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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange, really, that sound. Like distant echoes reverberating in my ears. My eyes tightly shut, I couldn't piece together the events leading to this disarray, but all I desperately yearned for was that haunting noise to cease. The bitter cold clawed into my bones, rendering my body too feeble to muster even the faintest movement. So, I lay there, in eerie silence, awaiting...

      My body jerked as I choked on something that felt like I had a lump in my throat. My chest heaved, met with a painful resistance, and my limbs throbbed in ways entirely unfamiliar. Every cell in my being came to life with a brutal awakening.

      A crimson droplet seeped into my eye, stinging with the acrid reminder of chaos and bringing forth a metallic taste that lingered in my mouth. It dawned on me – I was dying.

      Specks of yellow, orange, and black light swirled into my vision. When they began to clear, I found myself gazing at the ground, and strangely, enveloped in warmth.

      I brushed my hand over my eye, and my awareness surged like a sudden revelation – there was far more blood than I had anticipated. I traced from my forehead down to my cheek, realizing I had lost vision in one eye.

      I couldn't accept it. Dying? Not like this, not here.

      "Get up," I snarled at myself. "You can't...you ca…" My voice faltered.

      Helpless, I turned my head to the source of the light. The ringing in my ears was now replaced by the chaotic roar of a colossal fire devouring what had once been a warehouse. Lifting my trembling hands, I witnessed a gruesome map of burns and cuts etched across my arms. My memories rushed back – why I was here, what I must do. My thoughts, once bright and optimistic, now traversed a darker path.

      "Mirari," I whispered, casting another glance at the blazing warehouse. Those flames, cruel as the association might be, reminded me of her. Who would she have left if I were to perish here?

      My eyelids grew heavy, but I fought to stay awake. I couldn't let Mirari down. Begrudgingly though, I couldn't let Gaven down either.

      Gaven. I scoffed. Why should I think of him? He left behind his Minettan roots to become an Althaean region leader. His dream had trumped his family, and when someone left you like that, it was a clear message – they weren't coming back. Every shared memory would be consumed by the flames of the past.

      As much as I resented Gaven for running off and abandoning us, I felt a lingering obligation to protect him. Perhaps it wasn't what he would have wanted, but deep down, I hadn't entirely given up on the dream that the three of us would reunite. Mirari was right. He was still family.

      I clawed at the ground, but only managed to grasp a handful of soil under my nails. Cursing myself, I wished I weren't so powerless. I was no regional leader, no noble. Perhaps my desires, my life, were too minuscule to matter in anyone's eyes, not even in the eyes of the gods. My very essence seemed to be slipping away, vanishing into the overwhelming void that eclipsed the flames of light.

      "The three of us..." my voice trailed off. Was it a fantasy beyond my reach? I imagined myself embarking on the journey to Althaea, completing what I had sworn to do. Did I ever make it there? I told myself I did, even if it wasn't true. It was the only way to make dying more bearable.

      Each breath was a harrowing battle, as if I were grappling with a beast that refused to be tamed. My eyelids descended, and I sensed the last vestiges of my strength leaving my body.

      Whispers in my ear – were they real or not? The lord of death had arrived to escort me to the other side. I was certain of it. They spoke in a language unfamiliar to my ears, but the words offered a soothing closure to my journey. I welcomed it. Should I have? Could they complete what I couldn't? It felt as though they responded, and the last thing I heard were the words: ning-ürip.
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      “Is this real? Are you really—” She choked on her words, unable to finish her sentence. Awareness was a gentle tide rising slowly over Mirari. She tried to shake the grogginess from her mind, but it clung like cobwebs. Shoulders tightening, she tucked her head down and clutched at the back of his shirt. No, he was real.

      Salathiel.

      He laughed. “Truly, I am here.”

      He leaned back, but she was quick to grasp his arms, unwilling to let him go. She stared at him and doubt crept over her. He looked good. Hardy. His dark hair had a healthy sheen. His coral eyes crinkled not from age, but from a gentle smile. He hadn’t aged a day since the last time she’d seen him, but he now had a scar over his left eye that worried her. She shivered again.

      Salathiel shook his head with a gentle smile. “But you. You’re freezing.” When he tucked the cloak back around her shoulders, fretting over her with familiar care, she burst into tears. Hallucination or not, he was here.

      “I thought you were dead! Where have you been? How, how⁠—”

      He hushed her. “We can talk about it later.” Settling his arm around her shoulder, he asked, “Can you stand?”

      She nodded, though she wasn’t sure if she could. When she tried, pinpricks stung her fingertips and drying blood tugged her shirt.

      Something was also adding weight to her body. She reached inside her pocket and found two renastōnes, faded from their brilliant green. She couldn’t recall having a spare, or even using one.

      When she didn’t move, Salathiel helped her to her feet and she leaned heavily against him.

      “We need to get you somewhere safe.”

      She balked. She wasn’t sure if there was somewhere safe for her. People were looking for her and she knew – regardless of her past relations with Gaven – all traitors met the same fate.

      Forcing aside her shame, she admitted, “I… can’t. I… helped the rebels.” She didn’t think Salathiel would be happy. He always chastised her in the past for sticking her nose in places it didn’t belong. And now, what he had always feared had happened. “I know it was dumb, but… I…”

      Salathiel brought her close into another hug.

      “You help people. That’s what you do. If you didn’t, would you even be Mirari?” This brought cold tears to Mirari’s eyes and it stung her cheeks, but it was not for long before Salathiel wiped them away. “You keep that up and your eyes are going to freeze shut.”

      He moved to stand in front of her and bent his knees.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hop on,” he said, motioning toward his back. “I’ll give you a lift.”

      “I can walk,” she humphed, clutching the cloak.

      He smiled as if he could hear her thoughts. “You may not be as small as you used to be, but I can still carry you.”

      She huffed but conceded when it didn’t look like he was going to be moving anytime soon.

      “Fine,” she grumbled and climbed on his back. Lifting her easily, he started walking. She tucked her head into the back of his neck to block out the cold. “Let me know when you get tired. I really don’t mind walking.”

      If he responded, Mirari didn’t hear. With her arms wrapped around her brother’s neck, warm and safe and loved, Mirari was drifting in and out of consciousness.

      She muttered, “Where are we going?”

      “I know of a place where you can recuperate,” he said. “It’s safe, don’t worry.”

      “Where?” She glanced behind her, but there were just as many trees ahead as they were behind. She couldn’t even tell which direction they were headed.

      “Valenia.”

      Her head whipped back around to look at him. “Valenia?”

