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  Prologue


Elric, 
I’ve gone to Alexius’s world with Rommy to train, to master my magic. Alexius will keep the wards up to protect the palace. Please take care of Indi and Ana and Bardo, and please understand. I need to concentrate on this. I need to strengthen my magic so I can help you and the kingdom. I’ll be back in a few weeks. 

Love always, 
Thali







  
  Chapter One

Thali


Thali stood on the enormous, unenclosed balcony of pale gray marble, her hands clutching the solid rail as she leaned into the wind, her long, dark-brown hair whipping behind her. She leaned onto the rail, pretending the wind was strong enough to lift her into the air so she could fly.  
A strong hand fell on her shoulder and Thali jumped, startled. Her shoulders relaxed, though, when she turned and saw her brother’s smiling face. Even in the windstorm, he still managed to smile. He stood immovable, unflappable, the wind flying around him as if he was a ship dividing the sea. Thali turned to look back out over the balcony. It jutted out of the palace, and she loved how it felt like she could fly when she leaned over the railing in a windstorm like this. She turned her face up toward the sun and the light-pink sky, struggling to take another breath as the wind stung her face. 
Her brother’s hand waited patiently on her shoulder, weighing her down, warm, firm, solid. She finally turned around and let her brother guide her indoors. He had to tuck her into his side to keep her from being pushed sideways as they walked. Thali thought about how well her brother looked now. He had regained his health from the last time she’d seen him. He was finally the brother she remembered, slender, but still solid muscle. Once through the doors, Thali felt the calm in the juxtaposing stillness. 
“One day, I think you might sprout wings and fly away.” Rommy poked her shoulder blade teasingly. 
Thali smiled. “Maybe I will.” She arched one eyebrow in challenge. 
“Just what is Xerus teaching you?” Rommy tilted his head and mirrored her own arched eyebrow. 
Thali shrugged, knowing she’d caught his attention. She skipped down the hall to where she normally met Xerus for her lessons. Romulus smiled when she looked back over her shoulder at him. She knew he was trying not to be baited, but his stride quickened and lengthened, giving him away. 
Thali reached for the magic around her, formed her familiar threads, and attached them to the majestic doors. She had only been here a couple of days, but she already felt stronger and more at ease. Magic flowed more easily in Etciel. Alexius was always a good teacher, but here, surrounded by magic, practicing her magic felt like sailing on a wind current instead of struggling in dead air. 
Thali stopped in front of the white stone doors, shiny and intricately carved with dragons of all kinds. She turned to grin at her brother before turning back to the doors that opened inwardly as she stiffened her magical threads and pushed. 
“Now you’re just showing off,” Rommy said as he caught up to her. 






  
  Chapter Two

Stefan


Stefan tiptoed into the royal chambers, where he took hold of Elric’s foot and shook it. Normally, he would have chosen the prince’s shoulder, but a tiger was draped over Elric’s torso, and the tiger’s head was dangerously close to said shoulder. Stefan’s heart clenched as Elric started to wake, his hand reaching absentmindedly across the bed for his wife. He patted the cool, empty spot until his hand found the great curly-haired dog instead. Elric started to sit up, the tiger’s tail twitching in annoyance as she moved to cuddle the dog instead.  
“Your Highness, I’m sorry to wake you. But it’s urgent,” Stefan said. 
Elric finally sat upright, running his hands through his golden curls and rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. “I assume if it’s you waking me, Stefan, it’s an emergency.” He yawned. “I’ll be out in a minute,” he said with a groan. “What kind of emergency justifies waking me so early? It better not be a foreign guest demanding to see me about a pillow allergy.”
Stefan swallowed as he gently shook his head and began to turn to the door.
Elric looked around quizzically and asked, “Stefan, where’s my wife? Don’t tell me she’s training in the weapons room again because I think I’ll have to move our bed in there to spend any time with her.” 
Stefan froze. 
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When the captain of his guard didn’t respond, Elric looked up at him, eyes wide and suddenly very awake. Stefan wasn’t good at keeping bad news. 
“Stefan. Where is Routhalia?” Elric struggled to pause the panic that started to rise in his chest and waited for his friend to answer. 
Stefan swallowed, not looking the prince in the eye. “She’s missing, Your Highness. She left this note.” He handed Elric the note he’d held onto for the last half hour. “Guards are searching the palace. We haven’t disturbed any of the guests yet, but we are searching every square inch of the grounds now.” 
Elric leaped out of bed and grabbed the note. He read it over and over. “Who went with her? Just her brother?” Elric’s mind was racing. Why hadn’t she woken me? Why hadn’t she asked me to go with her? His heart cracked as he remembered the empty feeling he’d had when she’d been stuck in her own mind for weeks, unable to move or communicate, thanks to an ancient dragon’s control. 
“Everyone else is accounted for,” Stefan said. 
“Her guards, Stefan, who did she take with her?” Elric asked. 
“No one, that we know of.” 
“What of Prince Tariq? Wake him. And Lady Ambrene. They may know more.” 
“Yes, Your Highness.” Stefan strode to the door, stuck his head out into the common room, and spoke quietly. 
Elric noticed the animals on the bed start to stir, and he tiptoed into the common room with Stefan, leaving the animals in peace in their bedroom. 
“Wait. Alexius. Where’s Alexius?” Elric suddenly remembered that Alexius was bound to Thali. The dragon could tell him where she was. 






