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The large room felt eerie as Sylas entered. The throne room was still covered in white shrouds and flowers, the customary color for mourning. Other than the viewing table at the front of the room, the staff had been working to put things away. This was where Sylas could see Cal standing. 

He had changed out of his military uniform and was dressed in white again. The color looked off on him. Caligo tended to gravitate toward darker tones, so the stark whites he had been wearing for public appearances, and even in private these days, were off putting. From the embroidery on his formal vest to the boots he wore, not a drop of color was present.

Even Sylas was wearing a white jacket with an elegantly embroidered gold trim. The gold flowers and vines cascaded down the center of the garment, along the bottom, and down from his shoulders. Dolus had picked out Sylas’s formal wear and he honestly welcomed it. It wasn’t that he lacked a sense of style; he just didn’t know how to pick clothes for his new standing. What would pass as formal garb in Rieka was much different than the capital of Ozra.

Approaching the front of the room, Sylas slows his pace. From a distance he could hear the sniffles in the quiet space as Cal stared at the dark stone in his hand. This was the essence stone that had been placed on the pyre for Cal before they burned Novi’s body during the eloium. Usually, the family waited until the following day to retrieve them, but Cal had his already. Sylas wondered if he left the service with it. In theory, if he had the Light Source now, heat couldn’t hurt him.

In silence, Sylas comes up beside Cal and looks at the table. The floral display gave them something pleasant to look at. They had been re-laid in an arrangement to outline the body that been there that morning. The local florist had drawn from their personal greenhouse to give Novi a vibrant assortment, Emidio knowing most of the capital’s business owners himself. 

Sylas places his hand over Cal’s, that rested on the edge of the table. “Feeling any better?” he asks, his voice quiet.

With a heavy breath, Cal shakes his head. “I’m in denial, which feels like a fairly large part of my personality these days.”

Sylas furrows his brow, unsure if Cal was trying to make a joke or simply speaking bluntly. Either way, laughing didn’t feel like the right reaction. He could tell Cal had been in denial since they returned from the temple. Though Caligo was insisting he was putting on a strong facade, Sylas could tell he was simply trying to forget what he witnessed.

“This is my fault,” Cal says in a quiet voice, taking Sylas’s hand, trying to get some comfort from the small gesture. “I could hardly look at Pippa and Emidio today,” he admits softly. “I knew this was going to be difficult but not like this...”

“They don’t blame you,” Sylas reassures, keeping his voice low. 

He watches Cal shake his head as he looked at the stone in his other hand. Sylas was relieved to finally see Cal showing some emotion over this. He had been holding back tears since he got out of bed this morning. Not that Cal slept much. Sylas was up most of the night trying to ease him into the day.

“She was like a mother to me.” Cal’s voice cracks as he studies the essence stone. “She loved me as if I were her own son. She saw how frightened and confused I was when I came to her, and she tried to help me make sense of myself... I have mourned, but never like this.”

“I’m sorry, Cal,” Sylas mutters.

When given the option to have a personal eloium for his father and brother, Sylas refused. With the loss of his village, the idea of taking away from the massacre by having an eloium for Berk or Ezra felt foolish. He still regretted not giving himself that closure. Though he did attend the memorial on the Riekan grounds before the rebuild, he never saw either of their bodies or even visited their graves. Part of him felt guilty for not giving them a proper ceremony. He just let them throw his father and brother into a mass grave and place a marker with their names.

Mercy had told him he replaced the markers with stone and metal plaques. His best friend having done the work himself. Mercy, along with Charlyn, had even upkept the graves by cleaning them and placing flowers throughout the year. Changing the decorations with the seasons and making sure people knew the pair were missed. Sylas never even thanked him for that.

“She tried to warn me,” Cal shares. “She begged me to stay in Sintus when I returned with Pippa. She knew as soon as I walked out the door that her fate was sealed, Sy. I wasn’t even her child, yet she came to protect me. If I had just heeded her warnings...”

“Hey... This isn’t on you,” Sylas speaks, putting a hand to Cal’s face, feeling him lean into the touch. “This isn’t your fault.”

“But it is, Sy,” he gets out through the soft tears. “Malice would not be targeting Mercy if it wasn’t for the things I’ve done. I’ve hurt my people. I’ve hurt my family. I’m not fit to wear the crown. I never was.”

He pulls away from Sylas and pushes away from the table. With a shuddering breath, Cal removes the circlet from his head. He studies the white gems and turns it to see Mercy’s initials engraved on the inside of the band. Seeing the MV made his stomach hurt. Now that he thought of it, most of his newer jewelry and crowns were made by his Alia. With an angry shout, he throws it across the room. Sylas winces as the metal clatters to the floor about twenty feet away and skids to a stop.

Watching Cal, Sylas observes him start to pull the rings from his fingers, letting each hit the ground with a sharp ting. Hastily, Caligo starts to take out the earrings he wore, not even sure if they were from Mercy or not. In that moment, he wanted nothing that reminded him of that man on his body. Struggling with the earrings, he grabs the pendant with the Shadow Source rune on it instead. He yanks it harshly, breaking the chain. The entire time he kept the essence stone in the palm of his hand, gripping it tightly. He lets the pendant fall to the ground and goes back to his ear before Sylas finally steps in. He grabs Cal’s hands and pulls him into an embrace. As soon as Sylas wraps his arms around him, Cal loses it.

“I should have listened to my instincts on the day of my coronation,” Cal bawls, shaking his head as the tears came harder. “I’ve done nothing to deserve my status. I don’t deserve to be marked a Keeper of Shadows. I don’t deserve to rule Novus Aitus. Master Novi is dead because of me. Nex is dead because of me. Mercy is being led to slaughter because of my actions. All of this...”  

“It’s alright,” Sylas whispers. “You’re alright.”

Sylas couldn’t quite tell if Cal was angry or simply expressing his grief. The eloium was enough to break the mask he was trying to put on. He feels Cal hug him tighter, Sylas closing his eyes at the action.

Novi was the only positive parental figure Cal knew, and she was gone. Sylas couldn’t help but feel guilty for letting it happen right under his nose. Maybe if he hadn’t held Cal down at the temple, he could have saved her. Jumping in front of Mercy’s blast to save Sylas was enough to call Caligo's Shadow Source back, who was to say it wouldn’t have worked jumping in front of Novi?

“She loved you, Cal,” Sylas whispers, his heart breaking as Cal’s sobs slowed. “She loved you so damn much and she wanted you to be King. She wanted you to show the world what she saw every single day. She knew the great man you’d become.”

“She’s gone because of me,” Cal shudders.

“No, she’s gone because of Bryer,” Sylas corrects, squeezing him tighter.

