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      Shoulder to shoulder, the cave dining hall was packed. Due to space constraints, the men and women rarely ate together, but concern for comfort was immaterial; emotions were on high alert, and everyone was waiting to hear the next stage of the plan. The meeting was running behind schedule, adding to the angst and complaints filling the man-made cavern.

      A variety of voices echoed off the uneven surface and the domed ceiling. Laughter and frustration, both deep and shrill, ricocheted in a cacophony of noise. Too many people, too little space. The normally cool, dewy climate within the caves had grown humid and uncomfortable, with perspiration dotting flesh and dampening clothing. The lifeless hollows of rock, breathed with the miasma of humans concentrated in a forbidding catacomb. Everyone knew action was necessary; the time had arrived, the culmination of all of their sacrifices.

      A group of residents at the back table began to get up and leave when Baskovio hobbled toward the front of the room. A hush fell over the crowd, waiting on bated breath for what he had to say.

      “I apologize for keeping you waiting so long. As you all know, we had a breach of our compound the other day, and we are likely to experience more. A few of our people were injured, but in the end, the two threats were destroyed, and you all have Marin Grienger to thank.”

      Cheers roared from the hall. The vibration buzzed through the kitchen where Marin and a handful of other women were preparing food ration pouches. The woman smiled thankfully at her, but she could only respond with a slight nod and bashful grin. Baskovio continued speaking, but Marin intended to give him an earful later. She did not want any attention for killing anyone—enemy or not.

      “Tomorrow eve, we will leave these tunnels and make our way to Mount Glace. Our movements will be disguised through a little magic and trickery on our parts. Sera Beaulair and I have mastered a spell to conceal our movement from the enemy. You will all be shielded and undetectable from above and below. Our biggest risk is venturing into a territory where Stryx are holed up or camping out. If we come upon them and they accidentally emerge under our dome, they will be able to see us. To help prevent this, a scout team will lay the path.” Random shouting and questions erupted, and he masterfully handled their concerns and doubts before discussing the timeline.

      “We will have a maximum of five days to arrive at the mountain. I predict that if all goes as planned, we will have only a minimal two- to three-day journey.

      “Every person will receive a ten-day ration of food and water. It is our hope that our needs will be accommodated within the mountain. Kael, Cedric, and Kieron will lead the scouting groups that will secure our way.”

      Marin tuned out the monotonous question-and-answer session that always lasted too long and waited for the first people to collect their rations. To avoid the women’s inquiries, she busied herself with cleaning tasks. Their whispers grated on her nerves as she white-knuckled her way through scrubbing the prep area.

      At last, the crowd funneled toward the kitchen area, and as Marin and the women distributed the rations, more thanks and pats on the back showered her with unwanted attention. She ignored the many overzealous thanks with cheeks pulled into a smile; she avoided eye contact.

      As the lines diminished, she fell away from the ration handout and cleared the counter, finishing up the last load of dishes for the morning. She was almost back to normal after the poisoning. Cedric had barely left her side, and Kieron was being ridiculous. Both insisted she remain with the larger group, but she refused. She needed the solitude of work to find some peace, but now the kitchen was spotless, and not a dish was out of place.

      Reaching behind her back, she snagged the tie and released the knot holding her apron around her waist. Marin was at a crossroads, but the direction she would go was not a choice. It would be the most difficult days of her life, mentally and physically. It might also be the end of her life, Cedric’s, or both.

      She stared at the dingy apron that she had worn for the last couple of weeks as it rested in her fingers, damp from dish work and no longer needed. The last meal in the caves was served. They were marching into something that would change all of their lives forever. She was scared of what the next five days would bring. She dreaded the loss that would ultimately occur. So many of the people she had grown close to would perish, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Before she heard him, Marin sensed Cedric enter the room. She could not turn to look at him. She stood frozen with her eyes locked onto the apron as it might get away from her grasp.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      Marin filled her lungs with air and released it with an answer, “Yeah, just thinking.”

      “About?” Cedric snuck his hands around her waist, interlocking his fingers over her shallow belly, pulling her against him. He nuzzled his nose into her hair.

      “About what happens once we get to the mountain. What if Kael is wrong?” She turned in his grasp and looked up at him.

      “About what?”

      “The king’s willingness to help us. There’s something he’s keeping from us.”

      “You are imagining things.” He kissed her temple. “All of the king’s people have turned against him unless he joins us and fights. They want the world back. Their freedom. It’s bad, Marin.”

      “One of us six, the original six, is going to die. And you are guarding your emotions, Cedric.”

      “I’m sorry. We’ll be fine. We are smart and strong.”

      “The Strygolians know about me. I am a target. They will get to me and use me, bend my will and make me destroy all of you.”

      Cedric pulled her against him tighter, pressing his lips into her hair. He took a long, steady inhale. “Never.”

      “What if you are wrong?” Marin’s voice was barely a whisper. “What if, in the time that we have been here and then march to the mountains, the Strygolians have infiltrated them? Destroyed them and are waiting for us? This could be it, Cedric.”

      Kieron’s gruff voice startled Marin. “What is all of this doomsday talk? Visions?”

      “No, only fears.” Cedric rested his chin on Marin’s head. He was still insecure about the love she had professed to his brother while trying to bring him back from near death. “It is only fears.”

      Marin relaxed in Cedric’s arms. He felt good and made her worst nightmares seem silly and childlike. She would trust his version of what would be. She would drive herself insane if she meditated on her own.

      “How many Strygoli Garda are under the control of the elders?” Marin asked, eyes closed, taking in Cedric’s soothing scent.

      “Minimum of twelve.”

      “And the Stryx?” Kieron blew through his pursed lips, making them rumble. “It is a crap shoot. It depends on whether they developed a way to control them better, maybe two dozen. The purebreds will contribute more than a hundred lethal warriors. They are the biggest threat in the beginning.”

      Cedric narrowed his eyes at his brother for not keeping his mouth shut. “Why?”