  
  Chapter Three

Alexius


The pounding on his door finally woke Alexius. The small guard’s barracks was only a low building of wood containing rows of spartan rooms, so he thought at first someone was pounding on his neighbor’s door for the walls were very thin. But it didn’t stop, so he got up and stumbled toward the door, rubbing his head. He threw open the door, nearly getting a fist to the face as Stefan was mid-knock.  
“Alexius, get dressed. You are to report to His Highness’s chambers immediately,” Stefan ordered, his face bearing a grim expression.  
Alexius threw on his uniform and wondered why his head pounded as it did. 
“I see you were out having fun last night?” Stefan growled. 
Dragons did not drink. It didn’t do anything for them. But right now, Alexius certainly felt like how many of the guards looked the morning of their day off. 
Stefan marched Alexius like a prisoner all the way to Thali and Elric’s rooms. Nasir nodded at Alexius and opened the door. All of Thali’s personal guards filled the room, and Elric, in his nightshirt, was pacing barefoot back and forth, reading and rereading a note he held. 
Alexius looked out the windows and realized it was still dark out. He narrowed his eyes, trying to mentally put together pieces that floated just out of reach. A quick glance around the room surprised him. He didn’t see Thali anywhere. He dove into his mind and looked in the room he held specifically for her. He tossed a thought into the abyss of that room. Where are you?
Where he normally saw a gentle purple flame, he saw only a ghost of it. And no reply came. Something had happened to his connection with Thali. It wasn’t where it should be. Shaking his head, he sent feelers out into the whole castle, combing through every living creature on the grounds to find that not only was Thali gone, but so were her brother and Aexie. To his surprise, he also found he held the strings to the protective shield over the palace. He checked them mentally, making sure they were solid, before coming back to the physical world. 
Elric paused his pacing and looked up. When his gaze landed on Alexius, he rushed over and handed Alexius the note. “Can you explain this?” Elric was trembling as he held the note out for Alexius to read.
Alexius read it once and felt his heart plummet to his feet. She’d left this world without him, without even reaching out to him. How was he supposed to guide her if she wasn’t here? As his head pounded, he realized he wasn’t well. Slowly, it came to him. His head was pounding very much as it would from the aftereffects of a sleeping potion made specifically for dragons. Only his siblings and Romulus would know about that. His eyes widened as he realized he’d had dinner with Aexie last night and then had gone to bed feeling very tired. Even if Thali had tried to contact him, he would have been asleep and unresponsive. 
“Well?” Elric’s eyes reflected the fire in the hearth as he glared at Alexius. 
Before he replied, Alexius checked on the protective wards again, giving them a boost as he reread the letter. Then he looked up at the prince. As he opened his mouth, another voice interrupted. 
“What do you mean she’s not here?!” Tariq yelled, badgering Nasir, the Bulstani guard outside the door, who had been sent to protect Thali. The door burst open again then, revealing Prince Tariq and Lady Ambrene. The Bulstani prince and his intended were finely dressed, as always, but Tariq’s eyes were panicked as he looked around. “Where is Lili?” Tariq demanded. 
Alexius was surprised to smell such strong fear from the usually bold prince. 
“Alexius was just about to explain." Elric crossed his arms. 
Both princes stared daggers at Alexius. 
“I know nothing of her disappearance,” he replied. He winced as the pounding in his head increased. 
“How is it that my new wife, the princess of this kingdom, disappeared without even one of her royal guards noticing?!” Elric resumed pacing, staring angrily at each of the guards lined up in his common room.  
“At least we know she went to Etciel,” Alexius said reassuringly as he took a third look at the note. 
