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			To my husband. 
Who has been in my corner since day one. 
Keth rel amrath thro’sul, Wai’tan.
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			Trigg 

			Another day has passed, as they all do. One ordinary day stretching into another. But as the raven-haired assassin sits on her balcony outside her chambers in the dimming light, something would happen on this quiet, nondescript evening that would change the course of her life, and Alkoria’s, forever. 

			She has spent the day shadowing Selenia during her birthday celebrations, making sure everyone kept a safe distance from her friend and queen. Though there is a decade age-gap between them, Trigg has formed a close bond with Alkoria’s monarch, and looks at her like a younger sister. 

			At the tender age of twenty winters, Selenia has already reigned for two years. She is turning out to be a fine queen – compassionate and just. The love her subjects have for her is shown in the celebrations continuing in the streets, the taverns on the Bank overflowing with drunk, jovial patrons. 

			Selenia has retired early, allowing Trigg to take the evening for herself. Usually, she is the life of the party; she can hold her drink as well as any of the hardened generals and more often than not could be found challenging a burly man to an arm wrestle or shamelessly flirting with the new recruits until they are beet-red and stuttering. 

			But something has drawn her to the balcony, to the quiet space overlooking the bank and its inhabitants. Muffled laughter and snippets of song occasionally float up on the breeze. Trigg watches it all with a soft smile on her face, basking in the joy and contentment of her people. 

			Down in the gardens, one of the ladies sits reading on a stone bench, the lamps casting her in a soft light while her child trails his fingers through the pond, squealing in delight at the darting fish. Unconsciously, Trigg’s fingers brush her stomach as she watches the little boy. 

			It is generally accepted that Trigg is one such woman who has no desire to bear children. A shame, a few of the palace ladies would say, she’d make a wonderful mother. Every time she heard the words, the harsh, mint taste of pennyroyal would coat her tongue, phantom petals sticking to the roof of her mouth, the purple thistle-like blooms making her want to cough. 

			A broad hand ghosts over her shoulder, the shadow of a comforting squeeze. 

			‘Never mind, Hellund,’ Trigg murmurs. ‘We all make sacrifices for our freedom.’

			The presence steps back, fading into the slip of darkness between the curtains. Trigg is about to tease how it was unbecoming for a man, and a demigod at that, to lurk in the shadows at a woman’s back. But something catches her attention in the garden below. She watches as a cloaked figure slips through the side gate, walking right past the guards as if they belong there. 

			Leaning forward, she tracks the stranger’s path. She knows, from years of experience living on the castle grounds, that the watch is about to change, and a handful of guards will be appearing any moment to relieve their companions. 

			The smell of pine and steel envelops her, the decidedly masculine scent she has always associated with the God of Assassins – Hellund. The shadow of the son of Tenebris has popped up at random occasions throughout her life, usually when something was about to go well … or very, very wrong. 

			The back of Trigg’s neck prickles as she watched the stranger clutch a satchel to their chest and glance around. 

			I cannot let them be caught by the guards. 

			The thought, sudden and intrusive, speeds her heart. Before the conviction even has a chance to solidify, Trigg is shoving herself to her feet and swinging over the balcony. She can almost feel Hellund leaning over the railing, urging her on. 

			‘Yes, yes I hear you, brother,’ she huffs.

			Trigg’s boots hit the grass the same time she hears the chatter of approaching guards. She has lost sight of the intruder during her descent, but she jogs in the direction she noted them heading. It is evident from the boot prints trailing through a puddle that they are not trying to hide their passage. 

			Hopping over a low hedge, she ducks and weaves through the linen that has been hung out to dry. Stepping around a crisp, white sheet cracking in the breeze she spots the hooded figure. Their fist is raised, ready to knock on the small wooden servant’s door that leads to the wash-house chambers. 

			‘What are you doing?’ her voice rumbles out of her with quiet menace. 

			The figure spins, the movement unnaturally fast. Trigg catches a glimpse of smooth, unblemished skin under the hood. A Fae, then, from their neighbouring kingdom. While it is not uncommon to see Thresiens in Alkoria, it does not account for the sneaking.

			‘Who are you here for?’ Trigg adds, when the Fae doesn’t answer. 

			She tosses her hair over a shoulder as she steps forward, the spirals tightening and shirking as they dry in the evening air. 

			The Fae peers at her from under the hood, soft, brown eyes wide. ‘I was sent to look for Trigg Zariaskin.’

			Planting her hands on her hips, Trigg cocks a brow at the female. ‘Why?’

			‘I carry something of grave importance to give to her. Something from Kedar Hansinkin.’

			She blinks at the name, the only outward sign she recognises it. In her mind, memories flash of laughter and bitter ale mixed with chaste, messy kisses. It has been an age since she thought of Kedar that way. Last she saw of him, they had moved passed their juvenile crush and travelled to Thresiel, where he decided to stay with a beautiful Fae woman. 

			Kedar is an uncommonly strong Power-Thief, and it is a shame she could not convince him to stay and serve Selenia. While they parted on good terms, and he will always hold a place in her heart, they haven’t spoken in over a decade. 

			Pulling from the memory, Trigg gestures to herself. ‘Well, you found her. What have you come all this way to bring? It must be something precious beyond measure, given you snuck into the Siren Queen’s castle to bring it to me.’

			‘You’re Trigg?’ The female’s shoulders slump as tension ebbs out of them. ‘Oh, thank the All-Mother!’

			The Fae nearly stumbles in her haste to approach Trigg, who watches her carefully, unable to squash her curiosity. Looking around, the female steps close and produces the satchel from under her cloak. It must have been a trick of the light, but for a moment Trigg could have sworn it squirmed. 

			‘Who are you?’ She frowns but takes the proffered bundle.

			‘Nobody of any consequence.’ The Fae immediately steps back. ‘Kedar left a note explaining everything. It’s tucked inside her blanket.’

			Trigg’s eyes jerk down to the satchel, having just pulled back the flap tying it closed. ‘Her?’

			Breath catching in her throat, she reaches for the edge of the blanket with trembling fingers. As if in a trance, she pulls back the corner and is greeted by a shock of white hair and a chubby face squished into a frown at being disturbed. 

			A baby.

			Tenebris curse me … Oh, Opimare’s blessings. A baby!

			She stares open-mouthed down at the tiny thing. For the first time in her life, unable to form words. Instantly, she pulls the babe out of the satchel and cradles her closer to her chest. Shifting her so she rests in the crook of her arm. Any reservations Trigg has flee as the girl wiggles a tiny fist free of her blankets and yawns before opening her eyes. 

			Trigg gently touches a finger to the baby’s cheeks, feeling her heart melt as her tiny fist clenches around her finger, anchoring herself there. Mismatched eyes blink back at her, one warm and hazel like her mother’s, the other a stunning green. 

			‘Zariaskin?’ The female’s voice broke the spell. Trigg turns to find her a good distance away, already fleeing the palace grounds. She pauses to shout over her shoulder four words that change the course of Trigg’s life completely. 

