly refusing to betray himself.

      Sensing that the moment had passed, Lukan turned to Morass. “Suspend it.”

      Morass wheeled a scaffold under the crystal-domed roof. Fiddle and a short length of rope in hand, he effortlessly climbed up. He squinted against the brilliant spotlight, beamed through the crystal roof, as he tied the fiddle to an elaborate hook at the apex of the dome.

      Come night time, the spotlight that created the “sun” would be switched off and Nicholas would be treated to two fake moons, moving across a series of paintings of the night sky. Lukan figured that Nicholas would use that rotation to make a grab for the fiddle. According to the building plans Felix had shown him, even if Nicholas broke through the glass, all he would find was a sealed concrete roof, with a narrow ventilation shaft built above the dome. Like the slaughterhouse, there was no escaping this prison.

      Although Nicholas didn’t openly react to Morass, Lukan was almost sure the traitor’s whole being was angled toward the fiddle.

      When Morass finished, Lukan said to Nicholas, “I believe you are quite the monkey with your wall climbing. Let’s see how you go with the walls in this conservatory. Reach it, and the fiddle is yours. Fall trying, and . . . well, a broken leg at the very least, if not your neck. But remember, Nicholas, the choice is yours. On your head be it if you fall and kill yourself.”

      Lukan was certain he had been heard. “So, goodbye until your next birthday or”—Lukan indicated the fiddle—“your funeral. Whichever comes first.” To Morass, he said, “Untie him.”

      Nicholas was docile—corpse-like—as Morass removed the straitjacket.

      Disappointed, Lukan called to Felix. “Come, the airship for Maegkin awaits us.” He loped to the door, knowing Morass and Felix would be two paces behind him.

      Morass closed and locked the door to Nicholas’s conservatory and flicked on the speaker piped into the room. From now on, the traitor would hear every noise the inmates in the asylum made.

      If that didn’t drive him crazy, nothing would.

      Not that any of it mattered. Almost content for the first time since Nicholas’s seventeenth birthday almost a year ago, Lukan left the asylum for the vehicle that would take him to the launch pad. Within a few days, Axel would be dead in Oldfort and Lynx would be back in his hands. He would then be free to rid the world of Nicholas. His nightmare of almost two decades would finally be over.

      And to prove it, Morass could suspend the boy’s corpse from that hook in the conservatory.
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      Bile threatened to choke Meka.

      Nicholas’s blue eyes were huge in their sunken sockets, his eyelashes stark against his white skin. Matted black hair hung around his face, accentuating his deathly pallor. His legs jutting out from the straitjacket were nothing more than frail bones, shrouded by flesh as thin as onion skin. The straitjacket covered the horror of the rest of his emaciation.

      Someone in the chamber with Meka hiccupped, the sound deafening in the silence. It took Meka a moment to register that it was Lynx. Almost in a daze, he turned to her.

      Tears streamed down her face.

      Like an automaton, Meka’s head clicked around to see the reactions of his new allies and friends.

      The shock on both faces and postures confirmed what he suspected; this was the first time they had seen Nicholas clearly for—

      Months. It would take months to reduce a human to that level of decay.

      It shamed him to think he’d ever complained about being locked in the cage.

      He heard a voice and registered distantly that it was his own. “Where is he? How do we save him?”

      Axel seemed to recover first. He loped around the rock pool and took Lynx in his arms. She clung to him as if her life—and Nicholas’s—depended on it. Although burning with a need to make plans to rescue his cousin, Meka didn’t have the heart to interrupt them.

      At length, Lynx pulled away from Axel. She turned watery, pleading eyes on Meka. “We need you. Stefan has an ice crystal. A tracker. We want to embed it in you. Before Lukan comes to Burn Oldfort. Felix is also coming. He said he’d imprison you with Nicholas. In that hideous place they have him. We can free you both.”

      Meka wasn’t sure he understood all of that about Oldfort and Felix, but still he nodded. “Of course.” Mind racing, he ran a hand over his face. “Will Felix know I have a tracker?”

      “No. He doesn’t want Nicholas freed.” Face a mix of guilt, rage, and grief, Lynx squeezed his hand. “I won’t lie to you, Meka, what we’re asking for is dangerous. You’ll need to antagonize Lukan. That’s the only way we can be sure they’ll imprison you.”

      Meka glanced over at Tao to assess how much his father had known of this. Tao had moved into the circle with a troubled expression. This had to be news to him. Or perhaps he was just as moved as everyone else by Nicholas’s plight. Tao loved his cub, and seeing Nicholas like that must have shocked him to the core. Meka considered holding a quick, private discussion with his father, but decided against it. Tao trusted these people and had already given Meka his counsel: to be wise.

      “Antagonizing Lukan’s the easy part, but what stops him killing me?” Meka frowned at himself for voicing his cowardice. “I’m not scared. I’ll take the risk, but it would be a . . . a waste. It won’t help Nicholas if Morass axes me.”

      His grandfather patted his knee. “You’re a brave boy, Meka, every bit as worthy as any raider to wear feathers and beads. I assure you, having found you after so many years, it’s not my intention to have you killed. Your uncle Felix is a slippery ally, but as much as it galls, we find ourselves having to trust him. He has good reasons of his own to protect you. His wife’s life is at risk. You saw how much Lukan fears his son. That conservatory is the safest place Felix could hide you, because it is unlikely Lukan will ever step foot in there again.”

      “At least not until Nicholas’s next birthday,” Lynx said bitterly. “And not even Lukan is stupid enough to believe that my son will accept another fake birthday.”

      Thorn nodded his agreement. “Meka, with you in that conservatory, your tracker will lead Axel to Nicholas. At most, we envisage you will be imprisoned for a few days—as long as it takes a high-speed airship to reach you.”

      Meka gnawed his lip. It wasn’t lost on him that his newfound family manipulated him. But if it freed Nicholas from that jail and gave Grigor his life back, then it was worth a bit of emotional blackmail. “We’ll come back here?”

      “Yes. Both you and Nicholas.” Radiating calm and confidence, Axel knelt in front of him. It was reassuring. “And then we’ll prepare an assault on Cian.”

      “You have enough troops?” Meka asked, suddenly doubtful. Surely, if the Pathfinder Alliance was that strong, they would have attacked Cian already.

      “We’re gathering them. We invited the kings of the Free Nations to a conclave over the solstice. An important part of the meeting will be devoted to discussing you and Nicholas. I—we—believe the kings will throw men at the alliance once they understand the full picture. With those additional troops, and Nicholas as our symbol, we will have the strength to take the palace. Dmitri decreed that.”

      There had to be a great deal Axel wasn’t telling him about that campaign. He glanced over at Stefan, hoping for clues. A sudden vision of Stefan Zarot at the High Council meeting took Meka’s breath away.

      He paled and clutched the bench. “My brother! If I do this, what will happen to him? And . . . and will I ever see him again?”

      It surprised him when Stefan, instead of Axel, answered in his measured tone. “Your brother is the crown prince, Meka. The High Council will never allow Lukan to harm him. And Lukan knows that. Felix and I both have a great deal of influence on that council. While we support Grigor, he’s safe. But I won’t lie to you, you will be separated from Grigor until we overthrow Lukan.”

      Meka appreciated Stefan’s honesty. He gnawed his lip until it throbbed. Could he risk that separation without knowing more of Axel’s plans? The dread crushing his chest said no.

      “Axel, I’m not an idiot. Maegkin is thousands of miles from Cian, both by sea and land. How are you going to get close to Cian without Lukan’s airships blowing you out the sky?”

      “Because I own that sky.”

      Meka almost shuddered at Axel’s predatory grin.

      “I am building a fleet of airships faster and better than anything Lukan owns. Trust me, Meka, waging war is what I do. And I’m very good at it.”

      Meka looked at Tao. Is that just bravado?

      Tao shook his head. “Arrogance and Axel go together like bread and honey. But when it comes to all things military, he’s got a lot to swagger about. If he says he can take Cian, then I believe him.”

      That was good enough for Meka. You’ll explain this to Grigor for me?

      “You have decided this is what you want to do?”

      It’s the only way I can live with myself.

      “Then I salute you. And I will watch over you both, as always.”

      Despite the heavy silence, Meka wasn’t about to share his dead father with them. He looked at Axel, the man who held the real power here. “I know Stefan thinks I’m a manipulator, and maybe I am. But I have a request. If you can’t help me, then it doesn’t change anything—I’ll still wear your ice crystal.”

      Axel gave him a derisive smile. “If ever there was a time to make demands, Meka, this is it.”

      “When I get back here with Nicholas, I want to learn how to work with informas. You must have people who do your programming. I want you to let them teach me.”

      Axel’s grin broadened. “I’m not so sure that’s such a good idea, given how easily you let them turn your head.”

      Meka grinned back. “I can’t help it that Vasily is a chump.”

      “You saying that I will just have to be smarter?”

      “Something like that.”

      Axel mussed Meka’s hair, just the way Tao always did. It surprised Meka how much he liked it. “Having you work with my programmers will be an absolute pleasure. Any more demands before we take you to meet the team building the effigies?”

      Effigies? Meka rolled his eyes. “I won’t even ask what that means. But I do have another . . . request.” He turned what he hoped was a fierce expression on his Axel. “My brother is being forced to be crown prince. He hates it as much as I do. Protect him when your armies take the palace.”

      Thorn answered. “Trust me, Meka, Grigor is also my grandson, and while I don’t know him personally, he’s my blood. I make you an oath that he will be safe.”

      Meka didn’t know much about oaths—or trusting people—but he believed his grandfather. “Thank you.”

      Lynx touched his hand. “We are not the only people who can see and hear Talon’s”—she glanced at her father and grinned sheepishly; Talon had to be a nickname—“Nicholas’s thoughts. Felix and Lukan can, too. Whatever you do, don’t mention to Nicholas that you have a tracker, or Felix will hear you.”

      That would mess everything up. Meka nodded. “I won’t say a word—to anyone. Not ‘til we are safe on Axel’s airship.”

      Stefan touched his shoulder. “I don’t want to alarm you, but I think it is important that you have the facts before you confront Lukan.”

      “If you are trying to say he’s insane, don’t worry. I already have that figured.”

      “You don’t know the half of it. Lukan has a fleet of airships loaded with gas that he has stashed around the world. The trigger to those ships is hidden in his flesh, in his side, I believe. He can launch those ships with a thought, if it suited him.”

      Meka slumped back in his bench. “Okay. That is certainly something to bear in mind.”

      “Indeed it is. But do not dwell too much on it. Such thoughts can debilitate a man.” His grandfather stood, pulling Meka up with him. “Now, if we are done, you can tell me about your mother while we drive to the effigy-building workshop.”

      Meka discovered something new about himself as he sat in a small vehicle headed deep into the mines: He suffered from claustrophobia. He kept it at bay by telling his grandfather about his and Grigor’s lives back at the palace. It wasn’t difficult to see that, all claims to blood put aside, Kestrel wasn’t winning any points with her father.

      Thorn slung his arm around Meka’s shoulder and squeezed him tight. “Tough as it was, you’ve turned out well, and that’s all that matters.”

      Part of Meka wanted to admit that he’d had his father’s help, but he said nothing. Tao’s presence was not just his secret; it was Grigor’s, too. As it was, Meka already felt he’d betrayed his brother by not going back to Cian. He wasn’t going to make it worse by blurting out to everyone that Tao kept them company.

      “And if I wanted them to know, I’d show myself to them.”

      Meka sent a mental hand wave at his father.

      The vehicle drew to a halt outside a chamber carved out of rock. Young people’s laughter spilled out the stone doorway, tensing every muscle in Meka’s body. He wasn’t good with people his own age, and certainly not when they came at him in packs.

      His grandfather must have seen his hesitation, because he leaned over and whispered, “I promise, they don’t bite.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Meka hopped off the vehicle and was about to offer a helping hand when Thorn brushed him away with a snort. Meka guessed being a grandfather didn’t make Thorn old.

      Axel and Lynx climbed out of the cab in front.

      Lynx sidled up to Meka and whispered, “Stop looking like you’re about to flee. It gives your opponents too much power. And anyway, the teens you’re about to meet are going to be your closest allies. You have nothing to fear from them.”

      Meka blushed. “Clearly, I need to work on masking my expressions. I should ask Stefan for lessons.”

      Axel’s hand shot out to flick Meka gently on the side of his head. “Cousin, you play the game well enough. A little humanity won’t kill you.” Meka barely had time to register that his growing family had just expanded again by the addition of Axel when his cousin guided him into the cavern.

      About half a dozen teens huddled on stools around a wooden trestle table. From what Meka could make out, they were dressing scarecrows, two of which looked remarkably like Lynx and Axel. None of them seemed to notice Meka’s arrival. It gave him a chance to study them.

      He knew the alliance was made up of people from all the Free Nations, but this group sported typical long, gingery-red Trevenite hair, pulled severely away from their faces. Even seated, it wasn’t hard to see that the boys were all taller than the Chenayans, including him. Even the girls were lanky, with none of the soft curves he was used to on Chenayan women.

      “I’ve brought you help,” Axel announced.

      Meka wanted to cringe as he felt the full glare of twelve eyes appraising him.

      Axel’s white teeth gleamed. “Folks, this is Prince Meka Avanov, Nicholas’s cousin and mine. He’s one of us.”

      Genuine smiles and murmured hellos—someone even pulled up another stool—and the group parted to make space for him at the table.

      Meka sat. “What are we doing?”

      He picked up a scarecrow head with intricately tattooed moons and stars on its face. He was aware of Axel, Lynx, and his grandfather leaving, but it didn’t matter. After the simplicity of his welcome, he intended to get along with these people if it killed him.

      A girl with fiery curls and eyes the color of grass answered. “Lukan intends to gas the Lapisian court in Oldfort on the solstice. If he gets his way, three thousand people will die.”

      Anger flared in Meka. “You aren’t serious.”

      The girl scooted her stool back, and her hands settled on her hips.

      Meka swallowed; she was wearing tight-fitting cotton trousers, which set off her long legs perfectly. If a girl in trousers wasn’t alluring enough, her breasts were pert in a matching green-and-white cotton corset.

      “Oh yes, I am. But don’t look so shocked. My father, Warlord Axel, and King Jerawin are hiding everyone to keep them safe.” Voice resonating pride, she added, “But no one outside the leadership knows, other than us.”

      Meka pulled his eyes away from the girl’s assets. “I’m not shocked. I—I’m furious.”

      She waved a pale hand dismissively. “We all are. That’s why we’re leaving the effigies in Oldfort for Lukan to find.” A wide grin made her nose dance. “Just our way of telling him to go to hell.” She held out her hand. “Anna.”

      Meka’s stomach looped as he gripped her fingers. Unlike Natalia’s small, soft hand, Anna’s was rough and calloused. That took some getting used to. She snatched her hand away; she must have seen his surprise. “I’m not just a princess, you know. I’m an alliance soldier. I partnered with Lynx when she was still doing patrols. I’ve even gone on a few missions with Clay.”

      Meka had no idea who Clay was, but he recognized the softness in her voice and face when she said his name. With yet another beautiful girl out of reach, Meka resigned himself to a sheepish grin. “Am I complaining?”

      “You better not be. Now come, there’s tons to do still.” Anna shoved a thick needle, threaded with twine, at Meka. “You can sew King Jerawin’s head onto his body.”

      Although Meka worked side by side for hours with the others to create caricature effigies of the four people on Lukan’s most wanted list, he was quiet. Maybe it was years of solitude with only Grigor for company, but he couldn’t stop himself slipping away into his own world. This time it was a terrible place filled with rage and hatred at Lukan. By the end of the evening, he knew exactly what he would use to bait his uncle: the planned death of three thousand people in Oldfort.

      It was late when Meka helped the others load the four effigies on to a vehicle bound for Oldfort. He turned back to the cavern to pack away the leftover fabric and straw when Axel appeared at his shoulder.

      “Come.”

      Meka followed him out into the passageway to a vehicle parked some hundred yards away.

      Even though separated by that distance from the others, Axel leaned in to whisper, “I thought we would get the ice crystal embedded before you went back to the palace with Stefan and Mali.”

      Fear fluttered Meka’s insides. “Sure.”

      They drove a short distance through yet another tunnel and stopped at a steel door marked with a red cross.

      “Hospital block,” Axel said. “We want to keep everything as sterile as possible when we tag you.” Axel pushed the door, and it wheezed open.