“And how do we get her back?” Tariq was now pacing beside Elric. 
Alexius gulped. “I … I don’t know. I can’t do it. I’ve been denied access to that world.” He looked down, wishing he’d had a chance to talk to Thali before she’d left. He was disappointed in himself that he hadn’t known she’d left and embarrassed to have to hear from someone else that his blood-oathed princess was missing. And there had been no opportunity yet to explain what he knew about her brother, about his own siblings. He hadn’t even had a chance yet to reveal all the things he’d wanted to before but couldn’t. Now that everything had changed because he’d performed the blood oath, he was free to tell her almost all of it, but she’d left too soon.
“Sit down, Tariq.” Ambrene, still cradling her injured arm, rubbed her temple as she sat on the couch behind the guards. Everyone turned to the exquisitely dressed lady. “Let’s put together what we know. Romulus and Routhalia are both missing. We can be assured that of anyone, Romulus loves his sister and would not harm her. Being that they both avoided detection by the many skilled guards here, we can presume they left of their own will and did not want to be followed.” 
Both princes had stopped their pacing as the lady had spoken. She took the note from Alexius and read it before turning back to everyone. “She will return. I’m sure of it. She wants to learn to protect her people. If there is anything Tariq and I can attest to, it is that Routhalia likes to immerse herself when she learns. She will eat, breathe, and sleep all that she wants to learn until she has mastered it. Then, she will return to us. Just because you cannot surround her with your own guards does not mean she is not safe.” Ambrene took a long moment to stare down both princes. 
“How can you be so sure?” Elric squeaked. 
“Because I know Thali. Tariq knows Thali. You, Your Highness, know Thali. She hated going to that school at first, yet she begged to finish. She was mastering her skills, and at the same time, learning about her people. She knew that in marrying you, the people of this kingdom would be her responsibility. And we all know Thali does not do things partway. With her new skills and the current circumstances, she will want to be her people’s protector.”
Elric finally sat down on the couch opposite Lady Ambrene. Tariq stood behind her, his white knuckles gripping the back of the sofa. 
“Of all the women I know, no, of all the people I know, Routhalia is among the most capable. As a team, she and her brother could take over the world, so as worried as we are, we must have confidence that our friends will return to us. Above anyone, Romulus loves Routhalia most. He will keep her safe.” Lady Ambrene raised her chin a little higher. 
“What am I going to do until then?” Elric paled as he slumped, looking lost. 
“You will do what you always do. You cannot let anyone outside this room know,” Lady Ambrene continued. 
Alexius glanced at Tilton and Daylor. They stood at the back, soaking it all in. They caught his eye, and it occurred to him that there was one more person that they would have to tell of Thali’s disappearance. All of Thali and Elric’s personal guards, Elric, Tariq, Ambrene, Daylor, and Tilton were here, and Alexius knew Mia was in her sewing closet listening to every word. But there was one more person who loved Thali deeply and had helped them before. He would do what he could to help again. 
Ambrene stood and smoothed her skirts. “You will say that the princess has taken to redecorating your apartments. She will be making no more public appearances until she feels settled in her new home.” 
Tariq looked at Tilton and Daylor. They exchanged a nod.
Elric nodded too, albeit sadly. “And I will continue attending my meetings as usual and hope that my wife will return soon.” He glanced at his guards, who nodded their understanding of their unspoken orders. 
Alexius took a moment to catch Tilton’s and Daylor’s eyes again; they had identical furrows in their brows. 