      “Because she needs to know.” Kieron scowled.

      Marin rolled her eyes at their argument and stepped away from Cedric’s embrace. She propped herself against the serving counter and asked, “How many of the undea?”

      Cedric interrupted her. “We have been over this. The numbers are guesses, and our guesses have not changed.”

      “At least twelve,” Kieron answered, giving his brother a stare.

      “That’s all, you are certain?” She pushed away from the counter, feeling calm and able to listen to what they would face. It was true that they had had the same conversation the night before and the night before that—every night since Kael came back, one of them had reworked the numbers and the plan. “Twelve isn’t so many, is it?”

      “An undea is not exactly a family pet.”

      “Kieron!” scolded Cedric.

      “What? She needs to know that they are ruthless demons, with one goal: to destroy everything in their path. Marin, they are flesh eaters, not blood drinkers. Don’t let them get ahold of you.”

      Marin’s wide eyes blinked as she said, “I don’t even know what they look like.”

      “Don’t, Kieron…” Cedric threatened, but the challenge in his brother’s expression told him he was not going to listen.

      “They’re wicked beasts, with long spiked tails and powerful clawed feet. Those large hind legs are necessary for leaping into the air high enough for their leathery wings to catch the wind and lift them. Their front legs look weak, but don’t let them fool you. They have special hooked talons designed to tear strips of skin from your body. They are nasty.”

      “So, they are not… man?”

      “No, more like dragons that you hear about in fairytales.”

      “Dragons?” Marin looked at Cedric, who avoided her stare. “Dragons, Cedric? You said big monsters, do they breathe fire?”

      Cedric took over the conversation. “They are mindless; you can outsmart them. He’s right, never let them get hold of you. Yes, they can produce fire.”

      Marin scrunched her face into a frown. “When will they send them out? How do Strygolians wage war?”

      “They will send Stryx and lesser converts until they have been decimated by us. Then they will unleash the undea before finally sending out the remaining Stryx. The Strygolians themselves will remain unscathed. Casting spells at a far and letting the lower-ranking purebloods fight along with the Stryx,” answered Cedric.

      Shaking his head, Kieron said, “I disagree. I think they will use the undea right away, weaken our numbers on the way to the palace. If there are fewer of us, we’ll be easier to wipe out, and there will be less risk to them.”

      “You might be right,” replied Cedric, carefully eyeing Marin for signs of her tough exterior cracking.

      Marin could feel his eyes on her and ignored the sick pit of her stomach souring. “And when do we destroy all of the elders?”

      Kieron grinned widely. “When the elders emerge, that is when you will unleash an unholy hell on them.”

      Marin nodded and crossed her arms over her chest. “How many before the elders?”

      “Minus the undeas? As many as five hundred.”

      “Wait. You can’t be serious.” The pit grew and might swallow her whole as feeling left her extremities. She looked toward Cedric, who looked like he wanted to punch Kieron in the mouth.

      “I am very serious.” Kieron stared her down, assessing the fear that constricted her irises into thin bands and the fuchsia that danced around them. “Don’t worry, by the time we reach the palace, most will be dead.”

      The rumble of many feet turned all of their heads.

      Screaming echoed, “Breach! Another breach! South tunnel and Northeast quad!”

      Kael barked commands as he and Roan flooded the kitchen. “Kieron, go with Roan to the South. There are at least two reported Stryx there.” He pointed at Marin and Cedric and demanded, “You two with me, get pissed off, Marin, we need a ball of energy. There are four in the quad.”

      “Shit,” hissed Cedric, and then he sprinted after Kael, Marin on his heels.

      She felt like she needed something, a weapon. A blunt object, and then it occurred to her as Kael’s words rang in her head. She was the weapon. Her knees knocked and jiggled as she ran after the men. Fighting to protect herself when they came after her was one thing—running into the fight was something else entirely.

      Fear was already thick in her veins, but knowing they had first targeted the women’s section raised the static into an angry physical presence humming over her fingertips. Her back ached as the electricity rolled up her arms and licked around her shoulders against her injury.

      The first branching tunnel was fast approaching, and Marin spoke silently to Cedric.

      “Slow down.”

      They were a few paces ahead of her, and they slowed to a half-hearted jog. “I don’t sense anything, Marin.”

      “It’s here, close,” she whispered.

      The tunnel widened, and the ceiling, typically inches from the men’s heads, lifted into a dome-like canopy. Marin stopped as they spun around the space.

      The sound of its feathery descent alerted her as she fell back against one of the walls, and both Cedric and Kael lunged forward as it dropped out of the craggy recesses in the dark ceiling.

      Separated.

      It sneered with a wide grin of razor-sharp teeth in a sideways glance. Its lithe body looked frail, but was not to be underestimated.

      “Marin!” bellowed Cedric. “Move away from the tunnel opening! To your left, go left!”

      Following his commands, she scanned the ceiling for more roosting monsters. Her body pressed into the unforgiving rock as she worked her way toward the solid wall to the left, and watched Kael and Cedric lunge at the Stryx in the center of the corridor. Her left hand pressed into something too soft and pliable to be stone.

      Kael roared, “Marin! No!”

      Spinning, a Stryx encased in its feathery wings emerged from the shadows, its coal-black wings absorbing all light yet mimicking the sheen of the rock. Its claws raked over her forearm as she fell away, hitting the ground. Seeing Cedric slam to the ground clenched her insides, knowing she had distracted him from guarding against a blow.

      Swiveling her head on her shoulders, she saw Kael had encased the Stryx’s head and wrenched it back from closing the maw around Cedric’s throat. The wallflower pounced toward her, but she rolled away from him, the sharp stone slashing her knees. `

      The ground vibrated under her hands as energy whipped from beneath her palms, lashing out for a victim. It was fear that built within her, but anger was controlling her, knowing they intended upon killing Cedric and Kael. The one stalking, threatening to attack, and ignoring the glowing sparks encircling her hands, closed the distance she had put between them.

