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      Hello, reader, and welcome back to the world of Udalara! If you’re new here, I hope you’ve packed your sword. But if you’re returning to live the adventure once again, I say welcome back, fellow traveler.

      The Queen Of Darkness is the fourth book in the Crystalline Dragons series. Following our trio of heroes, Dusk, Lex, and Tara find themselves in a new country and captured by a new monarch. While it seems she's mostly interested in Dusk and his powers, his friends lives hang in the balance as she forces him to do her bidding. Will they get out alive? Or will Queen Lobelia take the Crystal Eye for herself?

      

      Make sure you sign up for Eoghan’s newsletter to get new release announcements! You can also snag this book for FREE when you sign up! https://BookHip.com/SQFCLJT
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      Dusk watched as Lex's blue eyes lost their luster and his gaze fell away, his head tilting to the floor in shame. His mind was reeling. What Rafael had said couldn't be true, right? Lex wasn't a noble of the de Ronja family. It wasn't possible. Lex had known from day one where Dusk had come from, and he would’ve told him. After all, Lex had claimed to be in love with him. But if Lex had hidden the truth, what else was he hiding? Was he another manipulator like Yarick? Did he actually love Dusk at all, or was it some strange ploy to use him and the crystal? Lex had told him not to use the crystal, though. Was that a lie, too? Dusk felt his head begin to throb as the endless questions stormed his brain. He didn't know what to do.

      "Time to go," Rafael sneered, his silver circlet catching the torchlight. "Make your choice. Give up and your friends live. Cast a wisp of magic, and we'll kill them before you can blink."

      Dusk glanced up at Tara, who shook her head vigorously at him while she fought her bonds. He thought for a brief moment before holding his hands out, wrists pressed together with his fingers curled in. He sighed heavily, letting his shoulders fall, giving a defeated nod.

      Two soldiers stepped forward, forcing metal manacles around his wrists, connected by a heavy chain. Dusk didn’t resist. Not because he didn’t want to, but because he felt as if all the life had been sucked out of him suddenly. Finding out Lex had been lying to him for months and keeping secrets made him feel like a fool. It was like Yarick’s betrayal all over again. Even though he knew Lex wasn’t selling him off to a maniac, he might as well have for how hurt and betrayed Dusk felt in his heart.

      “Well, this was easier than I expected,” Rafael quipped, heading towards the door, his straight, dark hair swaying as he walked. “They said you three were dangerous, but I guess that’s not the case after all.”

      He went to step through the door when another soldier in a dark blue tunic raced around the corner and collided with him head-on. The pair of them crashed to the floor in a heap. There was much swearing and apologizing as they both got back to their feet. Rafael looked as if he was about to explode.

      “What’s the meaning of this!?” the commander roared, throwing his arms up at his subordinate.

      “Sir! It--It’s K-Kingraven!” He paused, glancing from side to side nervously. “S-she’s escaped!” the man stuttered, wincing as he delivered the message.

      “You fucking fools!” Rafael pushed the man out of the way, throwing him to the ground once again before he darted around the corner and down the hall, his footsteps fading away.

      The men turned about, looking at one another as if waiting for someone to give an order. When none came, they stayed where they were. Dusk kept his eyes trained on the floor. He knew better than to look the soldiers in the eyes. It was just like back at the mines. Knowing they were war criminals now, he didn’t want to take any chances of being beaten before they were most likely executed. He couldn’t imagine that the queen would allow Tara to live at the very least. The more he thought about it, the choice Rafael had given him hadn’t been much of a choice at all. It was either die now or die later. But for the moment, he couldn’t find the will to care with thoughts of Lex filling his head.

      A few minutes later, the commander came back, out of breath and thoroughly annoyed. “Get these prisoners to my ship and be sure not to damage them for now.” He glanced at Dusk. “The queen wants them alive. We’ll come back for Kingraven later.”