      “Indeed. No one will even think to look for you there.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. She glanced behind her with one final, regretful look, silently saying goodbye. While there was nothing but scorn and death in Althaea for her now, the time she’d spent there wasn’t meaningless. She wished her friends well, even if they didn’t feel the same.
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      To Mirari, the trip to Valenia seemed both too long and too short. The country was beautiful, living so close to nature. Houses were built into the trunks of massive trees. Moss grew along stone buildings and bridges formed along exposed roots. As fascinating as it all was, it was difficult for Mirari to enjoy the scenery. The battle in Aias, the argument with Gaven – it weighed on her. She slept a lot, but it was always an unpleasant, restless sleep. She often woke from dreams that whispered of fire and death, covered in a sheen of sweat, while she shook with an anger toward Gaven that she was quick to dismiss.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, startling her, but she unstiffened when she realized it was only Salathiel. They were sleeping under the stars and the trees cast a dark shadow over his face.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I, yeah.” She swiped her hand over her face, pulling down her hood and bringing her legs close to her chest. She opened her mouth to explain, but bit back the words.

      The fire inside of her.

      Her status as a traitor.

      The empty spot in her heart.

      Her dreams were nothing. The true terror was in her waking days.

      “Mirari?” Salathiel called.

      “It’s fine. Just a nightmare.”

      He looked at her with an open face. Not pressing, but giving her room to talk. No one else treated her like that. By the Gods, she’d missed him.

      She sighed, “Gaven hates me.”

      “I doubt it,” he said, running his hand through her hair.

      “You didn’t see how he looked at me. He was, he was…” She couldn’t go on, unable to put into words the disgust she’d seen on his face.

      “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      She was glad that he didn’t say he told her so. There used to be a time when they’d been on opposite sides of the same argument. Salathiel had been angry with Gaven, assumed that he had become a changed man and wanted nothing to do with them anymore, while Mirari assured him that Gaven was just busy being a region leader. If only she had listened to him then, she wouldn’t have been suffering so much now. How could she think that after being years apart, Gaven would stay the same?

      “Lay down,” he said. “We have an early start tomorrow.”

      “How much longer?” she asked, feeling the strain of her sleepless nights.

      “Not long.”
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      Salathiel’s description failed to capture the majestic beauty of their hideaway. He had told her it was a cabin in the mountains. She didn’t expect it to be etched in the mountain, the back disappearing into the side of a cliff. Steps had been carved into the mountainside so subtly that she hadn’t noticed them until Salathiel pointed them out. She tilted her head back, admiring the rustic front with large bay windows. Her hood fell back, and for the first time since finding Salathiel, she let it stay that way.

      “Come on,” Salathiel said. He began ascending the stairs. Mirari took another look around before bracing her hand on the cliff face and slowly ascending after him.

      The cabin was high enough in the mountains that they could look down on the canopy of trees in the local forest. Birds swooped down below, trilling a soothing song back and forth to each other. There was no one around them for miles in either direction. She had one way to go, and that was wherever Salathiel led her. She finally caught up to him near the top of the stairs, and he opened the side entrance of the cabin.

      Inside, it was large and expansive, extending to the right, deep into the mountain. The huge windows illuminated the interior well. It was both charming and elegant. Mirari stepped inside, spinning around to take it all in at once. Aside from the birds outside and Salathiel walking comfortably across the stone floor, it was completely silent. No dust on any surfaces either. Even though it was empty now, it hadn’t been for very long.

      Mirari walked around, running her hand across the rugged stone walls. Looking closely, she could see the gray stone had flecks of some kind of faintly glowing gem. She wondered how Salathiel came to find such a beautiful place. She had many questions for Salathiel now that they didn’t have to keep rushing. It was time for Mirari to get some answers.

      “Is this your place?” Mirari asked. “Is this where you’ve been living?”

      “Not exactly,” Salathiel said, walking down the hallway. He opened one of the doors and motioned toward her. “You can take this room.”

      She didn’t budge.

      “Salathiel.” He glanced up at her but turned away at the look on her face. “Where have you been all these years? I… I looked for you.” She dragged her hand down the stone wall, clenching her fist down by her side.

      “I’m sorry, Mirari.”

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She just wanted to know why and understand him. Had he ever gone back to Solarin and looked for her? How did he get the scar on his eye? She wanted answers, not an apology. If she could only understand, she wouldn’t even need an apology. She was inches from him now, and she tried again.

      “Salathiel. Please, just tell me what happened to you. Did you look for me?”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “I looked for you as soon as it was safe for me to do so. I promise. Hey.” He waited until she met his gaze. “I found you, didn’t I?”

      But how had he found her, she wondered. How had he known where she was in that forest when she didn’t even know herself?

      With his arm still around her shoulder, he steered to the door he’d indicated earlier. “Here. Just rest. We’ve been traveling for a long time now. You can relax.” He pushed the door open and looked at her. “How long has it been since you’ve had a chance to relax? Years?” She looked away, feeling suddenly weary. “There are some things I can’t answer yet, but I will in due time.”

      Though it wasn’t the response she wanted, she let herself be pulled into the cozy bedroom.

      “What can you tell me?”

      He sighed and she thought he was going to refuse her again. “The cabin doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to my benefactor. After that last job in Solarin… I ran into some trouble. I was injured. She took me in and helped me. And now she’s going to help you.” When Mirari opened her mouth, he held his hand up. “I can’t tell you who my benefactor is, but know that she wants to meet you. When that can be arranged, I’ll be able to answer the rest of your questions. Is that enough?”

      “I suppose.” Trying not to sulk, she sat down on the bed, bouncing slightly on the plush surface.

      “Good. Now get some rest. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Wait,” she cried, jumping up when he turned to leave. “Where are you going?”

      “I have to get some supplies before the snow gets bad.” Mirari knew she was being irrational, but she worried about being separated after they’d only just found each other. “I won’t be gone long,” he said. “You know it’s safer if you stayed here.”

      “Yeah.” Her shoulders slumped. “I understand. Hurry back.”

      “I will.”
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      Mirari collapsed backward onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. She sat quietly, alone, and the silence agitated her. Waiting for Salathiel to return… again? She quickly sat up and shook her thoughts away. Getting to her feet, she looked around the bedroom searching for a distraction. Anything would do.

      The room was large. With the bed taking up a significant proportion of the room, it had a cozy atmosphere. A small nightstand stood to the right of the bed and a chest of drawers close to the door. The stone walls sparkled with some embedded gems like twinkling stars. It was cute, but Mirari felt claustrophobic with the door closed.

