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        To my littlest brother, the baby we called General. It makes me proud that even with your ridiculous number of accomplishments, you still look up whenever you hear, “Squirt!” yelled into a crowd. It’s like I preconditioned you or something, which is particularly impressive considering the number of times you outsmarted me took advantage of my sweet and loving nature. Though I wouldn’t at all be surprised to one day see the actual title of general attached to your name, you will never cease to be my baby brother. And that’s not a bad thing. Even generals need older sisters who still scold, hug, and occasionally buy them gummy worms and Twizzlers.
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            Sickly Sweet

          

        

      

    

    
      Genny, would you stop crying?”

      But Henri’s sister only grew louder, her sobs turning to wails. Over her noise, Henri could hear thunder beginning to rumble in the distance, and his heart beat a bit faster. The way the bare branches swayed against the ash-gray sky made him nervous, and he knew without a doubt that a storm was brewing.

      “Genny!” He took her by the shoulders. “I can’t focus when you’re so noisy! Just stop crying and I’ll find a way home!”

      “But Father said he would come get us!” she protested, wiping her little nose on her arm. “If we can’t go home, then why can’t we go get the sweets?”

      Ah, there she went about the sweets again. And Henri had been doing so well to ignore it.

      For the last few weeks, the woods had smelled much like the baker’s shop in town. Genny, as most children of four years would, had begged incessantly to follow the scent. And to be honest, Henri had nearly given in more than once. Unlike Genny, however, he’d lived long enough in the southern woods to have learned the hard way that imaginings, such as sweets in the woods, were always far too good to be true. As this one was sure to be, despite the draw of its delectable smell.

      “Henri, we need to find it!”

      With that, Genny grabbed his hand and began to pull him in the direction of the smell. One glimpse of the green mist in her eyes sent him into a full panic. If he didn’t get her back to the cottage soon, she just might escape him and scamper off into the woods alone, something that wouldn’t bode well for either of them. That only left him with one choice.

      With the snap of his fingers, the stones that Henri had been dropping ever since they left the cottage began to flicker in the dark, little tongues of flame lapping at the quickly deepening night. His stepmother would be sure to box his ears for such a deed if she saw, but if he was ever to get Genny home, it was a punishment he would gladly endure.

      He heaved a sigh of relief when the little blue flames caught Genny’s attention, and she quit tugging his arm in the direction of the rapidly falling dark. Instead, she allowed him to lead her back along the path of scattered stones, giggling when he put out each flame they passed.

      “Where do you think Father went?” she asked for the tenth time that night.

      “I don’t know.” Not only did Henri not know where precisely his father had gone to cut wood, but the fact that he had never come looking for them niggled at him, like a bug beneath his skin. Genny continued to prattle on with questions about every rock and tree they passed, seemingly brave and happy now that they were walking, but Henri’s thoughts were too full for him to answer her.

      His father had grown up in these woods, as Henri had. How had he lost them? Surely something must have happened. Perhaps a tree had fallen on him, or he had been attacked by an animal! Henri grasped his sister’s hand more tightly as he hurried them through the trees, which were still bare from the vestiges of winter. It was getting colder by the minute, and if there were a dangerous animal nearby, he needed to get Genny inside.

      They followed the little trail of lighted stones, and as they walked, Henri hoped again that his stepmother wouldn’t notice their path. Whether they were lost or not, she wouldn’t approve of him using his trick, as Genny called it.

      “Blasted evil,” she would mutter whenever she caught him creating the flames. “Unnatural, and sure enough to send you to damnation.” Henri honestly didn’t know if what she said was true, or even exactly what damnation was, but on a night such as this, he could think of no other way to get himself and his sister home.

      Even with the path of stones to follow, the boy was beginning to get truly worried by the time the little cottage emerged from the trees and the last flickering stone was put out. The glow of the fire lit the gaping cracks in the wood, and a shudder of cold and dread rippled through him as he pulled the large door open. He wanted to stop and fill his pockets with stones again, as was his habit before he ever went in or out, for one never knew when he might need stones to light, but he didn’t have time. It was already too dark, and Genny’s teeth were chattering.

      “Henri!” Helaine looked up at him from the wooden table that she was setting, her mouth hanging open as though she’d seen a ghost. “What in the blazes are you doing here?”

      “Something must have happened to Father,” Henri said as he closed the door and began to unwind Genny’s thin shawl from her shoulders. “He never came back to get us.” As he spoke, the door opened again, and a gust of cold air rushed in.

      “This should be enough to keep us for—” Henri’s father stopped and stared at Henri with nearly the same expression that Henri’s stepmother wore, his arms still full of chopped wood. They all stood there like that for a very long moment before Henri’s father glanced over at Helaine. Henri’s stepmother said nothing but glared as though she were about to strangle someone.

      What exactly had his father been up to, leaving them out in the forest like that after dark? Frustration simmered within Henri, but the question died on his tongue. Something was definitely off. His father hadn’t come back to get them. In fact, it appeared now as though he never even meant to try. Why, Henri wanted to know, would he do such a thing? And yet the way Helaine was slamming the wooden plates upon the table shut Henri’s mouth for good. In his heart, he had a sinking feeling that he knew exactly why his father hadn’t come back to look for them.