      Dusk met his gaze, confused as to why they weren’t being taken to a chopping block immediately. What could the queen possibly want with them? However, his curiosity faded quickly as they were marched out of the room, down the stairs, and out into the abandoned streets. There was still an hour or two before dawn and all the lanterns had been doused. The roads stood silent and bereft of life. Soldiers’ footsteps were the only noise as the three of them were marched southwest towards the docks at the far end of the port. It wasn’t a long journey and Dusk was too lost in his thoughts to notice much of it. Before he knew it, he was being forced up a gangplank onto a large and well-decorated ship. He didn’t get much of a chance to look around as he was ushered belowdecks and taken to a small room. Just before he was pushed inside, he saw Tara and Lex being taken to another part of the ship entirely.

      Rafael turned to him with a malicious grin. “Can’t have you planning anything now, can I?” He spat on the ground in front of Dusk, a vulgar gesture from a man dressed in such rich armor. “Don’t get any funny ideas. The moment you try anything, your friends are done for. Understood?”

      Dusk nodded weakly and took a step back, his hands still bound tightly in front of him, the cold metal digging into his skin. It was a familiar feeling that came with a sense of hopeless comfort.

      “Good. Now stay here and keep quiet.”

      Rafael slammed the door shut and Dusk heard the lock loudly click shut. The commander began barking orders and soon heavy boots came hurrying to stand just outside the door. Dusk glanced around the small room. There was nothing but an empty crate, a chamberpot, and dust strewn across the floor. The room was bereft of any decoration as if it had been an old storage closet. If his hands hadn’t been bound, he could have touched the walls with his outspread arms. Instead, he walked to the wall and leaned his back against it, sliding down to the floor and letting his head fall between his knees. It didn’t really matter where he was anymore. He knew that no matter what he did, his friends would die, and he didn’t have the will to rescue them. Not after finding out that Lex had lied to him. He felt defeated, and this time, he wasn’t sure if he was going to pull out of it.

      It wasn’t long before a commotion topside signaled the ship’s departure from Greencoast Port. A moment later, it began to rock back and forth gently as it headed out into the open ocean. Dusk wasn’t sure how far Calendia was from the port, but the way the others had talked about it, he figured it couldn’t be too far. Time passed quietly as he sat on the cold floor, wondering what was coming next. More than once, he removed the dragon scale with the thought of trying to get himself out of the cabin but quickly replaced it after hearing the feet shifting outside the door. A moment later, a small peephole in the center of the door slid open, showing a set of eyes on the other side peering down at him. Dusk kept his head hung low and did his best not to move. After a few seconds, the wood flicked back into place.

      It continued on like that for some time until finally, there were shouts heard above, and the boat thunked against something hard on the port side. Within moments, footsteps were coming down the hall and the door was unlocked and opened. Instead of Rafael, it was another soldier of the Sapphire Knights dressed in the same dark blue cloak. A smaller and more plain silver circlet rested on his short-cropped hair. He seemed young despite a clear air of leadership over the other knights.

      “Bring him up. He’s to be taken to the tower cells,” the young man ordered to the others. “The other two are to go to the dungeon and wait there until further notice.”

      One of the knights walked over and yanked Dusk up roughly by his manacles, causing him to yelp in pain.

      “Be careful!” the commander cried. “Queen Lobelia wants him undamaged! See to it that he gets a meal and a washbasin. We don’t want him to offend Her Majesty’s delicate sensibilities.”

      The last line seemed to come with the tiniest hint of sarcasm, but the knights nodded before leading Dusk out of the room with a little less force. The younger man followed them above but stayed on deck to shout orders at the crew that was rolling up the sails and readying the ship to stay docked.

      As he was led down the gangplank, Dusk looked up as the sun crested over the western horizon. In front of him was a city made of shining white stone stained gold and pink by the sunrise. The streets were cobbled, and all the buildings had fine tile roofs, some stained white in places from the gulls perched on them. He saw a few more flying in lazy circles, crying out far above the rooftops. In the center of the city was a smooth wall made of the same white stone. Inside was a grand castle full of arches, buttresses, and swirling shapes that seemed impossible, given the rigidness of the building materials. Windows full of stained glass reflected the sunlight back, flashing as they stepped onto the dock and turned toward the city. On either side of the castle rose two massive white towers that ended in a conical turret roof covered in the same rusty brown tiles.