			‘Her name is Telium.’
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			Telium, Lord Assassin, holds her head high as she approaches Scara. The city of sand: home of the Assassin’s Academy. It has only been half a moon since the battle on the Ollsuria Plains, and while they were not defeated by any means, not with Hermitch and his rebels retreating, they still suffered greatly for their victory. 

			Telium walks with the rest of the assassins, having given her horse away days ago at Coronal. She had hoped to skirt the city unnoticed. But a crowd of people were waiting there, drawn by the news of the Lord Assassin and her people returning from battle. 

			Many of those in the crowd had that desperate, haggard look about them. There was nothing Telium could do but offer her horse to a woman and the promise to send for aid once she returns. 

			Now, the city of Scara stands before them. As the assassins of the Academy trudge down the streets, the citizens stop to watch them go. Many of them bow their heads in respect or brush the shoulder of a passing assassin. Showing their gratitude for keeping them safe, for protecting them. 

			But Scara, like the rest of Alkoria, is not a monolith. Some people look at them with downturned mouths. Still, those happy for their return here are greater than the crowd they met on their way past Coronal. 

			As she watches, a young boy steps forward with a vibrant orange flower. Sila kneels so she is at his level and allows the boy to place the bloom behind her ear. The petals are bright against her dark skin and harsh clothes. A beautiful symmetry – the hopeful boy and the hardened warrior. 

			Sila kisses the boy’s hands and offers him a rare smile. Telium notes the families that stand waiting for the return of loved ones. There will be some, she knows, who will stand by the roadside until every last assassin has passed. 

			Their searching eyes will grow more desperate with every assassin that walks by. The fear and sorrow building up when every face that marches past them is not the one they are looking for. 

			One of the Masters will approach the family, face grim. Mouth pulled down with the weight of the tiding they bare. Children will weep, partners will set their jaw and hold their chins high with pride, despite the tears that will track down their cheeks.

			Such is the life of those who love an assassin. To be a graduate of the Academy is the greatest honour. But sometimes honour enacts the harshest price. The families will go home, they will celebrate the life of their lost loved one. Laughs and drinks will be nursed right alongside the tears and grief. 

			A muscle flickers in her jaw as she keeps her face impassive. She will hold the weight of these lives with pride, but the tears are not hers to shed. 

			She is weary from her travels, her feet aching from the long march, chest tight with guilt. But her mind is buzzing, jumping from one plan to another. She will have to put her pain aside for the moment. She can visit it another time. 

			She needs to speak to the Academy’s Masters again, and Scara’s leading merchants, see what they can spare to send to this refugee settlement on the outskirts of Coronal. Then scouts should be sent, to make sure the supplies are being distributed fairly. 

			The crunching of her boots along the road are echoed by her assassins as they trudge home. Her nose itches from where the strip of skin has been exposed to the harsh sun. 

			Yet more assassins should be sent to the western reaches of Alkoria, to see if they can find any trace of Hermitch and his Fae. She also wants to look more into the strange pillars she had found on her Trial with Paxium. Her confrontation with Tenebris will not allow her to let it go. A bargaining chip, the Dark Goddess called it, but what and for whom?

			She watches as Fallon sidesteps out of the procession to hug an elderly woman. They carry the same eyes; rich and warm like coffee, hidden under thick lashes. The woman must be his mother. Startling to think the tiny woman birthed such a giant. 

			Then there is the case of the Sixth Council. They want naught to do with her. But they need to work together to keep Alkorians safe. That Fae in the battlegrounds, the one whose eyes she had ripped from his skull, he had said something about Hermitch having more Fae behind him. That the army they fought isn’t half of what Hermitch has brought to heel. 

			The sands are running. 

			Her head spins with the list of tasks. Trying to work out which one to prioritise. Calculating distances and numbers, supplies needed, favours she can call in. She needs …

			‘Lord Telium,’ Esmerelda’s greeting breaks through her chaotic thoughts. They have reached the Academy grounds without her realising. 

			‘Esmerelda,’ she nods at the beautiful older woman, ‘we have much to discuss and many plans to make.’

			Isiah’s daughter looks over the gathered assassins. No doubt noting their decrease in numbers, how battle-weary and defeated they look.

			‘Let us speak about it over tea, I shall help you summon those who need to be present in the morn. Once you have had an opportunity to bathe and rest,’ Esmerelda says diplomatically, raising an eyebrow at the men and women around her. 

			Of course, they will want to rest. They have just travelled far, after a ruthless battle and sustaining great losses. She should know, after Paxium had left, she was determined to keep herself busy. She helped carry injured assassins on stretchers, collected wood, tended to the wounded, pitched tents and pulled them down again. 

			There are assassins that had to be transported directly to the infirmary upon arriving in Scara. She is all too aware that more still never made the journey at all. As Lord Assassin, hers was the task to hold the burning rite for those brave souls who gave their lives in defence of Alkoria. The pillar of smoke had stained the sky as she read out their names and spoke of their bravery, sending their souls to Tenebris. 

			She cannot ink those souls against her skin, for they are not her lives to claim. But she will hold their sacrifice close to her heart for the rest of her days. A quiet, small reminder of the men and women who died in the face of Hermitch’s greed. 

			‘Of course,’ she replies, giving Esmerelda a grateful smile for covering her blunder. ‘A rest is well deserved.’

			The men and women disperse. She steps up to Esmerelda, gripping her forearm in the fashion of assassins. Together, they make their way through the spacious halls of the main Academy building. 

			Past diaphanous coloured fabric fluttering in the breeze and quiet, sure-footed residents who nod as they pass, they walk in silence. She takes the time to try and order her thoughts into a somewhat cohesive list. 

			‘I called for a change of clothes for you,’ Esmerelda says as they enter, pointing to an intricately carved partition across the room. ‘I guessed you wouldn’t be able to rest once returning, so I took the liberty of having some food sent up as well, so we can discuss our plans moving forward.’

			Her stomach growls at the sight of the tray of cheeses and cold meats laid out on the table. Murmuring her thanks, she ducks behind the divider. She shucks off her travelling clothes, handing them off to an aide standing silently nearby. Stepping into the knee-high tub, she reaches for the wooden cup floating in a large brass bowl of rosewater.

			Dumping it over her head, she scrubs at her face and arms, before lathering her body quickly and rinsing herself off. If only her heavy guilt was as easy to clean away as dirt from the road. 

			She wonders if Esmerelda found out about her aversion to water or if she is just being helpful. She will have to wait until later to wash her hair properly, but she rinses it thoroughly until the rosewater runs clear.

			Drying herself off and slipping the cool silk tunic over her head, she pulls it over soft cotton trousers before padding barefoot over to the table. The ends of her wet hair drip on the floor, and she tosses it up into a bun, securing it with a leather cord. Plopping down, she begins loading up a salted biscuit with cheese and meat. 

			Now that she has sat, all her aches and pains make themselves known. She ignores the way her feet throb and her muscles burn. 

			‘I did not see Paxium amongst the ranks. Though I assume his soul has not yet passed into the next life, given you are not razing the known world to get him back?’ 

			Telium pauses a moment with her cup halfway to her lips. Such an astute woman. After he had left, the tie between their souls had slowly dimmed as the distance between them became greater and greater. It never completely faded, but quietened to a point that she must concentrate to feel it. 