“What if he takes you next?” Cal mutters into Sylas’s ear.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sylas comforts. “You won’t survive a damn day without me, and I know that.”

If Cal had told the National Council about Malice months ago, then maybe they could have changed this outcome. If he had just taken the time to focus on the rebels or Mercy, he would have been able to detect the unrest in his Alia and prevent this. If he had just taken a moment. His initial assessment of those camps was wrong, and he was now hating himself for not seeing it sooner.

Going to pull away, Sylas feels Cal grip him tighter. With a soft exhale, he keeps him in his arms. If Cal needed the hug, Sylas would give it. He’d stand there for hours if needed. As aloof as Cal could be, he enjoyed physical comfort just as much as Sylas.

“It’s okay, love,” Sylas sooths. “We’ll get through this. It’s gonna suck, but we will.”

Shaking his head, Cal finally pulls away. “Mercy wouldn’t even be on Malice’s radar if I hadn’t given him his Source back,” he shares. “I was thoughtless. I should have held onto that power. Locked it away... I saw what he could do at Spheara. I felt it in my chest, and I still trusted him. Perhaps Mala was right. Keepers are meant to be feared.”

“Did you really just agree with your mother?” Sylas states in shock. He watches Cal’s face and sees the agony in his eyes. Taking Novi from him had been a more painful blow than any physical wound. “The world you’re working to create is going to be great, but it’ll still be filled with some crappy and difficult things, Cal. Things we’ll get through. It’ll suck, but we’ll figure it out. We always do.”

“Always the optimist,” Cal smiles softly, shaking his head at the statement and looking to the stone still in his hand.

“Only when you need it,” Sylas nods, wiping the tears from Cal’s cheeks. 

“Right,” Cal sighs. “Thank you, my love,” he huffs as Sylas gives him a soft smile.

“How about we go back to your room and ask Dolus to bring you some of that soup you like?” Sylas suggest. “Then tomorrow we can come back fresh. Talk to Zero. We can fix this. Okay?” 

“Yeah,” Cal agrees, giving him another hug. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Sylas squeezes, his face showing his worry.

For once, Sylas wasn’t sure he could fix this. He wasn’t sure they could fix any of it. Mercy had lost his mind and now Cal was losing his.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2


[image: image]


Mercy looks at his ankle and mindlessly starts yanking on the chain that held him to a post in the center of the room. He had woken up here, chained to a pole, at least two days ago. He wasn’t even sure where he was, but the fabric hanging over the door to insulate suggested he was in the hands of Malice. The dark blue and pale yellow had caught his attention as soon as he opened his eyes.

The room they housed him in was made of insulated pine planks with a heater to keep him warm. They gave him a cot and a small hot plate with a tea kettle if he wanted to use it. It was like a makeshift home just for him. One he was unsure why they gave him. He could easily melt the shackle on his ankle, but these people trusted him not to run off for some reason. Then again... Where would he even go?

He winces as he feels Cal try to contact him with their Voca. At least the nagging feeling confirmed his Alia was still alive. Caligo had been trying to reach him since he woke up, but Mercy didn’t want to be found. His mind had been feeling even more chaotic and it seemed every time he powered up, he would lose himself. In his powered up state, he had killed Master Novi and up until he felt Cal’s call, he feared he had killed him and Sylas too. 

Caligo was worried about him. Maybe even scared from what he could feel through the connection. Perhaps Cal could sense Mercy’s fear and guilt too. He shudders at the thought and shoves Cal out while taking a steady breath. He was always better at keeping his mind to himself. Caligo was slack with their Voca, while Mercy was straight and steady with it.

A shiver runs down his spine as a cold breeze rushes in through the doorway. Looking to the entrance, he could hear voices speaking outside. They were talking in hushed tones, Mercy unable to make sense of the mutters. After another moment, a Light Keeper enters with a smile. His eyes get wide at the familiar face.

He knew this woman. They grew up together, her mother being close with his father due to the fact they were the only Keepers of Light in Rieka. She had also become close with Sylas while they attended school. She was a year or two older than Sylas, but that didn’t stop them from bonding over poetry and books. When their family fled, his best friend was beside himself for months. He wasn’t sure if Sylas loved her, but there was a strong bond there. One that Sylas was pained to lose.

“Lili?” he asks in shock.

“Hello,” she smiles. “It’s good to see you.”

“You’re-you’re alive?” he states, shaking his head. “Are you... Are you a spirit?”

“I'm not a spirit,” she chuckles. “You were something else at Spheara by the way,” she praises, approaching him. “There was a lot going on, so I’m not surprised you didn’t see me.”

She aged beautifully. Her features complemented her large eyes and soft jaw line. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold air outside and her lips were chapped. She wore a long tunic with thick wool pants and a bag on her hip. In her hands she held a set of clothing and a pair of boots for Mercy. She places them gently on a small table by his cot.

The last time he had seen either of the Clarus daughters was the day before their family fled. Their parents had come to his house begging Orlo for help, but his father refused. They were all children at the time, but he remembered how scared Liliya, Kainda, and their mother looked. The next night, Mercy’s mother was killed, and his father and brother were taken. Now he wondered if his father had perhaps given them a warning or if the Clarus family was possibly trying to warn them instead.

Narrowing his eyes, he could see her irises begin glowing faintly as a calmness washed over him. At this point she was now in her mid 20s, her soft and delicate features reminding him a lot of his own mother. Her silver hair was cut short and unkempt but somehow still framed her face.

He watches her look him over with a forced smile. Mercy appeared sickly, and the expression in his eyes was all but void. Malice had broken the planet’s symbol of hope and in turn, broke her heart. At least when he was powered down, he was himself, or at least what was left of Mercy Validus. 

She feared what Bryer was planning to do with him in this state. Part of her wanted to tell Mercy to run, but she knew he wouldn’t last a day out there in his current condition.

“How do you feel?” she asks, trying to remain calm. “I can go get Indigo for you.”

“Indigo?” Mercy asks. 

“Our medic,” she informs him. “He’s grown quite fond of you already. He thinks you’re very handsome, but he says that about everyone,” she laughs.

“I’m fine,” he replies, yanking at the chain again, ignoring the compliment.

“I’m glad you didn’t try to run off,” she shares, attempting to make small talk. 

“I don’t have much of a choice,” Mercy adds, gesturing to the shackle on his ankle. “You kind of chained me up.”

She chuckles lightly at the remark. They both knew he could escape if he wanted to. There was something keeping him here though. Perhaps a lingering fear of what would happen if he chose to leave.

She pulls a small case from the bag at her hip before gesturing to the garments she brought. “I thought you might want a change of clothes.”