      Supper was meager that night. Helaine had only cooked enough for two, it seemed. And though stores were running low, as winter had been long in departing this year, Henri knew there should have been enough for them all to have their fill. Genny opened her mouth to complain, but before she could, Henri dumped the rest of his food on her plate. Going hungry was better than watching his stepmother take the switch to his little sister for talking back, and, if pressed, Genny would have no reservations about doing exactly that.

      “If you make so much as a peep tonight,” Helaine whispered above the children as they huddled together under the single blanket on their straw pallet, “I’ll get the whipping stick for both of you!” Her thin, mousy hair stuck to the sides of her face, and the anger in her eyes made her look rather like a mole rat. But these thoughts Henri kept to himself, hoping very much at the same time that his sister would keep her thoughts to herself as well. Much to his relief, however, she fell asleep almost immediately, seemingly unaware of the strange goings-on that Henri was still trying to understand.

      That his stepmother and father had not expected them back was obvious. But why would they try to lose them? Henri was well aware that his stepmother didn’t care a mite about his well-being or his sister’s, but his father surely wasn’t that cruel.

      But what if he is? Henri wondered. And what if they try again? What will I do then?

      If his parents didn’t want them at the cottage, then he and Genny would need to find somewhere else to go. No one in the village would take them, of that he was sure. The township had never liked his family much to begin with. The woodcutter’s family, as well as others like them, who lived outside the village, were suspected of all sorts of wrongdoings. Why else would families choose to live outside the protection of the town?

      Perhaps Father Lucien would take them in. Henri was sure the holy man would at least let them sleep in the church for a night or two until Henri could find a new home. But Father Lucien hardly received enough food now. There would certainly not be enough for three. So where would a boy of nine years find food and shelter for not only himself but his sister of four?

      Henri’s thoughts raced in circles until they were too worn to continue. Drifting off into an aimless sleep, Henri’s last thoughts were a prayer to the Maker, asking, if for nothing else, that the Maker find them a home. It didn’t seem like too much of a request. And yet the task seemed much too great for Henri to carry on his shoulders alone.

      For the first time in a long while, Henri, who was far too old for tears, cried himself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Get up.”

      Henri groaned and rubbed his eyes. How had morning come so soon? A light shove to the chest from his father’s boot, however, roused him enough to realize that morning had not yet come. At least, there was no sun.

      “Why are we up so early?” Henri yawned, wanting nothing more than to roll over.

      “Long day’s work. Now get your sister. We’re goin’.”

      At this, Henri stopped stretching and squinted up at his father. As he did, all the events from the day before returned. Immediately, he knew that whatever this errand was, it would probably have the outcome his parents had wished for the night before. “Genny doesn’t need to come with us,” he said in a small voice. “She’s too little to carry much wood. She’ll drop it when she gets cold.” It was a foolish thing to say, but his foggy mind couldn’t come up with any better reason to keep Genny at home and warm. Perhaps, if Henri disappeared and his trick was gone with him, Helaine and his father would be kinder to his sister.

      “Nah. She’s coming too. Now up, both of you, before your mother wakes up.”

      Henri fumbled in the darkness for his sister. Curled in a tight little ball, she was a mess of yellow curls and blanket in the thin light that came from the orange embers in the hearth. Anxiety bubbled in Henri’s stomach as he gently shook her awake. “Come on, Genny. It’s time to get up.”

      “No. It’s cold.”

      “Genny, I mean it. Father says—” As he spoke, a brilliant flash of light briefly lit the room brighter than day. The crash that followed was loud enough to send Genny into his arms with a shriek. Henri took the opportunity to drag her out of bed and tie her shawl around her shoulders, trying to ignore the piteous whimpers she was making about getting out of bed in a lightning storm. Whenever he could, he tried to throw a glance up at his father, begging silently against hope for mercy, but the room was too dark, especially after the flash that had just blinded them all. The air was heavy, its warning thick. This storm would be bad. Why was his father so insistent on taking them out now? If he was so determined to lose them, as Henri feared, couldn’t he at least do it when the weather was less violent?

      “Here.” His father shoved a loaf of bread into Henri’s arms. “We’ll be working a long time today.”

      All too soon, they were dragged outside, his father’s axe upon his shoulder and Henri clutching the bread in one hand and his sister’s hand in the other. “Wait!” Henri called, stooping and desperately clawing the ground for pebbles. But his father gave him no reprieve.

      “We don’t have time for your foolish antics, boy!” His father turned and marched back to the children, grabbing Henri so hard by the shoulder that it hurt, yanking him back up from the ground. Another flash of lightning revealed a resolve on his father’s face that Henri had never seen before. The look was more like one Helaine often wore, full of loathing, than his usual grave countenance. And it frightened Henri. No, his father would not allow any more antics.

      When his father seemed satisfied and assured of Henri’s obedience, he turned and stalked off in a direction they didn’t usually go. South, where the trees were thin and crooked, and Henri wasn’t nearly as familiar with the landscape. In desperation, Henri began doing the only thing he could think of. Breaking off small chunks of the bread, he began to drop them on the ground behind them as they walked. He would have preferred stones to the bread, but it was the only way he could think to mark their trail.