			Many times in the last two weeks, she would lie in her cot at night, staring up at the ceiling of her tent without seeing. Reaching out to that Tether of obsidian and midnight, trailing her fingers along it. Occasionally, it would shudder in response, but the soul at the other end remained silent. 

			Steam tickles her nose, smelling of peppermint and honey. 

			‘He has gone to Thresiel. To assess the situation there.’ To spy in secret. She doesn’t need to add the last bit, Esmerelda will know not to speak of it by her quiet tone. 

			The woman nods. ‘And the rest? Where is your little shadow – Kya?’

			‘She volunteered to stay behind.’ Telium is unable to keep the growl from her words. ‘With a handful of assassins I had sent to Xandi with the acolytes who were attacked.’ The teacup rattles as she puts it down with a little more force than necessary. 

			‘Kya decided to stay and help,’ she grinds out. Attempting to hide her fear for the girl under annoyance. 

			Esmerelda take a bite of a biscuit loaded with pickled vegetables. ‘Against your wishes, I am assuming?’

			A muscle flickers in her jaw. ‘Yes.’

			Esmerelda hums, picking up the pot to refill both their cups. ‘Scouts report that many of the villages on the western edge of Alkoria are emptying, people fleeing from the threat of Hermitch and his army.’

			Telium nods. ‘I saw many of them on our way past Coronal. A lady spoke of her husband’s struggle to get work; no jobs for a fisherman in a city with no need for one. I left my horse in hopes it will get them enough coin to last them until we can send help.’

			Concern creases a line between Esmerelda’s brows. ‘Are the Sixth Council not sending supplies?’

			‘Bare few, from what I could get out of the people there,’ she replies. ‘They seemed reluctant to speak on it, but it’s not enough by any accounts. I want whatever aid we can spare sent to the camp as soon as possible.’

			Esmerelda pulls some parchment and a quill from the small leather satchel at her hip and begins jotting down notes. 

			‘I will see to organising supplies to be sent at once. Gather some recruits to help with the logistics of transport,’ she says, scribbling furiously. 

			‘And some assassins to keep an eye on this camp,’ Telium adds. ‘Only two or three, but … I do not trust the Sixth Council to ensure the people there are treated well.’

			Esmerelda nods. For a moment, her quill scratching is the only sound. Having devoured her plate, Telium sips on her tea. Despite her tired feet and aching body, the weight on her chest is by far the hardest thing to ignore. 

			So many under your care died, she thinks. They have made the journey to Tenebris while you sit here drinking tea. 

			She knows she cannot be blamed for their deaths. That each and every one of the assassins went into battle willingly, with valour and determination in their hearts. Still, there will be families who would grieve them. Mother, fathers, partners, children. People who will feel the space of their loss forever. 

			Perhaps it will bring them some measure of peace if she were to personally visit the families of the assassins who died that day. It will be grim, heartbreaking work. But it is the least she can do.

			She sets down her cup, resolving to waste no time now her mind is made up. ‘Set the meeting with the Masters for lunch, you’re right they should rest.’ 

			‘As should you,’ Esmerelda does not look up from her parchment. ‘You do yourself no favours running yourself into the ground.’

			‘I’m not that tired.’ Her argument only receives an unconvinced noise from the older woman. ‘I want to visit the families of the deceased, to offer my condolences. Then check on those in the infirmary, see if the medics need anything.’

			‘You have Masters here for that. Illin was an apothecary before he became the Academy’s Master of Tactics. He is well-versed in overseeing the infirmary. Unless his soul has returned to Tenebris?’

			There is no accusation in Esmerelda’s voice, but the question still makes her flinch. Harshly aware that every life of the Academy is under her jurisdiction. 

			‘No, he suffered only minor injuries.’

			Esmerelda puts down her pen and looks her square in the eyes. 

			‘Then leave the running of the infirmary to Illin and the medics, visit the wounded and families, yes – boost morale. But you must learn to designate tasks that can do without you overseeing every little detail of them. 

			‘Learn to use your time wisely, learn to rest while you can. Something tells me we haven’t seen the worse of what the Fae Hermitch has to offer yet.’

			Scrubbing her hands over her face, she sighs. ‘I’ve been a fool. I underestimated Hermitch, and I overestimated the Sixth Council. I just …’ she trails off, not sure where she is going. 

			She sighs again with a shake of her head. 

			Reaching over, Esmerelda gives her a comforting pat on the knee. ‘You are doing well and learning to lead in trying times. But you are not alone, your family is here. We will help you.’

			She gives her a tired, grateful smile, one the older woman returns as she goes back to her notes.

			‘Do not despair, Tenebris Kin,’ Esmerelda says. ‘After all, war makes fools of us all.’
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			After speaking with Telium for several bells regarding the wellbeing of the Academy and camp outside of Coronal, Esmerelda orders her to bed. Demanding that she rest, promising to have an assembly gathered by midday tomorrow to speak more on the matters at hand. 

			She had then slipped out and, with crumpled parchment in hand, went from door to door visiting the families of fallen assassins. She passed on her blessings and condolences, singing the praises of those who did not return home. Speaking of their courage and bravery. Of how they fought like Hellund himself graced their steps. 

			Some families insist she join them for a cup of tea – or something stronger. They would toast to those who had passed, knowing they would have a place in Tenebris’ Hall. Thankfully, not all ask her to stay; many of them take her words with a sad sort of pride as they stand in the doorway to their homes. It allows her to get through her list quicker.

			Still, there are enough that invite her in that the sun has long since disappeared by the time she comes to the last family. She has to hide her grimace as she throws back a knuckle of home-brewed whiskey that is strong enough to take off paint. It will taste a lie to say her head isn’t spinning as she carefully makes her way back to the Academy. 

			Despite her promising Esmerelda she would relax afterwards, she only catches a few bells’ sleep before she is up again. It is well before dawn, the sky still that deep, velvet blue as she is staring at the mosaic roof of her chambers. The enchanted fan in her room has been painted a variety of vibrant colours. The gauzy drapes around her bed drift lazily in the breeze it creates. 

			Idly, she throws a dagger towards the ceiling. Trusting her Gifted eyesight to let her catch the blade in the dark before it impales her. She can’t sleep, her mind bouncing from one problem to the next the second she opens her eyes. Her gaze tracks the course of her blade as it spins end over end upwards, before beginning its descent back into her hand. 

			Pain shoots across her thigh, a slashing line of fire that startles a gasp out of her. Caught by surprise, she throws her dagger harder than she intends. It sticks, quivering, into the wooden beam high above her head. Sitting upright, she grips her thigh, looking for signs of an injury. 

			But the pain is quickly fading, and now her scrambled thoughts are focusing, she realises the hurt isn’t as bad as she initially thought. It had felt like a shallow cut from a dagger, probably made worse by how it caught her by surprise. Running her fingers across her bare leg, she twists her hips to get a better look. 

			Nothing.

			Apart from a handful of old, silvery scars and the blood-red ink winding down towards her knee, the skin is unmarred. If it wasn’t for her racing heart, she would have thought she imagined it. Sitting up, she rests her hands on her knees, sighing up at the dagger. 