      Slipping out, Mirari explored the rest of the cabin. As she got farther in, cabin felt like a misleading term for the chalet. It was huge. There was a large kitchen, a sitting room, three bedrooms not counting the one for her, and a stone stairway that led to the second floor.

      Upstairs, she found a library. Perhaps she could find something to occupy her mind while she waited for Salathiel. Floor-to-ceiling shelves were bursting with novels and textbooks. Plush chairs sat underneath the window, inviting her to sit.

      She walked down the aisles, searching for something to read. Instead, she found a door tucked away into the far corner. She glanced around, but, of course, there was no one to see her. It felt a bit like snooping, but when she twisted the handle, the door was unlocked. Shrugging, she walked in. She wanted to know more about who had been helping her brother all these years.

      The hidden room was nothing nefarious, just an office. It was fairly small compared to the other rooms in the house. Aside from the singular chair, there was only a large, oak desk covered in papers. Mirari was about to leave when she caught sight of a seal stamp.

      She picked it up, looking more closely and muttered in realization, “The Council.” She dropped it and grabbed a few letters that lay on the table. It was signed by Councilor Dareh. The next was from Councilor Suzan, and they were both addressed to a fellow councilor.

      That was where Salathiel found her, still looking over the letters.

      “Mirari?” Salathiel called, sticking his head through the doorway. “There you are.” He looked around the room. “What are you doing in here?”

      She turned to face him. “Sal, is this Councilor Julie’s home?”

      “I already told you⁠—”

      “They’ll execute me, Sal.”

      Salathiel bit his lip. When he didn’t answer, she ran out of the room. She made it halfway down the stairs before Salathiel caught her wrist. She turned to look up at him.

      “Mirari, it’s okay,” he said. “We can trust her.”

      She scowled, “Stop dancing around my questions and just tell me what’s going on already.” Mirari tried to shake off his grip, but Salathiel held on tight. “Trust her? Trust you? How can I⁠—"

      She paused when she realized her mistake. Salathiel was the last person she could trust, and he didn’t deserve those words.

      He sat down on the stairs and with his grip on her wrist, tugged her down next to him. He didn’t seem offended at the slightest. Instead, he took a deep breath and began, “Do you remember when Kylah was at our place? When Councilor Julie took care of the assassins?”

      Mirari furrowed her brows. She had nearly forgotten that they had all met at one point. “Just because she helped us that one time doesn’t mean we can trust her,” she said.

      “She saved my life,” Salathiel said, and reminded her, “and she saved yours too. At least listen to what she has to say. You owe her this much.”

      Mirari crossed her arms and stared down the stairwell. She didn’t want to get into an argument with Salathiel like she did with Gaven, but she wasn’t convinced. Councilor Julie was unpredictable and known to act on her own, against her duties to the Council, the people of Valenia, and even her own allies.

      In a softer tone, Salathiel continued, “You’ve heard of the Blessed, right?”

      Mirari’s head whipped around and she clenched her hidden hands tight enough to hurt. “Y-yes. Of course.”

      “They were responsible for the attack on the Grand Ball, and they’re only growing more powerful.”

      “The Defiants,” Mirari said, correcting him.

      “The Defiants?”

      “T-that’s what people are calling them. To differentiate them from the other members. Even they want to stop them.”

      Salathiel mused over the name. “Fair. You seem to know a lot about this.”

      Mirari shrugged. Was this the time to talk about the Blessed? Larger questions were at hand, and she had to bring the conversation back around.

      “But what do the Defiants have to do with Councilor Julie?” she asked.

      “Julie has known about the Bl—, ah, the Defiants for a while. She knows who the leader is, and we’re trying to locate her now.”

      Mirari frowned. “If she knew about the Defiants, does that mean she knows the rest of the Blessed are innocent? Why didn’t she tell the rest of the Council?”

      Salathiel scoffed. “She knew they wouldn’t listen. To them, no member of the Blessed is a human being, Defiant or not. That’s why she’s doing this on her own.” He turned to her. “That’s why she’s going to ask for your help.”

      “Wait, me?” She pointed to her chest.

      Salathiel laughed at the look on her face. “What? You don’t think you’re important?”

      “...No?”

      He laughed again. “Well, you are. You can help a lot of people.” He sobered. Then, he turned away and mumbled, “You’re the only one who can stop them.”

      At least, that was what she thought she heard him say. “Huh? Come again?”

      “Julie can explain everything better. She’ll talk to you when she gets here.” He slapped his legs and stood up. Grabbing her arm, he tugged her to her feet.

      “And I’m supposed to just wait?” Mirari asked as he pulled her down the stairs and into the living room.

      “Well, first, you can help me put away these supplies, but then, yes.”

      She turned her head to the right and scowled. They passed a window and she saw her eyes glimmer in the reflection. Mirari froze, letting go of Salathiel’s hand. He turned back.

      “Mirari? Is everything all right?” She took a small, slow step toward the window, but it was gone. “Is there something out there?”

      Mirari shook her head, hiding behind a smile. “Oh, no. Just… just a bird. Come on.” She ran ahead of him, running away from what she’d seen. “Those supplies won’t put themselves away.”
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      Gaven stood before the Council at the Hearth once again. Ostensibly, it wasn’t a trial, but the similarities were not lost on Gaven as he was observed by the councilors from their high thrones. The six of them stared down at him impassively as they discussed the situation between them. In the beginning, they had remained stoic and somber, but as always, the debate soon became heated. Even though he wasn’t the one they were deliberating upon, he’d been dragged in as soon as the chaos died down.

      The meeting was about the trial that had brought them all to the Hearth in the first place. The leader of the Blessed, Eoin, had been captured by Gaven, tried, and sentenced to death in short order. Then, in the walk between the court and the gallows, he’d simply disappeared – just walked out as far as anyone could tell. There hadn’t been any fighting or bloodshed, and no guards were missing or dead. The conclusion was simple: someone helped Eoin escape. There was a traitor in their midst.

      “What of that girl,” Councilor Tarek said. He motioned to Councilor Julie. “The one you mentioned.”

      “Mirari Zanette,” she answered. She stared him down, then at the rest of the councilors, reminding them that she was right all along.

      Gaven gritted his teeth, but he kept his face impassive.

      Tarek nodded along. “Didn’t you say she spent a lot of time in Aias?” Gaven was brought back to the forefront as they questioned him. “Are you sure she is dead?”

      “You think she faked her death and helped the blacksmith escape,” Dareh said, musing.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Gaven could see Hime grab Dorain’s arm when he jumped to his feet.

      “They’re trying to blame Mirari,” Dorain hissed, but it wasn’t much of a whisper. Gaven could understand his frustration. He was thankful that the Knights still supported Mirari.