      Dusk had never seen anything so impressive in his life. In the far reaches of his memory, there were quick flashes of the castle in Eblesal. It was nothing more than gray stone, rigid architecture, and functionality. But the Inahandrian castle was a work of art and wonder. The longer Dusk stared, the more he determined it couldn’t have been built by mundane means. The swirling stone curled into delicate vine-like patterns as if it had grown out of the ground itself instead of being constructed piece by piece. It was obvious that the castle had existed long before the fall of Alamond and the end of the dragons. It was even possible the dragons had conjured it up themselves. None of the history he’d consumed in Emerald Deep had mentioned the castle in Calendia, but he could only assume it had been constructed in a similar manner to the Crystal Gate.

      “Eyes forward!” one of the guards grunted, giving Dusk a hard shove.

      Dusk dropped his head back down but kept flicking upwards to catch glances at the marvel that rose up before him. The walk to the castle was longer than it looked, and with each passing footstep, the towers grew to new, seemingly impossible heights. When they finally passed through the gate surrounding the royal grounds, he could no longer see the tops of the towers without craning his neck back. Not wanting to risk another warning, he didn’t look.

      The guards led him down the main path to a large white cobblestone circle surrounding a massive garden full of raised stone beds. Green stalks were already pushing up out of the soil and some of the smaller ones had burst into purple and white blooms. There were a few people milling about the grounds, some of them tending to the plants, others obviously servants, but it still seemed too early in the morning for the aristocracy to be out and about. A giant arched door with delicate iron filigree across its surface barred their way into the castle, but the soldiers leading him paid no mind. Instead, they turned him abruptly to the left and towards a smaller door hidden out of sight on the other side of a carved pillar. Once inside, the guards pulled him to a halt.

      “You there,” the knight called out to a servant in a gruff voice. “Fetch food and a washbasin for this prisoner. He’ll be kept in one of the tower cells.”

      “Yes, sir. We’ll bring it up right away,” the young servant bowed with a hand on her chest, her brown hair bouncing.

      Without a word, Dusk was led towards an open archway that immediately became a spiral staircase. Within moments, the knights were panting under their heavy armor and cloaks. Dusk was a little better off, but his legs were still burning badly by the time they finally reached the top of the tower. The stairway came up into a circular room with four doors. Each was standing open and led into a small room that followed the curvature of the outside wall. The knights, still panting, pushed Dusk into one of them and locked the door behind him. Inside the room was a small bed, much nicer than any he’d had at any inn along his journey. On one end, there was a small fireplace with a table and chair. As he sat down on the edge of the bed, he decided it must have been a cell for aristocrats instead of everyday prisoners. He wondered why he’d been brought to such a cushy imprisonment if it could even be called that.

      It wasn’t long before the door was pulled open again and two servants stepped in carrying a tray of food and the other, the same girl from before, a washbasin and a bucket of water. They glanced nervously at one another as they stood in the doorway.

      “Well!” one of the knights barked. “Get on with it! He needs to eat and be presentable before the queen sees him!”

      The door was slammed behind the servants and they both jumped in place, causing a bit of water to splash onto the floor. They looked at one another once more before the first took her tray of food over to the small table and began to build a fire. The other stepped up to Dusk, setting the washbasin on the floor. She eyed him suspiciously before turning her gaze to the basin to fill it with water. She pulled a cloth out of her pocket and dipped it into the water, wringing out the excess before lifting it to Dusk’s arm. She was overly cautious as she slowly began to wipe away the top layer of grime that had built up over their travel through the wilderness of Inahan.

      “Thank you,” Dusk muttered. “But I can do it myself if it makes you uncomfortable.”

      The girl turned her face up to meet his, fear in her green eyes. She swallowed hard before handing the cloth to him with a shaking hand. Dusk took it from her gently and began to wipe away the dirt, starting with his face. She sat back on her heels, watching him as if he would lash out at her at any moment.

      Dusk pulled the cloth away from his face, dipped it back into the water, and wrung it out. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said softly. “What’s your name?”

      “No,” the other near the fireplace hissed suddenly, staring at them both. “Don’t talk to him, Priscilla!”

      “Priscilla… that’s a pretty name.” He kept his voice gentle and even, as he wiped his face down again. Reaching down to rinse out the cloth, he continued, “I’m sorry you had to carry this all the way up here. I don’t like to be a bother to other people.”

      “It-it’s fine… sir,” she replied meekly.