			How the hell am I going to get that down?

			Another flash of pain – this one far more muted – skips across her forearm. Prepared for it though she is, a surprised breath still hisses through her teeth. She knows that pain. Knows it from the scars she has decorating her forearms when she was leaning to spar with a blade. 

			Paxium. 

			Alarm shoots through her, forcing her out of bed and flooding her body with adrenaline so potent the tips of her fingers tingle. But there is no opponent for her to slay, no monster for her to attack. Her body is screaming at her to fight, to rush to Paxium’s defence. Despite the massive distance between them, the Wai’tinate is riding her hard, urging her to protect him. 

			Her body trembles with the effort of standing still. Her fingers clench and unclench as they prickle – Gifts trying to force their physical changes to the surface. Scrunching her eyes, she concentrates on the tie in her soul. That ebony bridge made of midnight and shining adamant. 

			The moments tick by, the softly whirring fan the only sound in the room. No more flashes of pain reach her. But nothing else does either. She can feel the Tether, but the male at the other end of it is fuzzy and distant – like hearing a voice from another room and being able to recognise it, but not make out the words. 

			Her breath leaves her on a heaving exhale as she opens her eyes and whirls around. Curling her fingers into her hair, she grinds her teeth to muffle her scream of frustration. 

			‘Tenebris curse this stupid Tether,’ she hisses. 

			Immediately, she regrets the words. The Tether between their souls is the only thing letting her know Paxium is still alive. She will know if he died, won’t she?

			Yes, she tells herself firmly, Pax said it would be excruciating even if an Untethered partner dies. 

			Even the thought of it makes her stomach swoop. ‘Fat lot of good it does me though, if I can feel his pain and know he’s in danger, but not reach him,’ she mutters. 

			Though she knows from the sting that the wounds are shallow and not life-threatening. More an annoyance to someone as formidable as Pax. But it doesn’t stop the jittery, agitated feeling curdling through her gut. 

			She counts three ten-beats of her heart, focusing on the Tether slumbering in her soul. No other flashes of pain tingle her flesh. Unclenching her hands, she exhales long and slow through pursed lips. 
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			The sun has begun to turn the sky pink and blue as she is up and wandering the streets of Scara. She had stayed in her room for bells, going through the Sequence of Blades with painstaking slowness; a formation of positions and stretches taught to beginner assassins as training. 

			The more advanced the assassin, the slower the Blades. Each move shadows a block or parry. Each stretch a slow, quiet twin to a thrust or blow. She had moved through the poses as slowly as possible. Until her muscles were quivering and sweat slid down her spine. 

			After washing the salt from her body, she had slipped from her rooms before much of the Academy woke and made her way across the grounds to the library. While nowhere near as grand or vast as the royal library in Coronal, it still held a wealth of knowledge. She looked through the stack documenting every graduated assassins Ta Vir. Then shifted her focus; hoping to shed light on the mysterious carved pillars out in the desert. 

			I need to understand more about this bargaining chip. 

			She has no idea the value of the cards she holds. No idea what is so special about those ruins out in the desert. Despite her searching through the stacks for bells, she finds nothing of merit. When her eyes begin to itch from the strain of reading by candlelight, she finally gives up. 

			Now, she smiles at vendors as she passes, dodging around them as they begin to set up their stalls.

			Pausing for a moment to speak to a young man whose every inch of visible skin is covered in freckles, the coffee he pours her from his stall is thick and rich. She can’t help but chuckle when he screws up his nose at her request to add two heaped spoonfuls of sugar. She thanks him and pays for the cup and a small bag of boiled sweets, despite his insistence on letting the Lord Assassin just take it, before continuing onto the infirmary. 

			She walks through the streets, soaking up the sights and sounds of her people. 

			I will miss this, she thinks. Surprised by the pang of regret accompanying the thought.

			She watches a pair of raggedy siblings whip across the road, slowing to a walk as they slip into an alley. Gulping the rest of her coffee, she trades another merchant some silver for a bunch of apples, keeping her eyes on the mouth of the alley. Rounding the corner with her food she leans against the wall and crosses her ankles. 

			‘What are you doing?’

			Her voice makes the children jump. One of them, a young boy barely on the cusp of manhood with beautiful grey eyes scowls at her. 

			‘Nothin’ you can prove.’

			She looks at them for a moment, the defensive way they have about them. The weary looks in the youngers’ eyes. The older boy straightens to his full height, likely preparing for an argument. She huffs a laugh, tossing them an apple each. The corner of her mouth twitches at their surprised expressions. 

			‘Be at the gates to the Academy within the bell, ask for Esmerelda and tell her that the Lord Assassin sent you as the first of the volunteers. You can spend the day helping load supplies; see if you think an honest day’s work is more profitable for you.’

			She leaves the trio staring after her. Crunching into her own apple, she makes her way to the infirmary. She is welcomed by a fresh-faced man who escorts her to the first ward, departing with the promise to come back and check on her once he has completed his rounds. 

			She takes her time walking from bed to bed, speaking to those that are already awake, asking after their recovery and giving strength to those with more critical or lifelong injuries. 

			In the second to last bed, a muscular, giant of a man is propped up into a sitting position. A weathered book is gripped in his huge hands. Despite his pallor, and the swarths of bandages peeking out the collar of his shirt, her knees go weak at the sight of him. 

			Errol.

			Whole and breathing. Alive. Even if he is a little worse for wear. 

			‘For a while there, I didn’t think you would make it back to the Academy,’ she says by way of greeting, plopping down on the wooden stall beside the bed. 

			Errol’s eyes flick to her over the top of his book. For a moment, he looks like he will bite out a scathing reply. But something has shifted between them, a mutual trust forged in battle. They may never be friends the way she is with Fallon or Jacob, but they have won each other’s loyalty through blood and steel. 

			‘It’ll take more than a few pitiful Fae blades to kill me.’ 

			She refrains from noting that the giant war axe he’d had embedded in his chest is a league away from being pitiful. Instead, she fishes the small bag from her pocket, tossing it onto Errol’s blanket-
covered lap. With a cocked brow he closes the book.

			‘Are you trying to sweeten me up with food?’ Errol grunts as he sits up a bit higher. 

			She huffs a laugh, one that Errol echoes when he opens the pouch to find the sugary treats inside. 

			‘In hindsight, that was probably a poor choice of words.’

			She snickers, declining the offered sweets with a shake of her head. Errol pops a yellow piece into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing out as he sucks on the sugar. Her eyes flick down to the bulky assassin’s chest, the bandages mostly hidden by his cotton shirt. 

			‘How do your wounds fair?’ she asks, her voice hushed.

			‘Well enough. Illin won’t let me bloody leave. I swear he is just holding me here because I beat him at the End Games when we graduated.’

			‘If the medics say you’re unfit to leave, then you are not well enough.’ She casts her eyes around the room, watching the black-clad men and women moving amongst their patients. 

			‘Tenebris curse me, not you too.’ Errol runs a hand across his face. ‘Stop your mother-henning, woman.’

			‘You need to rest,’ she snipes. 

			‘You need to rest,’ he shoots back. ‘You look like shit. When’s the last time you slept?’