“Thanks,” he mutters, picking at his nails as she moves over to him and opens the container. 

She lightly touches his left arm, bringing his attention to it. Looking at his hand, he grimaces at the sight of the dark veins. His arm still ached and flexing his fingers felt nearly impossible. Every movement sent a shooting pain through to his shoulder and into his chest. 

“Can I talk to Bryer?” he finally asks as she reveals a syringe and vial.

“He wants to talk to you too,” she shares, carefully putting the liquid into the syringe. “I think we should get you cleaned up first.”

“What?” he questions as she sticks his upper arm, just below the scar, with the needle. He grimaces.

“You look terrible,” she explains. “I can take you to the showers.”

Pulling the needle out, she puts a bit of pressure on the injection site and smiles at him again. What was she even injecting him with? Why was he letting her? 

“Something for the pain. It’ll take the edge off,” she states, releasing his arm.

He studies her for a moment and furrows his brow. He could sense something here he hadn’t felt in a while. At first, he thought it was a fluke when he started spending time with Meera before Velia was born, but maybe it wasn’t. It was like feeling a second heartbeat when checking for a pulse. Taking his eyes to her stomach, he focuses on it. The thrumming beat was getting clearer and louder as he sat there trying to figure it out.

“You’re having a baby,” he whispers.

Her eyes dart to his face. “How did you know that?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugs, staring at her stomach. “How far along are you?” 

“About three months,” she states, watching his numb face.

“Who’s the father?” he asks.

“A friend,” she shares, her tone sharp. 

“A friend?” he repeats, with a furrowed brow.

“It’s complicated,” she sighs in exasperation, hoping to avoid the conversation. “Would you like a shower?” she questions, packing the vial away.

A shower didn’t sound bad. They hadn’t exactly let him clean up since the incident at the temple. In fact, he probably smelled worse than he looked. How did he even get here?

“I’ll take you,” she encourages, pulling a key from her pocket. “I’ll have someone get you a fresh set of blankets too.” She gestures for him to get up. “I’m here to be a familiar face, Mercy. I’m not going to hurt you.”

With a steady breath and a nod, he gets to his feet and winces. His joints ached. Somehow his bones felt like sandpaper and each movement was rubbing his muscle raw. He shudders as he takes a sharp breath and stands still to try and gain his bearings. His head begins to spin as he starts to sway. He watches her unlock his ankle before closing his eyes.

“You’re okay,” Liliya gasps, going to steady him. “We’ll get you a shower and I’ll find you something stronger for your pain. Bundle up, it’s cold out.”

He nods his head as she grabs the clothes and signals for him to follow. He pulls a blanket from his cot and wraps it around his shoulders and follows her lead.

As soon as they exited the small dwelling, he felt the chill set in. There was at least a foot of snow covering the ground, but clear paths had been carved by people walking from structure to structure. With the frigid air, he feels the urge to power up, but swallows his Source down. If he powered up, who knew what would happen.

This camp was a more permanent compound. It reminded him of the one Cal was in, but it had more solid buildings than tents. Each neatly constructed building was carefully placed in a grid like system. Most were made of wood, probably due to the ease of moving and building with the material. The housing went on forever it seemed. There were a few tents scattered around, but for the most part, Malice had settled in here. 

“How many people are here?” Mercy asks.

“About 800,” Lili shares. “We have a prisoner camp about a mile south of here.”

“Where I found Caligo?” he asks, looking around.

“Correct,” she confirms, her voice wary.

There was a hand full of people out and about, but most seemed to be staying inside. With the sun already low in the distance, he wasn’t too surprised. 

“This became one of Malice’s main compounds,” Liliya shares, dropping back to walk in stride with him. “A lot of Keepers, humans, and mutts were left misplaced after Spheara. A large part of Malice is just small organizations that came together to give these people homes. That’s how I ended up in Malice. Most of the Keepers and humans pool their Stopgap funds together to help others who have nowhere else to go. It’s been amazing to see that part of the organization thrive.”

“I thought you guys just wanted Cal gone?” Mercy questions, seeing a couple with a toddler making their way down one of the paths.

“No,” she informs. “Malice grew to have political motivations like any other organization, but we have heart. A lot of camps just want to give back to those uprooted by the UC and Mala. Most of our camps are active haven locations with a few armed and prison camps sprinkled in after Bryer brought us together. Most of us joined to find our footing alongside others in the same position. What these people have gone through is something King Caligo will never understand.”

“Bryer wasn’t originally in charge?” Mercy asks with a raised brow.

“Not entirely,” she frowns. “He’s one of the founders of Malice but most of these camps were formed individually and still have their own leaders. Bryer offered protection in exchange for upping his numbers. Most haven’t been happy with his progress in the last few months. His focus has shifted to a more negative narrative. I’m sure people will start leaving soon, but we’ll see. Here,” Liliya states, coming to a halt outside another structure and offering him the clothes as she takes the blanket. “There should be a stack of fresh towels in any open stall. I’ll meet you out here when you’re finished. Take as much time as you need.”

He listens to her and enters the small bathhouse with some hesitance. As soon as he stepped inside, he could feel the warmth and humidity from the hot showers that had been running off and on all day. That meant there was some stability to this place. They had running water, which signaled Ozra, or some Council member, saw this as an actual village rather than a camp. Maybe it was a village? He didn’t ask if the camp had a name.

He pauses just inside to take in what Lili had said.  His Alia wasn’t wrong about the organization being harmless when they first popped up. Maybe Caligo was paying closer attention than Mercy thought. Cal had insisted they meant no harm to his monarchy for nearly a year before Bryer shifted the threat. Perhaps he should have had a little more faith in his friend.

Looking up, he frowns. He could sense another Keeper nearby, which wasn’t too surprising. Why did this Source connection seem familiar to him? There was a buzz about it that made him think of Cal. Shaking it off, he focuses on what he came here for. Moving slowly, he finds an open shower stall and closes the door quietly behind him.

Glancing at himself in the mirror on the door as he locks it, he freezes. He didn’t even recognize the man staring back. The Mercy he saw was thinner, the dark circles under his eyes echoing the sickness he felt running through him. Somehow, he appeared paler, his skin seeming more gray than pink.

Taking what was left of his dingy shirt off, he looks at the injury on his arm from the genti he pulled out. The dark veins were still emanating from the flattened scar on his upper arm to his hand and were reaching toward his face. The vessels spidered up the left side of his neck. Running his fingers down his neck he shakes his head at the image. How had he let this happen? Even with the metal removed, the poison still remained.