      “She was stabbed in the chest,” Gaven said, pointing to his chest. “Fatal. No one can survive a wound like that without a healer.” He gestured to a soldier on the sideline, sweating profusely. “I have a witness if you’d like to question him.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Dareh said. “I agree. Such a theory seems far-fetched.” He smirked at Gaven. “After all, why put the blame on the dead when there’s another more logical explanation standing before us.”

      Novinha followed, “Let’s not forget that Region Leader Gaven helped the rebels during the siege.”

      “What are you saying?” Suzan demanded. “We already established that it was Laikos’ doing.”

      “Only that birds of a traitorous feather, flock together,” Dareh said.

      “Do you have feathers in your ears, featherpit?” Adder responded, half rising. “Region Leader Gaven is not on trial. He was the one who brought the blacksmith in for trial.”

      “Where were you when the Blessed leader escaped?” Tarek turned to Gaven.

      “Talking with the Knights,” Gaven said. He nodded toward the assembled Knights. Lifting his hand to his bruised lip, he said, “Region Leader Shiba had something to say.”

      All heads were turned to the stands. Shiba had his arms crossed and chin held high.

      “There you have it,” Suzan said. “Can we stop wasting time and focus on what’s really at stake? The leader of our enemy has escaped and we still don’t know the extent of the Blessed’s power.”

      There was some grumbling and the discussion continued for some time. Though, at the end of it all, they didn’t get much farther than when they started. Only one thing was agreed upon: focus on finding Eoin.

      At the end of the trial, Suzan took Gaven to the side to speak to him privately.

      “Do you truly not know anything about this Eoin?” she asked.

      He scowled. “I don’t.”

      She settled him down with a look. “Calm yourself. I’m only asking if you remember anything Mirari might have said to you. Did she visit any other place besides Aias? Did she mention another name besides the blacksmith?”

      Gaven’s hand ached with how tightly he was clenching his fist behind his back. He truly hadn’t known what Mirari had been up to, but he wouldn’t call that incompetence. Was it so wrong to trust the person he chose as his partner?

      Inigo…

      Mirari…

      Maybe it was wrong.

      He shook his head in response, and Suzan cursed under her breath.

      “Your Grace, Councilor.” He met her gaze boldly. “I swear to you, I will find the one who attacked the Grand Ball, the leader of these dissidents, and I will bring you their head.”

      She exhaled heavily and nodded. What else could she do? “I’m counting on you.”

      Resolved, he turned sharply on his heels. He met Fangbane’s eyes across the room, but the masked man was being crowded by the other Knights. There was no need to talk to them, and he had enough today.
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      Fangbane resisted looking into the Knights’ minds, to save himself the headache. He could already see the fury on their faces to know what their thoughts were.

      As soon as the meeting concluded, the Knights swarmed him, demanding answers, demanding an explanation he just didn’t have. He was verbally bombarded with their disbelief and despair. He could only imagine the chaos of their thoughts. Looking up, he caught Gaven’s eyes briefly over Suzan’s shoulder, and then they were both gone, leaving Fangbane alone with his Knights. Their thoughts were tugging him back.

      Does Gaven even feel any remorse?

      We’ve let Mirari down. How could we let him escape?

      This can’t be happening. Not again.

      Fangbane exhaled deeply, his mind drifting to his family at the estate, where they were peacefully distant from the drama unfolding before him. When he returned to the present, Dorain was filled with righteous fury.

      “Why didn’t you say anything,” Dorain demanded. “They slandered Mirari’s name.”

      “You don’t really believe Mirari would betray us, right?” Neo said, brow furrowed as he hovered over the Knights.

      “Lord Fangbane,” Lucan asked tonelessly, “is… Mirari really gone?” He was naturally pale, but now he was practically colorless. Fangbane winced, imagining the full-blown horror that hid behind Lucan’s white-tinted glasses. He knew it was exceptionally hard for him to hear. Lucan had lost his cousin, found her, and then lost her all over again.

      “Are you still defending that flatty?” Shiba scorned, turning everyone’s attention away from Lucan. “He should’ve protected her, and he gets to walk free like he does every time. When are you going to stop giving Gaven a free pass, Fang? He needs to be held responsible for this!”

      “Will you shut it already?” Kylah hissed. “It isn’t always about you. For once, can you think about what Mirari would want us to do?” She must’ve hit a nerve when Lucan stood up.

      “I… I need some air. Please excuse me for a moment.” Lucan bowed and staggered toward the open doors. That face couldn’t fool Fangbane – he could tell his mind was beginning to spiral into a dark place, and reasonably so. Would Lucan keep Mirari’s secret now that she was really dead? Would he have her buried as a Hale?

      Ha. Buried. There wasn’t even a body. Only Gaven could tell them what happened, and his anger was too raw for Fangbane to glean anything from him.

      He clapped his hands, bringing the Knight to focus. “We need to talk about what we’ll do now,” he said. “With the leader of the Blessed back out there, we need to prepare for an escalation of rebels again. That’s—” He cut himself off at the sharp spike of anger coming from the right. Dorain was sitting with his arms crossed. It was almost nonchalant and collected except Fangbane could see his knee bouncing with barely repressed energy and no small amount of anger. “Do you have something to add?”

      “Aren’t you changing the subject?” Dorain said, leaning forward. On his shoulder, his bright-eyed kestrel mirrored his movement. “Yes, the Blessed leader has escaped, but the Council thinks, for some reason, Mirari had something to do with it. They’re blackening her name, and we don’t even know what happened?”

      “The kid has a point,” Shiba said. “I understand if Gaven has nothing to say to the Council, but at the very least he owes us an explanation about what happened to Mirari. He seems to be hiding something.”

      Fangbane spread his hands and shrugged. “I lack the power to keep Gaven any place he doesn’t wish to be, and trust me, he is as distraught as we are.”

      That might as well have been a lie. The truth was, Fangbane was unable to read anything from Gaven. Pain? Worry? It was all blank. Unless Gaven came clean about what happened to Mirari, he would keep that secret to himself. There was no other way around it.

      Fangbane could see that his answer was unsatisfactory to the Knights, but he didn’t think the truth would be more readily accepted either. Whether or not Gaven was there with them, they weren’t going to get any answers him. The best Fangbane could do was keep the Knights cordial with each other long enough for cooler heads to prevail.

      “As for Mirari…” Fangbane continued. “Finding out what happened to the blacksmith will do a lot more toward clearing her name than just arguing here. The Council⁠—”

      “Yes. We all heard,” Shiba said, rolling his eyes. “The leader of the Blessed was served to them on a platter and now they expect us to clean up their mess.” He growled. His voice deepened with anger, but the volume stayed the same. “One of our own is dead and they expect us to fix their incompetence.”