      For once, Genny was silent, clinging to his arm as they walked. Keeping up with their father became more difficult as the forest around them grew soggier from the rain. Genny’s legs were short, and as the mud became deeper, she struggled to keep up.

      “Father!” Henri called out as he paused to pull his sister’s feet out of a mudhole. “Wait!” When he looked up, however, all signs of his father were gone. “Father!” Henri cried again, tears pricking his eyes, mixing with the nearly painful raindrops that were beginning to pelt them.

      He had known this would happen, he tried to tell himself. That was why he’d been dropping the bread crumbs. He had known his father was going to leave them. He could see it in his face. And yet, deep down, he had hoped his father might find a shred of pity in his heart, if not for him then for his little sister. But here they were. The bread had run out a long time ago, and Henri had no idea as to where they were. Worse than that, though, he knew now what he had feared for so long.

      They were unwanted.

      “I want my mummy!” Genny sobbed as she began to kick and thrash against him. “I want to go home!”

      “Genny, stop kicking!”

      “No! I want to go home!”

      “I mean it! Stop it right now! No one is coming for us! No one wants us! We don’t have a mummy!”

      Genny stopped struggling and looked up into his eyes, their whites lighting up more as each flash of lightning drew closer. “But you said⁠—”

      “I lied. I lied so you would think we had a mummy. But we don’t, so stop screaming and let me think!”

      Genny did indeed stop fighting him, but the heartbroken sobs that she now heaved hurt his heart even more. He had never been that cruel, and he hated himself for it. But the lightning was growing nearer, and he needed to get them to a safe place before the savage storm was fully upon them.

      After a few minutes of turning in circles, waiting for the lightning to strike so he could see the landscape, Henri spotted a little ravine with a hidden alcove beneath it. They would be squeezed tightly inside, but it was better than being out here or beneath a tree. Henri shivered. As the son of a woodcutter, he had learned early on what lightning did to trees.

      Henri took a deep breath and began to drag his still-crying sister over to the alcove. It took a few tries, but he was finally able to shove her down into it and then follow along himself. The soil that they were pressed into was slimy and thick and smelled of swamp gas, but Henri wriggled himself as deep into the bank as he could, holding his sister tightly so she couldn’t escape. And none too soon, as they had only been there a moment or so before the world outside of their shelter began to explode. Genny screamed with each boom of the thunder, and Henri screamed right along with her. Never had he seen such a storm. But then, never had there been such a night.
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        * * *

      

      “Henri!”

      Henri moaned and tried to turn, only to realize that he was not on his straw pallet but squished up against a muddy ravine with his neck cranked uncomfortably. It took him a moment to remember where they were and how they had gotten there.

      “Henri! I smell it!”

      “Smell what?” Henri slowly pulled himself from the little hole in the earth to where his sister was standing, pointing with all her might to the east. The storm had finally passed, and weak sunlight made it through the thin clouds and crooked trees down to the riverbank on which they stood. Everything looked pale and tired.

      “The sweets!” Genny looked at him as though their parents hadn’t just lost them in the forest on purpose during a lightning storm. Instead, her pale blue eyes were alight, green shimmering ever so slightly through their depths.

      Before he had a chance to ready himself, Henri was hit by the smell as well. He didn’t just smell it, though. A hunger so strong it was nearly nauseating hit him like a stray kick from his father’s foot, and it was hard to think of anything else but the delicacies that beckoned them to come and partake. Why had he resisted this call for so many weeks?

      “Let’s go find them!” Genny grinned. “Let’s go find the sweets!”
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      I don’t think I want to go to the banquet tonight after all,” Ever breathed into Isa’s ear, his arms encircling her waist. “I would much rather stay up here with my wife.”

      Isa laughed as Ever held on to her, swaying her from side to side while giving her his most pitiful look through the mirror. “If you don’t hold still, I’m going to drop this earring.”

      “You don’t need earrings if we’re staying here.”

      “Ah, but we cannot stay here, my love. What of our guests downstairs?”

      Ever threw his head back and let out a huff before walking to the bed and falling on top of it. “I am tired of people.”

      “Since when do you tire of people?”

      “Since my wife looks ravishing enough to keep to myself and away from prying eyes forever. Why don’t you wear that color more often?”

      Isa shook her head with a smile and walked over to the bed, where she gently pulled her husband up into a standing position. “But you look so handsome,” she said as she straightened his cloak and tunic. “Don’t deny me the pleasure of showing you off tonight.”

      Handsome was an understatement. The black tunic with silver stitching made Ever look even more imposing than usual. The strong line of his jaw and the erectness of his shoulders made her stomach warm, even after four years of marriage. A few flecks of gray peppered his golden hair here and there, much too early, Isa thought, for his thirty-one years. And yet, what could one expect with the many burdens Destin’s king was forced to carry? Softly, she ran her fingers through that short hair and drew him down for a kiss. Even the gray hair she loved, for it was a constant reminder of her husband’s love for his people. And his love for her.