Letting out a shuddering breath, he pulls his eyes from the mirror and focuses on cleaning himself up. He was covered in grime and dried blood, some even Ruby’s. He shivers at the thought of his little girl being gone. The image flashes through his mind causing him to audibly gasp. Sylas had said she was alive, but he had seen her body. Ruby was dead. His best friend only said that to try and calm him down. Why would Sylas lie to him about something as important as his daughters?

Getting into the shower he lets the hot water run over him trying to clear his head. The last week or so felt like a blur and he wasn’t even sure if he was remembering things correctly. How could Cal and Sylas be against him? The fact they were even alive after the battle at the temple was astonishing. How did they get away unscathed? Surely Cal was to thank for that. Was he thankful though? Sylas only tied him down, didn’t he?

After washing his hair with the shampoo in the dispenser, he leans on the wall and lets his eyes fall to the floor. The hot water felt good on his aching bones. As a pain runs through his skull, he squeezes his eyes shut and lets out a sharp breath. An image of Cal comes to him, his Alia trying to contact him again. With an angry groan, Mercy attempts to push him out. Why was Cal being so insistent on reaching him?

Suddenly he felt an annoying buzzing in his brain as he tried to shove Cal away. He sees a flash of Sylas and out of anger, smacks himself in the face with a scream. Within a second the buzzing stops. Opening his eyes, he sees fresh blood dripping to the wet floor and down the drain. He furrows his brow at the sight. Why was he bleeding? Where was he bleeding from? Could he even bleed? Since he learned how to heal, his body did it automatically. 

The blood begins to turn from a few drops to a steady stream. Opening his mouth in shock, he tastes the copper on his tongue and puts his hand to his face. His nose was bleeding. He must have hit himself harder than he thought.

Shutting off the water, he exits the shower, grabs one of the towels and puts it to his face as he tries to calm down. He could feel the panic begin to set in. He squeezes his eyes shut, trying to will his Source not to come to him. Against his wishes he feels the burning in his eyes.

“Control it, Validus,” he mumbles to himself in anger. 

As the Light fills his irises, he feels his veins begin to burn and the pain return as his mind goes static. It was like a screaming in his skull as his Source went to work healing the unseen wound. Nothing made sense and the hatred he had felt that day at the temple was flooding back to him. He feels tears come to his eyes as the rational part of him was smothered. The feeling only lasted a few moments as his Source healed the busted vessel in his nose. Once his Source eased, he could feel his true self claw its way back to the surface.

He lets out a sigh of relief. Pulling the towel from his face he couldn’t feel the blood dripping anymore, meaning his Source had done its job. At least it had acted quickly, not giving the destructive part of him time to take over.

Mercy didn’t want to spend any more time in the bathhouse. He quickly puts on the clothes Liliya brought him and goes out to the sink area. The dampness of his skin forces the wool garments to stick to his body. He could see the blood still coating the inside of his nostril as he glanced at the mirror. Using the sink and a damp towel, he wipes it away. Not only did he need to worry about his Source reacting to fear, but he also needed to worry about injuring himself.

Looking back up to his reflection he takes in the beige sweater and dark pants Lili had given him. Focusing on his image, he feels the twinge in his skull again, and squeezes his eyes shut. He needed to control this and needed Cal to stop. If he lost control in this camp, who knew what was going to happen.

“Keep it together, Validus,” he mutters, breathing in on an eight count and out on a seven.

He jumps as someone exits one of the stalls behind him. Mercy locks eyes on the person in the mirror for a moment before averting his gaze. It was a teenager, his features still fairly childlike. Mercy could feel the Source connection in this kid. It was the one he felt when he entered. That meant he was at least sixteen.

The teenager looked to be a mutt, his dark hair and dark grey skin proved he was marked a Shadow Keeper. His eyes were strange though. His irises appeared pale silver and were fogged over. It reminded him of Pippa’s left eye. The one she couldn’t see out of. Looking at him in the reflection again, Mercy could see a few strands of white peppered in his dark locks.

The teenager stays silent as he finishes drying his hair, the damp curls hanging in his face. He wore a long sleeve shirt and dark pants. Since it was late, they were probably what he was going to sleep in.

“Everything okay?” the kid asks. “I heard you talking to yourself and-”

“Yeah,” Mercy assures breathlessly. “I’m fine.”

“Is Lili with you?” he interrogates. “She supposed to stay with you.”

“Uh...Yeah,” Mercy confirms. The teenager nods his head, gliding his hand to the right to locate the hamper. “She’s, uh, she’s outside,” Mercy continues, furrowing his brow.

“Want me to get her?” he questions. “Sounded like you were having a moment. I have those too sometimes. Aspen says it happens to the best of us and you shouldn’t be embarrassed. Totally normal.”

“I don’t know who Aspen is,” Mercy mumbles.

“Oh! Aspen’s my best friend. You’d like him,” the teenagers shares. “He’s nice. Helped me with the whole visually challenged thing.”

“Okay,” Mercy sighs, not sure why this kid was even talking to him. That was when it sank in. This kid was blind. That’s why his eyes looked off.

“You sure you don’t want me to get Lili?” he insists. “She came back a couple minutes ago.”

Shaking his head again, Mercy cringes at his own mistake. This kid couldn’t see his response. He replies louder than intended. “Uh, no. I’m fine.” 

“I’m blind, not deaf,” the kid snickers.

Reluctantly, Mercy speaks again. “Sorry.”

“Well, I’ll see you around,” he states giving a small bow. “Am I supposed to bow to you? Or the palm thing? You tell me.”

“I don’t care,” Mercy shrugs. “Neither?”

“Awesome,” he smiles a bit too enthusiastically. “You’re quiet like Aspen. I like it. Also, I won’t see you but you get what I mean.”

“Okay,” Mercy replies with a sigh. 

After the teenager gives him another bow, Mercy watches the young Shadow leave the bathhouse with ease. He waits another moment before gathering himself. Turning back into the shower stall, Mercy grabs his dingy burned clothes, and throws them in the garbage by the sink. Taking a deep breath, he exits and locks eyes on Lili who was watching the teenager as he walked away. He notes a dog trotting beside him and cocks a brow.

Lili turns and notices Mercy. She automatically powers up. The Light Keeper feels the wave of relaxation hit him that came with the woman’s peritia.

“Ready?” she asks him. 

He gives her a nod as they head back to his shack. Mercy keeps his eyes on his feet as Lili guides him forward. He was confused and anxious, his stomach in his chest. The fact Liliya Clarus was next to him made no sense and neither did the idea he was at a Malice camp. He should leave and go turn himself in. There was no doubt that Cal had put out an Active Danger Alert on him and wanted him tried for the murder of Novi. Caligo probably wanted revenge.