      “Great.” What else was he supposed to say?

      Axel stopped, drilling Meka with a hard expression. “Having second thoughts?”

      Meka stood tall. “Lukan plans to gas Oldfort.”

      “He does.”

      “My ice crystal and I will be there when he finds the effigies.”

      Axel waved him into the hospital. Meka squinted at the harsh electric light bouncing off the white-washed stone walls. A waiting room of sorts, rows of wooden chairs, some filled with people, lined the room. A Trevenite woman sat at a table with an informa floating above her. A set of double steel doors guarded the rest of the facility.

      The woman acknowledged Axel with a bob of her head. “Warlord, Princess Farith is waiting for you in cubicle twelve.”

      “Thank you, Bethany.”

      Axel pushed through the doors with Meka following. A passageway with a line of curtained cubicles yawned before them. Meka grimaced against the smell of disinfectant. Room twelve and his ice crystal were just steps away.

      He sought comfort in conversation. “Did I hear right? Did she say ‘princess’?”

      “She did. King Chad has four children. Two sons and two daughters. They all work for the alliance. Farith is a nurse. It suits her personality. She is also the only person outside our small group who knows about the tracker, and that’s because I would trust her with her my life. You can, too.” He looked at Meka out of the corner of his eye. “I must warn you, though, don’t react to her appearance. She doesn’t take kindly to people who do.”

      That sounded ominous. “Does she have two heads?”

      Axel chortled. “That’s exactly what I meant. No comments.”

      They strode past cubicle eight.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      Axel snorted a laugh. “Not giving up, are you? I like it.” He stopped a few feet from the green door—not a curtain—screening number twelve. “She’s a twin, like you. Anna is her other half. They were born just after the alliance was formed. But it was a stressful time for their mother. Not enough food, the Chenayans beating at the door. Anna took all the nutrients and did all the growing.” His voice dropped to a mere whisper. “Farith never caught up. That’s a tough thing for a Trevenite. She compensates.”

      Meka’s heart went out to the unknown girl. He had also been the smaller twin, and it had taken years for him to catch up with Grigor. It was why, up until the lesson on the bees, he’d used force of will to dominate his brother. He wondered what Anna and Farith’s relationship was like. Probably not very good if Farith hadn’t been at the effigy build.

      “I have her back.” He pushed past Axel and tugged the door open.

      Axel followed, and the door eased behind them, closing with a click. A pale-faced girl, little over five feet tall, with short, spiky jasper-red hair, waited in the middle of the room. She had a nasty-looking syringe filled with blue liquid in her hand. Then he noticed her arm. The once-fair skin was mottled with colored tattoos. At a quick glance, he spotted purple roses intertwined with a stag’s head. Only the gods knew what that meant. Wordlessly, she waved that cruel-looking needle at him and patted the iron-framed bed behind her.

      Meka gulped and then tripped over his feet walking toward her. Didn’t Axel say her personality was suited to nursing? If so, she certainly needed some help with her bedside manner. To cover up, he said, “Aren’t nurses supposed to smile at their victims before they stick bloody great needles into them?”

      A flush of red infused her face. “Not if they figure their victims brave enough to handle the prick.”

      He shrugged. How could he argue with that logic?

      “But if you like,” Farith continued, “I can always give you a stuffed toy to cuddle. I keep a stash of them for the babies who come for treatment.”

      Meka burst into laughter. Seconds later, Farith joined him. Her eyes, the same grassy green as her beautiful sister’s, sparkled with mirth, brightening her features.

      Axel joined their laughter. “Lynx was right about the two of you hitting it off.”

      His words pulled Meka up short. Did Axel and Lynx think Farith his type of girl? If so, she and the warlord had it very wrong. He reined in his laughter and plopped his butt down onto the bed. “Let’s get this done. Stick it in wherever it needs to be.”

      The light seemed to fade from Farith’s eyes. All business, she picked up a swab off a table next to the bed and pressed it against a bottle of disinfectant. Meka winced at the cold when she pulled his shirt collar aside and slapped the damp cotton against his neck.

      But it was with gentle fingers that she held his throat to steady the needle. “Think of pink unicorns.”

      Meka blinked, wondering what she meant.

      And then she was turning away from him.

      “Are you going to do it or not?”

      A self-satisfied smile. “They don’t say I give the best injections by accident, you know.”

      “You’re kidding! I felt—”

      “Nothing? That was the plan.” Eyes averted, Farith picked at the hem of her white nurse’s tunic with tattooed fingers. “I take exception when my patients die.” She looked up at Meka. “Be careful, Chenayan prince.”

      “I—I’ll be back.” Meka cleared his throat, unsure why his voice cracked. “I promise.” Then it struck him that he should be worrying about the tracker in his neck and not some unimportant girl with a bad hair job. Brusquely, he rounded on Axel. “Is it working?”

      Axel held an informa in his hands. Above it blinked a single red light. “That’s you. The only person in alliance-held territory with an ice-crystal tracker.”

      Meka felt his face pale and his legs quiver. Seeing the reality of his tagging was very different than talking glibly about it around a hot pool. His claustrophobia shot into overdrive as the walls seemed to close in on him.

      Axel grabbed his shoulder to steady him. “I will find you, Meka. I will bring you back here. I give you my word on that.”

      Meka believed him.

      He shrugged Axel’s arm away. “And I will have Nicholas at my side.”

      Farith cleared her throat. “Um . . . Meka, there’s a party tonight . . . I don’t usually go—” She scowled.

      “Good idea,” Axel said, far too brightly. “It’ll take Meka’s mind off everything waiting for him in Oldfort and beyond.” He patted Meka’s arm. “I’ll expect you back in time for breakfast.”

      Feeling panicked, Meka looked from Axel to Farith. The girl’s eyes were focused on his lips.

      His voice cracked again. “Breakfast?”

      “Didn’t I mention that the Trevenites like to party?” Axel’s derisive grin twisted his mouth. “Watch out for the cider. It’s lethal stuff.” And then he was gone.

      Meka suppressed a groan. What was he supposed to do until breakfast with this weird girl?

      “Nausea and vomiting are possible. Also headaches.”

      And why was she rambling on about the hazards of drinking cider? He wasn’t an idiot; he knew what alcohol could do.

      “The side effects of the tracker,” she said, pulling her nurse’s tunic over her head. “They should be gone before the solstice, but if not, I can always give you a palliative.” She tossed the tunic into a basket with other linen. Her black cotton trousers and purple corset made her decidedly curvaceous body seem even shorter than it already was.

      “Don’t do pills,” Meka grumbled. He folded his arms across his chest. “So where’s this party?”

      “And I guess you don’t do people, either.” Farith flung open the door and vanished out into the passage.

      Meka raced after her. How much did she know about his life? Clearly more than he knew about hers, if he’d read her tone right.

      “So, nursing?” he yelled after her.

      Farith turned deliberately to look at him, rolled her eyes, and then sped up down the line of drawn curtains toward the main entrance.

      Meka should have been offended by the brush-off, but, strangely, he wasn’t. But he didn’t try any more small talk when he finally caught up with her. Guided by Farith’s flashlight, they walked in almost companionable silence through a labyrinth of passages and tunnels.

      After what seemed an age, Meka caught the strains of music—mainly pan flutes, cymbals, and drums. The ethereal sound, coupled with colored light pulsing through a stone archway, made his pulse race.

      Farith glanced at him. “Keen to dance, Chenayan?”

      He didn’t bother answering, in part because he was blown away by the beauty of the party cavern. Mouth dangling, he stepped into a kaleidoscope of flashing color. Lights, angled at huge ice-crystal stalactites of every hue, flickered at random, bathing the stone walls and partygoers in soft muted tones of red, blue, green, and gold.

      In the center of it all, Anna twirled. Her long hair, catching the light, sparkled like fireflies as she gyrated to the music. Her partner, a strapping Trevenite boy, took her hands and wove through the ice crystal with her.

      Meka gulped down a lump his throat. Aware of people pushing behind him to enter the room, he slid along the rough walls, deeper into the cave. He stopped when he had a clear view of Anna again.

      Farith’s wistful voice hooked his attention, “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      “Your sister? Yes, she is.”

      Farith shrugged, like it didn’t matter, and then whistled loudly at a man carrying a tray with pints of cider. He darted through the crowd, swept past them with barely enough time for them to grab a glass, and was gone to his next customer.

      Farith held her drink out to him. “To success.”

      He clinked his glass with hers. “Like I said to Axel, I will be back.”

      That familiar smug smile settled on her perfectly bowed lips.

      Meka turned away and took a swig of his cider. Never a drinker, it burned all the way down his chest into his stomach. Clawing for breath, he put the glass down on the floor. Maybe he’d try cider on another day, when he wasn’t fending off a girl he wasn’t interested in.

      He pointed to Anna. “Is that Clay dancing with her?”

      Farith doubled up with laughter. “Clay’s thirty-plus. Anna and I have just turned eighteen. As far as he’s concerned, Anna is his little sister, but, of course, she can’t see that.”

      Meka grinned, more at her tinkling laughter than at the news that Anna was unencumbered by nothing other than unrequited love. “I guess we all have our problems.”

      “I’ve tried to tell her, but she’s in love . . .” Farith’s voice trailed off and sadness bowed her shoulders. “It’s so pointless because she’s betrothed to Xipal.” Another sigh. “A fate worse than being short.” Mere seconds later, she grabbed his hand. “Let’s dance.”

      Meka considered telling her he was a hopeless dancer, but he figured she’d discover that quickly enough. He took her in his arms and started swaying to the music. She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest. Tiny as she was, her ear didn’t quite reach his heart. Just as well, or despite his irritation with himself, she’d find it pounding like a kettle drum.

      “Think of me when you’re languishing in that jail with the Light-Bearer, Chenayan prince.” He had to bend to hear her whispered words.

      “That’s a given.” His feet missed a beat at the conviction in his voice. His boot hooked hers, and they both stumbled.

      She laughed as she fought for balance. “I hope you’re better at escaping than you are at dancing.”

      Why was her laughter like a button, that once pressed, made him want to laugh with her? His hand shot out to steady himself against the wall.

      “Make you a deal,” he said through his chuckles. “You get this . . . thing out my neck when I get back, and I’ll work on improving my dancing.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      Unexpected peace settled on Meka at her quiet confidence. She believed he could do this impossibly hard thing. She trusted he would be back. Comfortable for the first time since leaving Grigor, he leaned against the wall. He couldn’t think of a single complaint when her warm body brushed up against his side as she slouched next to him.

      He thought about saying something, but decided against it. If anyone understood his silence, it would be the girl with the ugly tattoos and the ridiculous hair.

      That alone made it worth coming back.
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      “Where are you taking me?” Meka demanded of Farith. He let her tug on his hand as she led him through the dark mine passages.

      Sometime over the last week, they had begun holding hands. It felt good, even if he wasn’t quite used to the black lines inked onto her milky-white skin. They made her hands look ghostly. Ethereal. Almost as unreal as how much he had grown to like in her in a very short time.

      “Somewhere special, Chenayan prince.”

      Since the dance, he and the girl with the jasper-colored hair had spent every moment they could together. At first, he thought Axel and Stefan would complain that he constantly sought her out over other, more productive, alliance business—or in Stefan’s case, the duties of a Chenayan prince visiting an occupied territory—but both men had been indulgent. Perhaps they wanted to entrench him in the alliance by giving him something solid to come back for.

      As if an ice crystal in his neck wasn’t enough.

      He understood their caution. He had told and shown them by his actions that he was on Nicholas’s side, but Vasily had also reported to Stefan that Meka was a staunch Lukan supporter. He would just have to prove his trustworthiness to them in Oldfort and beyond.

      His reasons for seeking Farith’s company were far less complicated: He liked the way he felt around her. She accepted him as he was; she made him laugh; her slightest touch had the power to melt him—and then harden him in ways no girl had ever done before.

      He was yet to do anything about his physical reaction to her. In fact, they hadn’t even kissed. He hoped to change that—at least the kissing part—tonight.

      Tomorrow he left for Oldfort for Lukan’s Burning. Who knew when he’d see Farith again?

      “Almost there. You’ll like it.” Worry flickered in her eyes, and she growled, “Or you better hope you do.”

      The place was obviously special to her. He squeezed her hand to reassure her; they didn’t need too many words to communicate. It was one of the things he liked about her.

      They reached a low, narrow doorway—far too small for a Trevenite to pass through comfortably.

      Farith pulled a key from her pocket and opened it. “After you.”

      Meka stepped into a cozy cave made comfortable by a mattress on the floor, piled high with a colorful quilt and soft cushions. Rows and rows of bookshelves, crammed with books, lined the walls. A lantern on a side table cast a warm glow over the space.

      “Anna and I didn’t always get along. When we turned thirteen, my father gave me this room so I could escape her and her friends.” Farith’s fingers lightly traced the books. “It’s grown with me as I’ve matured.” She glanced at him and then looked away.

      His approval clearly mattered to her. He told the truth. “I’m not much of a reader, but I could be happy in here.”

      A small glower. “What, with books you don’t read?”

      He smiled. “No, with the girl who insists on using books for wallpaper.”

      For a second, she preened, smiling that smug smile that sent his insides swooping, and then she tossed herself down onto the mattress.

      Meka hesitated, not sure what to do. Irritated with himself, he sat down next to her.

      All trace of smugness gone, she said, “I know I’m probably not your dream girl, Meka, and . . . and you’re right. Someone as handsome as you should be with someone like my sister.”

      He opened his mouth to object, then closed it as he considered her statement. He liked Anna; she was lively, adventurous, a real firecracker. Too much so, if he were honest. And there was more to a girl than just looks. He had to talk—or rather, not talk to them—as well as do . . . other things.

      When he focused on Farith again, she had turned away to fiddle with the lantern. He grabbed her hand and blurted, “I’m not some girl’s trophy. It’s you I want.”

      She laughed, eyes sparkling, and then kissed him.

      Meka almost fell off the mattress when her warm lips brushed his. Snorting inwardly at his stupidity, he wrapped his arms around her.

      Small, curved, and warm, she made his heart pound. She opened her mouth to him, offering him her tongue. Breathing hard, he touched the tip of her tongue with his. Like the rest of her, it was soft and warm and did incredible things to his skin, his muscles, his blood—his whole body sang to her.

      More adventurous, his tongue brushed down the side of hers.

      She moaned—actually moaned!

      And then she pulled away from him. “Please come back to me, Chenayan prince. It’s dangerous what you’re doing. Don’t do anything stupid to get yourself killed.”

      Meka didn’t need a mirror to know he looked lovesick as he smiled at her. “And risk losing the only girl who’s ever been willing to kiss me? Not likely.”

      Farith laughed. “Confessions, is it? Well, you’re the only boy who has ever kissed me.” Her face fell. “Trevenite boys don’t line up to grab favors from girls who are . . . abnormal. No boy does.”

      “So you’re saying I’m abnormal?”

      She studied him. “Yup. I guess I am. And that’s why I’ve fallen in love with you. You are like no one else I have ever met.”

      “Fishing can do that to a lad.”

      But even though she had called him abnormal—no shock there—he smiled and kissed her again, harder this time.

      She slipped her hands under his shirt and stroked his skin like he was something precious. Goosebumps spiked, and he shivered. Could she feel his hardness pressing into her?

      She glowered at him, a sign he had come to recognize as vulnerability.

      He braced himself for what would come, determined to say and do nothing to make her regret confiding in him. But even so, nothing prepared him for her words.

      “Would you be shocked if I asked you to make love to me, Meka?” Boldly, she held his gaze, but he saw fear in the depths of her green eyes.

      He took her hands. “No. But if I did it, it would seem to me that I’m taking advantage of you.”

      Her scowl intensified. “Not if I’m asking you for it.”

      She ripped her hands away from his and stood.

      He grabbed her. “Don’t go. Y-you just caught me by surprise. Like you always do.”

      She stared at the bookshelf. “I’m not going to want to be with you any more tomorrow than I do today, Meka. Or next week, or in a year’s time.”

      “That doesn’t mean I should have sex with you hours before I leave for Oldfort. We have no idea if—when I’ll be back.”

      Her head swung, and her green eyes scorched him. “You will be back! And I’m not blind. I don’t need my dead grandmother, or some other spirit, to pat me on the back and say, ‘Hey, short Trevenite girl, that blond Chenayan prince is meant for you.’ I already know it.”