      “We need to go now,” she said somewhat breathlessly, as she managed to pull out of the kiss. “They’re waiting for us.”

      “Let them wait,” Ever said in a gruff voice.

      “They might not need us,” she rested her forehead against his, “but the children do.” Even as she spoke, Isa could feel the tension return to his shoulders, and she briefly regretted saying such a thing. Already, his storm-gray eyes had become resolute, and he leaned in for one more passionate kiss before walking to the door and holding it open for her.

      “As usual, you are right,” he said, his voice steeled and commanding once again. “It is time.”

      Once they had stepped outside, Ever offered Isa his arm, which she took most readily. Being on the arm of the most powerful, not to mention the most attractive, man in the realm still sent shivers up and down her back. Tonight, however, she felt as though she actually might match his regality, thanks to Gigi’s hard work.

      The red gown that Isa wore tonight was not comfortable in the slightest, its stiff material covered entirely with embroidered miniature white flowers, and it was already making her back ache with the formal posture it required. The elegance of the dress, however, made it one of her favorites. The bodice was fitted, with dozens of small ivory buttons laced up the front, a style taken from the far east, Gigi had said. The skirt was a fashion taken from their own tailors, with layers of cloth cascading in a red waterfall down her legs, much like the petals of a tight, slender rosebud just beginning to unfurl. Though intricate, the gown itself was far from soft. Its sharp angles at Isa’s neck and wrists and the fierce color of the dress created an imposing combination, which was something Isa would need more tonight than ever before. This meeting of kings and queens was important, and choosing to call such an assembly had not been an easy decision to make, for they had much to ask of their neighbors.

      “Your Majesties.” Garin greeted them just outside the crystal balcony’s doors with a smile and an appraising look. “You look ready to enthrall the world.” He took Isa’s right hand in one of his and placed his other hand on Ever’s left shoulder. “Are you ready?” 

      Ever, his face set in the dutiful, vigilant expression Isa knew so well, nodded once. Garin gestured to the servants, who opened the doors to the crystal balcony. 

      A hush fell over the crowd as Isa and Ever cut across the spacious balcony and came to stand in its center, waiting for the music to begin. As they waited, Isa scanned the crowd. Most of the border lords were there, as well as the Tungean and Tumenian kings. A fair group of nobility who also kept lands on their borders surrounded them, along with the kings and queens of Kongretch, Pearlamar, and Anbin. But where were Launce and Olivia?

      Before Isa could search more, it was time for the ceremonial dance to begin. Isa turned back to her partner to find Ever studying her face with a soft intensity, the blue fire in his eyes dancing in time to the music. 

      “You look breathtaking tonight,” he whispered as they began the first slow spin. 

      “Why thank you,” she murmured. Why did her cheeks still flush when he spoke to her that way? She hoped they’d never stop. “Don’t get used to it, though. It took Gigi and three other servants four hours to piece me together like this.”

      “It’s not the dress.” He pulled her into a more dramatic twirl. “Your eyes sparkle when you’re happy.”

      “And how would you know I’m happy?” 

      “Look.” He glanced down at their feet, and Isa’s heart leapt as the blue spirals of fire danced and twirled right along with them, encircling their feet as the flames rose out of the azure crystal. It didn’t matter how many times they danced on this floor. The sight of the crystal’s fire would never fail to steal her breath. How many dances had they shared here beneath the light of the moon? 

      All too soon, the dance ended, and it was time for the real work to begin. Servants ushered everyone into the grand dining hall, alight with a thousand candles hung from crystal chandeliers that reflected off pearlescent floors so that the room shone like a beacon even in the night. As soon as everyone was seated, Ever stood and gave thanks to the Maker for their bounty. Servants appeared, and platters full of steaming beef, sweet corn, honey-dripped hams, fruit so plump it was nearly bursting, and dozens of other delicacies filled the tables. The tables themselves were laid out to resemble a horse’s shoe, with Ever and Isa at the front and center where they could see all of their guests before them.

      Just after the first course, as the sugared rose petals were being served, a movement at the dining hall’s door caught Isa’s eye and she allowed herself a sigh of relief. They had made it.

      “Presenting,” the herald called, “Launce Armand Marchand, of Soudain, Destin, crown prince of Cobren, and his wife, Princess Olivia Edite Raquel Rocha of Cintilante Areia of Cobren.” 

      Despite his three years in the Cobrien courts, Launce’s cheeks still burned visibly as he let the servant lead them to their seats of honor at Isa and Ever’s table. As they drew closer, Isa could immediately see that Olivia’s face, however, was an unhealthy shade of gray. Isa’s first reaction was to think the poor young woman had grown ill sometime on their journey, but as Olivia drew nearer, it became quickly apparent that no such thing had happened recently.

      Olivia had never been slender like Isa but had always kept a lovely soft shape with generous curves and a wide face that was quick to share a friendly smile. But as she sat down heavily beside Isa, the sort of change that had come over Isa’s sister-in-law was undeniable.