“Are you okay?” Lili asks.

He looks at her and shrugs. He glances back to see the teenager was now following them with another. They were keeping their distance. The one beside the kid from the bathhouse was a Keeper of Light. He had his hair kept in a long braid and was wearing a light jacket, powered up to keep himself warm in the harsh winter. He was also carrying a bundle to his chest. One that looked like it could be an infant in some sort of sling, but Mercy wasn’t quite sure. The two young Keepers didn’t even seem to care that Mercy was aware of them. They were talking to each other, the one Mercy just met seeming way too excited as the other just nodded.

“Who... Who’re the kids following us?” Mercy asks, turning back to Lili.

Craning her neck to look, she lets out a small laugh. “Oh, that’s Kitt and Aspen,” she informs. “Kitt just came into his Source a couple of months ago. He’s a sweetheart. He talks a lot, but he’s harmless. One of Bryer’s kids. Aspen’s my nephew. A Light Keeper. He’s had his Source for about a year now. More on the quiet side, but he’s a good kid.”

“Bryer has a son?” Mercy questions, that seeming to be the only statement he clung to. 

“Yeah,” she confirms with a small frown. “Though his kids appear to be research projects at this point.”

“What do you mean?” Mercy pries.

“Don’t worry about it,” Lili chuckles nervously. “You’ll get time with Kitt and Aspen, I’m sure."

Nodding his head. He tries to recollect the files on Bryer but all he could seem to remember were the two daughters. Mya, who died years ago, and Iana. From what Lili just said, Kitt was 16. New to his Source meant he was probably clumsy with it. Turning back, he sees Kitt and Aspen had vanished. He scans the area, still able to sense the young Keepers.

“How’s Sylas?” Lili asks, her curiosity getting the best of her.

“Uh, good,” Mercy nods, his voice small, looking forward again. “He’s good. I think he’s good...”

“He’s alive if that’s what you’re worried about,” she informs him. “He was in the background of a broadcast yesterday showing King Caligo his support in pushing forward the Source Keepers Directive. His Majesty has been very active the last few days. Honestly, I like the idea of a new generation of Keepers getting some guidance. We’re in a strange time for Keepers, so I think it’s a step in the right direction.”

“Yeah,” Mercy breathes shakily. “Sylas and Cal... They’re- Uh... They’re together,” he states, unsure if that was even true. Had the pair gotten back together?  

She gives a soft smile. “Good,” she says. “I’m glad Sylas is finally accepting that part of himself.”

Cocking his brow, Mercy looks at her. “You knew he was...into guys?” 

“I did,” she responds quickly. “He told me when we were kids. He used to have a crush on you actually.”

“He what?” Mercy gawks, taken aback. 

“Looks like he’s over it,” she shrugs with another laugh. “I was told not to tell you but that was maybe 10 years ago, so I don’t think it matters anymore. I’m happy to see you two are still close though. I always admired your friendship,” she smiles.

He gives a small nod. Were they still friends? The last couple of months had been rocky between him and Sylas. All they did was argue and not even a week ago Mercy had tried to kill him. At least he thought it was a week ago. How long had he been in this camp? He had to have wandered Mount Sacris for a few days before he woke up in that room.

“So, why’s it complicated?” he asks, trying to change the subject.

“What?” she asks, puzzled by the question.

“The baby,” Mercy clarifies, gesturing toward her stomach.

She opens her mouth to speak but opts to laugh instead. He watches her take a deep breath and then shrug with a head shake. “Sometimes you realize the version of the person you love isn’t who they really are. Unfortunately, I’m learning that a little too late. A second child too late,” she states with nerves.

“This is your second baby?” he asks in shock.

“The media is calling it the Keeper Boom,” she informs him. “In the next fifteen years or so we’ll have a flood of Keepers in our midst. I’m curious to see what world we’ll be living in then.”

“Does the father know?” Mercy asks, unable to hold back his curiosity.

She lets out another chuckle. “He’d have to be around to tell now, wouldn’t he?”

“Oh...” he trails off starting to realize this probably was a sensitive subject.

As they approached the small shack, Mercy could feel the presence of another Source fill his body. It causes his hair to stand on end. Bryer was behind the door. He glances to Lili who encourages him to enter the room. With some hesitance, he enters.

“Welcome, Mercy,” he hears Bryer’s voice. 

Shooting his eyes up, Mercy glares at the man sitting in a chair. Seeing him again made Mercy angry. He could feel his Source wanting to react to his rage, but he couldn’t let it. He had questions he needed answered before hitting this man back to old age Earth. He averts his gaze to the floor to try and focus on keeping calm.

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,” Bryer adds, Mercy cold gaze going back to him. 

“I should kill you,” Mercy breathes, feeling Lili lock the shackle around his ankle again.

“The fact you haven’t harmed any Malice members speaks for itself,” Bryer says. “You even walked through camp and managed to maintain yourself.”

“I will kill you,” Mercy growls, his voice cold as he glares at the Light Keeper. “You took my daughter. You killed her,” he reminds, his eyes steely. “I should blow up this entire camp.”

“But you won’t. If you destroy this camp, you’ll have nowhere to go,” he informs with a frown. “Your child wasn’t meant to be harmed in any way.”

“Say that to her corpse,” Mercy snarls. 

“I believe you and I are even in that aspect,” Bryer adds with a heavy sigh, referring to Iana.

Looking to the floor, Mercy grimaces. Killing Iana was not his proudest moment. There was never a moment taking the life of another was acceptable. He was so angry though. Seeing her holding his bludgeoned daughter by the hair made him lose it. He wasn’t himself in that moment. How could he have been? There was so much anger coursing through him that no thought was a rational one.

“A Supra Keeper of the Sources,” Bryer begins with a sly smile. “A powerful man indeed, but a power that can easily take over, and the control lost when emotions get too strong. As you’ve learned.” 

Putting his hand to his upper arm, Mercy looks back up at the man. The genti didn’t give anyone control, it simply made him lose what little he had. It fueled his unstable mind and with that came a lack of control with his magic.

“You could be a remarkable man if given the freedom to grow, Mercy,” Bryer adds. “I hope you choose to stay with Malice and nurture that power.”

“You tried to kill me,” Mercy accuses.

“I would never kill you,” Bryer corrects with a raised brow. “I value your influence far too much. Malice can aid you in getting the proper treatment for your genti problem once you prove your allegiance to our cause.” 

“I have no allegiance to your cause,” he retorts.

“Who do you have allegiance to then, Mercy?” Bryer questions. “You are deemed a threat to the monarchy. Those you used to seek sanctuary from no longer want you near them. They would rather see you powerless and broken than let you reach your true potential as a protector of Novus Aitus. You are displaced and broken by this system like everyone else in Malice.”

