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The Lights of the Stones

Akuchi sighed as he stood behind Prince Cyrille. His feet ached. Six hours of training, riding, helping build a wall around Countess Chizoba Delaney's imperiled fortress and then he'd been called upon to escort Prince Cyrille to this party. A quiet party, discrete out of respect for the threats facing the Countess' lands and people, but still it was a party.

The heavy grey stone walls would have made voices echo alarmingly but Countess Chizoba had directed her people to hang rugs and banners, in some places old embroidered blankets, so as to muffle the noise. It made the large storeroom turned small ballroom into a colorful and surprisingly quiet room. She'd also put down a sea of rugs, covering the floors nearly entirely. There was a stretch around the outer edges of the room that didn't have carpets but it was only six inches wide.

If only she'd included chairs. He would have greatly preferred to listen to these conversations sitting down. Not that he was listening. The discussion had passed from considerations of the upcoming battles to politics and then onwards to the struggles of keeping slugs from eating ones' vegetable starts long since.

He wouldn't have thought that slugs were that much of a threat to a garden but both Garnett and Xun were passionately debating elimination methods with Countess Chizoba. Akuchi shifted his feet, refusing to wince at the ache in his legs. How much longer could they go on about slugs?

"Well, those are effective methods," Countess Chizoba said, nodding with dismissive approval and a little flip of her fingers that made Xun narrow her eyes and Garnett raise his chin to glare. She smiled, oh so charming in her assumed superiority. "But I've never found them to be as effective as salt barriers spelled with charms to draw them in."

"Salt?" Xun gasped. "What are you trying to do? Destroy your topsoil?"

"A thin enough line of salt to not damage your plants roots is going to be an ineffective base for the spells," Garnett agreed, arms crossed over his chest.

Countess Chizoba's dark cheeks flushed deeper red and now it was her turn to glare. Seriously, they weren't going to keep on discussing slugs, were they? But yes, they began arguing at higher volumes, the three of them all but nose to nose with each other as they battled for their favorite techniques for slug removal.

Prince Cyrille sighed and stepped back quietly. He nodded to Akuchi and then eyed the buffet table, sad little thing that it was. Akuchi nodded. They made their escape, both shaking their heads that none of the others noticed. Slugs. Really. He'd never known that gardeners were so profoundly combative about slugs before.

"I'm just glad that none of them brought up snails," Prince Cyrille murmured as Akuchi drew them both small glasses of the weak punch. "I already know that Garnett and Xun disagree about how to handle snails."

"And why is it unacceptable to put them into the compost pile?" Akuchi murmured around the rim of his punch glass. He sipped and choked. "Ah. Drink lightly, my One. Someone's already spiked the punch."

Prince Cyrille raised an eyebrow but when he took a cautious sip, he choked and coughed. They both set their cups down. With a battle coming up and politics flying around their heads, being drunk would be a very bad idea. Sadly, the rest of the buffet table was as disappointing as Akuchi had expected. Thin little sandwiches with cucumber and a pale pink spread vied with tiny cakes that were more air than food.

He should have eaten before coming to the party.

"Let's go," Prince Cyrille murmured.

"What?" Akuchi asked. "Where?"

The quick grin that he got in answer pushed all of Akuchi's exhaustion away. "I thought you said we weren't going to escape a party for sex."

"Shhh!" Prince Cyrille replied, one finger over his lips and eyes sparking with amusement. "Let's go. Everyone's occupied with their conversations. We can slip away easily, find you something to eat, and then slip back in and no one will notice we were gone."

Food. 

And sex given the wolfish smile on Prince Cyrille's lips.

"Yes, let's."

They clasped hands and casually, calmly, with slow proper dignity made their way across the room to the main door. It was closed, appropriate given that the hall beyond was just a bare access hallway, but that did give Akuchi a bit of pause. Someone was sure to notice when they pulled it open.

But Prince Cyrille rubbed his head as if he had a sudden headache, leaning against Akuchi's side. No one asked, not that there was anyone close to them, but it was a lovely little performance. One pair of matronly women clucked their tongues in their direction, worried expressions gracing their faces.

Akuchi nodded respectfully to them. Few people here knew that he and Prince Cyrille were mates so they probably thought that Akuchi was his guard. Not something that Akuchi worried about. If they realized the truth, they'd probably feel compelled to stop them from 'slipping away to do immoral things to that young man'.