      He smiled and pulled her down onto his lap. He stroked her spiky, jasper-colored hair. Unlike the red rock, it was soft. “I get that. But you’re not the only one with interfering dead people. I have a dead father, and I don’t think he’d approve if I sleep with you and then leave.”

      “Too right.”

      Meka glanced up, but didn’t see Tao. I thought you said you tried to avoid being creepy.

      Tao chuckled. “I do.”

      Then leave. And . . . and I’ll catch up with you in Oldfort.

      Meka sensed his father slip away. When he focused on Farith again, she looked resolute in her disagreement.

      He tipped his head and kissed her hungrily, hoping to leave her in no doubt that he wanted her. She folded herself around him and kissed until he was lightheaded, and he had to break away to breathe.

      “Farith, I promise, I will make love to you when I get back here.” He licked his lips, tasting her on him. “And then there will be no pressure. No fear. Just you and me in love.”

      Had he just told a girl he didn’t want to have sex with her? And that he loved her?

      Both decisions felt good.

      Farith wriggled in his arms. “While you’re gone, I’m going to get another tattoo done.”

      He grimaced, and she laughed.

      “Yes, my prince. I was thinking of an M.”

      “Just an M?”

      “A work in progress. I’ll get the rest done when you get back.”

      Meka stroked her silky stomach, looking at her through heavy eyelids. “And where will this tattoo be?”

      Voice husky, she asked, “Where do you want it?”

      He wanted to say, “How about on a piece of paper?” but resisted the urge. She loved her tattoos, and he loved her. If she wanted to turn herself into a canvas, it would not change how he felt.

      “Somewhere only I can see it.”

      She rewarded him her fiercest glare yet. “The whole idea is to show the world that you’re mine.”

      He kissed her, then whispered. “I’ve already told you, I’m not a trophy. Leave telling the world to me. I’ll make sure they know the abnormal Chenayan prince has chosen you.”

      She searched his face. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      He shrugged. “Wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” He brushed the inside of her thigh, making her shiver. “Put your tattoo there. I’ll find it when I get back home.”

      Home.

      He smiled. Grigor and the palace in Cian would always tug at his heart, but where this girl lived was definitely home.

      “And afterward, you will come with me to get the rest inked in?”

      Meka didn’t need the hesitation in her voice to tell him that her request was far more significant than her just wanting him to watch her being tattooed.

      “Your name would look good on me, too. I’ll leave you to decide where to put it.”

      Farith’s smile had never looked so smug.

      He was about to kiss it away, but she grabbed his hand and stood. “We have a date with a tattoo artist.”

      “Now?” His stomach turned to stone.

      “Yes. An M for me and an F for you.”

      Now that it came down to it, he didn’t know if he was ready to get an F tattooed onto himself. He didn’t know what he wanted, really, but the only certainty in his uncertainty was that he wished she were in his arms while he made the decision.

      She stood silent during his hesitation, looking tough and uncaring of his answer, except for the slight vulnerability in her eyes.

      He may not have detected it if he hadn’t recognized his own expression there.

      “Where do you want it?”

      She stroked his ribs. “Right here, close to your heart.”

      Meka followed her to the tattoo artist. When things got tough—he didn’t doubt that they would—he would look at the first letter of her name etched into his skin and know he had something precious to come home to.
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      Tired of pretending he could actually stomach food, Lukan placed his cheese knife on his plate and wiped his mouth with a starched napkin. He had arrived in Maegkin the previous evening in preparation for today: the Burning of Oldfort.

      Overtly, he had planned with Zarot and Felix to slip the Dragon’s Fire from her moorings in Maegkin after this late luncheon for her three-hour flight to Oldfort. But with so much at stake, he had gone behind their backs and had released the trigger moments before the meal had started.

      He glanced at his watch. The drone had been in the air for just over an hour and a half. In less than that, it would sneak in under Axel’s early warning system and blanket the town and its spring solstice revelers with gas.

      Lukan’s stomach rebelled against the cheese. He burped into his napkin and dropped the cloth onto the table.

      So close to victory, he could not risk any leaks of the plan to Axel. Especially when he’d sooner trust a snake than Stefan Zarot.

      And as for Meka . . . he glanced across the table at his heir. Back straight, correct cutlery in hand, Lukan could hardly believe this serious-faced, respectful young man was the same loud-mouthed rebel that had left Cian over a month ago.

      Felix had been right in his assessment of Meka’s needs. Lukan clenched his teeth.

      The vast change in his heir inspired him to involve Meka in the Burning. It was good training for the boy.

      “Down to the business of the day.” He turned to Stefan, who hosted this occasion for Lukan to meet key officers in Maegkin. “I wish to meet privately with you, Felix, and Meka.” He stared out at his officers. “Gentlemen, your efforts in fighting to take the mines are not unappreciated. Keep on with the good work. I assure you, victory is at hand.” He scraped his chair back and stood.

      Once everyone had bowed to him, he swept out the room and headed for Zarot’s office.

      “Close the door behind you,” he said to Meka, the last one in the room.

      Meka obeyed, standing to attention once he’d complied. Felix leaned on his cane, eyeing Zarot’s sofa. The usual blank mask on his face, Zarot stood at ease with his hands behind his back.

      Lukan waved at the sofa, and Felix tumbled into it.

      Felix had barely stashed his cane when Lukan said, “Meka, after a week in Maegkin, you will know we fight a hostile rebel force, one intent on destroying the empire. Tonight that ends. I have an airship filled with poisoned gas headed for Oldfort, one of the leadership’s strongholds. By tomorrow, everyone will be dead.” He paused to assess Meka’s reaction.

      Eyes wide. Jaw dangling.

      Lukan suppressed a snort. Regardless of all the other changes in Meka, the boy still managed to look like a gutted fish.

      Meka snapped his mouth closed and straightened his already straight back.

      Better.

      “It will be good to rid the world of the alliance, sire,” Meka said. “Treven is ours, and the ice crystal mines should be, too.”

      Zarot stepped forward. “I am ready to hit the trigger to release the ship, sire, as you commanded.”

      Lukan couldn’t resist a sly smile. “It is done. The Dragon’s Fire is on course. I expect it to arrive in Oldfort at seven this evening. A little earlier than planned, but the gas will still do its work.”

      Expressionless, Zarot nodded. “Of course, sire.”

      Felix shifted in his seat. “Changing plans without consulting your closest allies can be risky, sire.”

      Lukan glared at Felix, annoyed that his uncle would question him in front of Zarot and the prince. “As this is my plan, I hardly need permission to act on it.” He gestured to his heir and then the sofa. “Sit. We have a wait until the gas is launched.”

      The prince glanced at Zarot and then obeyed. Lukan wondered at that silent communication but saw no harm in it. The boy had spent the week in Zarot’s care.

      Zarot bowed. “Perhaps, sire, you would excuse me for a few moments. I wish to see my officers back to their duties.”

      Lukan waved Zarot’s request away with a swipe of his hand. “Nonsense. They can see themselves out.” He gestured at Zarot’s drinks cabinet. “Chenna for the wait.”

      Stefan bowed. “Of course, sire.”

      Lukan stretched out on one of Zarot’s chairs and plunked his feet on the coffee table. “What a joy it is to know that Axel has no clue of the death sailing out to grab him by the throat.”

      “Quite,” Felix said. “A masterful stroke, sire.”
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      Lynx twirled her braid so tightly that her finger turned blue. Every anguish, every prayer, every sleepless night since Talon had been captured came down to today—the solstice conclave with the monarchs, followed by Lukan’s Burning.

      If all went well, by morning Meka would be arrested. She prayed he would lead them to Talon. It was not that she doubted him, but just days before agreeing to wear their ice crystal, he had appeared very convincing in his support for Vasily and Lukan.

      It was why she had suggested to Axel that they introduce him to Anna’s twin, Farith. According to Anna, her sister had as lonely an existence growing up as Meka had. Lynx—and Anna—had hoped they would connect on some level. If Meka and Farith’s joint tattoos were anything to judge by, it seemed they’d gotten their wish. But would his obvious affection for the girl be enough to ensure Meka stayed on their side? Would Felix the snake buy Meka back with another glittery prize?

      And as for Felix’s trustworthiness in this venture . . . She sighed, hating having to rely on a man renowned for his perfidy.

      If all this wasn’t distressing enough, at this meeting, she had to show Talon to the world. That frightened her more than anything else. Although she’d agreed to call her son Nicholas in public, in her heart, he would always be Talon.

      As much as she’d hated listening to Talon in that horrific dark cell, he had seemed stronger, abler to cope in the dark. Since Lukan and Felix had moved him to the sunlit conservatory, Talon—in his own words—had lost the will to live. Not even Lukan’s barbaric challenge with the fiddle seemed enough to rouse him.

      It was thanks to the noise.

      Lynx prayed daily that he would call Dmitri, but thus far, her headstrong boy had rejected all thought of Dmitri when the seer’s name had popped up in his mind. As a mother, that almost broke her. As a leader of the alliance, it terrified her, because so much rode on her son. Lynx wasn’t sure how the self-serving, power-hungry monarchs she’d met over the last three days would react to a broken Son of Prophecy. It was not a fear she’d shared with anyone. Not even Axel.

      Her father nudged her arm. “Relax, my Lynxie, Axel has this all under control. He’s been dealing with the monarchs for years.”

      Good. Let her father think that was what worried her.

      Resplendent in silks, velvet, and the finest furs, thirty-six kings and one queen streamed into Jerawin’s temple. Axel met the colorful procession at the door, shaking some hands, and patting others on the back. Lynx had watched his skilled diplomacy in wonder over the last few days as alliance airships had spirited the royals into Oldfort. Like everything her warlord did, he seemed to handle the petulant monarchs with aplomb that belied the frustration she knew he felt toward them.

      As she’d watched the leaders feast and politic with each other, Lynx couldn’t help thinking that if their forefathers had stopped their petty quarrels after the first Burning and had presented a united front against Thurban Avanov when he’d attacked Norin, they could have halted the Avanovs’ expansionist dreams.

      But their honor had failed them.

      The empire had grown into a monolith so powerful it required a curse—and untold sacrifice by the boy who bore the burden of that prophecy—to have any hope of bringing it to its knees.

      Would these leaders be any different?

      The hair wrapped around Lynx’s finger cut into her skin. She unraveled it as she replied to her father. “The stakes have not been this high since Thurban invaded Norin. And this isn’t just Axel demanding more taxes from them. And they don’t know about the Burning planned for tonight, either.”

      There would be no drawn-out wrangling with the monarchs today. Everything had been timed down to the minute. Stefan had promised to message them as soon as Lukan gave the command for the Dragon’s Fire to fly. It would take the drone three hours to reach Oldfort.

      That would give them an hour and half for the meeting. A siren would then sound, leaving another hour and a half to move the monarchs down the narrow spiral staircase, linking the northern and southern hemispheres in the orb.

      Part of the worship of the stars, that wrought-iron-and-wood staircase had not been designed for speedy access between the hemispheres, allowing people only single-file down its narrow, spiraling treads. In Jerawin’s many practices, it had taken almost half an hour to move forty-three people down it. Lynx hoped the pampered monarchs would move as quickly.

      Once down south, they would file through the first of two airtight doors into the burrow. Only once everyone had passed through would the second airtight door be closed.

      “That I’ll grant, but you worry too much. Trust the Winds.” Her father shot her a sharp look. “The monarchs might wear the crowns, but every one of them knows Axel is the true leader of the Free Nations. Why else do you think they came here? They’ll moan about betrayal when he springs the Burning on them, but not one of them will have the guts to act against him or the alliance for endangering their lives.”

      Lynx accepted the gentle reprimand with a wry smile. “Including Liatl?”

      “He’s a rat. Cornered rats can never be trusted.”

      “But we need more than grudging compliance, Father. We need them to throw blood at the cause, not just money.”

      “Nicholas will win those hearts for us.” When she didn’t react, he demanded, “You doubt?”

      Lynx’s fingers found her hair again.

      Her father grabbed her hand. “I know it looks bleak. My grandson has taken a turn for the worse since being moved, but he is Dmitri’s boy. The seer won’t let us down today.”

      “How can he help if Nicholas doesn’t call him?” Lynx whispered, reluctantly voicing her fears out loud.

      “The entire Norin tribe is praying for the outcome of this meeting. As are the Trevenites and the free Lapisians. You need to have more faith, Lynx.”

      “Perhaps I grow weary of faith, Father. It’s been a hard ten months.”

      Her father’s smile was soft, understanding. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close for a brief second. Then he tilted his chin at the monarchs. “Rather like the dogs they are, they smell fear. Do what you do best today, Lynxie, stare them down with those icy eyes as if you don’t have a care in the world.”

      Lynx shook her head crossly that her father had to be giving her such advice. She gestured to five ebony chairs for the alliance leadership, including her, set up next to the eastern wall of the orb. “Let’s sit.”

      They picked a path through a half-circle of thirty-eight other identical ebony chairs, each backed by a flag blazing a different coat of arms. There should only have been thirty-seven chairs and informas, but Liatl had insisted that his son Xipal attend. Axel had ensured that everyone sat on chairs of equal size and beauty to circumvent any complaints of lack of deference from their guests. He suggested it would smooth the monarchs’ shock when they saw the informa on their midnight-blue velvet cushion.

      Jerawin and Chad had already taken their seats. Much to her embarrassment, both men stood and bowed when Lynx appeared.

      “I’ll never get used to all the bowing and scraping,” she groused, taking her throne. It had irked her when Axel had pronounced that the flag behind her chair bear the Chenayan Dragon. She had wanted to sit under the Norin ostrich, like her father.

      Axel—and his alliance partners, her father included—had refused. According to the monarchs, she was still married to Emperor Lukan Avanov. That marriage made her the legal Empress of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories and her son the true crown prince in exile.

      Jerawin’s eyes twinkled at her grumpiness. “Think of it as an honor for your son, then.” His mirth faded as he looked at the people milling around his temple.

      Beric and his lackeys stood in huddles. Those without obvious affiliations, Liatl and his son included, gaped openly at the stars twinkling above them. Uninvited but serene and beautiful in her splendor, Queen Hi Lai stood at Axel’s side, greeting the kings as they entered. Lynx had wanted to join Axel at the door, but the other alliance leaders had argued that it would be better if the Empress of All Chenaya and the Conquered Territories stood aloof—every bit a symbol of resistance as Talon was.

      Jerawin glanced up at the stars. “I pray they smile upon us today. It’s the only reason I allowed this heathen lot in here.”

      Lynx leaned into her father. “See, even Jerawin is nervous.”

      Her father replied from behind his hand, but still loud enough for his old friend to hear. “He’s just scared his gods will rain fire down on him.”

      “I am scared of many things today, dear Thorn. Not least of all the gassing of my town.” Jerawin glanced at his informa. “Still no message from Stefan. Has anyone else heard anything?”

      Lynx shook her head in the negative. “He told Axel he was hosting a late luncheon for Lukan.” She glanced at her watch. The lunch should be ending anytime now. “He will call when it’s done.”

      “I have tested and retested the scrubbers and airtight doors to my burrow, and they seem sound. But I cannot help but quail at the thought of that gas seeping through to kill us all.” Jerawin bowed his head. “May the stars forgive my lack of faith.”

      Lynx resisted the urge to smirk at her father.

      Axel strode over to join them. He called out to the crowd. “Your Majesties, we would like to begin. Please take your seats.”

      The monarchs hesitated. King Beric of Rain and Queen Hi Lai of Zou looked surreptitiously at each other, probably waiting to see who would obey the command first.

      Axel sighed, then muttered to Lynx. “This could take all evening. Time we don’t have to waste.” To the leaders, he called, “My friends, Jerawin asks me to remind you that the solstice only lasts one night. He and his people really want to observe the passing of the midnight hour.”

      Jerawin hissed. “You implicate me! I will get you later, Avanov,” he muttered through quiet chuckles.

      Axel’s wicked smile twitched. “You are the host.”

      Beric and his crew took their seats. Queen Hi Lai grimaced at Beric, probably for stealing a march on her, and then at Axel for allowing it to happen. Like a great ship in full sail, she glided to her seat. Liatl continued to gawp up at the stars.

      “And it’s working,” Axel added. “We might even get started before Lukan’s drone arrives.” He frowned. “Any news from Stef?”

      “Not yet,” Lynx whispered. “Should we be getting worried?”

      Axel rubbed his jaw with slender fingers while rolling his informa in his other hand. He turned to Jerawin. “You have men watching from the town walls?”