			‘For your information, you overbearing prick, I slept last night.’

			Errol flashes her a hard grin, clearly enjoying the rise he gets from her. ‘How many bells?’ 

			When she doesn’t answer, the smile drops from his face. He swallows his sweet, pressing a hand to his chest as he leans forward. His eyes intent on her face. 

			‘How many bells, Lord?’ his voice is serious now. 

			‘Now who’s mother-henning?’ she says, slating a look his way. 

			Errol’s lips thin. Before he can reply, she stands. Leaning over, she pushes him back gently into the pillows. With her free hand, she flicks the corner of the blanket over the small bag of sweets. Hiding it from the approaching medic. 

			‘Just concentrate on healing,’ she says, straightening. ‘I expect you ready to guard my back when the time comes to face Hermitch and his rebels again.’

			Errol watches her a moment, looking like he wants to argue. His eyes flick to the medic, who is finished checking the assassin next to him and about to move over.

			‘I will be there, Lord,’ his voice is solemn.

			Nodding, she steps back to give the woman who bustles up to Errol’s room to work. She is turning away as his shirt is pulled over his head. 

			‘Oh, and Telium?’ 

			She turns back to him with a raised brow. It is, she thinks, the first time he has ever called her by name. The medic has sat him up and is unwrapping his bandages with careful, deft fingers. 

			‘It is an honour to fight by your side, Lord Assassin.’

			She presses a fist to her chest, bowing at the waist. The greatest gift she can afford him. Errol claps his own fist to his sternum in response. 

			A smile ghosts her lips. ‘Don’t let Illan see that.’ She motions to the sweets hidden under the blanket while the medic’s back is turned.
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			The next ward is busier, people being discharged or coming in with minor injuries and illnesses. It is here the general populace of Scara seeks their care too. She is speaking to an elderly woman, giving her condolences on the loss of her late wife when she spots Melody across the room. 

			Excusing herself, she makes her way over to her assassin. The dark-haired woman is holding up her shirt, bearing her scarred torso to the medic who is prodding it with a finger. When Melody spots Telium, she gives a little nod. 

			‘Looks like it’s healed up fine,’ the medic is saying as she comes to stand beside them. ‘No pain when stretching or training? No weakness?’ at Melody’s head shake, the medic nods once. ‘Excellent, the stitches are out now. You may return to full work; I see no need to check you again unless the wound grieves you.’

			Telium waves the man aside when he cast his eyes over her, showing she needs no medical attention. With that the medic is off to treat his next patient. 

			‘Are you headed back to the Academy?’ Melody asks by way of greeting. At her nod, the assassin jerks her head to the door. ‘Me too, I’ll walk with you.’

			‘I am pleased to hear you are fully recovered,’ she says as they fall into step. ‘Despite fighting at the Ollsuria Plains.’

			‘Thanks to you.’

			She shrugs, uncomfortable with the gratitude given it is her fault Melody was out there in the first place. 

			‘Will you come to the gathering today?’ she asks instead. ‘You were in Coronal while I delt with the Sixth Council, maybe you can provide some insight as to the best plan of action going forward.’

			‘For the camp full of fleeing Alkorians, or bringing the bastard that’s hunting them to his knees?’ Melody enquires as they wind through the rapidly filling streets. 

			She taps her fingers on the dagger sheathed at her hip. ‘Both.’

			‘Of course, Lord.’ 

			Cringing, she is about to remind the other woman to drop the formalities when a vaguely familiar voice tugs at her attention. She glances around, eyes landing on a hulking figure with midnight black hair and a lilting voice. She is speaking with a stall-tender, gesturing animatedly. 

			It isn’t until the muscular woman turns around, sunlight catching on a fresh band of tattoo inked down one side of her face, that Telium’s brain registers who she is looking at. 

			‘Lillian?’  The startled word pops out before she can stop it. 

			With her keen Fae ears, the copper-skinned female hears and turns towards her. 

			‘Telium!’ Lillian all but shouts, a surprised but genuine smile breaking out across her face. 

			The Fae makes her way towards them, a good head taller than much of the crowd. From the corner of her eye, she notes Melody sizing up the muscular Fae as she makes her way over. Briefly, she rests her hands on the back of Melody’s where it sits on her sword pommel. But she does not take her eyes from the female. 

			Unconsciously, she shifts into a defensive stance, drawing her Gifts up to the surface. While she is confident she can beat the female, she doesn’t want any of the onlookers injured by their scuffle. 

			Noting the change in her body, Lillian stops a healthy distance away, holding her palms out in supplication. 

			‘Ah, yes. Well, I guess that reaction is justified.’ 

			‘How did you get here?’ 

			Lillian shrugs. ‘Through the Infri Pass, how else?’

			Stupid, she thinks, to leave the pass unguarded. She cannot forget the deal she has made with Thresiel’s reigning monarch. Dosen’t trust that Isadora will not send Fae looking for her. We’ll have to send people there to guard the pass, ravens too, to carry messages quickly. 

			A headache is already beginning to form between her eyes at the thought of deciding whether it is worth the risk of sending a small battalion of assassins from her already thinly spread army to guard the pass. 

			‘Why are you here, Lillian?’

			‘Looking for you, of course; I heard that Hermitch got away. Bumped into Paxium as I was about to make my way home to Dal’Kreath. He made it sound like you could use a hand.’

			‘That’s the understatement of my lifetime,’ Telium mutters under her breath. Judging by the twitch of Lillian’s lips, the Fae hears her. Shifting out of her defensive stance she steps towards the Fae, running a hard eye over Lillian. 

			‘You expect me to believe that you came here of your own goodwill to help a kingdom you have never even set foot in? That you travelled all the way here seeking me out from the goodness of your heart? Last time I saw you, you were working with the rebellion.’

			‘I expect you to believe that I am here for Dal’Kreath. The last time you saw me I was the Impa’re’s spy infiltrating Mallux’s rebellion,’ she scowls as Lillian continues, taking her own step forward. ‘I expect you to know that if Hermitch gains a foothold here, it’s only a matter of time before he comes for Kreathean lives. I expect you to believe that, even if I did intend to present a threat to you or your people, you could subdue me.’

			She hasn’t released her hold on her Gifts. The smile she sends Lillian is hard and vicious, daring her. The female grins right back, looking like she will enjoy the fight – indeed, she intends to go down swinging. 

			Beside them, Melody tenses up, fingers twitching toward her blade as she monitors the loaded exchange. 

			‘Threal, Lilly. You cannot expect to make friends and have people trust you if you loom over them like that.’ 

			An exasperated masculine voice sounds from behind Lillian a moment before a dark hand encircles her bicep and a cheery face pops around from behind her bulk. 

			‘Vel thruik, vel thruik!’ The male grins, sticking his hand out in the space between them. ‘Pae’ri, my Common Tongue is a bit rusty, yes? Randhir, gari de sethta.’

			There is a tense moment where no-one moves. It holds for a beat before Lillian releases a breath and shifts backwards slightly, smiling down at Randhir with clear devotion. Telium’s eyes jump between the two of them. Coming to a decision, she takes the male’s hand and shakes it. 