      Marin rose to her feet as Kael successfully managed to snap the thick neck of the Stryx attacking Cedric. Not wanting him or Cedric to barrel into her attack, she unleashed a ball of energy straight into the other Stryx. He had no fear of what she was about to hit him with. No idea what she was capable of unloading into his body until it slammed into his chest. The Stryx curse instantly faded away, and before her stood a young man, gasping for breath, with bright blue eyes and pale blonde hair.

      Glace Blanche!

      “No!”

      She rushed forward, but Cedric intercepted her, tackling her into the ground with him, cushioning the blow. “He has orders; he’ll still kill you!”

      The man’s desperate façade slipped away, wildly snapping his fangs, and his blue irises turned a deep blood red. Cedric refused to release her, despite her fighting him. Kael eased up to the Stryx, attempting to inhale oxygen into his obliterated chest cavity. The man’s appearance was startling, the fair hair and complexion, but the youthfulness was unexpected. He could not be more than eighteen years old, and Kael knew he had not chosen to become a Stryx or a duinova.

      With a glance over his shoulder at Cedric and Marin, he positioned his body to block the sight from Marin. She was begging him to wait, and he knew what she was thinking, and she likely wasn’t wrong. The man had been a Glace Blanche. With a short jab of his sword, he entered the man’s chest and relieved him of his heart, and the Stryx slumped to the floor.

      “But he was Glace Blanche, could you not see it?”

      Kael turned and addressed her. “It matters little, Princess. He was a duinova, turned Stryx, and not like one of us. It was bloodlust making him gasp as much as the pain in his chest.”

      Cedric pulled her to her feet. “There are two more.”

      “That one had no idea what she could do. We have to find them and keep them from leaving these caves. They can’t report back to the Strygolians.”

      Kael nodded. “Cedric, we need to make plans with the assumption that they already know. These Stryx were not prepared to fight us; they are being sacrificed for information. They have to know they’ll never make it out.”

      Cedric grabbed Marin’s hand and pulled her to the left. “We have to split up. Be alert. They can morph into anywhere and hide in the plain open, virtually unseen.”

      “Like the one you guys sent me towards?”

      “Yes, like that one.”

      The light was dim from the sparse torches lighting the tunnels, but she could see his regret. “I see.” Marin examined the ceiling for more spaces where they could roost like bats. “Is hiding in the ceiling normal for a Stryx?”

      “I would not say normal,” answered Cedric.

      Kael grumbled. “These ones are different. Can you sense it?”

      “They seem a little green. Do you suppose the Strygolians are converting more to build up their defenses?”

      “Likely,” Kael signaled for them to be quiet. He pointed to the right tunnel, then to his chest, waving the others toward the left.

      The ceilings were smooth and much too low for Stryx to lurk overhead. Marin studied the walls, looking for anything other than the usual ragged stone. She felt her fangs elongate, and she imagined red had suffused her eyes, but she was not sure what she sensed. Cedric turned to look at her, and his expression confirmed her thoughts.

      “What? Do you sense one?” his voice filled her head.

      She lied, “No.” Its intention was on Cedric; she could read its thoughts openly, as if it were broadcasting them to her, as if she were meant to receive the message. Her eyes studied the surfaces, and then she spotted the pitch-black dullness of something. It was the slightest of a ruffle.

      Malicious thoughts of tearing Cedric’s head from his body overwhelmed her, and the energy jumped through her body as she put herself beside Cedric and then a step ahead. Enough so he would not catch on. Electric snaps of energy sizzled in her palms, her senses honing in on the threat. Closer.

      Cedric was completely unaware.

      Before the creature could reveal its location, Marin fired a much smaller streak of lightning into the Stryx. Its wings opened wide, having absorbed the majority of the energy as they sizzled in ochre and sulfur, burning and smoking. Marin lunged at the Stryx, knocked it to the ground, and plunged her fist into its chest cavity.

      Like the one before, the Stryx curse faded, and a full head of silky flaxen hair covered the beast’s face. Marin jerked her hand back, taking in the unexpected female form of the Stryx. She scrambled back, and Cedric hooked her under her arms, lifting her to her feet.

      Marin asked, “A woman? I thought they were only men!” She frantically wiped her blood-covered hand over her clothing.

      Cedric turned her away from the lifeless, staring black eyes of the woman, whose head had morphed to reveal her pretty face when Marin pulled her fist from the woman’s chest cavity.

      Kael emerged from a side tunnel. “I have never met a female Stryx, either.” He answered Marin. Watching her fight with deadly precision was as perplexing as knowing the Strygolians had managed to create a female Stryx. “You’ve been training?”

      “Some, why?”

      Kael raised an eyebrow at Cedric, who grimaced.

      “Why Kael?”

      “I am glad you are on our team, Princess. Your instincts are perfect for annihilating Stryx.” He stalked ahead without missing a beat. “The tunnel loops around, let’s go.”

      Marin looked down at the deceased woman. “Why are they all blonde? Are they Glace Blanche?”

      “I don’t know. It could be a coincidence, or something a whole lot worse.”

      “What? Why? I don’t⁠—”

      Kael’s voice took their attention, and they raced past the corpse toward his shouts. Cedric shoved past Marin to help Kael, who held a Stryx tightly under the chin while he straddled its back. It was smaller, like the one Marin had killed moments ago. It was tiny under Kael’s size, arching its slender body away from the ground. Its magnificent wings stretched outwards, batting frantically at the air.

      Cedric clutched its throat, exposed by Kael. “Stop fighting, or we will destroy you.”

      The Stryx ceased moving and allowed the men to pull it to its feet. Kael secured the creature in a headlock while Cedric restrained it at both wrists and elbows.

      “Another one?”

      Kael barked at Marin, “Another what?”

      “Female,” Cedric answered.

      “What?” Kael released it, knowing that it would be unable to fight with both its wrists and elbows bound. He spun it around to take in the bony skeletal frame and cursed under his breath.