      “Of course. Always. With spyglasses, they can see for miles on a clear day like today. They will sound a siren if they see anything headed to the town.”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.” Axel tossed his informa in the air. “I’m tempted to call Stefan.”

      Lynx grabbed his wrist. “You can’t. Not if he’s with Lukan.”

      Axel nodded, then grunted.

      “We could move everyone downstairs,” Chad suggested. He looked out at the monarchs. Only Liatl and his son were still to be seated. “But whatever we do, let’s be hasty.”

      Axel shook his head. “If we move them now, they’ll think we’re idiots. That will hardly win us the support we need. Nothing for it but to trust the pantheon.” He walked to a lectern, also brought in for the occasion, and tapped the wood pointedly with his fingernails as he stared at Liatl and Xipal.

      Impatience threatening to burst out in expletives, Lynx clenched her fists at the jackal-faced man and his smiling son. Xipal appeared everything that Anna described: charming and handsome, without his father’s calculating air. But as Anna had said, with an added edge of . . . something Lynx couldn’t quite put her finger on. If Liatl was the rat, then Xipal was the mystery, waiting to unfold.

      A few kings shifted, rustling in their silk garb as they ostensibly got comfortable on the most comfortable chairs in Lapis. Axel waited, expressionless, as Liatl finally sauntered to his throne. Smiling pleasantly at everyone, Xipal followed a step behind him. He lowered his tall, powerful frame into his throne and murmured an apology for keeping everyone waiting.

      Lynx expected Axel to rush into the meeting, but he stood still at his lectern, staring out at the crowd. The anticipation in the room became electric as each monarch leaned forward in their chairs. But it was only once she’d heard the clicking of the pendulum on the clock in the passage beyond the temple doors that Axel spoke.

      “For the last three days, we have feasted together as we have waited for you all to assemble. Now it’s time to get down to business. But first, as he is our host, King Jerawin would like to say a few words.” He stood aside to give Jerawin space at the lectern.

      This was according to their plan, so, clearly, despite the uncertainty Axel had decided not to deviate from the agenda.

      Palms embracing, Jerawin lifted both hands to the monarchs. With her entire being keyed to her informa, Lynx barely heard him say, “We sit today under the majesty of the heavens, but it is to one constellation above all others that I draw your attention.”

      He pointed at Nicholas the Light-Bearer glittering above them. “For four hundred years, that constellation was lost from view, while the Dragon held sway in the heavens. For four hundred years, my forefathers prayed for the day Nicholas would return to oust that foul beast. Our prayers were answered almost seventeen years ago at the birth of Emperor Lukan and Empress Lynx’s son, His Imperial Highness Crown Prince Nicholas the Light-Bearer. Chosen by prophecy from before his birth, this prince is the one who will march us to victory against the Lukan and his ice crystal controlled guardsmen. It is to him we must—”

      “The mythical boy!” Liatl called out. His topknot bobbed as he tossed the gold fringe of his crimson cloak over his shoulder. “Over the years, Warlord Axel has recounted numerous tales of this boy, claimed by some to have power to slit the Dragon’s throat, yet he remains elusive.” His sharp-chinned face turned to the kings on his left and right, and then he bellowed a laugh. “Despite Jerawin’s so-called evidence in the stars, we begin to doubt his very existence.”

      Xipal smiled across at Lynx and gave the slightest shrug of his shoulders. Trying to remove the sting from his father’s outburst?

      Lynx kept her face expressionless.

      As calm as the night sky, Jerawin nodded at Liatl. “My friend, we try your patience no longer, for today you will meet the Light-Bearer.”

      A susurrus flitted through the gathering, but the monarchs left it to Liatl to speak.

      “He’s here? Then bring him out.” Liatl pointed around the room. “Though I don’t see where he will sit. There is no chair for him.”

      Beric held up a ringed finger. “Enough of this dissent! I am sure the warlord has it all in hand.”

      Lynx groaned. After three days in Liatl’s company, that was entirely the wrong thing for Beric to say to the desert king. Liatl would disagree on principle and because he liked contention.

      Axel took Jerawin’s place at the lectern. “As King Liatl points out, for years now I have told you of the Dmitri Curse on the Avanov line. You have all complained that I held out a hope that you could be free of the empire without much to back me up. Today that changes. You will see Nicholas for yourselves, and when you do, you will understand that the curse is real. Salvation is at hand.”

      “You promised to bring the boy to us,” Queen Hi Lai said. “But in the end, nothing.”

      Not much older than Lynx, dusky Hi Lai had been crown princess of Zou when Lynx was still in Norin. Lynx had never liked her. As refined as Hi Lai was, in Lynx’s view, the queen’s soft voice belied a deep cunning.

      Hi Lai gestured with a creamy brown hand at Lynx. “Instead, we get his mother.” A smile for Lynx. “Not that we are not delighted to see the empress freed from her exile.”

      Lynx fought to stop herself retorting. In the end, she said as calmly as she could, “For almost a year, our ‘salvation’ has been held captive by Lukan’s decree in a series of foul Chenayan prison cells. That is why I am here and not he.”

      Her words seemed to hit the mark, indicated by another ripple of comment.

      Axel bowed to her. “Thank you, Empress Lynx.” To the monarchs, he said, “I know you distrust Avanov technology, but it is thanks to those marvels that we can allow you a glimpse into Nicholas’s world.” He paused for emphasis. “I warn you, in his current state, the Light-Bearer is not a pretty sight. But once freed, he has the divine decree to change the world.”

      He turned to Magridal, who unseen or unheard by Lynx, had slipped into the orb with Heron. Worry creased both their faces. They were obviously as concerned as Lynx about the lack of communication from Stefan.

      But before Axel could instruct Magridal to fire up the broadcast, Queen Hi Lai raised her hand.

      “You say he’s in prison? If you wish us to follow you, then surely your first task is to free him? Only then will we believe that you have the power to take on Lukan and his empire and win.”

      “Our plans are in motion. The Light-Bearer will be amongst us within the month.”

      “You are at liberty to share these plans with us?”

      Axel rolled his mouth as he considered the queen’s request. “Declare your allegiance to this cause, and I will include you in everything. Until then, for the safety of those involved, you must allow me my secrets.”

      The queen waved her hand, making no comment.

      Axel instructed Magridal. “Get the image up for us.”

      Liatl called out, “Not so speedy, Warlord. I know you well. You are not above using images of suffering to bend us all to your will.”

      Axel’s patience as he faced Liatl left Lynx speechless. All she wanted was to dive at the king to gouge his eyes out—see how much he liked living in the dark.

      But Axel had played games with these kings too long to be flustered. He gave a mock bow. “You are concerned that I will ask you for favors, when all I wish is to make good on my promises?”

      “More money, at least. Why else would we be here? You must want something in exchange for all the cider and pig roasts we’ve enjoyed at your and Jerawin’s expense.”

      A derisive smile from Axel. “I assure you, Liatl, my current tax covers our immediate needs—pig roasts and cider included.”

      A few kings laughed; a bitter sound, the tax was a sore point. Lynx had overheard muttering during the feasting that the monarchs were indirectly footing the bill.

      Axel laughed with them and then spoke sharply. “However, you are most astute in your observations, Liatl. I do require something from you, but it is up to each of you to decide what you will do to guard yourself from the fire the Dragon threatens to rain down upon us. I can offer you and your subjects a place in the greatest army in history—or you can stand on the sidelines and watch the world change around you. Whether that change is to your liking . . . well—”

      Axel shrugged. “Only the involved will have influence at the table where we finally carve up the Dragon.” He skewered Liatl and Hi Lai with hard eyes before turning to Magridal. “Introduce the Light-Bearer to our guests.”
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      A week had gone by, and still Talon was no closer to reaching the fiddle than when Morass had suspended it. The screaming and the agony it caused in his head were everything. Nothing else existed. He had no focus, no energy for anything other than the waves of noise that never seemed to stop crashing around him. Already curled up like a wounded fox, he buried his head deeper under this arms.

      Cannot do this.

      Have to.

      It was a familiar argument, one he’d waged with himself all week as he lay awake listening to that woman scream. But the truth was, he was failing—and he knew it. As hard as he tried to fight the noise, it robbed him of the will to live in a way the darkness and loneliness of the other prison never had. For a boy who’d grown up blind to all color with only two people in his life, those monsters were easily fought and conquered.

      But this . . . the screaming was beyond anything he could ever have imagined.

      Lukan hadn’t even bothered speaking to him since he got here. Lukan knew he was winning, and there was nothing Talon could do about it.

      Or was there?

      Would he even come if I call?

      There was only one way to find out. Voice a mere whisper, he croaked, “Dmitri.”

      Body quivering, he waited to see Dmitri’s brilliant glow.

      If he even comes.

      Something—warm fingers?—brushed his head. “You called.”

      Talon’s voice broke. “You came.”

      “I said I would.” Even in the cacophony of sound bouncing around him, Talon heard the rustle of Dmitri’s robes as the seer sat next to him.

      Shame that he had been forced to call for help made Talon crawl deeper into himself.

      “Sometimes we need the unendurable to bring us to our knees, Nicholas. But it’s no shame. The unendurable can be our greatest blessing—if we are wise.”

      Talon swallowed and forced his tongue to whisper, “Help me. Please. The screaming.”

      “Aye. The screaming.” Dmitri stroked Talon’s back with a gentle hand, just the way he had once stroked Thunder. “Have you considered the plight of the one who screams, Nicholas?”

      He hadn’t. He shifted so he could look at Dmitri out of one eye. The seer’s skin glowed softly, but he was used to the sunlight baking down on him, so it caused him no pain. “The one who screams?”

      “Aye. What drives a woman to such agonies?”

      He shrugged his bone-thin shoulders.

      “Pain and loss. Her mind snapped when her child drowned. She did not believe she could endure it. So she couldn’t.”

      “She is sad?”

      “Beyond measure.”

      That was an intriguing thought. He uncurled a little more. “She doesn’t do it to torture me?”

      “She knows nothing of your existence. Her world is a void, filled only with pain and neglect.”

      Talon sat up. It surprised him that focusing on Dmitri made the woman’s screaming less debilitating.

      “She does not have the privilege of the care you are afforded, Nicholas. Morass comes every day to feed you. None of the living visit her. They consider her mad. Her food, when they remember, is dropped though a hole in the roof.”

      Anger boiled in Talon at that neglect. “Morass?”

      “The physicians who should attend her.”

      Physicians? He rocked back. “Where am I?”

      “We were talking about your neighbor, Nicholas.”

      Talon wrapped his thin hands around his knobby knees. He noticed for the first time how ragged his clothing was. His skin, gray the last time he’d really looked at himself back in the forest, was black with grime. He must stink.

      Unlike his old cell, there was a faucet here, which gushed water into a narrow sluice. It was covered with a small, ill-fitting metal grate. But the noise had been so overwhelming, he hadn’t even considered using it to wash. He pulled back from Dmitri in embarrassment and then dismissed the vanity.

      He had grown up with Dmitri; thus the seer knew what he looked like at his best and worst. And anyway, Dmitri would not have stroked his back with such kindness if he were truly offensive.

      “Where is she?”

      “In an asylum for the insane.”

      He gasped. “She’s my neighbor.”

      “Aye.”

      “Am I insane?”

      “What do you think?”

      Talon considered. “I’ve been in jail a long time.” His face hardened. “Lukan tried to lie to me. It’s not been a year, but . . .” He grimaced down at his grimy nails, worn down to the nub from trying to escape his last cell. “No, I am not insane. But the noise could make me crazy. If it doesn’t kill me first.” He looked up to see Dmitri studying him. “Lukan wants me dead, so I don’t do that whole curse stuff of yours.”

      “Aye. That he does.” The seer’s head canted. “Will you let him win?”

      “I—I don’t want to, but the screaming.” He paused as guilt knifed him. “I know she’s sad, but why doesn’t she—”

      He clamped his mouth closed. How could he possibly say that he wished the unknown woman dead?

      Dmitri smiled, and Talon remembered the seer could read his thoughts. “She serves a vital purpose. That’s why she’s alive.”

      Talon frowned with confusion.

      “She serves you. And when you come to understand her sacrifice, go out and serve others in the same way.”

      Although he didn’t understand what Dmitri meant, more guilt stabbed Talon. But talking was getting easier and easier, so he brushed his guilt aside with humor. “By annoying them to death?”

      Dmitri didn’t look amused. “Nicholas, two defects mar your physical beauty.”

      Talon grunted his derision. “There is nothing beautiful about me at the moment.” His wasted muscles quaked, as if struggling to hold his bones upright. He was getting tired, but he fought the urge to slump.

      Dmitri brushed his objections aside. “Nothing a bath, a haircut, a change of clothes, and a few solid meals won’t solve. Now, perhaps you can restrain yourself from interrupting while I expl—”

      “You forget that it is many months since I spoke to anyone.”

      “Your fault, boy, not mine. Now, as I was saying . . . you were born with eyes that discern no color and ears that hear in a range beyond that of normal humans. Your bad vision has already proved its worth in preventing you from going crazy in the dark. Thanks to that poor wretch’s screaming, your ears are getting their workout. In time, you will thank her for her wailing, because the day will yet come when your hearing will be your salvation. Give thanks for the protection it is.”

      “But it’s killing me.” That came out like a whine, making Talon flinch. “I—I want to be brave, Dmitri. I really do.”

      His eyes flickered up to the black smudge Morass has suspended and the glass dome beyond. The brilliant white faded to mid-tone gray, and Talon began to discern the fiddle’s curvaceous shape. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, more tantalizing than the images of the forest painted on the walls, more alluring than the sky, more tempting than the clouds, more compelling than the sun.

      He had to have it.

      And when he held it in his hands, whether he fulfilled the Dmitri Curse or not, he would escape.

      Dmitri’s voice tugged him away from his dreams.

      “Then devote some of your attention—the focus that makes you such a formidable opponent—on learning how to filter her shouts. It is within your power to do that. This is your work, not scheming to get an impossible-to-reach fiddle.”

      “But the thought of having it gives me hope.”

      “The season for trying for the fiddle will come. But consider, my friend, what good will a fiddle be to you if you can’t play it for the sake of the sound?”

      Dmitri had a point.

      “Aye.” Talon smiled a half-mocking smile.

      Dmitri smiled in turn. “Aye. Indeed.”

      All mirth vanished. Nicholas didn’t have much energy left, and he needed a specific answer from Dmitri. “You say the fiddle is impossible to reach, and maybe you’re right.” His voice dropped. “Will I ever escape?”

      “There is a prophecy to fulfill.”

      Talon’s stubbornness kicked up like a mule that Dmitri hadn’t given him a straight answer. “I don’t want to fulfill a prophecy! I want to be free!”

      Dmitri fixed him with a withering eye. “There is no freedom in Chenaya, Nicholas, only compulsion.”

      Talon wanted to scream and shout, but he contained himself. What little physical energy he had could not be squandered in worthless emotion. As it was, this conversation had tired him out even more than climbing the walls ever could. “Why is that my problem?”

      “Now that you know her story, how do you feel about the woman who screams?”

      Dmitri’s answer irritated Talon.

      “You know I’m angry for her.” He didn’t bother mentioning his guilt and shame; Dmitri knew his thoughts.

      “When you leave here, even your rotten eyes will see much that will make you angry. Then, perhaps, you will be ready to discuss the problems of Chenaya with me.”

      Talon didn’t want to lie down, but his wasted muscles couldn’t seem to hold him up anymore. He curled into a ball on the floor and looked up at Dmitri. “Is that why I’m colorblind? To force me to see the . . . the contrasts in life?”

      “Not forced, Nicholas. It’s what you chose.”

      A whole new conversation seemed to lurk in that answer, a conversation Talon didn’t have either the desire or the energy to hold. As it was, he struggled to stop his eyelids fluttering closed.

      Dmitri spoke through his smile. “Rest now. And then you have work to do.” He patted Talon’s matted hair.

      “Are you leaving?” Talon’s voice sounded distant as he drifted in and out of sleep.

      “Not if you want me to stay.”

      The last thing Talon muttered before slipping into sleep was, “You can come into my head.”
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      “Ah, we progress! Dead people are now allowed!”

      Lynx heard Dmitri’s words above the desperate wails of that poor woman. She could barely grasp that Talon had called and Dmitri had come! What’s more, the seer rubbed gentle circles on Talon’s back as her son slept. He looked down at Talon with such love it almost leveled Lynx. She turned to share her joy with Axel, and her breath hitched.