			‘Vel thruik, Randhir. Telium, gari de sethta’

			The four of them stand awkwardly looking at each other before realising they are interrupting the flow of traffic. She gestures towards the Academy, ‘Well, you may as well come and trade stories over tea, since you’re so sure I could beat you into submission if you step out of line.’

			Randhir huffs a laugh and falls into step beside Melody, eyeing the pretty young woman as Lillian begins to walk beside Telium. If the female notices the interest of her companion, she does not show it. 

			‘Wait till you see her fight,’ Lillian says in Old Fae. ‘Beat Mallux at his own game, last I saw.’

			Randhir’s dark eyebrows inch upwards. He looks at her curiously but says nothing. It is odd; seeing him walk next to Melody, he looks like any man trained to the sword would – average of height and strong build, if not a bit lean. But next to Lillian, he looks like a juvenile recruit. She turns back to Lillian as the Fae continues in the Common Tongue. 

			‘I may have some useful information about Isadora and the goings-on in Thresiel. I would be more than happy to share what we know if it would help plead our case.’

			‘You said you saw Paxium,’ she says instead, still undecided on whether she can trust the female. ‘How does he fair?’

			‘Ah, worried about your Wai’tan, are you?’ Lillian nudges her shoulder. ‘I’ve known Paxium since I started training at Sikai To’a Ko, he’d already been there for four or five winters by then. Training for Rasynth. He saved me from having the skin whipped from my back. I could smell you on him the moment he sat across from me.’

			She feels her face heat at the words, refusing to look back to see if Melody is listening in. They take on a very different meaning to anyone who didn’t know about Fae Wai’tinate.

			‘Last I saw, he was readying to sneak into Meannthe to spy on Isadora and her court,’ Lillian shrugs. ‘He didn’t say more than that, but asked if I would come lend my aid here. I agreed, since Randy had just arrived in Thresiel and was excited at the idea of coming. He loves anything that would expand his knowledge of the world, my Tan.’

			Telium merely nods. She had stretched the net of her mind around her as soon as she started speaking to the Fae. Now she keeps them firmly in the centre; tracking Randy at her back as they walk. 

			They are just passing a tea shop, the smells of camomile and rose mixing with the spices of the market, when the thundering of hoofbeats can be heard from down the main artery of the city. Her head whips towards the commotion, followed by quickly by her companions. 

			Shouts of alarm move with the rider careening down the street. By the sounds of it, people rush to get out of the way as the rider does not slow their breakneck pace. 

			‘Clear a path,’ she raises her voice, waving people to the side. ‘Get off the road.’

			Conversation clacks and rumbles between people like a game of marbles as they shift out of the way. Taking a step away from the people lining the street, she turns to face the oncoming rider. Without speaking, Melody and Lillian take place behind her, guarding her flank. 

			It doesn’t pass her notice how Lillian steps up without hesitation. For a moment, she wonders at the wisdom of letting the Fae guard her back when she barely knows her. 

			Trial by fire, she shrugs. 

			Melody places her hand on the pommel of her sword, still and watchful. Beside her, Lillian draws a beastly broadsword from her back. She plants the tip of the blade in the dirt, crossing her arms and leaning forward to rest them on the handle. Careless and fierce. 

			Flicking her eyes over to Randhir, she watches as he moves a few paces away before loosening his sword in the sheath at his hip. As if he will be ready to fight but doesn’t want to get in the way of the trained killers. It is obvious who is the warrior out of the pair. 

			She doesn’t reach for her weapons, just crosses her arms as she faces forward. There is no need to draw on her Gifts; whoever is thundering towards them is well within earshot now. A few more shouts preceding people who must dive out of the way of the rider. 

			Then a sweat-lathered bay comes careening around the corner, lungs working like great bellows and foam at the corners of its mouth. For a moment, her attention snags on the small figure in the front of the saddle. Despite most of their face being swathed in a muslin cloth against the blistering sun, she can see the grey pallor to the child’s skin, the dark circles under their eyes. 

			Their head bobs and lolls with the gait of the horse, falling back onto the rider’s chest, who struggles to keep them both in the saddle. The rider’s face is also swathed against the sun. But she knows the hair underneath used to be luscious chestnut curls. Brown eyes go wide as they land on Telium.

			‘Kya,’ Melody breathes the girls name, but Telium is already moving forward. 

			Kya hauls on her mount, the beast coming to a skidding, hopping stop. Already there, she reaches for the bridle, attempting to still the creature as it prances on the spot and huffs. 

			‘Telli,’ Kya’s voice is strained, either from thirst or exhaustion. ‘Help.’

			So much pain and desperation in that one word. She firmly clamps down on her panic, reaching up to grip Kya’s leg as Melody appears on the other side of the horse’s head. 

			‘What happened?’

			‘I found him – we found him. The others, they’re all dead. Telli, oh Goddess Telli, their backs.’ Kya grunts as the child slumps forward, nearly toppling them both off the horse. Telium and Melody reach up at the same time to steady the pair. ‘Tenebris curse me, please don’t tell me he’s dead.’

			‘Calm down,’ her voice is a whipped command, and Kya flinches. ‘Breathe.’ The girl does, sucking a shuddering inhale. ‘Now, who is this?’

			Kya’s huge, brown eyes gaze down at her, something horrific flicking in the depths. She can see the physical effort it takes the girl to pull herself together. ‘A village boy from the western edge of Alkoria,’ she breathes. ‘He’s seen Hermitch.’

			Ice sloshes through her veins. Upon hearing the name, people begin to whisper amongst themselves, looking between the child and Telium. Pain prickles across her chest, pulsing in time to her heartbeat as her Ta’reo Tu flares. The mark on her chest is still as ugly and raw as the day she got it. A wound that would not heal. A physical manifestation of the Command branded on her soul. One that will stay until she fulfils it. Or dies. 

			The boy jerks, as if suddenly coming back into consciousness. A pained whimper escapes dry lips. Gripping the horse’s bridle again, she turns it in the direction of a side street. She watches Kya grit her teeth; it is obvious she is struggling to stay upright after her journey. But she is tough, she can hang on a little longer.

			‘Infirmary. Now.’ Slapping the horse on the rump to urge it into a canter, she takes off at a run after them. 
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			The boy’s condition is concerning and declining rapidly. He has a raging fever, his entire body covered in a sheen of sweat that sticks sand and dirt to him. His hair is plastered to his face. Eyes roam about without seeing. 

			The second they burst into the infirmary, Lillian carrying the boy in her arms, the place erupts. Extra medics are called in. Within heartbeats, a table is cleared, a cart laden with supplies is pushed rattling up beside the head medic. The instant Lillian places the child down, she is hustled out of the way, along with the others.

			They stand pressed against a far wall, watching everything from a distance. All but Telium, who stands at the foot of the table, staying as still as possible to not hinder the healers’ efforts as they scurry about. She vaguely notes Kya as she is led to another table by a single healer, who begins checking the girl over. 

			‘Raging fever,’ the lead medic starts listing symptoms as he comes across them rapid fire. ‘Notable muscle wastage. Signs of dehydration. Broken thumb on the right hand. Open fracture of the right radius.’