      “Olivia!” Isa stood and leaned over to give her a quick, tight hug. “How... how wonderful! How long...?” Isa glanced up at Launce, who uncharacteristically ignored her as he sat beside his wife. The set of his mouth and the way he tucked into his supper made Isa realize he wasn’t going to tell her anything easily tonight, so she reached out and gently probed his heart with her own. Guilt. He was full of guilt, as was Olivia. But at least Olivia was returning her gaze, albeit reluctantly.

      “Please forgive us for our lateness.” Olivia groaned as she leaned back in her chair. “I thought the carriage ride would be well enough, but I have had to stop more times than I can count.”

      “No, of course, we don’t mind!” Isa hurried to assure her, trying not to sound as flustered as she felt. “But, Olivia, how long?”

      “Five months.” Olivia sent her a weak smile. 

      Five months. And they hadn’t bothered to send word that they were expecting? That her own brother had hidden such a secret from her irked Isa more than she cared to show. She swallowed and sought to control her emotions. “But why didn’t you tell us?” she asked as kindly as she could. “Mother and Father will be thrilled!”

      “They know.” Launce spoke for the first time, taking a deep swig of his ale. 

      They knew. Of course they knew. Launce might be crowned prince of Cobren, but no title would have saved him from Deline’s wrath had she found out her son had hidden such a thing. Which meant Isa’s parents had hidden it from her too. But why would they do such a thing?

      “You are to be congratulated.” Ever’s deep voice rang out from behind her, and Isa was immediately grateful for the distraction as she fought to keep tears from streaming down her face. She knew exactly why they hadn’t told her. It was the same reason the expecting women, servants and nobles alike, at the Fortress tended to avoid her until their babes were old enough to toddle around on their own. It was the same reason that Cerise, one of Isa’s oldest friends, had suddenly taken her leave of the Fortress soon after marrying and had not returned.

      The food on Isa’s plate suddenly looked dry and unappetizing, and Isa wanted nothing more than to do what Ever had suggested before the banquet, to run back to their chambers and hide there for a very, very long time. But for now, she reminded herself, it was her duty, as a queen and a sister, to do what her heart wished most of all not to.

      “I’m so happy for you.” She turned to Olivia, hoping her voice didn’t waver too much.

      “Truly?” Olivia watched her through large, brown, careful eyes, so Isa nodded.

      “It will be so wonderful to have a niece or nephew to play with. We need someone around here to spoil.” 

      Just then Ever stood, much to Isa’s relief, and waited for the talking to die down. When the grand hall was quiet, he looked at Isa, who rose and stood beside him. They had work to do.

      “I want to begin by thanking you for coming to us,” Ever began in his reverberating voice. “I know it is not an easy journey for many of you. But there is a matter of grave importance that we must discuss, and I’m afraid it is one that cannot be done through quill and parchment.”

      Their guests watched them silently. Even Lady Jadzia, one of Isa’s least favorite people in the world, wore a look of alarm. 

      “We have discovered a great evil within our borders,” Ever continued, “and it is stealing our children.”

      Gasps went up from a few in the crowd.

      “In the dead of night, children from all over the kingdom have been disappearing from their beds, but when morning comes, no one can find a way or reason for their disappearance. Common children, noble children, there is no discrepancy. Boys or girls from every station of life, from three years of age up to the age of ten have gone. We have had our soldiers searching for the responsible party for weeks now. I, myself, have ventured out at least a dozen times. And yet we cannot find where the children are going, nor do we know how they are getting there. All we know is that somewhere at the core of this crime is a magic of the blackest kind.”

      Ever paused, Isa knew, to allow such dour news to sink in. Throughout the western kingdoms, there were little bits of magic here and there, often kept hidden by kings and lords to secretly further their own interests. But few kingdoms used the deep magics. For magic was far different from what Isa and Ever and other gifted folk wielded. Theirs was a gift from the Maker, a power that lived in their bones, and was as much a part of them as their hair color or the length of their fingers. Deep magic was conjured, dragged up from the dregs of the earth, substances and powers that no man should ever touch, according to Ever. The only kingdom to use such power in recent years had been Tumen. But even they had sworn off such power in order to promote peace within the realm.

      “What is it that you could want from us, Everard?” King Leon of Lingea called out.

      “I would like to position groups of my soldiers along all the borders of Destin,” Ever replied. “I have the feeling that we will be smoking the offender out very soon. Should he escape, I would like my men, with your permission, of course, to have the right to chase him down, no matter which territory he crosses into.”

      “How do we know this isn’t simply a step toward handing over our lands to you now?”

      Everyone turned to see Lady Jadzia stand. Even taller than Isa and decked in emeralds that made her red hair look even redder, the woman sniffed and tilted her head with a look that made Isa want to smack her. Instead, Isa stood as straight as her own back would allow and fixed her most dangerous gaze upon the noblewoman. 

      “Would you prefer for the thief to run about your lands unchecked? Because I can assure you, Lady Jadzia, that such a thing would be perfectly possible.”

      The two women stood for another long minute, glaring at one another until Lady Jadzia finally sat down with a thump beside her snoring, portly husband. If the woman wasn’t so infuriating, Isa might have felt sorry for her. To be forced to marry such a man twice her age could not have led to a pleasant life. But the sneer on Lady Jadzia’s face kept Isa from feeling too sorry for her.