      “Those bastards finally did it.”

      “What?”

      “Managed to get the Stryx curse to work on a woman. I thought the other one was a fluke. She looks young.”

      Cedric stared at him a moment and then said, “I had no idea they were even trying.”

      Marin studied the Stryx and took in its lack of clothing, except for a gauzy covering. The other had worn different clothing, a halter and long opaque pants. This one was unique and reacted rapidly to Marin’s closeness. She was reacting faster than even Cedric or Kieron had. She summoned her energy into her hand, not enough to cause pain, but to expedite the change. She had been practicing on Roan. It would allow her to attack their tough Stryx exterior as she had done one moment earlier.

      Marin rested her hand on the Stryx’s shoulder, and the curse faded away beneath her contact and rapidly continued to spread over the Stryx’s body.

      “Thank you,” whispered out of the Stryx, “for not killing me.”

      Marin’s head jerked toward Cedric, and tears filled her eyes. “I should not have killed the other one! They—she is like you guys, not evil and wicked!”

      Kael grabbed her upper arms. “No, you were right to kill the others; they were here to destroy us and take you to the elders. This one is different. If she weren’t, she would already be dead. I’d have seen to that. I sensed something different.”

      “Why is she not covered like the others?”

      Kael turned, facing her. “This is slave garb.”

      Marin’s eyes took in the marred, pale skin of the girl, but before she could respond, Cedric interrupted.

      “We have to go help Kieron and Roan.” Cedric turned, grasping Marin’s hand, and ordered Kael, “We have to take her with us; do not take her anywhere alone.”

      “Didn’t plan on it, Ced.”
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        A CALL TO DESTINY

      

      

      

      Aislinn lifted her head from Lyson’s chest, rising and falling in soft snores. She wiggled herself out from under his thick, heavy arm, eased herself off the bed, and pulled her discarded nightdress over her head. The chill of the heartless mountain stung her bare toes that had greedily stolen warmth from Lyson moments earlier. Guilt consumed her, but she knew she was not ready for any of what being a wife entailed.

      She was grateful that Lyson had been understanding and kind, yet heat flushed her cheeks at the memory of the panic that had taken over before they had gotten much further than undressing. Eighteen or not, she could not commit to him. She cared for him and enjoyed his attention, but it was too soon. There was too much at stake.

      As silent as a breath, she pulled her trousers over her legs and gathered a spare tunic as goosebumps rose all over her bare arms. The assigned rooms were no larger than a cramped washroom, just enough for a single bed, desk, and bureau. The lantern light was minimal, and the maneuvering space was nil.

      Twisting her messy, long hair into a bun, she pinned it before sneaking out of Lyson’s room. It was far from morning, but late enough that most people were soundly sleeping. She tiptoed toward the maternity ward with an extra-layering tunic and fastener draped over her arm. She was curious about how it all worked and horrified to learn the truth. It was the one place that likely would not be resting at this time of night.

      The chill in the air forced her to pull the tunic over her head before continuing. She cinched the belt around her waist and took the long stretch of stairs two at a time. Like everything within the monochromatic mountain, it had been carved, honed with perfection over time, and polished with daily use.

      The stairwell opened into a room, much like a lounge, with places to sit and small comforts like cushions. Small recreational games sat perched upon tables, untouched, waiting for an opponent’s next move. Large banners of thick fabric hung on the walls. Lyson had told her it was to help keep the noise muted and the warmth closer to the inhabitants, preventing the mountain from stealing it away.

      Due to the early morning hours, the large lamps hanging from the walls were turned low, almost disguising the fact that they were inside a giant, frozen rock. A pair of tired, overworked women sat on benches, chatting.

      Catching the eye of the one facing her, Aislinn smiled, and the young woman stood. She smoothed her apron over her ruby-colored skirt and bowed deeply, signaling her respect.

      “Good evening, Miss.”

      Waving her hand, Aislinn responded, “Please do not bow to me, I’m one of you. I don’t deserve special reverence.”

      “But you do—the prophecy.”

      Aislinn shook her head. “What can you tell me about what goes on here?” Her heart thrummed in her ears, and she was not even sure why.

      The woman wearing red, wrung her hands and asked, “What do you mean exactly? This is the maternity wing.”

      “I know, but what can you tell me about it?” Aislinn had learned that although she could not magically see into the past like a picture, her body seemed to know, leaving her with a sense of foreboding. Bad things happened and kept happening in this part of the mountain. It was like a festering wound, hot with inflammation and foul with death. Yet it was the place of new life. It was contradictory, and Aislinn had to know the truth.

      The other woman, older and dressed in the color blue, did not stand. She shifted and said, “Women have babies. Some live, some die, and some disappear.”

      “Disappear? Who are the mothers?”

      The woman in red nervously eyed the other. “The babies that are not Glace Blanche disappear.”

      “But that is silly. They are all Glace Blanche. You are all ancestors of the Glace Blanche, correct?”

      “No ma’am, some babies are born mere humans.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “They are different.”

      The woman in red stared at the other, her eyes scared and desperate. Aislinn knew they did not want to talk. “And clearly you wish not to share with me. So, what happens to the babies that are human?”

      “The king takes them.”

      With a furrowed brow, Aislinn grabbed her hips. “Takes them? Where does he take them?”

      “We do not know,” snapped the woman in blue.

      “Is it true that all of the King’s progeny that are Glace Blanche have a birthmark?” asked Aislinn.

      “Yes, Ma’am”

      “All of them.” The other woman confirmed, still eyeing Aislinn. She then stared at the other woman as if she were waiting to be bailed out of a mistake.

      Directing her question to the woman in the blue dress, “What is your name?”

      “Bonni.”

      “I’m Abby.”

      Aislinn stared past the women and asked, “Can you give me a tour?” She waited for her to speak, but when she did not, she returned her attention to the woman. “Well?”