      Instead of beaming relief and happiness the way she was, Axel looked concerned. Very concerned.

      Had he heard from Stefan? Were they all about to die?

      Her eyes followed the direction of his. Thirty-eight distraught faces confronted her. A few of the kings clasped their chests. Others lolled in their seats like drunks. Liatl looked down at the floor. Even Hi Lai appeared discomposed.

      Winds! Did the siren blare? Did I not hear it? Then why are we not all rushing downstairs?

      She wanted to scream her questions, but Axel lumbered to his feet. He had to be planning to tell them evacuation plans. She sat forward in her seat.

      But when he spoke, his voice was surprisingly gentle, not the commanding tones she would have expected. “I understand how shocking that was for you. I assure you, having Dmitri there was not our plan.”

      Lynx turned to him in amazement and relief.

      Hi Lai spoke. “You once told me that Dmitri died hundreds of years ago. I could never believe that the dead still have enough interest in our affairs to drive curses through generations. Yet his skin glowed—” Her eyes had a distant quality, struggling to compute what she’d seen. “How else could that happen unless he was—”

      “A ghost,” Beric whispered. He clutched a talisman. “We’ve been shown a ghost on that vile technology.”

      Chad’s voice rang out. “Not a ghost, my friends, a resurrected human. And the dead most certainly do involve themselves with our affairs. We Trevenites know that better than anyone.”

      Although Lynx understood their concern—she had been shocked into unconsciousness when she’d seen her first dead person—it annoyed her that Talon and his message had been totally overlooked by Dmitri’s presence.

      She shot to her feet. Body shaking with emotion, she tossed her braids and feathers over her shoulders. “Why shouldn’t Dmitri come on a day when he—we—needed you all to believe in his curse? We can hide away in our palaces, our burrows, our mountains, but it doesn’t alter the fact that the day of change in Chenaya has dawned.”

      She pointed at the image of Talon. Dmitri had pulled her sleeping boy’s head onto his lap, just the way Talon had once done with Thunder. With gentle fingers, the seer smoothed Talon’s matted hair.

      “They are that change,” Lynx continued. “We can either join them on the battlefield or we can slink back into our holes. But don’t cry when the millions of people who have gone to their graves at Avanov hands rise up to curse you if you fail today to do what should have been done four hundred years ago. If the world had rallied after Thurban invaded Norin, none of us would be here today, dreaming of the demise of Lukan and his Dragon.”

      The Chenayan flag behind her chair caught her eye. She strode over, hoisted it, and, using her teeth and fingers, ripped it down the middle. The two halves, she threw into the air.

      As they fluttered to the glass floor, she shouted, “The day of dreaming is past! Now is the time for action!”

      Axel took her hand. His voice rang out like a clarion call. “Who will join us on the battlefield to overthrow Lukan?”

      Her father, Jerawin, and Chad stood.

      Her father walked over to the image of Talon and Dmitri. He drew the two machetes strapped to his back and went down on one knee with the weapons crossed at his feet. “I, Thorn, king of the Norin, pledge my weapons, and the weapons of every raider in my tribe to this cause. May the Winds hear my oath and consider it binding on my soul.”

      Dmitri lifted Talon’s head and placed it gently on the floor. As Talon slept on, he stood, facing Thorn.

      Her father thumped his fist to his chest, the homage Norin reserved for their kings, and then joined Lynx and Axel.

      Dmitri nodded at Thorn.

      After the flurry of gasps that the seer could see them, too, every eye turned to Chad and Jerawin.

      Chad snorted. “Seventeen years of Trevenite and Lapisian blood spilled by Chenayans shout our commitment. Jerawin’s people and my own will not rest until the invaders are driven not just from our borders, but from every capital of every stolen nation guarded in the Avanovs’ lair. Rulers of the Free Nations, it is to you that we now look to take up the fight. Join us. With Nicholas the Light-Bearer as our symbol, we will drive the Dragon from its lair and slaughter it. Only then will our world know the peace our forefathers promised us when they destroyed all weapons after the original Burning.”

      As frightened as Beric had been of the “ghost” and the “vile Avanov technology,” Lynx expected the king to respond with a positive shout, as he had whenever a member of the alliance leadership called for support.

      But instead, Beric—and the kings who followed his lead—cowered in their chairs.

      Lynx’s pulse raced. What if none of them agreed to fight?

      Jewels clinked and silk rustled in the silence. Queen Hi Lai stood. She bowed to Lynx and then turned her back so she faced the other monarchs. “Before you all think I am merely stepping into a gap left by Beric, let me assure you that is not so.”

      Beric squirmed, making Lynx wonder what the Zou queen was doing to him.

      Hi Lai shifted to include Lynx and the other alliance leaders in her field of vision. “I would have chosen to act regardless of what anyone else here does.” Her almond-shaped eyes roved across the kings. “I would hope you will also be guided by your consciences and not your alliances.” A brief hand wave at Talon and Dmitri. “Warlord Axel Avanov, free the Son of Prophecy, bring him and the seer to my court for me to meet, and I will pledge you my absolute support. Without the Light-Bearer, I cannot risk offending the Dragon by throwing my lot in with you.”

      She bobbed a bow at Lynx and then at Dmitri and Talon before returning to her seat. Queen Hi Lai’s trade partners shifted in their chairs, murmuring their support if the Light-Bearer was freed.

      The wonder on all their faces as they gazed at Talon moved Lynx.

      To these people, her son was not a forest boy who loved his dog, honey, and climbing trees. He was hope, a Son of Prophecy, a Light-Bearer, who would destroy the Dragon and bring about a new world. How could she have been so blind to what had been so clear to everyone else?

      It was time to burn the name Talon and revel in the rebirth of Nicholas. Perhaps with her undying support of his role—his name—her son would be willing to step up to the destiny that right now he shunned.

      That was her work.

      Axel looked squarely at Beric. “Are you with us or against us?”

      Beric’s already saturnine lips turned down even more. “I am never against you, Axel, you know that.”

      “Then show that support on the battlefield. Send me men to train for this war. It is only if your soldiers and those of your allies swell our numbers that we can take Cian. I have told you this for years. Otherwise, I would have destroyed Lukan and the capital when he first banished Lynx and her son.”

      Liatl’s quiet voice caught Lynx by surprise. “And if we don’t? Will your alliance and your ghosts have men enough to spare to wage war on us all? I would think overthrowing the empire handful enough—even using the Blades you have already stolen from me.”

      Axel didn’t bother hiding his irritation. “There is no room in this conflict for yapping dogs, Liatl. You either join us as a full alliance partner, or you face Lukan on your own.”

      A few of the kings in Beric’s block stirred.

      Lavar, King of Kartania, raised his hand. “Are you implying that Lukan intends to attack us? We pay you protection tax to avoid just that.”

      The siren blared.
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      Axel froze at the strident call, so clearly a warning of something dire. So did every other person in the orb.

      “And now?” Liatl demanded. “More terrors to manipulate us into doing your will?”

      Axel considered quickly. Stefan had been prevented from alerting them that the drone was coming. No matter. They would have to make this work on their own, just as he made everything else in this endless, grinding war work.

      The height of the town walls and the range of the human eye, aided by a distance lens, should have meant the craft was at least five to eight miles out. But he couldn’t trust that. Not with a stealth craft designed to avoid detection.

      Quickly, he pulled up a fabricated screen he had always intended to use for the meeting: an image of a blimp moving across mountainous terrain. Only, back when he had his programmers create the image, he had believed he would have an hour and a half to move these people.

      Now he had minutes. He placed the informa on the lectern and pointed at the image.

      “That flashing light is an unmanned Chenayan airship. In my world, where we accept that such technology exists, we call it a drone. That drone is loaded with poisonous gas—Lukan calls it Dragon’s Fire—and it’s heading to Oldfort.” His voice rose against the cries of horror. “We have a plan in place. Everyone please follow Heron and Magridal to the exit.” He gestured to those confounded narrow spiral stairs. Getting a mass of people safely and speedily down them was always going to be a challenge—now it seemed an impossibility.

      No one moved.

      Radiating panic, Lynx, Jerawin, and Chad leaped to their feet.

      “Calmly, like this is what we always planned,” Thorn whispered, so softly that Axel barely heard him. “Select a monarch and get things moving.”

      Each of the leaders picked a monarch to target.

      Axel could have hugged Thorn for his steadiness.

      Despite the fear-induced sweat streaming down his torso, this was not the time to show weakness. At the first sign of panic, these people would stampede and no one would be saved. Everything Axel had spent decades working for would be blasted to naught. Nicholas would never be rescued and the Dmitri Curse thwarted.

      Not on my watch.

      He gritted his teeth and smiled as he strode to Hi Lai. “Come, let me escort you.”

      The queen must have seen something in his expression. She started to rise. “You—you mean this?”

      “Every word. If Lukan has his way, we will all be dead. But the Pathfinder Alliance will never let that happen.” He took her arm, noticing that his friends were having similar success with the other monarchs. “But if we are to continue fighting him, we need more support. Yours particularly.”

      “You have always gone for the dramatic, Axel. But this is extreme, even for you.” Her fingers digging into his arm belied her calm.

      “Just one of my many charms.”

      He edged her toward the top of the spiral staircase. It was already choked with people pushing and shoving to enter the narrow opening. Still, two monarchs had started the slow climb down. Leaving his alliance partners to worry about that, he looked around for Magridal. She and Heron were funneling people toward the crowd.

      “The film,” he called to her. “Get it running for Lukan.”

      She looked aghast that he would think of such details at a time like this. Axel smirked. It was attention to details that made him Axel Avanov. Still, she pulled out her informa and flicked through the screens.

      If Lukan watched, as he undoubtedly did, he would see a party in the streets of Oldfort.

      A rumble made him look up.

      It had to be the drone.

      Would he even see the gas that killed them? Or would it be colorless, tasteless, odorless death that claimed them all?

      Axel’s pulse spiked, and his breath caught. It could not be over. Not when he wasn’t ready to stop fighting. Not when he’d just gotten Lynx back. Not when he was days away from freeing Nicholas.

      Lynx caught his eye. She’d heard it, too. But she was too far away, separated by too many frightened monarchs for him to reach her without causing panic.

      He mouthed, “I love you. And I’m sorry.”

      She blew him a kiss and mouthed back, “Forever and always.”

      Then he shouted at the top of his lungs. “The people on the stairs . . . move.”

      His words opened a sluice gate. Monarchs pushed and shoved each other. Many more fell hand over fist to clamber over the banister, just to cling to the side of the steps—it was too far down to jump.

      Infinitesimally slowly, they tried to swing themselves down the spiral. One of Beric’s many allies punched the king of Essem, standing in front of him. The Essemite king returned the punch. More kings joined in with angry fists flying.

      Perhaps these fools were using the melee to settle old scores. While the bulls fought, still more people clamored to enter the spiral. At this rate, those bringing up the rear would not make it.

      Axel closed his eyes to get his ragged breathing under control before weighing in to separate the fighters. When he opened them, Thorn and Chad had already broken up the scuffle.

      Did he imagine it, or had the crowd at the stairs thinned? There was still a mass of people waiting to descend, but now more crushed each other on the slow crawl down the steps.

      Axel looked around to see who was left in the orb.

      Liatl and Xipal. Magridal and Heron. None of them had yet started to the stairs.

      He was about to shout to them to move when something flew at him, almost knocking him off his feet.

      Lynx.

      She threw her arms around him and kissed him, the way he wished she had when he’d first rescued her from the forest. When he’d time and space to savor it.

      He had to get her and everyone else to safety. Until every single person in this orb had at least made it onto the stairs, giving them a chance, no matter how slim, of reaching the burrow, he could not even think about his own safety.

      He snatched a kiss from her open mouth and pushed her away. “Go. Get in line for the stairs. Liatl. Xipal. All of you. Go.”

      Lynx’s strong fingers gripped his uniform. “And leave you here? Never.”

      The drone circled a second time.

      Had something gone wrong?

      It didn’t matter. Not when it bought him time.

      He spoke in his sharpest voice. “Magridal. Heron. Escort our guests downstairs.” His commanders sprang forward toward Liatl and Xipal, only to jerk to a halt.

      Liatl held a blade in his hand.
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      Lukan’s stomach churned. The Dragon’s Fire cruised above Oldfort.

      Faces like stone, everyone in Stefan’s office waited for him to give the command to break the seal on the canister in its belly. Like mist, the gas would settle on the town. He wondered if it would sparkle in the crisp spring-solstice moonlight. Would the people he watched on the informa—Axel included—even see it as they danced, drank, and feasted? Would they smell it? Or would they die before they knew what had hit them?

      He swallowed.

      Would terror assail the children throwing gold coins in the street for the poor to collect in the morning? Poor who would never appear to gather the prize.

      It would be left to the crows to pick over the carcasses in Oldfort. And what a bounty it would be for them.

      Walking around his bunker, the Burning had seemed so . . . academic. An experiment in a laboratory. Now, confronted with the thought of killing three thousand people—

      He rubbed his side, where the trigger to a thousand airships loaded with gas nestled. Then he muttered a quiet prayer to the Dragon he didn’t believe in that the children’s death would be quick, painless.

      Not just the children.

      The only people he really wanted to suffer were Axel, Chad, and Jerawin.

      Cider bottles in hand, the three of them led the parade through the town. Lukan’s stomach burned at the sight of Axel after so many years. No scars marred his cousin’s mocking face. The traitor slapped Chad on the back, and the two of them threw their heads back, laughing. Axel took a swig of cider and draped his arm around Jerawin’s shoulder. Laughing and joking, the two of them staggered up the road together.

      Lukan wished now that he could hear what they were saying, but the cameras Felix had installed recorded no sound. Lukan hadn’t had the stomach to listen to the sounds of the town dying when the gas came. The screaming would be more than he could stomach.

      He glanced back at Felix, Zarot, and Meka.

      Apart from appearing paler than normal, Felix seemed untouched by the horror of the Burning.

      Lukan shook his head. How could the man be so devoid of feeling? It was his son down there, after all. Lukan shrugged. Maybe he and Felix weren’t that much different. He felt nothing for his son, either.

      His Lord of the Conquest stood ready to release the gas on Lukan’s command. If being responsible for mass murder worried Zarot, he showed no signs of it.

      Eyes focused on a spot above Lukan’s head, the young prince stood ramrod straight next to Zarot.

      Lukan deigned to smile at Meka. “Only a few more minutes, and then you will see how the empire deals with its enemies.”

      The boy nodded.

      Lukan canted his head. Just how much had Meka changed? “Perhaps you would like to flip the switch that releases the gas.”

      For a split-second, Meka’s eyes betrayed something—horror, perhaps?—and then it was gone.

      That pleased Lukan. The boy needed to understand the sanctity of human life if he was to be judicious in taking it. The last thing he wanted was a sociopath in his bosom.

      “Of course, sire. If that is what you wish me to do.”

      Lukan nudged Zarot. “Hand him the controller.”

      Zarot parted with the switch without comment. Lukan couldn’t resist glancing at Felix. His uncle’s lips pouted in disapproval.

      “You have an objection, Felix?”

      “With all due respect, sire, the prince is young. Surely you do not want him to start out life with genocide on his hands?”

      Lukan snorted. “That never held you back.”

      Felix had been in his late teens when he’d assumed the mantle of Lord of the Household. The number of recorded—and unrecorded—deaths had soared with him in office.

      “That is, perhaps, why I want better things for the prince, sire.”

      Lukan turned to Meka. “Any objections to doing what I ask?”

      Meka swallowed. “It’s not about what I want, sire. You are the emperor.” His eyes drifted to Lukan’s side. “You have all the power in your hands.”

      So his heir knew about the trigger?

      Lukan’s scar flared with anger. Who had told him? His eyes narrowed. “How right you are. Never underestimate my power. I want you to release the Dragon’s Fire.”

      Meka bowed. “All I ask in return is that you allow me to come to Oldfort with you in the morning. This Burning is an historic event, and I would love to see the results with my own eyes.”

      A shiver trilled down Lukan’s back. Meka was indeed an Avanov. The whole idea of going to Oldfort in the morning filled him with nausea. If he didn’t have an overwhelming imperative to ensure Axel well and truly dead, he wouldn’t put a foot in that place. He sensed everyone watching him, waiting for his answer to Meka’s request.