      “Losing the guilty to a man-made border seems a complete waste of time and resources.” Ever resumed his speech as Isa and Jadzia continued to glare at one another. “I would like to personally ensure that he never produces such darkness in another kingdom again.”

      “You have our cooperation, of course.” Launce spoke up, carefully keeping his gaze directed at Ever rather than her, Isa noticed. As the other kings and nobles began to talk amongst themselves, a soldier slid through the door and approached them at a quick pace. 

      “Your Highnesses.” He leaned in to whisper to Isa and Ever, “Another informant has been brought in. General Acelet thought you would be quite interested in this one.”

      “Very well,” Ever nodded, “I will be down in⁠—”

      “No.” Isa was already on her feet. “I will take him. You finish here.”

      “Are you sure?” Ever quirked a brow at her, and Isa gave him a sly grin back.

      “I’ve been itching to get my hands on another one.”

      At that, Ever flashed her a knowing smile before turning back to his guests.

      Isa followed the soldier as quickly as her legs could carry her, thanking the Maker all the way out of the dining hall and down to the examination room. While interrogating their newest informant would have been an intriguing task on any given day, now more than ever she was grateful for the escape. Anything to keep from having to sit beside Launce and Olivia as the object of their pity.
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      The examination room, as it had come to be called, was located on a lower level of the Fortress. It had no windows and only one door. Ever had argued that interrogating criminals in the dungeon would have been more effective, but Isa refused to go down there. Dungeons of any sort held too many memories for her after the war with the glass wizard, even the upper dungeons that she’d never been imprisoned in. Besides, she’d told Ever, her talent didn’t rely on darkness or his terrifying blue flames. She would be better able to focus in a simple room, one that allowed her to focus on the core of her victims’ hearts. To that, Ever could not argue.

      As Isa entered the examination room, a shiver moved across her shoulders and down her back, and she was suddenly thankful for the presence of the two soldiers that flanked her. They were two of Ever’s best. Can they feel, Isa wondered, the same cold blackness that surrounds their prisoner? 

      Before the children had begun to disappear, Isa had had little experience involving those with the dark arts. The practitioners of Sorthileige had been well enough hunted down by earlier generations of Fortiers that there were few left in Destin. Even so, whenever word came in of Sorthileige activity, Ever had never wasted a second in tracking it down and cutting it off wherever he found it. When Isa had once asked why she should not accompany him, Ever had turned to give her a look that had chilled her to the bone. 

      “You will... someday. But the darkness will change you...” He’d paused, his eyes troubled. “It took me years of practice before I was ready to take the Sorthileige on without my father’s guidance. One day, when I know how, then I will teach you.” 

      Isa might have pressed harder if it hadn’t been for the extreme weariness she had seen on his face every time he and his men returned from such an expedition. When she had asked Acelet, Ever’s favorite general, the man had worn a haggard look very similar to Ever’s. 

      “Such activity is not a place where we can help him. We simply clear the area so no one stumbles upon us while he is at work.”

      “What does he do with it?” Isa had asked.

      “Burns it... all of it. Everything the Sorthileige practioner has touched or owned must be destroyed.”

      “Can you not set such items on fire?”

      Acelet had shaken his head sorrowfully. “No mere fire burns such relics of darkness. Only the Fortier fire can engulf it.”

      “And the people?”

      “I continue to await the day when one runs to him, begging for forgiveness, but no such thing has ever happened. They all try to escape or resist him. Every single one dies with a shriek of rage on their lips.”

      After that conversation, Isa had decided that Ever was right, and that she was not ready to face such an evil. Not yet. The Fortress was changing her, making her stronger to be sure, but she was still learning her own power.

      That resolve had changed for both of them, however. When the children began to disappear a few weeks before, the work had become too much for Ever to handle on his own. Even then, Ever had not wanted her to touch the witnesses they were bringing in, but Garin assured him that he would be there with her as long as she needed it. Only Garin’s presence convinced Ever to let her try. And to be honest, Isa hadn’t really wanted to try at first, either. As always, however, in his own gentle way, Garin had guided her and protected her. Under his tutelage, her particular strength proved to be a great asset in the interrogations as they tried to track down the source of the disappearances. It had not been long before Isa was able to handle the interrogations on her own. Of course, that didn’t mean she enjoyed the darkness any more than Ever had.

      Still, it gave her something to do, a purpose she knew she had been made to fulfill. So now, Isa steadied herself as she faced the man who was bound to the chair in the center of the room. Chains, rather than rope, had been used, as Ever said rope was rarely effective with even the most basic of Sorthileige users.

      Upon studying him, however, Isa realized that this particular man was somewhat unusual compared to their more recent prisoners. He reeked of the dark arts, as the rest of them had, but unlike the others, he wore no talismans or charmed stones. In truth, he much resembled a tavern regular, the kind one might find on its steps after having a drink too many and causing a ruckus. His stringy brown hair was long and tied poorly behind his neck. Along with the scent of darkness, his ragged clothes reeked of ale, sweat, and bodily parts that Isa preferred not to think about. As she studied him, the man stared right back at her. His dirty, matted beard covered most of his mouth, but what was visible was turned up in a cocky grin. Not that such looks bothered Isa. She had dealt with arrogance like his before, and worse.