      “Are you forced to be here?” he asked, looking down at her wrists for signs of scars.

      “N-no, sir.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I used to be a slave, you know,” Dusk continued as he scrubbed, not sure why he felt the need to talk. “I guess I still am technically. I worked in a mine, not in a big place like this.” He focused on the underside of his forearm, pulling away the layer of dirt that covered his faded tattoo. “Can you believe I fell in love with my owner? How stupid, right.” He wasn’t even talking to the girl anymore. He was just letting thoughts spill out of him. “I didn’t know he was, but I should have. He wouldn’t tell me who he was… and we’ve been traveling together for months.” He felt tears threatening at the corners of his eyes. “He saw others lie to me and betray me, but he... he never said anything. Never told me the truth.”

      Dusk looked up to see the girl staring at him, wide-eyed with a hint of pity buried deep in her expression.

      “But that’s just my luck,” he sighed, turning back to his arm. “I should have known better from the very beginning. A slave doesn’t get a happily ever after, especially one on the run from maniacs, slave drivers, and apparently the nobility as well.” He glanced up once more, seeing the girl’s expression shift at his mention of the queen. “You want to know the worst part?” There was no answer. “Even after all this time of him lying to me, I still love him. Talk about stupid…”

      A small, calloused hand came to rest atop his. A single tear ran down his cheek as he looked up at her.

      “I’m so lost,” his voice quivered.

      “Alright, time for you two to go!” the other knight barked as he threw the door open.

      The servant girl gave Dusk one last pitiful glance before she slipped out of the room with her companion. The door was slammed shut again, and he was left with the cloth still in hand. Dropping it into the basin, he leaned back on the bed, resting his bound arms on his chest. The warmth of the fire felt good, but his thoughts were far away from his current surroundings. As he wiped away another tear, he wondered what was coming next and if he’d just been served his last meal without his knowing.
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      The imposing wooden doors were covered in silver filigree as Dusk was brought to a halt outside of the throne room. The fine silver danced across the surface, twisting its way into the shapes of hundreds of tiny flowers, each more delicate and beautiful than the next. Every inch was highly polished and not a hint of tarnish showed even in the furthest corners.

      “You will address the queen as ‘Her Majesty’ or ‘Your Highness’. Do you understand?” Rafael barked, standing at Dusk’s side in a clean set of much finer clothing, although they were of the same deep blue color. The circlet upon his head was the one he’d been wearing, although now, in the brighter light, Dusk could see the polished sapphire that sat in the center. It must have been worth a small fortune. “You will only speak when spoken to and you are not to ask the queen any questions. If you don’t follow these instructions, your life expectancy will be much shorter than it already is. This is your only warning.”

      Dusk didn’t respond but stood silently next to him with his gaze cast downwards. His heart was heavy, but already he’d begun to push it aside and stuff his feelings down in an attempt to ready himself for the meeting with the queen. Just like back at the mines, he couldn’t let his emotions get in the way of what needed to be done.

      “I’ll take your silence as a sign we understand one another.” He paused. “And if not, I don’t really care. The faster you’re dead, the faster I can get things back to normal.”

      Rafael nodded to the two guards holding the iron door rings and they slowly began to push the heavy doors open. Rafael led him inside by a small chain connected to his manacles. Inside, Dusk saw highly polished white marble floors dappled with colored sunlight that streamed through the stained-glass windows high above. The windows depicted seascapes, dragons, and other things he didn’t recognize immediately. The entire chamber was surrounded by tall windows, taking advantage of the natural light instead of creating a need for torches. The walls were made of the same delicate and ornate spiraling white stone that was showcased in the outer architecture. Vaulted ceilings stood impossibly high above them. A long carpet in sea blue stretched out in front of them leading to a raised dais where a throne sat at the very top. The room was massive and so were the doors, further solidifying Dusk’s theory that it had been built before the fall of the dragons and possibly to house one.