Ridiculous old battle-axe. Akuchi was never going to forgive her, even if she was Prince Cyrille's sole surviving great-aunt.

No one else appeared to have noticed them at the door so Akuchi tugged the door open.

Or tried to.

The door didn't budge.

He couldn't turn the latch or even get the door to wiggle. It was as though the door was a part of the wall itself, not something separate, hinged.

"What…?" Prince Cyrille whispered. He straightened and put a hand on the door latch. "It won't open."

"No, it won't," Akuchi agreed, keeping his voice low because there was no reason to start a panic, not in a room filled with warriors, politicians and elderly relatives. "No chance that it's locked from the outside. The bar is on this side only."

They exchanged a look, both of them straightening. Akuchi tried to listen for any sound of the outside world but there was nothing. No footsteps. No voices. Not even a bird calling and the evening songbirds had been in full roar when they entered the party.

He couldn't even smell the roast that had been so tempting before they came. Beef with a thick wine sauce heavy on pepper and spices; the scent of it had carried out to the training yard earlier in the day. It should be filling the air in here now. The kitchen was only four doors up from the door.

"We need Xun and Garnett," Prince Cyrille whispered.

"What does Keanu say?" Akuchi asked, one hand on Prince Cyrille's shoulder to keep him from bolting away from the door.

Prince Cyrille's face went pale as he clutched Akuchi's wrist. "That's why we need them. Keanu says that we're in a trap. It's been one day outside, Akuchi. Not an hour. For every hour we spend in here, a day passes outside. We need Xun and Garnett because Keanu can't get in and he can't open the door. The key is inside with us, not out there. If we don't solve this, time will pass us by."

"We'll die of hunger and thirst before that happens," Akuchi said with a glance at the buffet table. It was already half empty. He glared at the sealed door. "Let's go. We need to act quickly."

 

+++

 

Apparently, questions of how to escape from traps that one had stepped into were even more volatile than getting rid of snails. Prince Cyrille was nose to nose with Garnett as they argued about how to detect the spell. Xun was sneering at Countess Chizoba who had declared the entire situation a ridiculous hoax until she tried the door. Then she'd wasted a good five minutes shouting at her people and failing to determine who might have cast the spell.

As if the caster would trap themselves in here with them.

That would be the heights of stupidity. He got a wash of warmth through the bond to Prince Cyrille, not from Cyrille himself but from Keanu. It came with a sense that time was moving more quickly than it had before.

Apparently one hour to one day only held for the first hour. He could only hope that it wouldn't be two days to an hour, then three and onwards. Because they'd all be dead if that happened.

Not that the others appeared able to step back and think clearly. Their arguments had spread across the ballroom. Everyone other than Akuchi and two servants by the buffet table was shouting, crying, carrying on as though they were all dying this instant.

Akuchi patted Prince Cyrille's shoulder, raised an eyebrow when all he got was an absent nod and the sense of mint and lemons. Ah. Prince Cyrille couldn't stop arguing. It was part of the spell they were trapped in.

Well. If they were in a trap then there had to be spells of some sort. And most often, according to both Prince Cyrille and Garnett, those spells were painted or written onto something. It couldn't be the various rugs and wall hangings. The people here were touching them. The spells would have been destroyed by sheer physical mishandling.

That meant that it had to be somewhere under the rugs and wall hangings.

Akuchi marched over to the servants, raised his chin to frown at them until they straightened up and bowed respectfully. He nodded back.

"We must raise the carpets and remove the wall hangings," Garnett said. "I will begin with the carpets. You start from the door and work your way to the left. You work to the right. Be quick. Do not let the other people here draw you into an argument. It appears to be part of the spell that if you being to argue, you cannot stop."

Both servants opened their mouths to protest. Akuchi slapped his hands over their mouths and they both rocked, not from their flesh touching but from a shiver of magic that swept over them. The one of the right, short and stocky with skin the color of Xun's stains, nodded. A moment later, the one on the left, tall and burly with breasts bigger than Xun's, nodded as well.

Good.

Akuchi set to work right by the buffet table. The first carpet he lifted had glowing runes underneath it. The second, even more runes
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