  
  Chapter Four

Tilton


Thali’s closest friends after Tariq and Ambrene—Tilton, Daylor, Alexius, and Mia—were gathered in Thali’s cavernous closet. They stood there, huddled and still stunned, not wanting to disturb any of Thali’s things. 
“I don’t understand how she could have gone without saying anything to any of us,” Tilton bemoaned, guessing that Alexius was angry at himself. And given Alexius’s wince at that, Tilton knew he was right. 
But before either could say anything, Mia interjected. “She doesn’t mean any harm by it, Alexius,” Mia put a hand on his arm. “She doesn’t realize there are people who love her and would help her do anything. She always assumes all the responsibility.” Mia smiled at the dragon, who still looked sad. 
“We need his help, but I can’t go and ask him,” Alexius said. “I can’t leave the palace. Half the guards think it’s my fault, and they’re all watching my every move.” 
Tilton knew that Alexius was a dragon and of his special relationship to Thali. Tilton had heard rumors about Alexius and Thali’s closeness, but Tilton knew better. They were not, and never had been, romantically connected. They were close on a different level, and the dragon had protected her many times. Their bond went beyond romance, even beyond familial love. Those who knew about Alexius, about Thali’s abilities, and about their bond, knew Alexius was not to blame for her disappearance, but everyone else thought he was. 
Daylor stood a little taller. “We will go. Just tell us how.” 
The thought of contacting that particular man made Tilton queasy, but he’d helped them before, for Thali’s sake. Besides, Tilton and Daylor had long ago agreed to do whatever needed to be done to help Thali, their best friend. 

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, Tilton and Daylor dressed in their plainest clothes and darkest cloaks and headed to the city’s most notorious tavern. The evening was in full swing, and most of the men were drunk with women atop their laps. The two friends entered, their hoods up, and headed straight to the bar, where they each paid for an ale. They looked around, searching for the man that fit the description Mia had given. Tilton refused to look into the darker alcoves of the tavern for fear of what he’d see. There was obviously a man holding court in the tavern, but he had red hair and laughed too freely, too jovially. He pulled everyone’s attention toward him. They were looking for a thoughtful, watchful man in a cloak, concealed but in plain sight so attention would slide off him. 
One dark corner caught Tilton’s attention. There was no boisterousness, no lasciviousness, just a man with his hood up, his tablemates laughing and slapping him on the shoulder as he sat motionless but for his eyes. While the whole tavern was raucous with laughter and bawdy jokes and talk, the table in the corner seemed to be the only one that didn’t draw attention. Tilton swallowed as he thought about how they could approach him. 
“Hello, boys.” A voice behind them made Tilton and Daylor jump. 
Tilton quickly readjusted his hood, as did Daylor. Tilton felt strong hands on his shoulder. He swallowed as panic rose in his throat. He turned only to see Prince Tariq standing next to them, dressed plainly. Even though his clothes were plain, his posture gave him away. “Your H—what are you doing here?” 
“I couldn’t let you have all the fun. Plus, I’ve wanted to meet this particular gentleman for quite a while now.” He flashed them a smile. 
“How did you even know we were here?” Daylor asked. The three leaned in close to speak quietly, but they looked out into the tavern as they spoke. 
“You forget I’m Lili’s friend, too. Not only did I remember that she had another ally, but it was clear you wouldn’t have let Mia go into this tavern alone, and Alexius is being watched like a hawk so he couldn’t come. You obviously thought that left only you two, but you forgot about me, so I followed you.” 