			The boy’s clothes are being cut away without any concern for modesty. Now is not the time. Ragged cloth falls away to reveal injury after injury. She may not be a medic, but she has accrued enough of her own injuries to know that some of these are older than the week it took Kya to get him here from the Ollsuria Plains. 

			‘Hey.’ One of the black-clad medics slaps the boy lightly on the cheek. ‘Stay with us. What’s your name?’

			The boy’s eyes roll in his head, unable to focus on anything. He murmurs something unintelligible. 

			‘Pulse weak. Heart rate severely elevated but unstable,’ another medic warns. 

			‘His back is all cut up from Hermitch,’ Kya’s voice carries across the room with her concern. ‘I tried to clean it when I found him, but it kept oozing. I couldn’t get him to eat anything for the last four days, and he stopped drinking yesterday.’

			Her voice cracks, and she trails into silence as the medic attending hushes her. 

			Such a short time to get back here. Telium thinks. Even with switching out fresh horses, it is an impressive feat. Kya must have barely slept the whole time, she’s lucky she didn’t kill herself. 

			She is distracted from upbraiding the girl as the medics roll the boy over and peel away the makeshift bandage from his back. Even one of the professionals cannot hide their muffled gasp. The room goes deathly silent. 

			Her heart drops as her eyes fall on the boys back. The medics stop hustling about, the string of vitals being shouted out peters off. Bile rises in her throat. 

			No-one speaks. The only sound is the boy’s shallow, ragged breaths. Her eyes are pinned to the lacerated ruin of his back. Still, she can feel the attention of each and every person in the room slide to her. 

			Running the length of the boy’s spine are hundreds of gouged marks. The wounds are old and festering. The flesh around them swollen to a painful degree. Some parts have turned black and begun to fall away.

			But still, the bloody, rotting line of wounds looks eerily similar to …

			‘What happened?’ Her words are tight, held on the exhale of her breath. 

			It seems to snap the room back into activity. One medic pulls away the remainder of the bandage while another starts rummaging for tools, dropping them into a jar full of a harsh-smelling liquid with sharp plinks. 

			The third takes a vial of the same liquid and pours it over the wounds of the boy’s back. The sharp smell fills the room along with the boy’s cries. He bows of the table, thrashing as two medics jump to hold him still. 

			Whatever is in the liquid must sting like lashes, because tears stream unchecked down the boy’s face as she rounds the table to crouch before him. The bite of it must clear his mind. His eyes, wide with pain and fear, track her. 

			‘Lord Assassin?’ the boy’s voice scrapes out of him. 

			All her concentration narrows to this child. His every breath. Every word. Slowly, she nods. ‘Who did this to you?’

			Eyelids flutter over fever-bright eyes. ‘Hermitch.’

			A metallic clatter as one of the medics drops an instrument. More than one glance over. From across the room, she hears Lillian swear. 

			‘When?’ Desperation claws up her throat as the boy’s eyes lose focus for a moment. ‘Why?’

			Her limbs tingle as adrenaline pumps through her. But she forces herself into stillness. Ignoring the sharp burn of her Ta’reo Tu. Her heart is pounding in her ears, so loud she has to lean closer to hear the boy’s murmuring. 

			A hand appears in her field of vision as Kya clutches his fingers between her own, crouching beside her. 

			‘Remember what you told me?’ Kya urges. Her usually gentle voice is edged in panic, though she valiantly tries to hide it. ‘About Hermitch. You said he hurt you and the other children, right?’

			Her heart falters. She flicks a look at Kya. Something sharp and raw is curling talons around her throat. Kicking her pulse into a gallop. 

			‘Experimenting,’ the boy breathes. 

			Everything in her stills at that single word. Dread. That is the name of the thing suffocating her. Pressing in on her lungs so that it makes it hard to draw another breath. 

			‘That’s what he said. On anyone that came from Thief blood.’

			Tears are streaking down Kya’s cheeks. ‘Do you know why?’ her words croak. ‘Was it to get Gifts from you?’

			The boy frowns, as if confused by the question. 

			‘Boy,’ Telium’s voice is steady despite the vice crushing her chest, ‘the Fae who took you, was he trying to take Gifts from you and the others?’

			The child’s face clears. ‘Yes.’

			‘And your back, was that part of the experiments?’

			‘No.’ His eyes move sluggishly, struggling to focus on her. ‘He did that for you.’

			Melody spits a string of curses.

			‘His heart rate is spiking dangerously,’ a healer warns. But the commotion in the room seems to have fallen silent. As if no-one wanted to miss this brave little boy’s last few moments. 

			The words stick in her throat. As if holding them back will stop them being true. A tremor runs through the child’s body. Kya hiccups a sob. Reaching out, Telium grips the boy’s other hand. Linking her fingers with his. 

			‘Did he manage to do it?’ she whispers. ‘Did he steal Gifts from one of you?’

			His bottom lip wobbles. Kya leans forward to press her lips to the boy’s knuckles as he uses his last breath in this world to answer her. 

			‘Yes.’

			Her mind goes blank. She knew this was coming. Knew this was Hermitch’s ultimate goal. But she cannot fathom him having succeeded, what her next move should be. She just stares at the boy in front of her. 

			May the Goddesses walk the path beside you, little brother. May Tenebris ferry you home, and Opimare welcome you with open arms. 

			Kya’s head is still bent over the boy’s hands. One healer still holds surgical tools where they have tried to cut away the dying flesh. Before she can even rally her scattered thoughts, someone speaks over the medic pronouncing the boy dead. 

			‘Well,’ the breathy voice drones. 

			Woodenly, she turns towards the door. Pale skin reminiscent of snow. White brows cocked up in a cruel imitation of interest. 

			‘Rama,’ Lillian hisses. 

			The Kreathean Fae smiles. ‘Won’t Lord Rasynth be eager to hear about this.’

			She is up and in the male’s face in a heartbeat. Fully intending to bury one of her throwing blades in his chest. She is within reach when her Mark flares with enough pain her breath hisses through her teeth. 

			Rama grins as she comes to a stop in front of him, snarling in his face. He is not a tall male, a touch shorter than her. The way his lip curls has her rage spiking. Behind her, she can hear Lillian’s heavy footfalls as she approaches. But she is too angry to care whether it is to help or hinder her. 

			‘What,’ she spits, leaning in so close their noses nearly touch, ‘the fuck, do you think you’re doing here?’

			Instead of responding, Rama flicks his eyes down to her chest and back up again. His smirk morphing into a grin. 

			‘Ah, yes. You can’t kill me, it would violate the terms of your Ta’r—’

			‘What is Rasynth’s lapdog doing here?’ Lillian steps up beside her, crossing her arms and glaring down at the willowy male. 

			Looking her up and down one more time, Rama sniffs before turning to Lillian. ‘What are you doing here? Does Rasynth know you’re loitering around in the mortal lands?’

			There is nothing warm in the bulky female’s smile. ‘I am under the command of the Impa’re as a whole. I do not answer to Rasynth alone.’

			‘That doesn’t–’

			‘What do you want, Rama?’ Telium snaps. 

			Thinning his lips, as if just having to address her causes him displeasure, he turns back. ‘Rasynth is getting tired of waiting.’