      It was more than that, Fangbane knew, though he was reluctant to say. The fate of the Knights was split among the council, and ordering the Knights to find out what happened to Eoin was also a test of faith. Dareh, Tarek and Julie wanted to see them fail, to prove their existence useless. Suzan was giving them a chance – a chance to prove that even if Mirari was a traitor, she was just an outlier in the Knights. The rest of the council agreed with her.

      Fangbane knew that telling the Knights to tread lightly going forward wasn’t going to engender any positive feelings. For Hime, Dorain and Lucan, it would hurt them and their family name to be doubted after all they had contributed to the Knights. For Shiba and, to a lesser extent, Neo, they’d be outraged to have their honor doubted. Kylah would, no doubt, withdraw, wary of being recast as a villain after trying to rehabilitate her image. It was best if Fangbane kept that knowledge to himself and just gently steered his Knights through the minefield that was the Council’s scrutiny.

      “If you believe it’s the Council’s incompetence that let Eoin escape, then prove it,” Fangbane said. “We’ll do as the Council suggested and investigate how he escaped between the courtroom and the gallows. If it was a traitor, find proof.”

      “What are your thoughts?” Dorain asked. “Do you believe it was a traitor? Do you believe Mirari was a part of some… some larger conspiracy?” Dorain got to his feet to stare Fangbane down. “You talk about finding proof, but no one presented it at the trial before they decided she was complicit with the Blessed.”

      “She was spending time in Aias, where the rebels were hiding,” Shiba said. “That was more or less confirmed, wasn’t it?”

      Whirling on the region leader, Dorain looked almost incandescent with rage. “She went to some village and that makes her a traitor. That’s what you think?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Shiba said, even-toned. It didn’t last. Each word rose in volume as his own frustration leaked through. “I’m saying that little idiot probably had some misguided idea about helping and didn’t think about how it looked. And now she’s dead and can’t explain herself. You tell me. What am I supposed to think? Because I don’t know.”

      Shiba’s breath was heaving and he only settled when Neo placed a hand on his shoulder. He may have appeared enraged, but Fangbane could read that he was concealing a deeper level of distress. He did this whenever he thought of…

      Mecate…

      Shiba was imagining scenarios that would have led a gullible Mirari into Aias in the first place. He seethed, blaming Gaven for not keeping a closer eye on her.

      “Right now,” Fangbane said, turning everyone’s attention back to him, “there’s too much we don’t know about what happened in Aias and what Mirari did.” He flattened his hand on the table and leaned forward as everyone’s gaze reoriented toward him like flowers seeking the sun. “Needless speculation and arguments won’t get us anywhere.”

      Dorain stayed tense and angry, not willing to concede just yet.

      Hime, ever the peacemaker, placed her hand on his shoulder to ease him back into his seat. “Lord Fangbane is correct. We mustn’t argue among ourselves. It’s not helping anybody, least of all Mirari.”

      The others slowly unwound and Fangbane quickly ran through their surface thoughts.

      Kylah’s face was blank while her mind rolled with turmoil. Unlike the others she wasn’t blaming Fangbane or even Gaven. He picked up an interesting thought, something about wishing she had listened to what Mirari said. What else did she know? She turned her head so the long curtain of golden hair shielded her expression from view. Whatever it was, he couldn’t get it from her now.

      Neo worried for both Shiba and Kylah. Neo worried Shiba would spiral like he did after Mecate’s death. For his love, Kylah, he worried about her trying to take responsibility for things outside of her control. He was right about both. Fangbane almost pitied him for the heavy, responsibility he had placed upon himself, but it was what made him a good friend.

      Hime’s thoughts were on the Knights, especially on how hard Dorain was taking the news. Her vibrant ocean-blue eyes darted around the group. She worried that the discord would seep in and fracture their group. To be honest, Fangbane had the same fears but he would do everything in his power to keep them together.

      As for Dorain…

      Though Dorain had chosen to stand down at Hime’s insistence, his thoughts were still fairly antagonistic. Fangbane probed deeper to get a clearer picture. His heart sank as Dorain’s thoughts filtered through.

      He’s a coward. We’re not going to get anywhere like this. Dorain’s thoughts turned to his father and they lacked the usual scorn he held for his father’s ideals. Maybe there’s actually something my father can teach me. At least he stands up for what he believes in.

      Fangbane internally winced. To be considered less than Dareh in terms of principles and values was… worse than an insult. The Knights were Fangbane’s cause. Bringing an end to strife was the belief that had drawn him and Starlight together in the first place. Fighting with everyone who disagreed with him was counterintuitive. That being said, he could understand Dorain’s anger.

       It was a relief when the door opened and Lucan returned to them. Fangbane wouldn’t say he looked better than when he’d left, but there was a sense of grim commitment to him. He looked around the room, noticing the tension among the others.

      “Did I miss something?” he asked.

      Fangbane shook his head. The truth would be had in time. Until then, he knew what they had to focus on. “I was just saying that while the Blessed are still an active threat, we need to investigate how their leader escaped and where he might go next.”

      Shiba snorted and got to his feet. “Yeah, that’s what we were discussing.”

      “Oh and we just have to accept that Mirari was a traitor,” Dorain added sullenly.

      Lucan twitched, but somehow managed to maintain his composure.

      “I see,” he said.

      Fangbane sighed. “For now, we have to accept that we can’t change anyone’s mind with words alone,” he corrected before the argument could escalate again. “What we can do is recapture the blacksmith and find out the truth of his escape.”

      Lucan didn’t say anything, and Fangbane narrowed his eyes. He could be a problem.

      “Do you have any objections?”

       “No, that’s fine,” Lucan said. I will find out what happened to Mirari.

      With no obvious support, Dorain huffed and headed toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Shiba demanded.

      “To investigate. That’s all we can do, isn’t it?”
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      Erel sat atop her horse, back straight and face somber. In the distance, the Hearth sat in the center of acres of carefully maintained Valenian land, and the guards walked the grounds, typically attentive, but comfortable with defensive barriers to assist them in their duties. That comfort was disrupted earlier today when Eoin escaped.

      Erel was familiar with the guard’s routines and defensive measures, having had multiple chances to examine them in the many roles she affected – guards, servants, dignitaries, even a council member for a few months. She observed their new countermeasures with much curiosity, if not to distract her from the nerves swirling in her stomach.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Gaven walk to the stables where his mount waited. The guards watched carefully, but didn’t follow him. But then, Lucan greeted him at the stable, no doubt with a few choice words. Erel bit her lip. Time seemed to pass slowly, but as soon as Gaven was able to get Lucan off his shoulder, he sprinted away from the Hearth, down the road, just out of sight from the guards.