“Stop trying to mess with my head,” Mercy snaps, feeling his mind begin to go static as the aggravation set in. “You’re only saying that to confuse me.”

Pursing his lips at the Light Keeper, Bryer shakes his head. He exchanges a look with Lili before letting out a steady exhale. They needed more time to let this man stew in his mistakes before he pushed him. He could break him, just like he broke Caligo.

Getting to his feet, Bryer heads toward the door. “This was a nice chat, Mercy. I’m sure that poison will kill you in a couple of weeks.” 

Bryer smiles at Lili and pats Mercy on the shoulder as he moves toward the exit. Even with Liliya’s hold on him, Mercy could feel the panic set in. Though he didn’t want to work for Bryer, he didn’t want to die. He wasn’t about to let Saphie lose another person she cared for. He couldn’t do that to her.

“Wait!” Mercy blurts out. 

Taking a moment, Bryer turns slowly and looks at the young man with a raised brow. “Yes?” 

“What do you want me to do?” was all he could think of asking.

“I think you know the answer to that,” Bryer shares with a sly grin. “We had this chat at the temple, Mercy.” 

“I won’t kill Caligo,” Mercy states, glancing at Bryer as he turns to him. “I won’t hurt him. You can’t ask me to-”

“You really are naïve,” Bryer sighs. The man spoke with hatred in his voice. “Or perhaps it’s the fact Caligo has taken care of your village, your Nota, and your family for so long that you are sparing your judgement of the Tenebris name.”

“Caligo gave me everything,” Mercy differs. “He’s given my family everything. He-”

“Giving you everything comes at a cost,” Bryer elaborates. “Caligo would have taken your life at the Source Temple if you had given him an opening. He is a killer, Mercy. Even you’re not safe from his punishments, and I will prove that to you.”

“No,” Mercy denies. “I was the threat at the temple. You’re turning Shadows into monsters. You killed my daughter and put that metal in my arm and-”

“Why have you forgiven Caligo Tenebris for his past?” Bryer asks, keeping a firm gaze on the Keeper.

“He saved me,” Mercy shoots back.

“No, you saved yourself,” Bryer replies. “Dozens of Keepers witnessed that man attempt to kill you in that courtyard, just like he did to thousands before.” He pauses, looking Mercy up and down. “But here you stand, a broken man, trying to defend his actions to someone who has already marked his grave.”

Taking a moment, Bryer waits for a response. He glances at Liliya who had her eyes down, not wanting to witness what may or may not take place. There was a part of Bryer that doubted letting the young woman get involved, but he was assured that Lili could be trusted on this task. Certainly, her past friendship with Mercy and his Nota would cause a problem though.

“Malice is not a violent organization. We are here to heal the planet,” Bryer announces, “At first my goal was to simply get King Caligo’s attention. To speak with him. He turned this violent. Not me.”

Mercy shakes his head. “Why’d Malice turn people into monsters then? How is that not violent? Killing my daughter? Hurting Sylas? Going after my niece? Caligo didn’t even see you as a threat until you-” 

“Getting your attention, forcing your hand... That put us on Caligo’s radar,” Bryer enlightens. “Do you have any idea how valuable you are? You give him power,” the man rationalizes.  

Thinking over the statement, Mercy shudders. This man didn’t seem to care about the good Cal could do if given the chance. Mala had turned Caligo into a killer. She put the image of a monster into the hearts and minds of their people. Making it look like Mercy saw Cal as the enemy could bring him down.

“You made my life hell and now you want my help?” Mercy growls. 

“Mala took everything from me. Her and her wicked son ruined what I had,” Bryer lectures.

“You want revenge,” Mercy accuses. “I won’t help you get it. I refuse to-”

“Where will you go?” Bryer asks, with a frown. “Caligo no longer trusts you. Sylas blames you for the life that is out of his reach. The girl you love? You killed her mother. Your family? Under the protection of the estate. If you leave, if you refuse my aid, you will die cold and alone. That vision you had? It will come true.”

Mercy’s eyes get wide as he drops them to the floor. Bryer was right. He had no one to run to. Sylas hated him. Caligo wanted him brought in for treason. He had probably blinded Pippa and killed her mother. She would turn him away or maybe kill him. He wasn’t even sure if Meera would speak to him. He was a threat to Velia, and he knew that.

“Don’t make me do this the hard way, Mercy,” Bryer warns. “I’d rather persuade you than force you again.” 

“You want me to kill Caligo,” Mercy whispers.

“I want you to show the world who Caligo Tenebris is,” Bryer encourages, giving him serious eyes. “Bring out the spiteful ruler.”

“Why didn’t you kill him then? You had the chance,” Mercy tests. 

“I agree with you,” Bryer adds. “I should have killed that man while I had him.”

“Then why didn’t you?” Mercy presses.

“A weak link in the chain,” Bryer informs. “One I don’t see a point in listening to anymore.”

Lili’s eyes dart to Bryer’s face. He really was losing it. This man was going to forget what Malice was created for. Forget who most of his members were before assimilating under such a vulgar name. 

“I won’t help you,” Mercy growls.

With an annoyed expression, Bryer lets out a heavy sigh. “Liliya, go,” he snaps his fingers at the woman. Watching carefully, she gives an apologetic look to Mercy as she backs toward the door. “Leave,” Bryer demands.

“But-” she attempts.

“I will not hesitate!” he barks at her.

She knew what he meant. He would give her a strike for not listening. A strike that could lead to her death. The woman leaves the room reluctantly. She was the only thing keeping Mercy calm and she knew that. As soon as he touched Mercy, this was going to turn sour. She needed to find Aspen.

“What are you doing?” Mercy questions as Bryer reaches a hand toward him and powers up. 

“Something I was hoping we could avoid,” Bryer shares. “I suggest you think through your decision to help us, Mercy. I would hate for something to happen to those you care for.”

Mercy winces in pain as his Source reacts to the panic that was filling him now that Lili was gone. He wasn’t safe here. As much as he wanted to feel safe somewhere, it wasn’t going to be here. He should have run when he had the chance. Even if he was alone when he left this camp, it was better than being here.

“Saphira Faber, daughter of Brokkr and Senna Faber. Currently under the care of Sylas Bellator since her guardian is a traitor to the crown,” Bryer explains, forcefully grabbing Mercy’s arm. “She will be twelve in just a few months. Top of her class. Has aspirations to become an archer like your friend Sylas.”

“Leave her alone,” Mercy whispers, feeling his Source begin to rise within.