			‘Oh, is he?’ she blurts, voice dripping with false concern. ‘My apologies.’

			‘Listen here—’ Rama spits, but Melody interrupts him. 

			‘Who’s Rasynth?’ The dark-haired assassin steps up to them. 

			Behind her, the medics work quietly, many having already filed from the room to attend other patients. 

			‘A male in the Dal’Kreath ruling council,’ Telium says dismissively. ‘I made a deal with him for information.’

			Rama snorts, ‘You made a deal with him?’

			‘It seems,’ she continues, ignoring the male, ‘that Rasynth does not trust the word of an assassin and needed to send his little lap dog sniffing around.’

			Melody slides her eyes over to Rama, sizing him up. From the cocking of an eyebrow, she obviously finds him lacking. Telium’s lips twitch at the seed of discontent she has planted without Rama even realising. 

			Before he can speak again, she continues. 

			‘You want to keep an eye on me? Fine. Kya, run ahead and let the Academy know we will be having a visitor. Tell them to prepare a room.’

			The young women doesn’t seem to hear. She keeps her head bowed, kneeling by the child. His lifeless hand clamped between her own as his body cools on the table. A sharp pang of sympathy twinges in Telium’s chest. 

			‘Kya!’ The name is a cracking whip. An order. Get up, keep going. 

			The tone of Telium’s voice seems to yank Kya from whatever bog her mind has wandered into. Jerking her head up, she detaches her hand from the child and stands. She is exhausted, Telium can see that. But she needs to get her up and away; out of this infirmary and the clear threat carved out on flesh. As soon as the girl is out of sight, she turns back to Rama.

			‘Melody, lead the way.’

			The Freedom-Thief looks Rama up and down with a curled lip before moving away. 

			‘I am not staying amongst murderers and thieves,’ Rama spits. 

			She grins, but there is nothing soft in the way she pulls her lips back to bare her teeth. 

			‘You want to keep tabs on me in my own city?’ She leans in. ‘Then you’ll stay wherever I damn tell you.’

			A flush climbs up the male’s neck, staining his cheeks a deep red. He opens his mouth to snap a retort. But Melody cuts him off with a sharp, high whistle through her teeth. She watches with grim satisfaction as Rama whips his head around to glare at Melody. 

			The assassin, unfazed, pats her thigh with her hand. ‘Come.’

			She sees his nostrils flare on a deep breath. She watches as he battles with his ego. Thinking better of it, he moves to follow the assassin. Before he can take more than a few steps, she reaches out to grab his arm. As her only intention is to stall him, not harm him, her Ta’reo Tu does not protest. 

			Still, her grip on his arm is a little tighter than necessary. Rama’s eyes flash as he turns towards her. Whatever he is going to say dies before it can form at the look on her face. 

			‘Remember, Rama,’ leaning forward, she breathes the words low enough for just him to hear, ‘I may not be able to kill you, but that doesn’t mean my family can’t.’

			She watches the way his lips twitch, fighting a sneer. With all the arrogance of a pompous royal, he turns on his heels to follow Melody. A nod has Lillian stalking after them, leaving Telium in the infirmary. 

			A single aid has stayed behind, gently cleaning the dead boy’s body with a damp rag. Preparing him for a pyre none of his family will know to attend. A crisp, white sheet sits folded at the end of the table. Ready to cover the child in mourning white. 

			She stands staring at the empty door, battling at the thoughts and emotions threatening to overwhelm her. At her back, the soft patter of water is like the pealing of a war drum. 

			Calling them all to face their fates. 
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			She leans back against the cool limestone wall, looking out at the fountain trickling in the courtyard. The breeze skipping over the water helps keep the meeting hall cool even in the height of summer. The merry sound of splashing water and quiet flutter of gauze curtains puts her on edge. 

			Somehow, half the day has passed, and the meeting with the Masters of the Academy is only half a bell away. Melody had practically herded Rama into a guest room, telling him it’d be best for his safety that he not go wandering amongst the Academy unguided. 

			Such a pretty threat wrapped up in the guise of a request. 

			‘And how fairs Thresiel against the rebels?’ Telium says now, turning to Lillian. 

			The muscular Fae leans opposite her, eyes flicking around in open curiosity. Her Tan, Randhir, is wandering around the meeting hall, studying the floor and tapestries with quiet exclamations. Her Mark flares in pain. She clenches her teeth against the prickle emanating from her chest. 

			A thousand questions are marching through her mind. She struggles to force them into some semblance of order. Her brain hasn’t stopped running since she woke. A fact not improved by Kya coming hurtling into the city carrying a boy heralding war carved into his back. There is too much to do – and too little time to do it. 

			The sands are running.

			‘From what I have observed, Hermitch’s rebels there are a mere nuisance. There have been raids on outlying towns on the south-western edge, but,’ Lillian shrugs her massive shoulders, ‘if you ask me, he’s testing the waters. Keeping Isadora on her toes while also probing for weak points, seeing if he can find a place to slip through their defences or destroy them.’

			She taps out an irritated rhythm on her dagger as Lillian continues. 

			‘But Hermitch knows Thresiel, he knows the Kah legion and how it works. He shadowed Mallux for all those winters in the castle as a youth. What he doesn’t know is Alkoria. All-Mother betting, he will be darkness-bent on finding out.’

			A chill slid down her spine despite the heat. 

			‘And Isadora?’ she asks, as Sila walks in with Esmerelda. 

			The quiet assassin’s eyes cut straight to her Lord with unerring focus. Telium gives them a nod of greeting as they cross the room towards them. 

			‘From what I know, she has been in correspondence with Rasynth. I was sure to caution Paxium to stay out of her sight. She is furious about his deception …’

			Telium’s eyes flick between the two women, who are introducing themselves to Randhir. She gives Lillian a slight shake of her head. Raising a brow, the Fae glances between them. 

			At the start, she didn’t intentionally hide her impending execution from her assassins. She didn’t know them, nor they her. Her death would be of little consequence. But as time went on, they grew closer. Their bonds formed in battle – cemented in grief. Strengthened by blood and steel. 

			Before she knew it, she has come to care deeply for her blade-brothers and -sisters. Loathe though she is to admit it, her death will hurt them. Badly. She intends to protect them from that knowledge as long as possible.

			She is introducing Lillian to the two when Melody arrives with Fallon and Errol in tow. 

			She is pleased to see Errol out of the infirmary, even if the colour in his face hasn’t quite returned. Jacob hurries in last as she watches while Fallon shakes hands with Lillian and Randy. When the giant man steps back, his arm brushes Melody’s. Telium’s attention catches on the ghost of a smile tugging the corner of the Freedom-Thief’s lips. 

			It hasn’t escaped her notice that Melody has changed since Ty’s death. She still engages in conversation, still carries on as if nothing has changed. But Telium sees it in her. A hardening of her soul. She no longer plays jokes or sprouts random, crude facts.

			Though Melody has that hardness with everyone, bar maybe Fallon, she cannot help but wonder if the girl holds Telium personally responsible for Ty’s death.

			‘We don’t have long before the rest show up for the meeting,’ pulling her mind back to the issue
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