      He slowed his horse to a brisk trot as he got closer to Erel, and she fell into an easy step beside him. Glancing over, he raised his eyebrow and she nodded to his silent question. His shoulders slumped. That was one thing taken care of. They rode in silence for a little while.

      Gaven kept his senses extended and glanced behind him routinely. It wouldn’t be unusual for the council to send spies after them. Fortunately, they were alone.

      He nodded to Erel and she pulled ahead slightly, leading the way off road. She took him to a long-abandoned fort, hidden in a thicket of trees. The forest had reclaimed the land and huge oaks pushed aside the crumbling stone and burst from the roof of the fort. They dismounted and he handed the reins of his horse over to his second.

      She accepted them but kept her heavy gaze on him.

      “Speak,” he prompted. “What’s on your mind?”

      She blinked and turned to look at the fort. “Are you sure about this?”

      He snorted. Of course he wasn’t. Erel knew that since his fight with Mirari in Aias, he had been fighting his own thoughts.

      Shaking his head, he said, “Isn’t it a little late for doubts?”

      “We could still turn it around. If we find a body instead of a fugitive, no one will doubt us.”

      Gaven shook his head. “If I want answers, this is the only way I’ll get them.”

      Erel didn’t argue with him. Earlier that day, they arrived at the Hearth with more than the intention to watch Eoin’s inevitable death sentence. Gaven had a ludicrous plan, and Erel didn’t know if it was designed with the best judgment. She trusted Gaven, but if they were caught, the consequences would be dire.

      “This won’t take long,” he said, rubbing his raw knuckles. He spoke it like a promise as they entered the fort.

      Erel secured the horses and took on the form of a soldier. This one was tall and muscular with a dark, thick beard, a proper Althaean soldier. She followed Gaven inside and stood guard by the hole in a wall where she had a view of their horses and the entrance. It wouldn’t do for them to be found here.

      Yesterday’s trial sat in her mind. She had taken the form of a royal guard she had cunningly dismissed and guided Gaven to the dungeon. After he gave Eoin a good beating and took him to the stand, Erel took her place by the door and waited until it was time to escort Eoin to the gallows. His face was starting to swell – a brilliant subterfuge planned by Gaven to keep Eoin’s thoughts on his pain. There was a mind reader in the room, after all, and Eoin knew he wasn’t going to die today.

      Though she had impersonated people thousands of times, this was the most challenging act she had done by far, and she found it hard to keep her breathing steady. She took note of the attendees and hoped no one had their eyes on her. Gaven wasn’t handling it any better. He was standing in the shadows cast by rows of seats and out of sight from everyone when she heard his heart rate slightly increase. His face was set in stone, a somber frown affixed to his features. Underneath the facade, she doubted anyone else could see his nerves, and if they did, they might attribute it to nothing more than anxiety about being back in the Hearth where his fate had been decided.

      Erel knew that on top of their lucrative plan, Gaven was carrying a larger burden than ever. His aura was like a candle’s flame fighting a windstorm. He acted as if nothing had changed, but his lifeline – his partner – was now gone. It affected him, and he didn’t want to admit it.

      After Gaven denied the Council’s accusations of Mirari, Eoin was ordered to be executed immediately. Straightening her back, Erel walked confidently forward. She grabbed Eoin by the arm and ordered him up. He looked at her warily, but she gave him no choice as she hauled him to his feet. It was all going as expected… until the Knights swarmed Gaven.

      “Keep moving,” she said, dragging Eoin forward. Their window of opportunity was shrinking, and now she had to do this on her own. As they walked down the hallway, Eoin’s gaze darted around, no doubt looking for the place that would lead to his freedom. Halfway toward the gallows, she dragged him down another hallway. She could sense his heart rate picking up and the thick muscles in her grip tightened in anticipation of an attack.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she hissed. “If we’re caught, you’re dead. Understand?”

      “I thought⁠—”

      “Quiet!” Fortunately, he got the hint and remained quiet while Erel led him to the servant’s entrance. The bag she left was waiting for them and she grabbed a cloak to throw over Eoin’s head.

      They kept their heads down as they snuck out of the Hearth. There wasn’t much time. The Councilors would soon notice that Eoin hadn’t made it to the gallows. After they gained a little distance, Eoin also got some confidence.

      Enough to say, “This wasn’t the plan.”

      “You think His Honor would tell you the real plan?”

      The bluff barely worked. They had told Eoin that members of the Blessed would create a distraction to help him escape. The truth was that it was just her and Gaven. They were on their own.

      “How far do you plan to get with just the two of you?” he said when they ducked out of sight from a group of guards racing toward the Hearth.

      “Silence, you disgraceful peasant,” Erel hissed. She carefully waited for the guards to look in the other direction before forcing Eoin into another sprint toward a thick forest.

      This was stupid. Reckless. But he was right – how were they supposed to pull this off alone?

      When they finally reached the horse Erel had tied down, she helped Eoin onto the saddle and kicked the steed into a bolt.

      “You must really trust the region leader,” Eoin said, “to risk so much for him.”

      She scowled at him. “Do you want to talk or do you want to escape?”

      Eoin finally subsided, allowing her to focus on getting them out of there safely. It took them longer than she wanted to make it to the abandoned fort she’d found. She took a moment to catch her breath before directing Eoin inside. It was dark and damp, but Eoin didn’t complain or fight when she chained him to the one sturdy wall inside.

      “What now?”

      Erel exhaled. She couldn’t believe she did it. She spoke, “Now you wait for His Honor.”
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      Eoin glanced briefly at Erel – to him, she was a new face. She thought about his words and took it as advice – it would be best if Eoin believed Gaven had many comrades on his side. They couldn’t let him believe that there was a chance of escape.

      Staring down at Eoin, Gaven spoke in a calm voice. “You’ll tell me just what lies you filled Mirari’s head with.”

      Eoin seemed cooperative at the moment, but in truth, she knew little about this man and what he might do. She couldn’t take any chances, not after coming this far.

      Eoin said, “No lies, Your Honor. I speak the truth to those willing to hear.”

      Perhaps for the first time since the Grand Ball, even if it was just a little, Erel could tell Gaven was at ease. He sat down on a stump, looking every inch the region leader he was and sighed.