Tilton looked worriedly at Daylor, then wiped his palms on his pants, a different anxiety rearing its head. 
But Daylor shrugged and licked his lips. “We don’t know how to approach him.” 
“Leave it to me.” Tariq turned to the man behind the bar and slid him a gold coin. “Your best room.” He looked the man straight in the eye. The barkeep’s gaze shifted momentarily to the table with the hooded man before his other hand moved to a set of keys under the counter. 
Tilton knew Garen had already seen them. He and Daylor stuck out like thumbs here, and he knew Tariq must have been noticed the moment he stepped through the door. 
Tariq whispered, “I’ve been looking for an opportunity to meet the man Lili has spoken so highly of, though I was hoping it’d be on fairer ground than this tavern. Every single person in this tavern is a thief or worse.” 
“First room on the right at the top of the stairs,” the barkeep said as he plunked a key on the table. He turned away to serve two jovial customers. 
The three slowly made their way to the room upstairs. When they opened the door, Tilton and Daylor scrunched their noses as a smell reached them. Tariq looked around the room, checked the windows, then leaned against the wall, crossing his arms and watching the door.  
Tilton sat down on the edge of the bed, and Daylor chose a chair between Tilton and the door. They waited, staring at the door. 
“Gentlemen.” The hooded man suddenly stepped soundlessly out of the closet door. He was tall, thickly built, and quiet as a cat. His steps didn’t make a single sound as he lowered his hood and walked further into the room. They had all been startled, but Tariq was the quickest to recover. Tilton was surprised to see such a handsome face. Dark-brown hair reached the man's ears, and his eyes were as blue as sapphires. But what caught Tilton's attention the most was the man’s stillness, as if every movement was calculated and necessary. Otherwise, he was still as a shadow.
“You’re him,” Tilton whispered. “I thought you’d be in Lanchor.” 
“I moved,” he said. 
Tilton saw just the tips of his ears turn pink. 
“Your Highness, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Tariq nodded. 
Garen smirked. “The pleasure is all mine, Your Highness.” He bowed. 
“Garen, right?” Daylor stood slowly, approaching the man and extending his hand. Tilton just stared at him, surprised. Daylor was being bold. 
Garen looked surprised at the offered hand, but as his eyes narrowed, he took Daylor’s hand. 
Tilton quickly followed suit, offering his hand to Garen. He couldn’t help but blurt out, “She would say your name, in her sleep, when she was sick …” Tilton bowed his head, ashamed that he didn’t have better control over his words. 
Garen’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he nodded. Then, he backed up and leaned against the wall, matching Tariq’s posture as he melted into the shadows. “What’s happened?” 
“How do you know something’s happened?” Tariq crossed his arms, and Tilton caught the brief glint of metal. At least two daggers hung from Tariq's belt, and if he was at all like Thali, Tilton knew he would have at least three more hidden away. 
“Because you’re all here, in the most notorious tavern in the city, wanting to speak to me.” Garen pushed off the wall, struck a match, and lit a candle nearby. Tilton glimpsed a pair of dagger-shaped lumps beneath Garen's cloak as he leaned over to light the candle. He suspected Garen had leaned over specifically to show off the daggers. Tilton had no doubt the man had more hidden away, too. As he stood watching Tariq and Garen posturing like peacocks, his only hope was that he wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire. 