      At first, they both balked at the idea and then decided to take her around. Abby tilted her head, conceding that it mattered little if Aislinn had a tour. She turned to her mentor and asked, “What will it hurt?”

      “Nothing, I suppose. Come,” ordered Bonni.

      First, they walked her through the halls of the “Waiting.” The rooms were dim and dull, looking more like prison cells than rooms meant to await the birth of a child. A few had books and what looked like a pad of paper sitting on their nightstands. Some had carved objects resting, keeping watch over them.

      These were the women close to giving birth or those with a history of struggling to carry to term. Aislinn thought it looked like a miserable way to spend their time.

      “How long do they stay here?”

      “Depends. If their bodies start preparing, we’re moving them in here. So there are no accidents,” answered Abby.

      “We have no ‘active’ births right now, but in the next two weeks it looks like it will be swamped,” explained Bonni. She gestured for Aislinn to move forward into another area. It was large but equally cold, furnished with minimal necessities.

      Aislinn peered into the dimly lit room and noticed bed after bed and tables with various tools and supplies she imagined would be used in the birthing process.

      “What is all of the equipment?”

      “In case of emergencies, you know. Something to ease the birth along, speed it up, or help the woman out if there is trouble.”

      “Like what?” Aislinn looked at Abby, then at Bonni.

      “Stuck in the birth canal, and none of us can get the baby out.”

      “That sounds terrible.”

      “It is.” Abby pulled at her fingers, eyes downcast.

      Aislinn paused, studying the avoidance in Abby and the defiance in Bonni. “So, does the baby die?”

      “Um, sometimes.” Bonni elbowed Abby.

      “Wait, what aren’t you telling me?”

      “We are instructed to save the baby first if the mother is a higher-ranking Glace Blanche.” Bonni shared coldly.

      “What do you mean, higher ranking?”

      “The Scale,” said Abby.

      Bonni crossed her arms and asked, “Every person is ranked; you’ve seen that, right?”

      “Yes,” said Aislinn, recalling Kael telling her about it, but she never went into great detail.

      Abby looked at Bonni and then at Aislinn. “It is sort of the opposite of what you’d think. A high number means you are a weak Glace Blanche. The lower your number, the better, and if you are in the negatives, below zero, that is best.”

      Aislinn nodded slowly. She had not had time to look into the ranking system. “Tell me more.”

      “If we assess you,” Bonni cleared her throat, “for example, you would earn a one out of five, possibly even a zero for your hair color. Your skin and eyes would each earn you a zero. Based on appearance alone, you have a score of zero, all the makings of a suspected powerful Glace Blanche.”

      Abby picked up the explanation. “Then your domain abilities are assessed. Things like strength, speed, telepathy, healing, mind control, coercion, image projection, and energy. Since you are a healer, you would add a negative one, for a total score of -1. Then, if you are good at one of the other six domains, you would score another negative point for each. The top score is negative seven. We haven’t isolated any other talents.”

      “So, being ranked a larger number means a person is less powerful, Glace Blanche.”

      “Yes,” the women answered her in unison.

      Aislinn wondered, “What is the worst score?”

      “Fifteen, which is dark hair, dark eyes, and skin with no prominent abilities,” said Bonni.

      “But,” Aislinn mentally scored Marin and began shaking her head. “My cousin would be a seven or eight.”

      Abby grimaced, “Yeah, not too good. The king prefers five or fewer. More than that is not desirable.”

      “Marin is incredibly strong, though! Because she had dark hair and eyes? If she were blue-eyed and white-haired, she would rank closer to a negative one or a zero! She is stronger than me.”

      “You must be confused,” scoffed Bonni.

      “No! Hair, eye color, and skin don’t matter! Those things do not dictate anything.” Sickness rolled through her belly, passing the closed door where the foulest of odors emanated. “What happens to the babies that are automatically disqualified?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “Where do they go? I have seen the children; none have dark hair or eyes, but many of the adults do.”

      “They are quarantined.”

      “What does that mean?

      “The king’s physician examines them. Most are unhealthy and die.” Bonni shook her head and said, “It is just the way things are here. We’ve accepted it.”

      “How can you be sure? How long are they quarantined? What about the mothers?”

      “The mothers know their babies are not well.”

      “But they are really fine, aren’t they? This is what Kael was talking about! Are you both okay with this?”

      Bonni narrowed her eyes and spoke through semi-clenched teeth. “No, we are not okay with it. We have no choice!”

      “We can’t afford to feed everyone, and we can’t go against the king,” whispered Abby.

      “What? So, they select based on appearance? The king isn’t even that fair! What in the hell is wrong with him?”

      “But he has fathered children like you, and he is the king. All of the ancient Glace Blanche were of fair complexion, so it is believed the strongest must also be like them,” explained Abby.

      “He is trying to preserve and repopulate the Glace Blanche people,” Bonni added.

      “You are all brainwashed if you believe anything you are speaking. He’s destroying strong, healthy babies. Strong Glace Blanche.” Aislinn rubbed her palm over her forehead and smoothed the hair on top of her head before clutching it over her mouth. “This mustn’t continue.”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here? To stop all of this?” pleaded Abby.

      Aislinn stared into the woman’s eyes and thought before answering. The weight of her mission had now increased tenfold. These precious lives were being destroyed, and the beautiful gifts they could possess were dismissed. He would have destroyed her, with a broken body and poor health. Aislinn knew she would have been quarantined and locked away to die. She took in the ire in Bonni’s stare and the desperation in Abby’s grimace and gave the only answer she could.

      “I hope so.”

      Aislinn followed behind Abby and Bonni, her insides twisting knowing that the success of the prophecy—her mission—could not fail. With the lives of so many innocent children at stake, children like her, once helpless, she could not let it fail.

      “What does he do with them? Disappear, you said? Where do they go?” The women looked at each other, and tears collected in Abby’s eyes. “Tell me.”