      “Speak then.”
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      Not far from the Althaean–Valenian border stood a large town called Byham. It was by no means a metropolis, but like most towns in Valenia, it had grown around the forest it inhabited with winding roads that either looped around the foliage or through the trunk of a particularly large tree. In the thick of winter, the sunlight bore down through the bare trees. It wasn’t known for much other than its abundant natural resources exported, and often smuggled, from Valenia – a sweetshop for spellcasters like Kylah.

      “We’re here,” Neo said. He ran his large hand through his hair, looking adorably befuddled. “Do we just ask around for the Blessed?”

      Shiba snorted. “Yeah, sure. Just point me to your nearest terrorist please.”

      Neo rolled his eyes and nudged Shiba. “Let’s just find the mayor and see what they have to say.”

      Crunching the dead leaves, Neo and the other Knights walked into town in search of any connection to the Blessed. They were silent, speaking no more than a few words at a time, focusing on whatever dark thoughts consumed them. It was a few weeks after Eoin’s trial and they had no leads on his whereabouts.

      At a glance, it looked like the Blessed was winning and the Council was left in checkmate. Violence across the land was ramping up thanks to the Blessed, or by rabble-rousers. Neo couldn’t really tell. All were trouble in his eyes. The Council certainly did their part too. The executions continued, on a much grander scale now. Squads of soldiers were stationed across every region to terrorize the people in the name of peace. The uncertain stability of the nations created doubt not only in the Knights but in the people across the empires. Neo felt some of the same influences in Byham – uneasiness, doubt, fear.

      The Knights no doubt had it worse. Mirari’s absence placed their synergy on a thread. It seemed to have dawned on them that any of them could meet the same fate – that the seven Knights would gradually diminish over time. By the time the Blessed was put to an end, who would be left?

      Neo forced himself to acknowledge it – Mirari’s death – but not all the Knights were willing to do so. He glanced at Lucan walking quietly next to him. For the past few weeks, he swung wildly from hope that she was alive somewhere, to despair, all tinged with a hint of disbelief. When Fangbane told the Knights to investigate Byham, he’d suggested that Lucan sit out. Lucan had declined. He was grimly focused on finding the Blessed. He was no doubt also participating to find answers for personal reasons.

      Hime approached a woman hanging her wet clothes on a line. “Excuse me.” The woman started, whipping around in a snap enough to rip the cloth in her hand. “Ah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      The woman glanced from Hime to the rest standing behind her. Her fear escalated and was followed on the heels by suspicion and dread. She took a step back, holding the ruined cloth in front of her like an ineffectual shield.

      “What is it?” she asked in a trembling voice.

      Hime held her hands up. “There’s nothing to fear. We’re with the Knights and I just want to ask you a question.”

      This doesn’t do much to soothe the woman. A creak sounded and the woman’s eyes widened. “Stay inside,” she whispered without looking back at the door.

      A mop of curly hair peeked out. The child pouted, whining, “Mama, I⁠—”

      “I said to stay inside,” she snapped and the child disappeared, slamming the door. In the quiet aftermath, the woman held her shaking hand out, blocking their view of the door. “What is it? What do you want?”

      Perturbed, Hime could barely speak. “Could you direct us to your town’s mayor?”

      The directions were given, terse and anxious. There was no chance for a guide, so they were forced to find their way based on fearful directions. The woman’s reaction to their presence was not unique. As they walked through town, mistrustful glances followed, with locals quickly disappearing into their homes at the sight of the Knights. It was worse than Neo had thought. The Council was getting out of hand if people held as much fear of the protectors as they did of the Blessed.

      “I can’t believe it.” Dorain stared around the town in shock. “How could things have gotten so bad?”

      Hime patted him on the back, but it didn’t appear to do much to soothe his anger. He lowered his head, hands clenched by his side.

      “We have to do something about this,” he said.

      “We are⁠—”

      “Not enough.” He exhaled harshly, glowering at the street. “I bet this is what Mirari saw across Althaea. I bet she tried to stop this and⁠—”

      “Enough, Dorain,” Shiba said. He kept his gaze to the front, scanning the empty streets.

      “Why?” Dorain stopped, turning to face the rest of them. “You don’t really believe Mirari was a traitor, do you? She would never turn her back on the people she was protecting.”

      Neo watched Shiba’s hand clench into a fist. He could feel his partner holding back a strong urge to silence the young one. Neo huffed, dissipating the anger he felt in his heart, and relaying the feeling back to the sender. That was enough to get Shiba to release his fist.

      No, Shiba didn’t think Mirari was a traitor. Believe it or not, had he known what was going on in Althaea Main, he would’ve rushed over to help Mirari in a heartbeat. But he didn’t, and that regret was a heavy feeling that even Neo found difficult to carry. And whenever someone spoke her name, it just made the guilt worse.

      Neo had told him that, though unfortunate, Mirari’s situation was inevitable. If she survived the battle in Aias and stood up to the Council for their practices, the Council would’ve silenced her rather than admit their mistakes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kylah said.

      Neo looked at her. Of course she understood; she knew all about being scapegoated and was familiar with the genuine sense of helplessness. Truth often carried little authority – most of them had seen it. They had accepted the reality of politics, but not Dorain. He was yet to witness what it truly meant to be powerless.

      Dorain turned on her and huffed, “How can you say that?”

      “I only meant that now’s not the time or the place.” She tipped her head back. “We’re here to help people, not argue amongst ourselves.”

      “Kylah’s right,” Lucan said. “We need to focus on our current duty.” With crossed arms, he stared down at the youth challenging him to retort.

      Dorain looked dissatisfied but fell back into step with them. Neo gave Kylah a small smile. His large, warm hand grasped hers and gently squeezed.

      “We’re almost there,” he said as he guided them forward.

      It was later in the day when they finally found the mayor’s house among the tangle of streets. Hime’s earlier encounter had shaken her and it was Dorain who approached the door and knocked. It was a few minutes, and many more knocks later that the door finally opened. A wizened old man appeared in the crack and stared at them.

      “What do you want?” he croaked.

      “Apologies for dropping in like this,” Dorain said with surprising grace. Then again, being with the Knights for years had matured him to some extent, if not from being a councilor’s son. Despite their differences, he must have picked something up from his unlikeable father. He flashed the badge on his chest. “We’re with the Knights, and we need to speak with you.”

      “I don’t know anything,” he said, starting to close the door.

      Dorain quickly placed his hand in the gap. It was a good thing he was taking the lead. If Neo had done that, the old man would have surely keeled over in shock.

      “Sir, we just need a minute of your time. Our lands are under threat and we need your help.”

      The man glanced at them. “I already told you, I don’t know anything. I can’t help.”