“Pippa Dror. Daughter of Emidio and the late Novi Dror of Sintus. A tier three acolyte of the Sources, destined to be an Ozran Elder when she comes of age,” Bryer continues. “A striking young woman. She would be even more beautiful if it wasn’t for the grotesque scar you gave her.”

“That was an accident,” Mercy defends.

“I also hear Meera Ernica is currently under what they believe is the protection of the estate. That feisty Bernyan girl. The mother of your niece. What’s her name?” Bryer questions, leaning in close to Mercy. “Velia,” he growls.

“Please leave them alone,” Mercy pleads, feeling himself start to lose the little control he had.

“Say the word and I will personally see to their safety,” Bryer presses. “Sylas Bellator. Son of the late Ezra and Wynna Bellator. Your Nota and closest friend. Our organization surely wouldn’t be above killing a man who at one point was ready to swear his life to Queen Mala.”

“Please,” Mercy begs, trying to keep his Source from reacting, the static in his skull beginning to take over.

The ache in his body and chaos in his mind increased with every word Bryer spoke. He had no control of his connection anymore and that was a horrifying feeling. With the knowledge of what he could do, the idea of letting his Source run free was horrific. This was a camp of 800 or more people.

“You agree to ending Caligo and we will allow your loved ones to see another day,” Bryer bargains. 

Feeling his hands shake, Mercy closes his eyes tightly. The sensation of Bryer holding him against the wall made his skin crawl. He tries to start his breathing exercises, but he couldn’t even get his mind to focus on counting. His mind was screaming at him, his veins starting to burn as the glowing took over his vessels. 

“Mercy, I need an answer,” Bryer pressures.

Feeling Bryer place a hand to his head and the searing pain that followed was the last bit of fuel his Source needed. Mercy’s mind felt like it was ripping in two as Bryer’s eyes began to burn with white fire. 

“You will help me,” Bryer snarls.

Whatever he was doing was making Mercy’s head scream. Voices began to flood his thoughts, pleading with him to fix what had been done to them. To kill the person who murdered them. To end Caligo Tenebris.

With the little sway he had left in his mind, Mercy powers up and juts his hands out. He uses his Source to blast Bryer away, forcing him through the wooden wall of the small shack, the voices still blaring in his mind. He watches as Bryer gets to his feet and begins to power up on the other side of the wall. He wasn’t going down without a fight. 

Flinging his arms out, Mercy lets his solis fog begin to coat the ground around him. With the heat from his fog, the linens and furniture in the room begin to ignite creating a fiery glow. He watches Bryer’s veins fill with his Source as he pulls it to him. With a smirk, this suddenly felt like a game to Mercy. While he knew he could end Bryer right then and there, part of him wanted to see what he had up his sleeve. Mercy lets out a sharp breath as Bryer shoots a solis orb at him. With a disappointed huff, Mercy pulls his own orb to his chest, the fog around him whipping up into the air, catching his clothes on fire. 

Within a second, Mercy launches an orb of energy, the size of his torso, at Bryer. The action collapses the entire wall in front of him and sends Bryer further away. With a scream, Mercy lets a wave of Light Source energy blast out around him, destroying what was left of the small shack all together as burning debris rained down around him. Looking to his ankle, he targets his Sources heat to melt the shackle that held him in place. He hears screaming as the members in the camp begin to realize what’s going on.

Scanning the snow, he finds a blood-soaked Bryer about thirty feet away. Moving toward the man with rage in every step, Mercy pulls a solis orb to his hand. He could feel the chill on his bare feet, the soft boots from Lili a scorched mess. The snow around his feet melted with each strike until he came up to the man. Standing over Bryer, he sees the man’s Source attempting to heal. Shaking his head with a sneer, Mercy crouches down.

“Tell your daughter I said hi,” he growls. “Maybe I’ll send your son next.”

He pulls an orb to each hand and aims them down at Bryer’s head. As he goes to release the blast, a tendril of blue spiritum fog flings toward him and wraps around each wrist. The master of the tendril yanks Mercy’s hands and averts his aim toward a surrounding tent. The blast collapses the small structure.

Following the coil of fog, Mercy locks eyes on Kitt, who at some point began coating the ground around him with his spiritum fog. It created a ghostly mix of white and dark blue smoke on the ground. To his shock, Mercy could sense a hint of the Light Source in this fog. He could tell this kid wasn’t just a Shadow Keeper, he was a Penumbra.

“Power down!” Kitt shouts.

Darting his eyes around, Mercy pauses them on Lili. She had her eyes set on him with the young Light Keeper, Aspen, beside her, directing people away from Mercy. In one arm, Lili clutched a screaming baby, a mutt by the looks of it, and holding onto her free hand tightly was a little girl who appeared to be marked with the Light Source. He watches her hand the baby to Aspen. The young Keeper follows up by grabbing the little girl and running away from the encounter all together.

Lili turns her attention to Kitt and drags her foot through the dark blue fog slowly. Annoyed, Mercy converts the coil around his hand to solis fog, the white light racing toward Kitt. He watches Kitt drop the tendril and redirect the white smoke. Unlike Cal, this kid used subtle movements to direct his magic. He moved like a Light Keeper.

As Mercy turns to go back to Bryer, he gasps. His head begins to pound. Squeezing his eyes shut he groans as his ears begin to ring. He feels himself fall to his knees. It felt like he was being pulled from his body and into a vision. No vision came through though. All he could see was a blackness around him as screaming echoed in all directions. Blood curdling screams.

With what felt like a million pounds dropped on him, Mercy is thrusted back. He lets out a shout of pain as he hits the ground hard. He gasps as he attempts to fill his lungs, the air being knocked out of him. He had fallen from a height, but how?

Feeling his Source begin to subside, he stares up at the night sky. Sitting up quickly, his eyes flick around. Every single building around him was now a pile of embers. In the darkness he could see fires burning in the distance as people continued to scream. What he was seeing right now was real and judging by what he remembered, he caused it.

Getting to his feet, he feels his breathing begin to get ragged again. What the hell had he just done? His eyes shoot to Lili and Kitt who were about thirty feet away and speaking in hushed tones. Had they stopped him?
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Today, Cal could feel the weight of losing Novi even more. Every time he saw an alert come through about a new issue, he couldn’t go to his mentor for advice. He hadn’t even realized how prominent she was in his reign until she was gone. He wasn’t going to allow himself to slow down and mourn though. Not until he had some semblance of justice for the woman. That started with talking to Zero.

Cal had hardly slept. Last night was supposed to be a night to cope with his losses, but instead he ended up in his office monitoring the riots that had broken out since his return to the throne. Nearly every sector of Novus Aitus was demanding emancipation from the monarchy. Just stepping outside of the estate doors felt dangerous. Not only for him, but anyone associated with the King. With each passing day he felt his hold on his monarchy slipping further and further away.