      Did they suspect he didn’t have the stomach for visiting Oldfort, while a teenage boy did?

      The idea was untenable.

      “There will be a seat for you on the airship.” He turned back to the informa, ostensibly to watch the visuals beamed in from Oldfort. In reality, his mind churned. It wouldn’t harm to keep an eye on this new Meka. It was a pity he’d had to leave Morass in Cian, but someone had to keep watch over Nicholas. Perhaps it would be wise to have Zarot add to the thirty guardsmen accompanying them to Oldfort in the morning.

      A buzzer sounded, alerting Lukan that they were over the drop zone.

      Meka shuffled, but didn’t hit the trigger.

      Lukan’s scar pulsed. He clasped his silver buttons as the drone turned in its programmed circle. The revelers on the ground in Oldfort looked up in surprise. The cameras on the ground didn’t capture the airship, but Axel’s face registered shock. He had seen the craft. The shock morphed to action. Even now, his bastard cousin wouldn’t reward him by betraying fear or panic.

      “We did it, sire,” Felix murmured. “Got an airship into Oldfort right under Axel’s early warning system.” He didn’t sound as proud as Lukan expected.

      Almost transfixed, Lukan watched Axel shouting and waving at the people near him. Probably telling them to seek cover. What good it would do against poison—

      He scowled, refusing to allow fear to rob him of the sense of achievement that came in this aerial victory.

      A strident buzz cut the air. The airship had completed a second circle of the town.

      Not a word—or movement—from his heir. Lukan should command him to obey. To release the Dragon’s Fire. At once. Still Lukan hesitated.

      What to look at? The confusion that must be on the streets now that the drone had done nothing but circle? Or at the criticism he was sure blazed on Felix’s face at his failure to act? Lukan looked at neither, focusing instead on Meka’s boots.

      They were polished for the first time . . . ever.

      His eyes roved up Meka’s body. When had his heir filled out, fitting his silk and velvet clothes like a man and not a boy? He was handsome, too. Almost identical to Tao before his marriage to Kestrel. But unlike his gentle brother, Meka looked every inch the man ready to gas three thousand people without a qualm. Was he merely waiting for Lukan’s final command?

      Lukan could never have been so callous at Meka’s age. Neither could Tao. Axel could have, without batting an eye. And that was why Mott had hated both Lukan and Tao. It was why his father had plotted their deaths, using Axel as his blade.

      A thousand voices clamored in Lukan’s head, all of them sounding like Mott shouting that Lukan was worthless. A waste of a skin. A boy with no future. A boy with no guts . . . a boy not worthy to wear the Avanov name.

      The buzzer sounded again.

      Lukan looked Meka right in the eye. “Hit the switch.”

      Meka hesitated! Was his bravado all for show? Too late now, because Lukan had given a direct command. To back down would be too lose face with Felix, with Zarot, even with his heir. The possible humiliation made Lukan tremble.

      A clear warning, Lukan let his hand trail to his side.

      Meka closed his eyes and pressed the button.

      A warning blared, signaling that the gas was dispersing.

      Vomit threatening, Lukan stumbled out of the room, unable to face the death he’d unleashed. Burning the world was fine in theory, but in practice?

      When would he stop allowing to the memory of his dead father to goad him into doing things he didn’t want to do?
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      “You might have fooled everyone else here with your talk of deadly gas, Avanov, but you haven’t fooled me. I know it is just a ploy to frighten us into giving you more money,” Liatl seethed.

      Lynx looked from Liatl to Axel and then to the stairs. The crowd at the top had threaded into the spiral, but like honey on a cold morning, the line barely creeped forward.

      Meanwhile, above their heads, that drone circled. It had already passed by twice before.

      What Lukan waited for, she couldn’t imagine. But not even the Winds could help them if they didn’t grab the opportunities thrust at them.

      She pursed her lips at Liatl’s blade. The Tarachians were renowned for their knife-fighting skills. She didn’t doubt that their king was one of the best. She wasn’t too shabby with a knife, either. At any other time, she would have tried to take that knife out of the desert king’s hand.

      But not now, not when, if they stayed here, they would all die. Even breathing was a challenge when, with every breath, she expected to burn her nose and throat with gas.

      She grabbed Axel’s hand. “We must take our chances on the stairs.” To Heron, she said, “You and Magridal, too.”

      “Not while my warlord and my empress need me.” Heron nudged Magridal. “Go. The leadership will probably welcome your help in calming everyone down.”

      Magridal looked to Axel for confirmation. He nodded at her. Expression distraught, Magridal snatched a kiss from Heron and raced to the stairs. Instead of joining the throng on the treads, she vaulted over the banister and scampered down the outside of the wrought-iron frame.

      That was exactly how Lynx intended to get to the bottom.

      She tugged Axel’s hand again, but he dug his feet into the ground.

      “Heron, Lynx, as much as this man irks me, I cannot leave him and his son here to die.” Axel touched Xipal’s arm. “Please, get down those confounded stairs and into the burrow.”

      Eyes wild, the man looked first at Axel and then at his father. He said something in Tarachian that Lynx didn’t understand, but from the tone, he pleaded with his father to move.

      Liatl shoved Xipal with the hilt of his knife. He spoke in Chenayan. “If you don’t have the stomach for this fight, then be gone.”

      Xipal countered with Tarachian. Lynx tried to read his expression, but although he frowned, red-faced, that could have been due to the circumstance, and not his exchange with his father. And then Xipal was gone, skidding across the glass floor to those hated stairs.

      Liatl waved his dagger at Lynx and Heron. “Be gone, you two. This is now between the warlord and me—and the Blades I’m recruiting.”

      Not a chance.

      Fighting to keep her fear under control, Lynx folded her arms and moved in next to Axel. Heron took Axel’s left flank.

      Axel sighed. “Liatl. I get that you’re angry, but please, let’s take this discussion downstairs.”

      Liatl angled his blade to catch the light. He must have been very confident in his knife skills. “Avanov, you robbed me. But now I will have my revenge.”

      Heron threw himself at Liatl. A mash of blond braids and crimson cloak, the two of them crashed to the floor. Heron grabbed Liatl’s knife arm and tried to wrestle it out of his hand. But he and the desert king were equally matched in strength.

      Lynx—and Axel—moved forward to help Heron when Lynx caught a whiff of sulfur. She clamped her hand over her mouth and nose to stop from breathing. Moisture, soft as spring rain, settled on her skin—and scorched like fire.

      Dragon’s Fire.

      Heron and Liatl fell apart, coughing. Heron crawled to his knees, gasping for air, writhing in pain as each of those breaths burned their way into his lungs. Face blistering before Lynx’s eyes, Liatl collapsed on his back. His dagger rolled out of his hand and clattered to the floor. A final gasp, and his once-powerful body slumped into itself.

      Lynx knew he was dead.

      She wanted to run to safety, to leap down those stairs, but not without Axel. Or Heron.

      Shirt pulled over his nose and mouth, Axel sprinted to help Heron. Heron clawed at his own face. He turned to Axel, reddened eyes wide, blood trickling from the side of his mouth, and shook his head.

      Axel shook his head equally as hard and crouched to lift his friend.

      Heron’s boot hit Axel’s calf with a dull thud. “Go,” he rasped. “Save Lynx. Nicholas. Tell Magridal I—l love her.”

      Fiery tears coursed down Lynx’s cheeks, scorching a trail across her burning skin. She wanted to argue, to fight for Heron, but in her heart, she knew Heron was dying—sacrificing himself for Axel, for her, for Nicholas. For everything the alliance stood for. Pain grew in the back of her throat.

      Axel moaned, a primal sound Lynx associated with a mortally wounded animal.

      She held her breath and grabbed his hand.

      He let her pull him away from Heron. Together, they scrambled down the stairs, devoid of monarchs now. Her chest burned with a combination of suppressed tears and suffocation. She longed to suck in a breath to relieve her aching lungs, but that would lead only to death.

      She half-ran, half-stumbled with Axel to the door at the bottom of the orb, forcing her leaden legs to move despite leaving Heron behind.

      Axel fumbled for the switch on the wall.

      The door slid open.

      Lynx tumbled through it, with Axel seconds behind her. No breathing. Not yet. Not until the airtight doors closed behind her and the air they had traipsed in had been sucked clean by the scrubbers.

      Her chest tightened with agony, imploding, crushing itself without the air it needed. Light-headed, seeing spots before her eyes, she struggled to stand. And then the all clear sounded.

      She took her first deep breath of clean air. It burned all the way down her throat into her starved lungs. She gulped more and more until she had to lean back against the wall for support.

      A flood burst down upon her and Axel from nozzles in the ceiling. She stripped off her fatigues, letting the cool water soothe her blistered skin. The bare skin the gas had touched was red with welts.

      Never again would she take the air she breathed for granted.

      These thoughts kept her sorrow and rage at Heron’s needless death at bay.

      Head thrown back, Axel stood naked next to her. Sobs wracked his body. Heron had been more than just a friend to him. He had been a brother, a confidant, a partner Axel could utterly rely on in the alliance.

      Lynx wrapped her arms around him. Slowly, his arms folded around her.

      How long they stood there, holding each other and crying, she did not know.

      Finally, Axel pulled away. “I have to tell Magridal.”

      Lynx groaned in pain for Heron’s love.

      Axel slid open the door and poked his head out. Someone shoved an armful of towels at him. He gave one to Lynx and wrapped the other around his waist. They stepped out of the doors together.

      Magridal waited with arms crossed. She stared at them, eyes turning bright, lips quivering. “He’s not coming back, is he?”

      Axel shook his head and reached for her, but Magridal turned and fled.

      Axel crumpled.

      Lynx wiped away her tears, but they kept coming. She laid her hand on his shoulder. “This is Liatl’s doing.”

      “No. It’s mine. I should have given us more time for the meeting. Then we would have been underground before Lukan struck.”

      “You couldn’t know when he’d send his drone.”

      Axel straightened up. “No. Not without allies. Stefan was clearly blindsided today. I’m not letting that happen to the rest of alliance or to Nicholas.” He stopped to pick up their wet clothes and then grabbed her hand. “Time to get dressed. We have some monarchs to convince to join this war with us.”

      Fire burned in her throat. Heron had just died, and he was worried about convincing monarchs?

      She was about to grab him, scream the very thing at him, but the fire quelled. Heron had just died for the alliance.

      Lynx’s stomach plummeted. That meant placating these monarchs, no matter what it took, to finally rescue Nicholas, defeat Lukan, and destroy the Chenayan empire. No matter how hurt, how wrecked she was over Heron, his dying wish had to come first. She owed that much to him, as a fellow Norin, raider, and friend.

      And not in her wildest imaginings could she envisage a warm welcome when the monarchs greeted her and Axel.

      And as for Xipal? How would he react to his father’s death?
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      Numb with grief, Lynx followed Simtal into the throne room with Axel.

      Silence greeted them. She found her father’s face among the crowd first; relief relaxed his features, but his expression tightened once more.

      “Heron? Liatl?” her father asked.

      “Dead. Both of them,” Axel replied with a roughness grating his voice.

      “May the stars forgive me.” Jerawin staggered back and tumbled into his throne. “Such sacrilege on a night that should bring such joy.”

      Chad offered a steadying hand.

      Lynx tore her eyes away from Jerawin to rove over the faces of the monarchs.

      Bleached anguish in every face except one.

      Xipal. His registered disbelief. Dark hair tumbled from his topknot and hung into his incredulous eyes. “My father?”

      “Died breathing out revenge,” Axel said harshly. “He took one of my best friends with him.”

      Lynx clenched her fist, digging her nails into Axel’s hand. He pulled her closer to him.

      “You took the Blades from him,” Xipal said, voice flat, emotionless.

      Something in the new desert king’s bearing troubled Lynx. Perhaps it was the blatant lack of sorrow for his dead father. Or maybe the speculative glint in his eye.

      “No. I merely offered better pay,” Axel replied. “They followed their pocket books.”

      Xipal turned away, running his fingers down the thin beard that framed his lips and chin. “I need time . . . to think.”

      Lynx understood that. She certainly could do with all these people gone, but they had called this meeting with a goal that still hadn’t been met.

      She took a chance and said, “And you, Xipal, are you also recruiting Blades?”

      Hi Lai, the wealthiest monarch with the most to lose if Xipal got ideas of conquest in his head, pushed through the crowd. She had lost a shoe. Her hair had also fallen out of its elaborate bun, and her clothes were disheveled. “Where would he get the funds?”

      Axel dug into his pocket and pulled out the gold nugget. He threw it in the air. The nugget caught the light, gleaming like only gold could. He caught it and tossed it to Hi Lai, but the movement lacked Axel’s usual energy. He had to be struggling to deal with diplomacy after what had just happened.

      Startled, Hi Lai almost let it drop before snatching at the air. She studied it briefly and looked up at Axel. “I heard rumors of this. Our alliance grows ever stronger.”

      “I thought you would say that.”

      The Zou queen held the nugget up to Xipal. “Answer the question. Are you recruiting Blades?”

      The dark-haired man looked down at his sandals before catching her eye. “Why are you accusing me? I’m not the devil here. For years, we have paid taxes to Avanov. For what? To be gassed at his conclave?”

      A rustle of agreement spread through the crowd.

      Lynx threw her hand up in protest. “You dare call Axel a devil! It was Lukan who sent his gas to Oldfort.”

      Axel shifted next to her. If he wanted to handle this, he would be disappointed; she had too much to say to be silent.

      “This attack was just a trial run,” she said. “The next time it could be Tarach or Lotus or Esonville. That lunatic Lukan has a thousand airships loaded with gas that he plans to unleash on the world.”

      All around Lynx, shoulders sagged. Her listeners seemed to believe her.

      Energy sparked through her, counteracting her exhaustion, grief, and painful blisters. “When he’s finished, only a handful of his chosen allies will survive. Is your name on that list? Who will protect you and your people then? The alliance? Why should we, when you have begrudged us every mycek Axel used over the years to defend you from Lukan? You know very well that if Lukan had gotten the ice crystal he wanted, he would have increased his army of guardsmen a thousandfold. They would have swarmed your lands like ants, and you would have been powerless to stop them.”

      Someone coughed.

      Adrenaline surged through Lynx. Gas? Was it possible?

      Every head, including hers, spun to find the cougher and to identify the cause.

      Beric held up a hand in apology. “I breathe. I live.”

      Axel pulled away from Lynx and strode up the stairs to Jerawin’s throne. He spoke firmly but calmly. “This burrow is safe. You have nothing to fear from the Dragon’s Fire. The winds blow from the southeast tonight. By morning, the gas will be gone.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Lynx turned to identify the speaker. Faisal, one of Beric’s allies.

      “I know that for a fact because Lukan will be gracing with us with his presence in the morning. I hardly think he’s going to come wearing a gas mask.” His usual derisive smile was absent.

      A roar of protest burst out. Some shouted that they wanted to slaughter Lukan, while others seemed frightened by the news.

      Axel called for order. “Take Lukan on if you wish, but I think the thirty guardsmen he’s bringing with him might be somewhat of a deterrent.”

      People broke into small groups, muttering.

      Axel waited, probably giving them time to vent.

      Finally, Beric turned to the throne. “Warlord, none of this is a surprise to you. How did you know?”

      Axel stared him down. “Count Boris Vasily, governor of Zakar Province, has been feeding information to the alliance for years. Lynx is right about Lukan’s drones. He plans to destroy the world. The only one who can stop him is the Light-Bearer, but he needs us to deliver him to Lukan’s front door.” Axel finally smiled something like that derisive smile she loved so much. “I’m currently accepting volunteers for my invading army. All you need to do is apply.”

      Beric rounded on his lackeys. “I was right to tell you to pay the warlord’s tax.”

      No one disputed him. But even so, not all of them looked happy with events.

      Beric turned back to Axel. “What is the plan for tomorrow? We have kingdoms we must return to. We cannot be held up indefinitely in Oldfort, especially if we are to prepare soldiers for your army.”

      Lynx’s heart skipped. Beric was in. She tempered her enthusiasm with caution. Would his alliance follow him for something as radical as this?

      Showing no emotion at the victory, Axel replied. “Tonight is the spring solstice, an important date in the Lapisian calendar. With that in mind, we will hold our celebrations here in the burrow. I, for one, need to know that the gods have accepted the spirit of my friend.” He looked pointedly at Xipal. “Join me tonight to send off our loved ones.”