      On the throne sat a rather bored-looking woman, although she perked up at the sight of Dusk. She wore a long cerulean gown made from a light, flowing fabric. Her light brown hair was cropped short, giving her an almost boyish look. On her head sat a silver crown which seemed to be made in the same fashion as the delicate filigree work that he’d seen on the door. As they drew closer, he noticed it was studded with sapphires that had been woven into the silver-like beads. She sat up, staring at them both with a calculating gaze. Around her were seated three others in fine clothing, although Dusk wasn’t sure who they were. They seemed silent and speculative but kept looking at the queen, seemingly ready to react appropriately at the slightest sign of emotion. Rafael bowed down to one knee, forcing Dusk down with him as they came to the foot of the dais.

      “Your Highness,” he simpered. “I’ve brought you the slave you wished to speak to. The one who holds the crystal.”

      “And yet,” she replied with an air of indifference, “you couldn’t bring me what I really wanted. Such simple tasks, commander. I expected more of you.”

      Rafael visibly bristled, his grip tightening on the chain and making his knuckles turn white. But somehow, he kept his face an unwavering smile as he looked up at her. “Yes, my queen. I won’t fail you again.”

      “For your sake, I hope that’s true. I grow weary of your failures.”

      “Rest assured, my queen, we have every sewer entrance in the city under heavy guard, and all my knights are on alert if Kingraven attempts her coup. Our insider revealed all her plans and we’re prepared for any attempt on the palace.”

      “Good. Now go stand somewhere until I need you.” With a slight flick of her hand, she dismissed the commander, who stepped to the side. She sat up on her throne, folding her hands in her lap, and turned her gaze to Dusk. “So, this is the one that carries the Crystal Eye. I must say, I expected someone a little bit… well, more. Or at least someone cleaner.” She giggled and the others seated around her tossed in a quick giggle as well but were careful to stop as soon as she did. “It’s not often you hear of a runaway slave that can destroy an entire warship with nothing but an arrow.” She paused for a moment. “But it seems you are more powerful than you appear, which makes you dangerous.

      “What you did was no small feat of magic. It was unlike anything that has been seen for centuries and yet here you stand, completely unscathed. I’m beginning to see why important people want you alive. Tell me, where does your power come from?”

      Dusk met her gaze but said nothing. He knew immediately who she was talking about. Tiernan had gotten to her, probably offering her a deal to keep him alive. A quiet moment hung in the air until Rafael stepped forward and struck Dusk on the back of the head.

      “Answer her majesty’s question!”

      Dusk winced at the pain but didn’t cry out. He looked up at the queen again, a wicked smile plastered across her face. Lex’s warning about her cruelty came back to his mind, and he knew he had to answer. But then he thought about what Mirinda had told them about the rebellion. Knowing his life was already forfeit, he decided he didn’t have much left to lose.

      “The power comes from the crystal,” he replied. “And my blood.”

      “Your blood?” the queen scoffed, laughing to herself. The others followed suit. “What blood could a worthless slave have to make him so important?”

      If she wanted to be a bitch, he could play dirty. Realizing that the Circle had withheld important information about his lineage, he smirked back at her. “Tiernan wants me alive because I’m the true heir to the Inahandrian throne.” He paused. “Unlike you.”

      The entire hall went silent.

      The three stationed behind Lobelia glanced at the queen, their faces fearful. Rafael kept his head down but glared at Dusk out of the corner of his eye. Lobelia’s face turned red as if she was about to burst. Suddenly, she stood up and clapped her hands twice.

      “Everyone out!” she yelled harshly. “All of you!”

      The guards at the far end of the hall pushed the doors open as the three nobles stood and descended the dais, following the long carpet out of the chamber.

      “That means you too, commander,” the queen hissed, glaring down at him.

      “But your majesty, he’s dangerous. I’ll stay for your protec⁠—”

      “OUT, I said!” she cried, pointing viciously at the door.

      Rafael gave a quick low bow before turning on his heel and jogging out of the room. Once everyone was gone and the doors all closed, Lobelia sank back down into her chair, slumping against the arm with a hand pressed to her forehead. She stayed that way for a long moment before sitting back up with a sigh.

      “Tiernan has been feeding me lies,” she stated simply. “I should have known.”

      “Yes, you should have. He does nothing but lie,” Dusk replied with a shrug. He was committed to this air of indifference he was trying to play. “But I have no interest in your throne or helping him with his plans.”