      “We don’t know. Once they are quarantined, we no longer provide care, like we said,” snapped Bonni.

      “She’s trying to understand and help. Don’t be mean. Why are you so angry?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “I know you said your hands are tied, but why hasn’t anyone fought him?” Tears filled Aislinn’s eyes, and she wiped them away, not letting them fall.

      “We are helpless to do anything. He would have us executed or imprisoned if we rebelled against his orders. One of the midwives was put to death after refusing to cut a child from its mother. All she wanted was to try to reposition the babe, but the time was up, and the mother had reached her maximum age for birthing babies, so her life was less important than the child’s.”

      Bonni interrupted Abby, “She was right, she saved both the mother and child before the king’s men dragged her out and locked her away. She was executed for treason and disobeying the protocol written by the king’s physician and signed into decree by the king.”

      “We must fight this.”

      Tears wetted her lashes, and Abby said, “We can’t fight him. He is too powerful.”

      Aislinn lifted her chin and straightened her spine. “This is going to change. Show me more.”
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      Marin’s thoughts were trained on making it to the second area of the caves that had been breached by Stryx. It was uninhabited because there was no lumia stone to provide natural light. It existed, but was less bright than an overcast, moonless night. Also, water tended to pool in the outlying stretch of the tunnel system, and most humans did not care to be sopping wet.

      It was also deemed unhealthy when people preferred to share cramped quarters with no privacy rather than use this section. The smell of mildew and earth was also stronger, and many who spent any length of time in the tunnels complained of headaches and nausea.

      Marin followed deeper into the darkest reaches, grateful for the improved ability to see in the dark brought on by the change. It had been a long time since she had seen the ghastly beasts up close, and now in less than a week, she had engaged in hand-to-hand fighting with them—more than once. She would have never pictured herself in this role a year ago. However, she would never have believed she would fall in love with a duinova and Stryx. She never foresaw herself becoming one of them either.

      From barmaid and housekeeper to a lethal duinova with Glace Blanche bloodlines was a jump of the imagination that just happened to be her fate, and it was not changing anytime soon. Still, she did not fit the mold; retaining her beating heart was the biggest difference between her and other converts. It remained an unanswered question that she would deal with when the time came, but as of right now, she was pleased to have the throbbing organ beating its rhythm into her ears as she chased behind.

      Having just destroyed three of the four Stryx that had infiltrated the western quadrant of the caves, Kael and Marin sprinted toward the tunnels where the other Stryx had been reported. They had hoped to find Kieron and Roan along the way, having already dispatched the Stryx, but as they drew closer to where the Stryx were spotted, fear of what they might find was prominent in their minds.

      Certainty that they are still alive, especially Kieron, was bolstered in Marin’s mind because she was convinced she would sense the departure of his soul. Tossing a glance behind her, she saw Cedric bringing up the rear, pulling a reluctant Stryx behind him. A female Stryx, an abomination apparently unheard of until now, the Strygolians had been busy preparing for war as much as the humans in the caves. Cedric barked a command when the stubborn creature stopped and balked against the forward momentum. With a grunt, he scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder. She groaned loudly as his shoulder lodged in her belly.

      Ten feet before the entrance of the training room, Kael and Marin waited for him to catch up. The space was normally lit by lanterns and torches, but it was now black as pitch. The lumia stone was dark. The high ceiling of the cavern provided no light from the normally glowing cones of damp, mineral-infused lumia stone. Cedric stopped behind them and strained to see what was hidden in the darkness.

      Staring, Kael was about to call out when Marin grabbed his forearm. He looked at her and took a step back as she silently signaled him. Cedric had grabbed hold of her other wrist and was pulling her back the instant she had warned Kael.

      “It’s a trap,” Cedric whispered into their minds as he set the female Stryx on the ground.

      Marin suppressed the smile that reminded her of how he spoke to her the same way the night he brought her to the tower. An eternity ago, but the night that started everything.

      Not always did his touch enliven such a response, but now every feeling and emotion that had been suppressed when Kieron tainted her blood, masking her connection to his brother, was coming to life. Rushing like a raging river through her veins, his essence heated her from within and tempted her.

      The pulse of Cedric’s blood within hers called to him and united them on a level she never knew existed. As her cheeks warmed and his love caressed her, Marin was grateful to not be human and to feel Cedric strong within her once again.

      Cedric froze and stared into her eyes, and she knew she had thought or felt “too loudly,” and a fresh wave of heat pinked her cheeks, invisible in the low light. His grip tightened briefly around her wrist, letting her know he understood.

      Kael pretended not to understand their moment and spoke, “I’m not sensing them in the main room, but I can feel Roan.”

      “Me too.” Cedric agreed.

      Softly, the woman Stryx spoke, barely audible. “They’re in there. One is on the ceiling to the right, and the other is against a wall to the left, just behind where the wall folds. One is not bad. Please help him if you can. We didn’t have a choice in this. Please have mercy on us.”

      Kael instantly pounced on the young woman, slamming her into the stone, yet she managed not to make a sound. Marin guessed he was speaking into her mind as she saw the woman’s lip begin to quiver and shake her head from side to side. He turned away and focused on Marin.

      “Stay here.” Then, giving Cedric a pointed look, he said, “Let’s go. No killing unless necessary.”

      Marin watched them until darkness fully enveloped both men, and a frazzle of electricity jumped to her fingertips.

      “We really aren’t bad,” whispered the woman. “At least not all of us.” She snuffed her nose and ran the back side of her forearm across her face.

      Marin lifted an eyebrow. “I know.” It was uncertain whether the woman knew what Cedric and Kael were. She studied the medium-brown-haired woman, who looked more like a teen with a light sprinkle of freckles across her nose. Her hazel-green eyes were bright and almond-shaped, making her look like a pixie with her petite heart-shaped face. She wore only a thin, nearly translucent black gauzy tank top that clung to her frail frame and a snug pair of black pants made of the same material.