      Xipal stroked his beard as he assessed Axel’s peace offering. “I accept. May the gods be my witness that this is the start of many things between us.”

      Something in his softly spoken words made Lynx’s skin crawl. Even if this enigma did join the alliance and fought with them, she would be sure to have his back firmly in her rifle sights whenever Axel was around.
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      Oldfort looked dead from the airship window.

      Meka growled at himself. Of course it was dead! All the humans hid underground. Only those hideous effigies waited for their arrival. Or that is what he’d kept telling himself since pushing that trigger. If it hadn’t been for an even more dangerous trigger in Lukan’s side, he would never have done it.

      Hearing about plans to gas a whole town was very different than actually seeing the lunatic plotting it right before his eyes. Also, surely Felix and Stefan would not have let him go through with it if they truly believed every monarch from the Free Nations in mortal danger? So he comforted himself.

      He had asked Tao what had happened in Oldfort, but his father knew nothing of what had transpired.

      He glanced at Lukan. The man was clearly insane, and Meka worried what would happen today if—when—he found Oldfort untouched by gas. Would he go crazy and hit that switch in his side?

      Meka still had to confront him if he was to rescue Nicholas.

      If no bodies littered the street, it was a chance he would have to take.

      He tried to focus on happier things. The tattoo on his ribs was one of them. It throbbed like a brand. It was only after the beautiful, flowing F had been inked in red ink—the color of Farith’s jasper-red hair—that he’d been told that rib tattoos were the most painful of all.

      She was worth it. He started to smile at the memory of her tiny body in his arms, but it morphed into a frown.

      What would she say if she learned that he had killed her father? Killed everyone in Oldfort? His own family included.

      He caught a flash of black in his peripheral vision.

      He looked out the window at a cloud of crows.

      Crows meant death.

      His heart almost stopped beating as he leaned over to better see out the window.

      “Don’t tell me you are that keen to see the dead bodies, Meka,” Lukan’s icy voice said. The bastard sat opposite him on a seat far from the window. “I will be worried about you if that is the case.”

      Meka forced his body back into his chair. “Of course not, sire.” Mind racing—why would crows be flocking to Oldfort unless he had murdered the town?—he stammered, “I—I worry that the birds will affect the thrusters.”

      “Our pilots have that in hand, dear prince,” Felix oozed. The count also occupied a window seat.

      But Meka couldn’t relax. His fingernail drifted to his mouth. Never a biter, he was barely aware of his teeth tugging on the nail. He had resigned himself to implicating Vasily in this ruse because the man was evil personified. But to kill innocents? Not just innocents, every monarch in the Free Nations could be dead. The impact of that was too catastrophic to contemplate.

      The direction of the roar coming from the thrusters changed; they were landing. He tore off a piece of fingernail.

      Felix nudged Meka’s foot with his soft leather shoe. When Meka looked up, the count shook his head. A warning to hide his emotions? It must be, because Felix placed his hands deliberately in his lap.

      Meka swallowed the shredded nail and followed suit.

      “Soon, all will be revealed,” Felix said blandly. “We will tether outside Jerawin’s temple. I believe it’s a short walk up the high street to the town square. That is where we should find Axel’s body.”

      “You watched him die?” Lukan drilled Felix with a hard look.

      “Like you, sire, I found I could not watch the traitor’s death.”

      Lukan nodded, as if he understood. He turned to Meka. “And you?”

      “Count Zarot and I left the office with Count Felix, sire.”

      Lukan looked at Stefan, almost for confirmation. He nodded. “We all followed your lead, sire. It seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Lukan turned his face away. “No matter. The gas would have done its job.”

      For a man who wanted so many people dead, Lukan certainly sounded bleak.

      And why hadn’t Lukan checked up on his own informa to make sure his killing spree had been successful? That didn’t make sense to Meka. Unless . . . he studied his uncle’s face for signs of remorse. Composed as he always was, nothing in Lukan’s bearing suggested regret.

      “We will wait until all the other airships have tethered before we disembark,” Lukan commanded. “Stefan, you will go first to get the guardsmen in position.”

      Coward. He wants his fifty guardsmen on the ground before he braves what he thinks are a bunch of dead bodies in Oldfort.

      But even as he thought that about Lukan, Meka knew he wasn’t in a hurry to leave the airship, either. Not if he had also committed mass murder. What had Felix called it?

      Genocide.

      Finally, the hatch creaked open. Warm spring sunshine poured into the airship. It was cheering. It shouldn’t have been. Not today.

      After Stefan had left, Lukan gestured for him and Felix to take the ramp first.

      Despite using his cane, Felix stumbled. He grabbed Meka’s arm and whispered, “I trust you have been briefed?”

      Meka nodded, praying his family in the burrow watched him on Magridal’s hidden cameras.

      “Then we both know what we must do.”

      Meka and Felix disembarked into a circle of guardsmen.

      But they weren’t what interested him.

      Meka’s racing pulse slowed. No dead bodies strewed the street or the temple precinct that in the visuals they had watched the previous evening had heaved with people. Was it possible they had enough warning and had escaped? He allowed himself to hope that the crows had been an anomaly.

      Lukan joined them. He turned a full circle. Then his dark eyes alighted on Felix. “Where are the bodies?”

      Felix held up his hands, looking so astonished that, for a moment, even Meka was fooled. “How must I know, sire? I saw what you saw.”

      Circled by guardsmen, Lukan started walking, his long strides echoing up the empty street toward the square. Meka and Felix fell into step with him.

      And then Meka heard the cawing. He closed his eyes and rounded the corner into the square.

      Three dead bodies hung from wooden stakes. It was nothing like what he imagined he would find, yet they were dead, horrifically so, and he had killed every one of them.

      A dozen crows hopped and pecked on their bodies. They took off cawing, only to land again to resume their feeding. Even though this time the men’s faces were blistered beyond recognition and no sightless eyes stared up at him, it didn’t stop Meka heaving his guts out onto the cobbles. When nothing but bile was left in his stomach, he wiped his mouth on his hand.

      Regardless of his guilt and remorse over what he’d done to these unknown men, it was time to confront Lukan. He turned slowly to find his uncle.

      Lukan stared at the four effigies. Only the scar throbbing crimson on his cheek registered any emotion.

      And then Lukan screamed. Arms flailing, he charged forward to kick over Axel’s effigy. Even as it tumbled, Axel’s smile continued to mock. “He cheated me! Again! Betrayed me.”

      Lukan fell down at Lynx’s effigy and cradled her face in one hand, while the other twirled the braid and feathers Lynx had donated to the build. Moaning like a child, he wrenched the braid off the scarecrow’s head and brought it to his mouth to kiss it. “This is Axel. All Axel. My Lynx would never have tormented me with this. She loves me. If she could, she would come back.”

      Felix brushed Lukan’s shoulder. “Have a care for the guardsmen, sire. They watch everything you do.”

      The words seemed to pull Lukan back from the brink. He staggered to his feet and bellowed at Felix. “Who betrayed me? You?”

      Meka’s blood rushed to his face as he stepped forward. “It was me.”
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      Lynx gripped the arms of her chair with blistered fingers. The rest of the people in the throne room stood motionless, waiting Lukan’s reaction to Meka’s traitorous claim.

      Lukan looked first at Meka and then at Felix, as if he hadn’t quite grasped what Meka said.

      Meka licked his lips—and told Lukan exactly what he and Axel had devised. “Vasily had already told me about the Dragon’s Fire before you did. And . . . and about the alliance. He even gave me an informa so I could communicate with Axel.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out his black device.

      Lukan gave no sign if he believed or disbelieved him.

      Meka soldiered on. “I told Axel that his murderous cousin planned to kill three thousand people.” He choked. “I—I just didn’t know they would leave people on the square, or . . . or I would never have hit that switch.”

      Meka had hit the switch?

      Lynx buried her face in her hands. What would Meka say when he learned he’d killed Heron and Liatl, too? Axel’s fingers tightened even harder around her shoulders. They dug into her welts, but she remained silent. Apart from the tears shed in the air-locked chamber, politics had forced Axel to appear strong despite his grief for Heron. She wasn’t going to stop the flow of his emotion now.

      “May the Winds be with my poor grandson to have those deaths on his conscience.” Her father’s prayer was the only sound in the otherwise silent room.

      Not even the image relayed from the square squeaked. Lukan stood still as any of those effigies. Perhaps he wasn’t registering Meka’s accusation and incrimination.

      Felix shuffled up. “You cannot be serious, Prince Meka? Why do you make such outlandish accusations about one of the emperor’s most loyal councilmen?”

      As distraught as Meka appeared, when he moved toward Felix, he still reminded Lynx of one of the great cats. “He’s been feeding Axel secrets for years.”

      “Then why would you implicate him if you seem to bear the same allegiance?” Felix demanded.

      Meka threw both hands out toward the dead men. “Because Axel made me a murderer, that’s why. Lukan would have, too, when he told me to hit that switch. But Axel left these people here, knowing they would die.”

      Axel sucked in a breath.

      Lynx gripped his hand on her shoulder. “He doesn’t mean it. He’s just saying it for . . . effect. Part of the charade.” But when she saw the fury, despair, and loathing on Meka’s face, she wasn’t so sure. Were her fears regarding Meka’s loyalty to be realized? Was he already turning against them? Would he choose to renege on their agreement?

      Lukan shook himself from his stupor. “What does any of this matter?” he yelled at Felix. “You made me a deal. Now act on it.”

      “It will be my pleasure, sire.”

      Meka’s eyes widened to the size of two full moons when Felix pulled a handgun out from under this olive-green cloak. He lined the sights up and shot Meka in the heart.

      Meka dropped like a stone onto the cobbles. The people around Lynx gasped. Meka’s body twitched once, twice, and then stilled in a quickly gathering puddle of blood.

      Lynx knew immediately that Felix had betrayed them. She slumped back against Axel, too shocked to even breathe.

      Axel’s arm slipped around her and squeezed her stomach. He whispered in her ear, “Look. My informa.”

      She glanced down to see his informa hidden between his blistered hand and her stomach. One red light pulsed above it. Meka’s ice crystal. If he were dead, the ice crystal would have failed with him. She heaved a breath as Axel slipped the device back into his pocket.

      Felix stuck the gun away and stepped directly into Lukan’s personal space. “I have done as you commanded, sire. If you wish, I will ensure Vasily is dealt with, too.”

      Lynx couldn’t help sighing with relief when a guardsman broke away from the circle and scooped up Meka’s unconscious body. He strode away from the group to the closest airship.

      But what did the tracker in Meka’s neck matter if he no longer supported the alliance? Once awake, he could tell Felix about the ice crystal. Never in a million lifetimes would Felix put Meka with Nicholas if he thought he carried a tracker.

      Axel whispered in her ear, “I trust Farith, and Farith trusts Meka. If the boy had been born in Norin, they would have called him Chameleon. He shifts for his audience. But that doesn’t mean his heart isn’t true.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Axel squeezed her shoulders. “Me, too. Or all this is for nothing.”

      Lukan’s yelling pulled her away from her and Axel’s private conversation. Spittle flew from his mouth. “Find them. All of them. Not one guardsman leaves here until Jerawin and his people are found.” The camera tracked Lukan as he strode back to his airship. He shook his fist at air. “They will be made to pay for humiliating me today.”

      A groan rose from the monarchs.

      “Wonderful,” Xipal muttered. “Avanov, I suppose you intend to have us watch while Lukan’s thugs break this place down stone by stone. It will certainly fit the rest of the entertainment you lined up for us during this conclave.”

      “I have a better idea,” Hi Lai hissed. “We’ll send you out to greet them. When they’re done with you, I’ll even volunteer to parcel your remains up for your mistress.”

      Xipal laughed. “At least I have a bed-warmer, which is more than I hear said about you.”

      A few of the kings chuckled, but it sounded strained. Lynx’s heart went out to Anna, who had to marry this man. She glanced over at Chad. A thousand emotions—none of them comforting—warred across his face. How hard must it be for him to hand his daughter over to bolster such an uncertain alliance? Especially as there was no guarantee young Anna would have any influence over her husband.

      “Enough! Everyone relax,” Axel called out, but from the tension in his body pressed against her back, Lynx knew her warlord was anything but relaxed. “I have it on good authority that once Lukan leaves, the guardsmen won’t be staying. You can all return to your bed-warmers tomorrow.”

      “More covert allies, Warlord?” Xipal demanded. “I hope they do a better of job keeping you informed this time. We’d hate to find you’re hours late, again. Or was it too early? I haven’t quite decided.”

      Axel ignored him.

      “And the prince? Is he also part of your plan?” Beric sounded more like his obsequious self than before the meeting had started.

      Axel looked pointedly at Xipal. “Perhaps when it is just allies around a table, I will tell you everything.” He called to Simtal. “Cut the link.”

      Lynx guessed he didn’t want Xipal seeing who that covert ally was when Stefan commanded his guardsmen to return to Maegkin.

      “Allies around a table? I have a Trevenite betrothed, yet you doubt my loyalty.” Xipal snorted. “I will yet see you on the battlefield, Avanov.”

      Despite the ambiguity in his comment, Lynx’s hand slipped toward her dagger. Every person in the room straightened like bloodhounds on a scent.

      “These are problems for another day.” Jerawin waved his tattooed arms. “Let us give thanks to the stars—the gods—that we have survived.” He forced a laugh. “Over lunch, Axel will be taking applications for places in our army to defeat Lukan. See him soon before all the good spots are taken.”

      It was a lame joke, but a few of the monarchs still laughed.

      “I seem to have lost my appetite.” Xipal bowed to Jerawin. “I won’t be partaking.” He walked to the door, which a guard swung open.

      Before leaving, Xipal bowed to the crowd. And then he was gone.

      “The world will never be the same again,” Axel murmured.

      Lynx closed her eyes, not wanting to envision what the new desert king’s defection meant for the alliance, for Nicholas, for any of them as they sought to destroy the Dragon.
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      The sun rose in Talon’s prison. A new day. If the changing of the sky above him could be trusted.

      He uncurled, stretched, and listened.

      The woman was quiet. Maybe she hadn’t woken yet.

      It didn’t matter. She could scream as much as she liked because the sound no longer lacerated his brain. Much. He had worked hard over the last week to blot out the sound.

      At first, it had been impossible. But he remembered how focusing on Dmitri during that first visit in this prison had helped. Now, whenever the screaming threatened to level him, he stared at—dreamed about—his fiddle.

      It wasn’t his yet. But it soon would be. And then he’d break out of here and be gone long before Morass even thought to look for him. Lukan hadn’t been back in his head so he hoped the bastard and his monsters weren’t watching him. It was a chance he was willing to take.

      Eyes shuttered against the sunlight, he studied the domed roof. It was a glass bubble recessed in the very middle of an expanse of nothingness. Reaching it would be difficult. Scary.

      Not difficult. Thinking that is failure. Focus on winning. And the only scary thing is staying here.

      And anyway, he had a plan, one that had come to him as he worked to blot out the noise.

      But before he implemented it, he had to wait until Morass brought him his breakfast. After that, Morass wouldn’t be back until nightfall. That gave him all the time he needed, to do everything he wanted.

      Humming, he skipped to the faucet and turned it on. If he was going to leave here today, the least he wanted was to be clean. Or as clean as he could get without soap. He had rinsed his clothing yesterday. He felt the ragged leather. Hard and unyielding, it had probably shrunk as it dried, but as he was a fragment of what he had once been, that didn’t matter. At least he wouldn’t smell when he got out.

      He grimaced.

      Out was still a vague concept because he had no idea where he was.

      His grimace morphed into smile. For once, his ears would be of value because he’d hear threats long before he saw them. And they him. Whatever happened, he was not going to be captured and brought back here. Maybe the seer had been right about his stupid ears being an advantage.

      Time to wash his matted hair. First thing he would do when he got out would be to find a weapon, hopefully a blade he could use to cut his hair. The idea thrilled him. He stuck his head under the icy water when the woman screamed.

      Caught off guard, Talon cringed, hitting his head against the metal faucet. He braced himself and focused.

      Escape. Escape. Escape. Fiddle. Escape.

      His taut muscles relaxed enough for him to move. Keeping the thought of escape central in his mind, he sloshed water on his hair, his face, and then the rest of his body. A groan of pleasure escaped his lips. Why had he taken so long to do this?

      Oh, right. The screams.

      He scowled. Never again would he let another person control his emotions the way that heartbroken, crazy woman had. Not when he had focus on his side.