      “So,” Isa began in a quiet voice as she fixed him with her most unnerving stare, “I am told you were found boasting of selling a book of the Sorthileige.” She paused. “You do know that to possess such an item and not relinquish it immediately to the crown is a crime punishable by death, do you not?”

      The man stuck his bottom lip out and shrugged. “I’m just a simple tradesman, Your Majesty. I don’t care to make deals with the king. But you,” his eyes raked her up and down, unabashed, “I might certainly be willing to make a deal with you... for the right price. We could—” The smirk melted from his face. “What are you doing to me?” He gagged.

      “That is for me to know. What I need from you is the truth. Who purchased that book?”

      “I don’t like this!” The man shook his head violently and flexed his hands within their bindings. “Make it stop!”

      “Then tell me to whom you sold the book!” Isa shouted.

      “It wasn’t recent! Four years ago... maybe five?”

      Isa pressed harder. It was amazing how agonizing the truth could be when one had managed to suppress it for so long.

      “A woman! It was a woman! She was new... I’d never seen her before that night! She simply showed up at the tavern one day.”

      “What tavern?”

      “The one in Sansim. I don’t even know how she found me. She asked if I knew where she could find a book of the Sorthileige, and I did. Picked it up off some dead hermit a few years before that. She paid me and left, and I haven’t heard from her since!”

      “And what, precisely, did that book detail?”

      The man shrugged, his body shaking as she released him from the agony just enough for him to think. “I never read it. I told you, I’m a merchant. I have a few talents here and there, but I deal talents more than I practice them. Talismans, individual spells, even large items like the book, when I can find them.” He sat up straighter. “It had something in it about fire.”

      “Did it never cross your mind,” Isa leaned in close, “that she might use such an item poorly?”

      “My lady,” the man gave her a strained smile, “do you think such an object would be used in any other way?”

      Frustrated, Isa stepped away to think. Of the dozens who had dabbled in Sorthileige that she had interrogated in the last three weeks, none of them had been as openly unguided or unrepentant as this fellow. Often, they would say nothing, or would try to find excuses, trying to hide their deviances in her presence. They had mistakenly seemed to believe that she would be more merciful than her husband, whom they had openly defied. They had been wrong.

      Just as this man was wrong to underestimate her. He screamed as she fixed him with her most focused stare.

      “You asked what I was doing, so I will tell you. I, sir, have the strength of the heart. That means that I can make you feel the truth as it is. Not the convoluted, twisted truth that you have convinced yourself exists. The real, visceral truth, the one you ignored when you sold that woman the book for enough coin to purchase a few more drinks.” Isa leaned over him so that she could grab his chair and tilt it back to an uncomfortable angle. “I thought you should know that the book you sold the woman just might have aided her in luring away hundreds of children over the last few weeks, and if any of them should die, their blood will be on your head.”

      Isa stepped back, letting his chair crash to the floor, but she didn’t release the grip she held on his heart as she sent barrage after barrage of images at the man, images of the distraught parents’ faces who had come to the Fortress, begging for help. Their wails and screams and agony. This man was proving to be more difficult than most, despite his careless appearance. And yet, Isa could feel him beginning to soften as he started to quietly weep. Silently, she allowed herself a breath of relief and thanked the Fortress and the Maker.

      “The southern forest,” he finally said in a ragged voice, “past the Shadowed Chasm and the oak trees.”

      “That’s nearly on the border of Kongretch!”

      He nodded, still staring at the ground. “She headed south from the tavern after we finished our deal. But I must warn you,” he said hastily as Isa took a step toward him, “something is happening there, though I know not what! But the Sorthileige is even stronger there now than it was back then.” He looked up at her piteously. “What will you do with me, now that you know?”

      “That will be for my husband to decide,” Isa said softly before turning and nodding at her guards. But as she headed for the door, the man grunted behind her. Isa’s sword was out in a flash. The man’s chains burst as he let out a cry of anger, but Isa was ready. He took a step back, then two as she held her sword against the flesh of his throat.

      “Are you harmed, Your Majesty?” One guard wound a new set of chains even tighter around the man’s wrists, while the other guard began to examine her for blood. “We need to bring you to a safer place,” the guard began, but instead of answering, Isa grabbed their prisoner by the collar and tormented him in the most agonizing way she knew how.

      “May the evil that you have inflicted upon others visit your soul every waking moment until you die,” she whispered in his ear. “And when it does, just remember that truth is only as painful as you have made it.” She looked up at the older guard. “You will have no problem with him now.” Then she nodded for the other guard to walk her back up the steps and into the main hall once more.

      “If I may say so,” the younger guard smiled shyly at her when they were finally on their way back to the banquet, “that was quite impressive, Your Majesty.” Then his face paled. “I apologize for my forwardness. I have only just begun here. I fear my mouth⁠—”

      “Your compliment is kind,” Isa interrupted him with a smile. “I could not be more honored. Now,” she sucked in a deep breath, “pray tell, do you know what hour it is?” 