      Marin wished she had something in the way of clothing to offer her as she tried to shield her exposed body with her restrained limbs, now that the charcoal hue of her skin had nearly faded.

      “They are here for you.” She whispered and nodded her head toward Marin.

      When a pop of electricity zapped near her thigh, the young woman’s eyes were almost enveloped by her fringe of bangs. She pressed into the rough stone wall, afraid of Marin’s power.

      “What did you plan on doing to me?” Marin threatened as she let the energy build upon her fingertips. A little guilt stabbed her in the gut as she was coercing the young woman, barely a woman, if at all. She was just a girl, Marin decided.

      “Take you to the elders.” The girl’s eyes darted toward the sparks snapping from Marin’s fingertips. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Take me for what?”

      “To be studied and recreated.”

      “As what?”

      “A weapon to wipe out those who threatened them.”

      “She is a weapon.” The memory of Kael’s words haunted her once again. From the darkness of the cavern, Roan emerged, startling Marin as she jumped back. He was holding his stomach, arms bloody and shredded, exposing sinew and bone.

      “Roan!”

      “I’ll be okay, it’s healing already.” His face paled as he looked at the young woman, now changed, looking very innocent.

      Marin watched his eyes go red, and his fangs bulge beneath his tightly clenched lips.

      “What is wrong?” Before she ever got the words out, he had bolted down the hall and out of sight. Marin shook her head.

      “He wanted my blood.” The girl turned her head a fraction to catch Marin’s stare. “He craves it more than most. It is a tough way to exist, but I’ve seen it before.”

      Marin studied the girl and wondered whether she knew or had just guessed. Her matter-of-fact acknowledgment of Roan being tempted by her blood was strange, and it made her realize he had not had any problems around Marin now that she was changed. Marin returned to her previous thought as she stared at the girl once more, pondering why he had craved her blood if she were a convert.

      “Why hasn’t he been put down?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He’s a threat to others. They can’t control it. He’s a savage.”

      Marin’s eyes narrowed in contrast to the girl’s wide stare. “He is our friend. Who are you?”

      The girl’s forehead scrunched, and she shook her head. “I… What do you mean?”

      “Your name?”

      Like stone, the girl answered, “I don’t have a name.”

      “How do you not have a name? Who was your mother or father?” inquired Marin.

      “I do not know.”

      Marin tried to formulate her next question, but she was stuck on the fact that the girl didn’t know her mother or father. “Are you an orphan?”

      “No, or at least not that I know. I just do not have parents.”

      “Everyone has parents!” hissed Marin.

      “If I do, I’ve never known them.”

      Grunts and low, growling curses emerged from the darkness, and Marin focused her attention on whoever was coming her way.

      “Hold still, you little beast!” Kael shoved the dark skeletal figure out into the hall, arms bound behind its back. He tossed his head back over his shoulder into the darkness, studying it.

      The girl lunged forward, but stopped herself when Marin also stepped forward. “Please don’t hurt him!”

      Marin noticed the wrinkles in Kael’s brow and the grimace pulling on his mouth. Something had caught his attention and disturbed him. He shoved the lanky Stryx into the hall.

      Its yellow eyes blinked at Marin, who could not help but study the small, immature-looking Stryx. “Is this a child?”

      No one responded. It was male, but was far from a man. It hunched away from Marin’s touch, but she grabbed hold of its shoulder anyway and focused on melting away the dark exterior. Golden skin appeared and a pair of lovely dark eyes, big and round, reminding her of the eyes of a doe stared back at her. His thick dark hair hung low over one of his eyes, but fell away as she lifted his chin with a finger.

      “What is your name?”

      “He has no name either,” spoke the girl.

      Marin stroked his arm toward his wrist and raised his forearm. Fear lit over her body, and tingling erupted in her backside as she took in the starburst-shaped birthmark on his arm.

      “What’s this?” She rubbed the pad of her thumb over the mark and peered into his dark brown eyes. The boy, perhaps thirteen, looked at the mark on his forearm and shook his head.

      “Do you speak?”

      “He’s usually quiet.”

      “But can he speak?”

      A raspy boy voice answered, “Yes, I can.”

      “What’s this mark?” Marin pointed a trembling finger. Her memories of Kieron naked, lounging in an oversized washbasin, exposing his pride, made her cheeks flush red. He, too, bore a similar mark, but at the bend of his hip. She could not reveal that she knew of Kieron’s mark.

      The boy shrugged. There was a set to his jaw that made her think of Cedric. Marin whipped her head toward Kael, and he avoided her gaze. Again, she examined the child’s appearance, her heart rocking in an unsettling rhythm. She feared what she thought she saw in the boy.

      Kael had left after depositing the child Stryx, but she could hear heavy boots approaching from the darkness.

      Cedric emerged first and grabbed the boy by the arm, spinning him away from Marin and shouting, “Where is the other one and our friend?” The boy’s eyes were huge and filled with tears.

      “Leave him be! He’s scared.”

      Shushing the girl, Marin shoved herself between Cedric and the boy, studying Cedric’s face as she guarded the boy. Unsure of what she wanted to say to him, she refused to let Cedric intimidate the boy.

      “Marin?” As much as he questioned her, he also warned her that she was making a mistake.

      “No, don’t hurt him. Cedric, look at his arm.” She turned and raised the boy’s bound arms toward Cedric. His brow pleated his forehead as he stared at the mark, unable to admit the familiarity.

      “What’s that?” He scoffed, not wanting to acknowledge a connection. Wishing he had no idea what he looked upon.

      “I’ve always had it,” the boy answered flatly.

      Cedric lifted the hair at the nape of his neck and turned to show the boy a similar mark. “Are they the same?”

      Marin whispered, “Almost identical.”
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      Kael emerged from the dark cave, sweating and moisture coating his face. He could not comprehend what his eyes saw in his partners and the detainees.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” he barked.

      “The boy’s birthmark and mine.”