      The sound of footsteps.

      He knew exactly who it was, so he didn’t even look up from his washing. His breakfast—more mush—dropped through a slit in the door, much like the one in his other cell. He ignored the food. He would eat it before he started his escape only because he didn’t know when he’d find food again.

      And then I’m never eating cabbage or potatoes again for as long as I live.

      He listened as Morass retreated and then pulled on his clothes, wriggling against the stiff, uncomfortable leather. Securing new clothes was also an important item on his escape list. His clothes were so ragged, he would stand out wherever he went. He had never stolen anything in his life, but today, if all went well, that would change.

      With no more cleaning to do, he stooped and eased his finger under the lip of the metal grate over the drain. It squealed against the stone as it lifted. Holding it in one hand, he loped over to the door and stuffed the pile of disgusting food into his mouth. He would need the limited energy it gave him.

      And then he strode to the wall and started chipping away at the plaster. After removing cement and blocks from the wall with his bare hands, hacking hand-and footholds out of the smooth plaster with the metal grate was a breeze. Simultaneously climbing and hacking was just as easy. That was a boon from his last cell. The biggest challenge was blocking out the noise. But with single-minded purpose, he kept the goal in mind and the noise at bay, and chiseled his way to freedom.

      The sun’s shadows had barely moved across the floor when he reached the point where the dome rose from the wall. It would have been so simple to use his grate to beat the glass above his head until it broke. But that wouldn’t give him a fiddle. And he wasn’t leaving here without that instrument. Not when taking it would probably frighten and infuriate Lukan almost as much as Talon’s escape had.

      How else could he tell his monster father and all his monster followers that Talon was no weakling? Even if he was. Compared to them.

      He bit his lip as he contemplated the fiddle. It must have been a good three to four yards away from him. A huge jump when all he had was a tiny chink in the wall to hang from. Lukan’s words about falling and breaking his leg or his neck rushed back at him.

      His expression firmed. Even if he died trying, it was better than staying here alive.

      Metal grate clenched in his teeth, he kicked off against the wall.

      And then he was flying. Just like Bird had done when swooping after her prey.

      Through gritted teeth, he allowed a yell of joy and then reached out with both arms for the hook in the center of the dome, where the fiddle hung. His body hit the unforgiving metal and the fiddle with a thunk. He scrambled to grab a hand-hold but found only the fiddle.

      It would never hold his weight. That couldn’t be helped.

      Sweat prickled his skin as his hands clawed at the fiddle. The tail end of the rope tying it to the hook brushed his arm. He grabbed it, hanging onto it with one hand like the lifeline it was. He spat the grate out of his mouth into his other hand. Breathing hard against his pounding heart and sheer exhaustion from the effort, he hung for a few moments.

      And then the noise of the screaming broke through.

      It was time to go. Now. Before that hateful woman and her demented screaming defeated him. He lunged at the glass dome with his grate, striking it with all the force he could muster. The sound of metal on glass squealed through his brain, almost making him weep.

      He ignored it and struck the glass again, and again, and again, gaining momentum with each growing crack. A few more swipes, and he’d be free.
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      Meka’s head ached, and his throat cracked, but no matter how much water he drank for the jug on the table next to his bed, it made no difference to his raging thirst. He had no idea who had left the water, but it had to be Felix. He also didn’t know where he was. His shirt crunched against his skin as he moved to scan the room. Four walls, no windows, a steel door and the bed and table.

      And what was the matter with his shirt? It was stiff and brown with dried blood.

      His heart raced. He didn’t feel any pain, but Felix had shot him. His hand trailed up under the fabric to his heart. Apart from a small, painful lump in the skin above his heart, there was no injury to account for all the blood. The puncture mark did explain the woozy feeling in his head.

      A dart. Felix must have drugged me.

      It beat being shot with a real bullet. He stroked his tattoo. It no longer burned, making him wonder how long he’d been unconscious. Was Farith missing him? And, probably more importantly, was Axel on the way to fetch him? If so, when would Felix put him with Nicholas, as agreed? He absentmindedly scratched his wrist. The remains of something sticky clung to his skin. Whatever it had been, it covered what must have been a sizable hole in his flesh, if the red mark was anything to judge by.

      Something rattled outside the door. A key?

      Meka swung his feet over the side of the bed and sat up. His head whirled, and he almost flopped back down. Fighting to steady himself, he waited for the world to settle into some kind of nausea-suppressing equilibrium.

      It didn’t.

      He resigned himself to facing his visitor at less than his normal peak.

      The door opened, and Felix’s cane swung into the room, soon followed by the man himself. Felix had a leather satchel slung over his shoulder.

      “Ah, you are awake,” Felix said, somewhat redundantly seeing Meka sat looking at him. “I assume you are feeling more yourself than you were on the airship?”

      He’d woken on the airship?

      Felix must have seen his surprise. “I’ve kept you drugged for almost a week. I suppose you’re hungry. The pipe in your wrist kept you alive, but it didn’t put meat on your bones.” When Meka didn’t reply, Felix tsked impatiently. “Another small triumph of mine that will forever go unheralded.”

      “What? Putting pipes in people?”

      “The whole business of keeping you alive so this ruse can play out to its logical end,” Felix said acerbically.

      “And what is that end? I made a deal with Axel that you’d let me meet Nicholas.”

      Felix leaned against the wall opposite Meka. “Your deal was with Axel and not with me.”

      Meka felt himself pale. “I—we trusted you.”

      He glanced at the door. Where did it lead? And could he take the old man down in his current state of drugged disrepair? Or would Felix pull a gun with real bullets on him before he crossed the room?

      “As I trusted you. Now answer a question for me, Meka.”

      Meka shrugged. “Depends on what it is.”

      “Oh, this is well within your power to deliver. Back in Oldfort, while giving your stellar theatrical performance for Lukan and for Axel’s cameras, you mentioned that you blamed my son for turning you into a murderer. Is that how you truly feel, or were you going for an encore?”

      The memory of the three dead men flashed before his mind’s eye. It was the dead guardsmen all over again, except this time he had most definitely wielded the axe. But did that make him a murderer? It had taken the best part of last autumn to sort through his feelings about Lukan’s slaughter of the guardsmen. He didn’t have the luxury of time now.

      If he looked at it logically, the alliance leadership he’d met would never have sent men to die unnecessarily. If those three had been volunteers, King Jerawin would not have needed to chain them up. That meant they were . . . less desirable. For a reason he couldn’t fathom, Axel, his grandfather, Lynx, Chad, and Jerawin had left them there to die. He had to trust that they had their reasons. It didn’t make what he’d done right, but he certainly couldn’t blame Axel for it, either.

      But he saw no reason to tell Felix that.

      “What difference does it make to you?”

      “It will help me plan your future.”

      That sounded ominous. “Do I have a say in my future?”

      “Answering my questions would be a good start.”

      Meka hesitated. What would Felix do with his answer? But because the count held all the tiles, Meka said, “I will always support the alliance. Lukan will never have my allegiance.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Did you know Axel was safe when you let me pull that switch?”

      Felix pursed his lips. “Not for sure. But I know my son. He’d have watchmen on the towers. They’d have seen the drone coming, and he’d have made plans to escape.”

      “You took a chance.”

      “Not as much as you did pulling that trigger.”

      “What choice did I have?”

      Felix shrugged. “We always have choice. You just chose to humor Lukan. Wise, I would say.” His eyes glinted. “You know, of course, that Heron and Liatl, the desert king didn’t make it.”

      Meka’s shoulders slumped. More people dead?

      “Oh yes, I found their bodies. Grim, it was, I can tell you.”

      Why was Felix telling him this? Couldn’t he see how pale Meka had become—Dragon’s ass, he could feel how pale he’d become.

      Felix pulled a cloak with a hood out of the satchel and tossed it at Meka. “Put this on. We’re going for a walk.”

      Meka tried to catch the floating garment, but his eyes struggled to decide which of the two objects dancing in his vision were the actual cloak. The velvet fluttered onto his lap, reminding him that he wasn’t in the best state for dodging possible bullets. Still, he paused before putting it on. “Will you let Axel know that I’m still on his side?”

      “Now why would I do that?”

      Meka’s pulse raced. If Axel thought he didn’t support the alliance, would he still come and fetch him. Especially if Axel knew Meka had pulled the trigger that had killed Heron and the king?

      Of course he will, he told himself crossly, if not for me, then for Nicholas.

      He took a deep, steadying breath. “Because you care about him, or you wouldn’t be doing this.”

      “I have fulfilled my side of the deal. I kept you safe when you shifted the blame for the leak for the Oldfort Burning to Vasily’s door.” Felix poked the cloak with his cane. “I owe nothing more to my son.”

      Meka tossed the cloak aside. “So why do you want me?”

      “It has been a very costly week, and I find myself in a situation where a young man with an interest in informas could be valuable.”

      Was he implying that Meka go to Zakar Province? He doubted Nicholas was hidden in Zakar. That would mean when Axel came for Nicholas, Meka would lead him on a false trail. Would that make his family doubt his loyalty? Meka cursed inwardly that he had been so stupid to con an informa out of Vasily. It had brought him nothing but trouble.

      “Now, I have one last move to make in this game,” Felix said. “So be a good boy and put on that cloak.”

      Another shrug from Meka. He stood to don the cloak and wavered on his feet. It was only Felix grabbing him that stopped him spiraling to the floor. Felix helped him toss the cloak around his shoulders.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “Cover your head, prince. It is unlikely that we will see anyone, but I am taking no chances.”

      Clearly, answers weren’t coming.

      By the time Meka had pulled the hood down over his eyes, Felix had the door open. Meka staggered over to him, doing his best to keep his feet moving a straight line. Assessing the distance between the door and the door jamb proved tricky, and he fell.

      A hiss of disapproval, and Felix grabbed his arm. The count almost dragged him out of the room and down a passageway. With his eyes hidden, all Meka could see were the brick-red flagstones on the floor. The only other sensory clue was a woman screaming. Her wails told him nothing. They stopped at another locked door. Felix pulled out the key.
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      Felix’s hand shook as he inserted the key into the lock. He was moments away from delivering Dmitri’s last tile on the map. What the seer planned next, he didn’t know. But Dmitri and Axel had handed him Meka on a plate. He wasn’t about to squander the opportunity the prince presented him.

      With some training, Meka could become a valuable member of his secret team, programming his private informa network. He could join the other programmers Felix had stolen from Axel a few years ago. Just retribution for Axel shooting his fingers off.

      But first he had to make good on his promise to the seer.

      He pushed open the door to the conservatory and looked around. Fear gripped him, and he clutched his throat. “W-where is he?”

      “You mean the boy with the huge eyes watching us from the top of the dome?” Meka’s voice brimmed with admiration.

      Felix looked up in disbelief.

      Nicholas—and the fiddle—hung from the hook in the center of the dome. A spider web of cracks streaked across the glass next to his head. Panic, followed by determination blazed across his pinched face. Quick as lightening, his hand flew up. A metallic thwack, and the glass gave way.

      Far down on the floor below, Felix watched helplessly as the dome shattered, raining crystal down on him and Meka. Felix tried to shield his head, but a dozen sharp nicks, followed by streaming blood, made his efforts ineffectual.

      Protected by his cloak, Meka laughed. “Go, Nicholas! Show the bastards that you’ll never be beaten.”

      Nicholas glanced down at Meka and then dismissed him. He swung his body up into the gaping window frame. He reached down for the fiddle. Nimble fingers untied the rope. The Light-Bearer tossed the instrument and its rope around his frail shoulders and tumbled from view.

      Felix held his breath as he heard Nicholas scamper to the ventilation duct. In order to keep the room with its huge lights habitable, the vent in the final construction had been built a little wider than what he’d shown Lukan on the plans. Never in his wildest dream did he imagine that Nicholas would scale these walls. It was then he noticed the even niches gouged out of the plaster. He remembered the metallic clunk on the glass and looked down at the grate on the sluice.

      It was gone.

      “He must have jumped the last bit,” Meka said in awe. Clearly, he had also worked out how Nicholas had clambered to the dome.

      “He won’t get far,” Felix grumbled. But even as he said it, he heard the clatter of the metal on concrete. He groaned.

      The boy would be through the vent and into the air passage in no time. It would take him minutes crawl through to the opening to the roof. With his ability to scale walls, he would be on the street before Felix could even call the guard.

      And there is no calling the guard for this escapee.

      “Aren’t you going to stop him?” Meka asked.

      Felix pursed his lips as he considered. He pulled out his handkerchief and took his time blowing and wiping his nose. By the time he’d put the cloth away, Meka wasn’t looking nearly as self-satisfied as he had been when Nicholas first escaped.

      “No. He wears an ice crystal that only I can track.” He waved his hand. “Oh, Axel will try and find him, no doubt, but if I ever think he’s in danger of capturing the Light-Bearer, I will step in.”

      Meka staggered back against the wall. “So . . . so you are just going to let him go?”

      “Your cousin has no allies outside of the alliance. No knowledge of the world outside the forest. And no desire to be Dmitri’s hero. What better way of neutralizing him than to let him loose?”

      Meka ran a hand across his face, and then he straightened to stare Felix in the eye.

      The action put Felix on alert; he’d seen enough of his nephew’s acting skills not to trust Meka further than he could throw him.

      “And the emperor?” Meka asked. “What will he say about this?”

      “He will never know.” Felix’s shook his finger at Meka. “And you will never get the opportunity to tell him, either. I will keep you here until I can arrange a more suitable home for you.” He pointed at the broken roof. “Don’t even think about following your cousin’s example. There will be guardsmen waiting on the roof to intercept you.”

      The blond prince’s blue eyes flashed panic. “Axel . . . Axel will want me back. He said you had made a deal with him not to hurt me.”

      Felix shrugged. “It will be a simple matter to edit your answer to my question about your loyalties. When Axel hears your voice, it will say that you never supported the alliance because Lukan has your allegiance. Axel knows you hit that switch that killed Heron and Liatl. He will have little difficulty believing my version of the truth.”

      Fist flying, Meka lunged for him, but Felix was too old and too wise to be bested by a teenager. The prince’s fist flew wide, missing Felix’s face by inches, and his feet wobbled under him. He clawed at the air, but couldn’t stop himself from collapsing into a heap.

      “Sedatives. They are such wonderful things.” Felix tucked his cane under this arm and sauntered to the door.

      Dmitri had most certainly done him a good turn when he insisted on bringing Meka to Nicholas.
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      Tao rubbed his chin in confusion. Meka drugged?

      And not even two feet away, his cub swung down a drain pipe on the outside of Felix’s elaborate conservatory?

      Grin as wide as the world, the seer balanced on the gargoyle on top of the gutter.

      Fighting his rage, Tao demanded, “Care to explain?”

      “You mean you haven’t worked it out?”

      “All I can see is that everything has gone to hell. And, as usual, you are doing nothing to stop it.”

      “Oh, quite on the contrary, my friend. Things are going exactly as planned.” Dmitri rubbed his hands together. “Every tile on the board is perfectly positioned to usher in the greatest event in history.” He stood, looking smug. “The fulfillment of my curse.”

      

      
        The End
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      Thank you for reading Dragon’s Fire. I apologize for the cliffhanger ending—they do seem to sneak up on me. The perils of writing a series, I suppose. I promise I’m already working on the next book.

      If you would like to see Natalia’s view of Meka and Grigor at that awful dinner, you can sign up for my newsletter and I will send it to you. I will also contact you once a month to tell you about new releases, giveaways and other cool stuff. You can unsubscribe at any time. If you are already signed up, you should have received it in your inbox. If not, please email me at: gwynn@4xoverland.com

      I hope you will join Lynx, Axel, Felix, Meka, Nicholas, and the gang as they go on another adventure with Dmitri and his curse in book four (as yet unnamed). I plan to release that by the fall.

      As usual, I have a ton of people to thank. But the biggest hug must go to my family. They are unfailing in their support. I honestly could not do this without them. My thanks also go to my editor, Monika Holabird. Please never stop nitpicking! And for my beautiful cover, the team at Deranged Doctor Design. They patiently worked through a multitude of photo rejects with me before we settled on the final cover. Getting the right image for the Light-Bearer was almost as time consuming and challenging as writing the book!

      Finally, for those who are interested in such things, I thought I’d share the song I listened to the most while plotting this book: “Smile” by Mikky Ekko. The lyrics seemed so appropriate.

      Until next time.

      Cheers,

      Gwynn
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