      With the enthusiasm of a small child, the young man dashed over to a passing servant, before dashing back over to her. “It is just past the ninth hour.” 

      Isa thanked him but couldn’t help the deep sigh that escaped her. She was grateful, of course, to have the information they needed. And yet she couldn’t help wishing the interrogation had lasted just a bit longer.
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      I must say, Your Highness.” The Duke of Sud Colline leaned forward, a piece of beef sticking out of his mouth as he spoke. Ever tried to ignore it, but he had never much liked this cousin. “Either she failed miserably,” his cousin continued, “or she is back very soon. If it is the latter, I am quite impressed.”

      Ever followed his cousin’s gaze to see Isa reentering the room. A small wave of relief broke over him as she met his eyes and gave him the smallest of nods. He knew that Isa was safe within the Fortress walls, and yet the thought of his sweet wife standing within spitting distance of those who practiced darkness made his skin crawl. Not that there weren’t monsters here in the dining hall as well. Ever didn’t miss the way his oafish cousin studied Isa as she approached, and Ever was considering setting him straight when Isa seated herself again beside him.

      “We have our heading,” she announced in a small, triumphant voice. Despite her calm appearance, Ever could tell she was nearly bursting with excitement.

      “You must have beat him with a weapon fierce,” the duke’s youngest daughter called out, her eyes bright with interest.

      “Oh, of course not!” Isa smiled and smoothed her crimson skirts. “I am a lady! Striking a man with a weapon would be highly inappropriate.”

      “That is not what you seemed to think this morning during swordplay,” Ever teased his wife.

      She blushed prettily and began to eat her meal as if nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place, and she hadn’t just found a lead to their kingdom’s disappearing children. In fact, Ever realized with a pang of unease, she seemed far too happy.

      “So how do you do it?” the duke pressed. “If you don’t torture them with a weapon, surely they do not give up their information on their own accord.”

      Isa put down her fork, having not yet gotten a bite to eat, and fixed her sweetest smile upon him. Ever nearly grinned, for he knew what treatment his cousin would now be subjected to.

      “There is an undeniable truth in this world, as sure as the Maker lives. I cannot make them agree with it, but I can use the truth to make them uncomfortable, for they know deep down that they are suppressing that truth. If they are not completely on their guard, or are not very strong, the truth can twist their hearts and alter their actions.”

      “So you make them change their minds?”

      “Oh no. That is the work of the Maker. The Fortress simply gives me the power to show them the Maker’s truth. Limited insight, you could say, into the lives of those he sends my way. In this case, I just showed the man the truth about the damage he has done to so many through his selfish, careless actions.”

      “It must be terrible to be a weak-minded person around you,” the duke chortled. “I must be grateful that such is not my lot in life.”

      Isa didn’t answer, only frowned ever so slightly, and just as Ever had expected, the duke’s face went from its usual shade of puffy red to nearly a deep purple, and his grin disappeared completely.

      “You really should pay more attention to your wife, sir,” Isa said. “It is a shame to waste time pining for those that the Maker did not give you.”

      So the duke’s attentions had not been lost on her either. Ever enjoyed watching the man squirm as he looked guiltily at his wife for perhaps the first time that night. Disgusted, Ever shook his head.

      After that, Isa’s other admirers hurriedly found other topics of discussion. That, of course, left Isa in the same position she had been in to begin with. Ever’s heart hurt as he watched her give Olivia and Launce her kindest smiles and sweetest words. When Olivia felt ill again, Isa called Gigi immediately to tend to her in the guest chambers that Isa kept prepared for her brother and his wife. Not a moment too soon did the hour eventually strike eleven, and Ever stood and thanked his guests for their cooperation and attendance before turning them over to their prospective servants to be led to their guest chambers.

      Finally, he was on his own with Isa as they made their way back to their room.

      “Did most of them agree to allow men to be stationed at the borders?” Isa asked as he took her arm. 

      “Yes. Tumen wasn’t very happy about it at all, but I think even they do not relish the idea of a child thief tramping about their kingdom.”

      “Good,” Isa nodded, “then the evening was a perfect success.” She continued prattling on as Ever held the chamber door open for her, talking too fast like she always did when she was uncomfortable. “And isn’t it wonderful that Olivia and Launce are having a baby! It will be a beautiful child, with her complexion, of course.”

      Ever folded his arms and watched her with sad eyes as she stood before her vanity and removed the piles of jewelry that Gigi had heaped upon her that afternoon.

      “We’ll have to get them a special gift, of course...”

      The moment that Ever had been dreading all evening finally came as Isa’s voice trailed off, and she laid her head in her hands. Quiet sobs shook her thin shoulders as Ever went to her and drew her into his chest. Desperately, he tried to find words that would lift the weight off her shoulders even just a little. But no words came. For really, what could he say?

      “It hurts, Ever,” Isa whimpered as tears continued to stream down her face.

      “I know,” he whispered as he lifted her and carried her to the bed, where he laid
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