      “You’ve heard of the Blessed, haven’t you?” Those words weren’t as forbidden as they were just a few months prior. Through the door, Dorain pressed his questions, gently but persistent. Dorain had a young face, eager and approachable, that usually put people at ease. It was better than Shiba’s harsh mannerisms or Kylah’s cynicism, but this time it wasn’t working. Regardless of Dorain’s sweet-talk, the old man remained adamant that he didn’t know anything about the Blessed, Aias or Eoin. After a while, they had to concede that they wouldn’t get anything out of him. If they kept pressing, it would only be considered harassment.

      Sighing, Dorain stepped back. “Very well. Thank you for your time.”

      The man harrumphed and shut the door.

      “Now what?” Dorain asked, turning back.

      “I suppose if there’s no more information to be gathered from here, you should report what we learned to Fangbane,” Lucan said as he stepped away from the door.

      Frowning, Kylah touched his arm so that he turned to look at her. He didn’t look nearly as frustrated as she thought he would. “You aren’t coming with us?”

      “I have business to attend to,” he said, tugging on his sleeve.

      Shiba scoffed, taking a step toward him. “Just what kind of business?”

      “Hale,” he answered shortly. “I’m still the head of my household. I have duties.”

      Kylah watched Dorain’s brow furrow, but he didn’t interject.

      “And I’m still the region leader of Avon but I’m pulling my weight for the team,” Shiba said. His shoulders grew tense and Hime stepped forward, lifting her hands between the two of them as he spat, “Are you going to abandon us like a coward?”

      Lucan didn’t respond to the challenge. “I assisted you this far. Is there anything else to be done here?” Shiba’s lip curled, but he didn’t say anything. “As I expected.” He tugged on his cloak, straightening his already neat clothes. “I’ll take my leave then.”

      No one had anything else to say. They could only watch as Lucan turned and went in a different direction.

      Shiba snorted. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      Shiba stalked away and the rest simply fell into step behind him. Kylah glanced back, but Lucan was already out of sight. Neo knew what she was thinking; she hoped Lucan wasn’t obsessing over clearing Mirari’s name. Everyone was, to some extent, even Neo. But sometimes the truth didn’t matter no matter how much you wished otherwise.
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      Dusk had settled over the town, and it seemed the people had disappeared along with the sun. The Knights were silent, but so were the streets, except for the discordant noise of heavy footsteps out of place among the Knights. Even through the dead leaves that littered the road, they couldn’t be concealed.

      Kylah started to turn when Neo stopped her, draping his arm over her shoulder. He leaned down to whisper warmly in her ear.

      He leaned back, nodding at the questioning look in her eyes. They were being followed, had been since they’d left the mayor’s house. “There’s at least ten of them.”

      “More up ahead,” Shiba added.

      Kea returned to Dorain’s tense shoulder. She flapped her wings and cooed.

      “Three,” Dorain said. He flicked his wrist and his bow extended in his hand.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Shiba said with a warning glance at the younger man. “What do you think beating up a bunch of peasants is going to do for our reputation?”

      Dorain scowled but kept his bow lowered.

      Kylah patted Neo’s arm and he nodded, stepping away from her. Tucking her hand into her cloak, she checked for the potion vials she kept against the lining – two green, one blue. She hoped they would never be put to use.

      As they walked farther out of town, Neo hoped that their spies only believed they were leaving town. It was a foolish hope, of course. They passed a cascade of tree roots, and three men stepped out between the openings, blocking the way forward. Their weapons were laughable – two pitchforks and an ancient short sword. Shiba couldn’t contain his smirk.

      Hime held her hands up. “Peace, kind men,” she said in her calm voice. “We don’t want any trouble. My comrades and I were just leaving.”

      Neo could have told her that it was pointless. If they cared that the Knights were leaving, they would have just stuck to the shadows to watch them.

      An arrow whistled through the air.

      “Look out!” Dorain shouted.

      Without taking her eyes off the peasants, Hime pivoted her hand in the direction of the arrow. The point of the arrow began to crystalize, until it was heavy enough to fall to the ground. The bandits in front rushed forward with a storm of arrows overhead.

      Neo raised his hand toward them, and a barrier shimmed in front of Hime. The arrows bounced off harmlessly, but it wouldn’t be enough for the archers hiding high among the trees and rooftops. They stuck out their heads one by one, readying their bow. Dorain stood next to Hime, aiming his bow at the snipers above.

      “Your orders, My Lord?” Neo asked Shiba.

      One of the men tripped as a shadow grabbed his legs and felled him like a tree. He bowled into another bandit and they both hit the ground.

      Shiba spat on the ground. “Do we even have a choice?”

      With a dagger in his right hand, he charged toward the next assailant. Kylah and Neo attended to the bandits approaching from the rear. A large man shot forward swinging an axe at Neo’s head. Ducking, he grabbed the man’s arm, halting him in place like a brick wall. Something cracked and the man was thrown backward. He hit the ground and didn’t get back up. Others swarmed to take his place. Heedless of their fallen comrade, they stepped right over him. If he wasn’t dead from the fall, he was now.

      This was the state of the Alliance. Ever since Eoin escaped, the Knights were met with no choice but to take the lives of those who attacked them, innocent or not, and this had become their norm. Blood and death coursed through the valleys and met no border.

      Lifting her cloak, Kylah pulled forth three vials, holding them between her fingers. Her eyes searched for the right moment.

      While Neo was engaged with a burly man with a scarred face, Kylah lifted her hand and tossed the green vials in a line one after the other, ahead of the incoming bandits. They shattered on the ground, spilling a pale green liquid that splashed across their legs and boots. Raising her hand, Kylah ignited the toxin with a burst of fire. The bandits buckled under the noxious fumes, screaming as their lungs burned from the acrid scent.

      If the bandits retreated, they could escape the worst of the fumes and would recover within the week. However, they didn’t care. They threw themselves forward until Kylah had to dance back out of reach of their weapons. Their eyes reddened and blood pooled in the corner of their mouths, but they kept advancing.

      Neo intercepted them, grappling with the closest two. Another tried to go around him and he kicked the man. Ducking, he forced the one on the right down and tossed the other back into the crowd. They kept coming. A few slipped around Neo and stared at Kylah with dead eyes.

      Stand down,” she demanded, pulling forth her last vial. “You cannot win. You’ll die if you continue.”

      “We serve a higher purpose. We will not falter.”

      Behind him, more bandits were creeping closer. A dozen? Maybe more.

      Neo realized these were more than just bandits after coin. They couldn’t be reasoned with. Kylah must’ve thought the same when
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