      She burst out laughing in a mocking tone. “And why should I believe that? A slave that doesn’t want to be a king? Have you ever read a book? You’d have everything and everyone in the world at your feet. Are you telling me you’d rather be a peasant than live in a magnificent palace with nothing to worry about ever again?”

      “Yes.” Dusk paused for a moment. “You’re fighting two wars and running an entire country. If you think about it for a moment, you’ll realize I’ve got the better deal.”

      The queen looked as if she was about to retort but stopped herself. She gave a small nod in his direction. “Be that as it may, your petty motivations don’t concern me.” Standing up, she stepped down the dais, her dress flowing behind her. She came face to face with Dusk, her expression neutral. “Walk with me.”

      She turned and began to walk down the long carpet, heading for the doors. Confused by her sudden shift, Dusk followed her, having nowhere else to go. Before they reached the archway, she turned abruptly left and began to circle the room with him at her side.

      “I’m sure Kingraven has already filled your head with ridiculous lies about my family. That I’m not the true queen of Inahan.”

      “She mentioned it. She said that her father was the advisor to the king, and he told him the truth. She also said that you had her father killed for knowing.”

      “He’s a liar!” she barked, spinning on the spot to face him. “I AM queen of Inahan.”

      “Tiernan doesn’t think you are either,” Dusk continued, not stopping his leisurely gait but taking notice of her touchiness to the subject. “In fact, he wants me to replace you and do his work from afar.” He glanced back at her, realizing how angry he was making her by the red tint to her cheeks. It gave him a small sense of accomplishment. “They already know where I am, actually. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Circle were here in the next couple of days to collect me and remove you from the throne themselves.”

      “They don’t have enough power to overthrow the city,” she sneered, keeping pace with him.

      “You’re fighting two wars,” Dusk chuckled. He knew he had her now. “Even the rebels know you’re weak. The Circle has figured out how to use magic without the crystal. They’ll take over this grand palace of yours without hardly raising a finger. Your throne is in a lot more dangerous to you than you realize.”

      The queen was fidgeting more and more, visibly nervous by the lies Dusk was feeding her. He had no idea if the Circle would ever do such a thing, but she seemed to believe it, and he needed the leverage.

      “But, as I said, I don’t want your throne. I just want to leave this place with my friends.”

      They were silent for a long moment as they walked on, both trying to act as if there wasn’t more at stake than they were letting on. Dusk knew he needed to get out of the city as fast as possible to avoid falling into another trap set by the Circle. He wanted to take Lex and Tara with him to save them from their inevitable ends, but he didn’t want to seem desperate. The last thing he wanted was for the queen to feel like she had power over him. All he wanted was to avoid Tiernan’s clutches.

      After a long while, she spoke up. “I believe what you say about the Circle is true. I’ve had dealings with Tiernan in the past and he’s as slippery as they come. I don’t doubt that he has his own nefarious reasons for wanting you alive.” She glanced over to him, folding her hands in front of her. “The Circle has never attempted to force their way into this palace, but knowing their power, I don’t doubt they could put up a good fight.” She paused for a moment, her hand lifted to her chin as if thinking carefully. “I don’t need your friends. I don’t care if Alexander goes home to his father or not. It is of no great importance to me. That family has never been what you would call useful. Tordovic is worthless to me beyond pure revenge for an attempt she failed to pull off long ago.” She stopped, turning her gaze to meet Dusk’s. “No, what I need is you and your crystal.”

      Dusk stood silent, waiting expectantly for her to continue explaining.

      “Below this castle is an ancient treasury that has been around since the fall of the dragons. It’s been sealed since my father died and I need something from inside.” She furrowed her brows, seemingly frustrated. “No one has been able to breach the sealed doors by any mundane means, but I think with your power, you could unseal them.” She stopped, turning to face Dusk. “If you help me enter the treasury and take back what I need to prove my birthright, I will see that you and your friends are sent back to Greencoast Port unharmed.” She held up a finger threateningly. “Under the condition that you never come back to Calendia again. Do we have a deal?”

      “What’s in this sealed chamber that you need so badly?” Dusk asked, cocking an eyebrow, even though he really didn’t care what it was. He couldn’t give into her deal too easily. That would be suspicious.