  
  Chapter Five

Tariq


Tariq swallowed, and Garen’s eyebrow raised a millimeter at the twitch of Tariq’s fingers. He had never met Garen. The prince of thieves seemed a little underwhelming if Tariq was being honest. Confident, powerful, a skilled fighter sure, but Garen didn’t seem very … flashy? His appearance and mannerisms certainly didn’t scream “prince.” However, his musculature supported Thali’s stories of his many battles and confrontations. Tariq wondered if Garen would move to attack him here since he had the upper hand in his own tavern.  
As Garen lit the candles around the room, he slapped his hand twice on the room’s door, startling everyone. It opened immediately, admitting two boys, who brought in a table and three more chairs, plus the barmaid, who brought in four ales. The barmaid eyed Tariq, Daylor, and Tilton before leaving the room with the two young boys. 
“Please. Any friend of Thali’s is a friend of mine.” Garen motioned to the chairs and table. As he sat to straddle his chair backward, he studied the friends. 
Tariq wondered what exactly Thali’s relationship was with these people. Did they know he was aware of her trip to that meeting with all the princes of thieves over a year ago? Not that Thali had told him many details. But if she was of any import to them, the political implications could be huge. Had she thought of any of that back then? 
He focused on the here and now, moving deliberately and sitting in the opposite chair, not bothering with the ale on the table. Tilton and Daylor took this as a signal to take a seat, but Daylor, never one to refuse ale, happily grabbed the mug and downed a gulp. 
“You must be Daylor.” Garen nodded at him. 
Tilton slumped in his chair, his gaze moving between Tariq and Garen as they stared at each other. 
“And Tilton, I presume.” Garen didn’t take his eyes off Tariq as he nodded at the ale in front of Tilton. 
“She’s gone to Etciel, a magical world, with her brother. Disappeared,” Tilton squeaked in response. 
“When?” Garen’s eyes narrowed a millimeter. 
“Yesterday, in the middle of the night,” Tariq replied coolly. 
“She left a note?” Garen, perhaps realizing who the talkative one was, turned his attention to Tilton. 
Tariq’s eyebrows raised. He knew she’d left a note?
“Yes, here.” Tilton took a folded paper from his inside pocket and showed it to Garen. Tariq was impressed that Tilton had managed to pry it from Elric’s hands. 
Garen scanned the contents a few times, then nodded, folding it and returning it to Tilton. 
“What’s Elric doing about it?” Garen turned his attention back to Tariq. 
“He’s sent out pairs of disguised guards in different directions to search for her in case she’s misdirecting us, but otherwise, he has no access to the other world,” Tariq said. 
“He’ll keep it quiet, then.” Garen didn’t break eye contact with Tariq as he nodded ever so slightly. “And Alexius?” 
“Distraught, but unable to move between the worlds,” Tariq replied. 
Daylor tossed back Tariq’s untouched ale, then added, “His blood oath ties him to her but prevents him from contacting her while she’s in the other world. And his own access to that world was severed when he took the oath.” 
Garen nodded but Tariq’s eyes grew wide. “The blood oath supersedes his ability to go home?” 
“It was the only way they could get her out, before the wedding, when she was … you know … stuck up here.” Daylor tapped his temple with his finger as he took another glug of ale. 
Tariq’s eyes glazed over, and his head pounded as he chewed on that piece of information. As he swallowed, his shoulders sank a millimeter. “I guess I don’t know that much about blood oaths. I mean, I knew he must be watching over her or something, but …” 
Garen pressed his lips together. Tilton and Daylor eyed Tariq carefully, allowing him a moment to process. 
Once Tariq turned his attention back to the others, Garen rose. “Why did she leave now? And did Elric do anything to push her away?” His voice was strained and low. 
“No,” Tariq said. “Besides learning to better control her abilities, I think she didn’t want to lose her brother again, so she went with him when he had to go.”
“And she wanted to be able to protect the people she loves,” Garen said, somehow getting directly to the crux of the matter while glaring accusingly at Tariq.  
Tariq nodded, feeling the blood leave his extremities as he thought of how he’d blamed Thali after Bree had been hurt. He gulped down his guilt. 
“I’ll do what I can. Let me know if you need anything.” Garen nodded and took three strides to the door, but just as he reached for the doorknob, he paused. “Is Romulus to be trusted?” He asked quietly, still facing the door.  
“I... I don’t know anymore,” Tariq said. Garen’s hand was on the doorknob when Tariq whispered, “You didn’t truly want to leave her, did you?” 
Garen’s back tensed as he let go of the doorknob. Then, his shoulders relaxed a little as he visibly tried to compose himself. He took hold of the doorknob again. “Whatever she needs, let me know.” He threw the door open and stepped out, closing it quickly but quietly behind him.  
“He still loves her,” Tilton whispered. 
“So why did he leave her?” Daylor asked. 
Daylor and Tilton stared at the door Garen had disappeared through. 
“Those were dark days when Thali had been inconsolable,” Daylor said. 
“She tried to bounce back, but the shadow of sadness never really left her,” Tilton whispered. 
Tariq nodded. He hadn’t been here, but he’d also felt the air of sadness about her after the breakup. Seeing the helplessness and confusion on Thali’s two loyal friends faces now, Tariq wished he could tell them about the prophecy, to help them understand that Garen had loved her so much he’d had to let her go for the sake of the kingdom. Shaking the desire off, he chided himself for feeling a moment of empathy for the prince of thieves.
Daylor finished two more mugs of ale before they finally decided to leave. They descended the stairs and found the tavern eerily quiet. Gone was the raucous noise and laughter and the games and drinking. The room was now only occupied by a handful of people, and they all turned to watch the three men as they strode across the floor, flicked up their hoods, and stepped out into the night.  
On their walk back to the palace, Tariq could have sworn he saw the shadows stir more than usual in the flickering light of the lanterns they passed. 