      Kael sucked in a breath, clamping his lips between his teeth as he took in the peculiar mark. He had seen familiarity in the boy’s eyes and lips. He did not share his mother’s coloring, but he did resemble her. He looked at Cedric, then back at the boy, still unable to say the words.

      Finally, he managed to ask a coherent question. “Jaida? Do you know her?”

      The boy shook his head.

      “Who’s your mother?”

      “We don’t have mothers,” insisted the girl, agitated by the intense attention being placed on the boy. She fidgeted with the rope around her wrists, and her eyes shimmered with unfallen tears.

      “That’s impossible.” Marin clutched her hips.

      “No, it isn’t,” Kael lowered his head in thought.

      “What does it mean, Kael?”

      He hissed through his teeth and said, “Shit.”

      The reluctance in Kael’s expression spoke volumes, and Cedric demanded an answer from his friend and partner. “What do you know that you have not shared?”

      “The king gets rid of the children—the babies that appear not to be strong in Glace Blanche.” Kael chomped on his lower lip and shook his head as he searched for the explanation they were waiting to hear. “The man is an ignorant Neanderthal. We thought he murdered them, but they somehow ended up in the hands of the Strygolians. He’s a piece of work.”

      He turned to the boy and the young woman. “Are there more of you? Do younger ones show up? What do they do to you?”

      The boy looked to the young woman. She stepped forward and encased the boy’s upper body with her bound arms. He eased back into her, emotions about to crumble as he turned into her embrace. He was beyond words, and she spoke to spare the boy the need to speak.

      The woman swallowed and never lifted her chin. She peeked out from under her hair. “I’m part of what they call Strand One. There are only five of us remaining. There used to be more. There are ten Strands in all. There are many more individuals in the latter strands, and they are all younger. When they bring them, they are barely old enough to feed themselves.”

      He reached for the boy’s arm again and pointed to the starburst pattern. “How many bear this mark?”

      Her eyes widened. “Many, at least a third, from what I’ve seen, have it, but they are in different places. Usually on the back of the neck, but they can be anywhere.”

      Cedric stared at his friend and briefly glanced at Marin’s confused expression. He ran a hand through his hair and then pulled it down over his face, resting over his mouth and clutching his jaw. He spoke through his hand, eyes pleading for the answer he did not want to hear. “What does that mean, Kael?”

      “You’ve lots of brothers and sisters.”

      Cedric’s face turned ghostly. “How’s that possible?”

      “The king is your father.”

      “How?”

      Sensing the nearly unhinged mindset of his partner and friend, he was glad to see Marin wrap her hands around his bicep to calm the brewing storm.

      “My father is dead, Kael.”

      Cedric jerked his arm away from Marin’s hands and gripped his hips, walking a few feet away into the hall. He stopped and turned halfway around, his chin pointed away, studying Kael in his peripheral glare. Daring him to say that his father was alive.

      “He’s not.”

      “How long have you known about this?” Cedric was not one to yell, but Marin cringed at the sound of his raised voice.

      “Cedric, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. I did not want to tell you and cause you harm if I was wrong. If it could all be explained. I wanted to spare you.”

      Marin stepped forward, having processed everything being said and traced her finger over the mark on the boy’s arm. He stared at her with big brown, fearful eyes. “I won’t hurt you.”

      Cedric stomped away from Kael, gripping his hips, and then ran a hand through his hair. “But if all of this is true, he is casting out the Glace Blanche children to be taken or captured by the Strygolians. What kind of monster does that?”

      The girl spoke up. “They’re not cast out. They are delivered to the palace. He sells them in exchange for protection.”

      Marin whispered to herself, “She has this mark.” It never occurred to her before that the marks were connected in some way. Her mind raced in circles, playing out all of the implications.

      Cedric continued on his tirade, and Kael turned toward Marin. “Who? What are you talking about?”

      Cedric shouted, “I can’t even wrap my head around this! It doesn’t make sense.”

      Kael scowled at his friend. “Cedric, shut up.” He walked toward Marin. “What did you say?”

      “Aislinn,” her eyes almost as wide as the boy’s, “she bears this mark at the base of her neck! I had only seen the edges of the mark on Cedric, because his hair covered it, but Aislinn has one. She does!”

      Cedric stared at her. “How is that possible? Do you?”

      “No, I have no birthmark at all.” She looked at him. “You didn’t notice? I mean, you should have noticed if I did.”

      Kael resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “He’s her father, Cedric.”

      “And you left her there? What will he do to her?” shrieked Marin, refraining from grabbing hold of his arm.

      “Lyson will protect her,” Kael insisted, confident in his defense. He had no doubt about his claim.

      “We need to find Kieron.”

      Kael turned to the young woman, who stood stoically, taking in everything they had said. “You bear this mark?”

      She bowed her head. “I do not.”

      “What about the others in your Strand?”

      “Only a few had it, but they all have expired.”

      Marin looked at Kael. “What does that mean?”

      “Died.”

      Marin’s shocked expression darted between the girl and Kael. “Died? But how?”

      “Some didn’t respond well to the changes. I’m one of the few females who did.”

      “But the one I killed?”

      “She was not part of the Strand. She was one of the commanders. Her name was Marta, and she was a Strygolian, pure-blooded. It is good that you killed her.”

      Kael crossed his thick arms over his chest and looked away from the girl and into the dark pit.

      “Are you duinova then?”

      “We aren’t.”

      Kael closed his eyes and shook his head.

      Cedric questioned, stunned, “Wait, you… Neither of you’re duinova? How?”

      “No, we are not as strong, but we are far easier to control this way. Once we are in our Stryx form, they can control our minds. When you killed Marta, my mind was free.”

      “What about him? Who was the pureblood controlling him?”

      “Vale.”

      “Whoa, what did you say?” Kael waited, anger building faster than it was before.

      Cedric grabbed hold of Kael by the shoulders as he leaned into the young woman. “Slow down.”

      “You heard her. Vale, his name is Vale
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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