      “That is for me to know and you to not ask questions about,” she replied coldly, turning her nose up at him. “Suffice to say it will prove my claim to the throne permanently and put an end to this ridiculous rebellion. Then you have my word that you and your friends will go free.”

      “How can I trust you haven’t had them killed already? Or that you’ll keep your word?”

      “You are free to go visit them if you need proof. And you can’t trust me just as much as I can’t trust you. Obviously.” She waved him off as if annoyed by his questioning. “If you want even a chance of getting out of here, you’ll do what I say.”

      Dusk glared at her, knowing she was right.

      “But know this,” she continued. “If you so much as try to step a foot outside of this palace, I will have the two of them executed in front of you before I finally torture you to death.” She tilted her head down, her light gray eyes boring into his. “And if you want to test my generosity, I can have them brought up now. It’s rude to refuse such a precious offer, especially when I could just take the crystal from you myself.”

      Dusk didn’t flinch as he stared back at her. He knew she wasn’t bluffing by the pure bloodlust in her eyes, but at the same time, he knew she needed him more than she let on. The crystal gave him the power of Tephyss, but it was he who could access the fabric of magic. Even if she somehow took it from him, the power wouldn’t be the same, and she might never learn to use it on her own. Not to mention, when Tephyss came back to power, what he would do to her. As they stared at each other, he realized they both had one another backed into a corner. The only way out was to work together.

      “I’ll help you open the treasury and then we’ll leave Calendia forever,” Dusk replied, holding out his hand.

      The queen looked down at his dirty hand, appalled by the very inclination of shaking it.

      “Once you open the doors, you and your friends will be escorted out of the palace,” she said, ignoring his hand completely. “Then you can do whatever you want.”

      She turned and began to head back to the dais and her throne. Dusk followed behind, his manacles rattling as the chain swung back and forth. Lifting the fabric of her dress, she ascended and turned with grace and poise before she sat back on the throne, the three chairs empty beside her. Dusk stayed at the base of the dais, standing on the soft carpet. She studied him for a long moment.

      “Before you go,” she began nonchalantly. “Why is it you came seeking Mirinda Kingraven in the first place? What is she to you?”

      Dusk was confused. Surely the queen knew Mirinda was the leader of the Legion of the Twilight.

      “I was told the Legion helped runaway slaves find a new life and was given her name.”

      “Not many know where to find her since her father was killed. It’s almost embarrassing how close she has been this entire time.” She laced her fingers together. “So tell me, who sent you to her?”

      Dusk hesitated. “I… I was told by an old woman that I could find the Legion in Greencoast Port. Along the way, we heard villagers talking about the rebellion, and they pointed us to the tavern.”

      Lobelia stared at him intently with a knowing look in her eyes. “It’s not a good habit to start a working relationship on lies,” she replied. “However, you can keep your secrets. It doesn’t matter to me. Once you open the treasury, I’ll have no more use for you anyway. The rebellion will die.”

      She turned away from him, looking out over the throne room with a bored expression. He stood there for a long moment, unsure of what to do.

      “Well?” she asked suddenly, turning to him. “What are you waiting for? Get out of my sight!”
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      A small group of guards surrounded Queen Lobelia as she led the way through the palace. Her long flowing dress had been replaced with a pair of trousers and a tightly buttoned cream-colored vest covered in embroidered blue flowers. At her side was a rapier similar to Lex’s: a thin blade with a spiraling wire hilt in highly polished silver. Her spotless and shining knee-high boots clacked on the hard marble floor as she walked deeper into the center of the palace. Dusk, as if attempting to stick out as much as possible, was still dressed in his dirty traveling clothes, mud-caked boots and had a bit of dirt smudged across his skin in places. However, the manacles had been removed, which he was glad for. Although the sensation of the metal against his skin was familiar, it left him feeling hollow and empty.

      After his meeting with the queen the previous morning, he’d been escorted back to his tower cell to spend the night. Around midday, he was given the chance to walk down to the dungeons to see his friends. To his great relief, they were still breathing, and he quickly explained to Tara what was happening. She nodded silently while casting sideways glances at the guards. Dusk knew she wanted to tell him to be careful or not to make any deals with an untrustworthy monarch. He could see the loathing in her eyes whenever he mentioned Lobelia, but she knew better than to speak
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