“Cal,” Sylas says, following him, trying to get his partner’s attention.

Ignoring him, Cal keeps a stern gaze ahead, his feet moving quickly. Sylas could see the clear pain in his gait with his prosthetics not fitting properly. He still wasn’t back to 100% after his time as a Malice prisoner and Cal was going to run himself ragged at this point. He was letting his body take the brunt of it all.

It seemed Cal was going 1000 miles a minute since Sylas woke up, and he was struggling to keep up. While he understood the urgency of the situation, he also wanted a moment to catch his breath. That wasn’t an option though. It was like Cal had a new fire in his spirit.

“Caligo,” he tries again. Observing his pleas go unanswered once more, Sylas reaches for his arm. “Cal, can you stop for a second.”

Pulling away, Cal ignores the gesture. He couldn’t stop. They needed to find Mercy and get his monarchy under control. Not only was his Alia a risk to their people, but Mercy was a risk to himself. At this moment, every second he wasted was only adding to the stress.

“You need to stop,” Sylas orders, grabbing his arm tightly and jerking him to a halt. 

The sudden tug causes Cal to stumble a bit, Sylas steadying him. Cal lets out an annoyed growl and goes to lean on the wall. He quickly pops off one of his prosthetics and fidgets with the sleeve for a moment before putting it back on. No matter what he did with this set, nothing was alleviating the pain and he was struggling to keep the suction in the socket. He puts pressure on it to lock it back in and attempts to keep the pain from showing in his face.

“You need new sockets, and you need sleep,” Sylas lectures, grabbing Cal’s shoulders and taking a steady inhale. “Please, just take a second and catch your breath.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Cal disagrees, attempting to pull away but Sylas pinning him to the wall. “Sy, let me go.”

“Not until you take a second to breathe, love,” Sylas states, eyeing his partner.

With an eyeroll, Cal gives in. He takes a few steady breaths with Sylas. Caligo couldn’t negate what he was saying. Since the pair returned from the Northwest Source Temple, he had hardly slept or even eaten. His days were filled with meetings and his nights with anxiety. Even when he did try to go to sleep, he’d stay awake while Sylas dozed off and on beside him. He’d fake sleep when Sylas woke to check on him or the girls. All Cal could think about was what could happen if he did fall asleep.

Once Sylas could see Cal had calmed down a bit, he nods his head and drops his hands from his shoulders. “We aren’t going to be able to fix anything if we don’t get our shit together,” Sylas reminds him.

“You’re right,” Cal sighs. “I’m sorry.”

Taking a few deep breaths again, they exchange a small nod. Pushing into the conference room, Cal locks his eyes on Zero. The Light Keeper looked a bit numb, which was something neither had seen before. Zero always exuded an annoying confidence and apathy. Looking at his partner, Cal gives another small nod to prompt him to take a seat across from their friend.

Studying Zero, Sylas registers him tapping his fingers on the table methodically. Almost like he was tapping to an unheard tune. Sylas narrows his eyes at a yellow bracelet Zero was wearing. He rarely saw Zero out of uniform, so he never noticed it before. Realizing Sylas was watching him, Zero stops and pulls his hand under the table. He puts his eyes on Cal. As he opens his mouth to speak, he turns on his usual level of satire.

“Am I in trouble, dads?” Zero asks with a raised brow and a cocked grin.

“No, Officer Skerrick,” Cal states, trying to relax himself further. “It appears Princess Tristia and I had a miscommunication regarding the recovery assignment at the temple. Since she was still acting in my stead, I cannot be angry with you for following her orders.”

“Good, because I’d rather you pull my teeth than give me a lecture,” Zero mocks.

Rolling his eyes, Cal takes a seat beside Sylas before he begins. “We needed to speak with you on a different matter.”

“Well before we get into it,” Zero begins, reaching down and pulling out an item wrapped in a canvas bag. He sets it on the table. “Bellator paged me to grab this if I could find it.”

Sylas furrows his brow seeing the yellow bracelet Zero had been wearing was now gone. Cal grabs the item and pulls the canvas away. He lets out a ragged breath at the sight of the item. Sylas had told Zero to grab what was left of his father’s sword. If it wasn’t for the laced gold that once created the intricate design on the hilt, no one would even know this was the blade. Cal held onto this sword for years and now it was destroyed.

“I’m sorry I missed the eloium,” Zero adds.

“It’s fine,” Cal breathes running his hand over the warped metal. 

“We can have someone melt it down and remake it,” Sylas suggest. “Doesn’t matter what it looks like, it matters who held it.”

Shaking his head Cal lets off a sorrow filled sigh. “The only man I’d trust to do that is the one who ruined it.”

“What about Jerin?” Sylas offers.

“No,” Cal replies. He pushes the misshapen metal to the side, the sorrow clear on his face. “We need to discuss what we came here for.”

“And that would be...?” Zero questions, curious where this was going. 

“First,” Cal begins, “Shay Tract appears to have gone missing.” 

“And you think I’d know something about that?” Zero shoots back quickly, with a shocked scoff.

“You were the last person seen with her. Care to share what happened?” Cal adds, eyeing his friend.

Laughing in disgust, Zero channels his cynicism. “You really think I give two shits-”

“I am serious, Zero,” Cal snaps, fatigue in his voice. “You were the last one seen with a criminal. If we do not find the underlying cause of her absence, it will not look good for you when I put out an Active Danger or a Missing Persons on this girl.”

“You can’t seriously think-” Zero tries again.

“If you do not take this seriously, I will have you detained, Officer Skerrick,” Cal barks. “Where is Miss Tract?”

The two lock eyes for a moment. Zero wasn’t speaking with a friend, he was speaking with the King. There was no joking or trying to lighten the mood. Caligo was here to be formal, and he was mad. A war criminal was missing and someone in his inner circle was the prime suspect.

With Shay being under the care of the Drors, if she wasn’t found, that put their name in jeopardy. Caligo was not about to let Zero’s mistake taint Master Novi’s name. Even Emidio was growing concerned since Shay was technically now his ward to care for. With Master Novi gone that meant the care for the Keepers in her program were left to her partner until new placements could be found. That included Shay.

“You sent us to speak with Charlyn. Once we finished our questioning, a transport was supposed to be called for her,” Zero replies, his eyes firm on Cal.

“Well, a transport wasn’t called,” Sylas adds, folding his arms.

“Then maybe you should be questioning the guard in charge of her, and not me,” Zero deflects. “Shay isn’t and wasn’t my responsibility after we arrived
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