  
  Chapter Six

Garen


It had taken everything he had to walk away from Tariq. He had also wanted to call out the arrogant foreign prince for accusing Thali when that horrific lizard-bird creature had attacked him and Lady Ambrene. Garen had only heard about what had happened and still knew Thali wouldn’t have been at fault. Tariq should have known better than to blame her. She would have taken it to heart and done something reckless because she felt responsible. Tariq had pushed Thali away. Tariq was the reason she had suddenly left.  
Garen walked out of that room thinking of her. He hung his head. Thali wouldn’t have wanted him to blame Tariq. And it was easy to see how guilty Tariq felt. Despite the arrogance, he knew Tariq already felt it was his fault that Thali had left the way she did. 
Garen reached the bottom of the stairs to find everyone in the room quiet and looking to him. They knew. They knew their Princess of Thieves and the Kingdom of Adanek was missing. 
Motionless, he stood and looked into each pair of eyes staring back at him. Even when he had moved their base from Lanchor to the capital city to be better able to help her when the time came, they had already packed their things before he’d said anything. Their princess represented all that was good and their hope for a better future. As he looked at certain individuals now, he nodded to specific ones in turn, and they melted away. Garen didn’t need words to command his court. They knew what was expected and would do their work and report back through the chain of command. He gave a final nod and the entire room cleared out except for the tavern owners. They all knew what they had to do. Garen turned and strode under the stairs to a second room he kept as his own meeting place. 
Fletch sat on a nightstand, legs crossed on the flat surface, as he polished his favorite dagger. Ilya, Garen’s third in command and the muscle he often sent on specific missions, sat on a chair. His massive bulk dwarfed the chair. Despite his size, Ilya easily transformed into different characters and had several aliases all over the kingdom and the continent. Beside him sat Sesda, his red hair a shock of color atop his slender body. He often took Garen’s position, a stand-in but also a spy. Finally, there was Ella, Garen's best informant. These were his captains. 
“Fletch, I want you to learn more about Etciel. See if you can find anything about any other portals and how someone can get there and come back.” 
Fletch nodded, unfolded himself, and disappeared through the window as quietly as the wind. 
“Ilya, I want you to go to Densria. Find out what you can about her brother. I want you to learn his whole life story and every decision he’s ever made.” 
Ilya narrowed his eyes, clearly uncomfortable with spying on his princess’s home and family. Garen stared back, so Ilya slowly nodded.
“Ella, keep your ear to the ground. I want to hear any news related to the palace: who knows what, who does what, and what they think. And keep tabs on any magical creatures you hear about from visitors.” 
Ella nodded and melted out of the room.
“Sesda, you will stay here and be me. I’m going to visit family.” 
Sesda nodded and went to stretch out on the bed. Garen strode out of the room and through the back door to his own quarters. He packed a bag, armed himself for travel, and hurried to the docks to board a ship. 






  
  Chapter Seven

Thali


Thali walked into the Jade Room and clamped down on the gasp that always wanted to escape her lips. The dragons’ training room was unearthly beautiful. The entire center of the floor was a single, circular piece of jade. The flaws in the stone—lighter sections and shadowed sections—formed a double dragon, claws together as if holding each other up. Around the jade circle was pristine white stone that stretched to every edge of the room. The walls were a pure jade green, smooth and perfect along all sides of the cavernous room. The green stone melded into the high ceiling, which was itself a miracle. The entire ceiling was green jade with a perfectly white center, the mirror opposite of the floor. The white center, however, was blurred along its circumference by white clouds that licked at its borders. Thali never stared at the white stone clouds for too long because she had the distinct feeling that one day they might swallow her whole.  
Quietly, she sat on the floor across from Xerus. She hadn’t revealed much about herself and was glad Alexius had made her practice her mental wall to shield her mind from others. While she trusted her brother, Alexius had hinted that Xerus was much more powerful than he looked, and she suspected he had played a larger role in all the magical attacks than he let on. Her mental walls barely took a toll on her at home, so here, where the magic was like a constant stream of water quenching her thirst, holding the mental protections was second nature. 
After an hour’s meditation, clothes swishing made Thali’s eyes flutter open. Jaxon came in carrying a cage the size of a cart. Thali shook her head in disbelief. She knew dragons were strong, but it was still hard to digest seeing a single person, even one as wide and tall as Jaxon, carrying the awkward cage with just two fingers. 
“Where do you want it, Xer?” Jaxon asked.
Xerus motioned to the floor’s center, to the jade dragons. 
When Jaxon put it down, Thali saw the creature inside was much smaller in comparison to the cage. Inside a cage six times its size, a green toad the size of a large dog sat staring at Thali. She chased away the pang of guilt for having left her own dog, Ana; her tiger, Indi; and even Bardo, her snake, behind. 
This toad had giant, light-blue feathered wings folded on its back. As Thali approached, she saw that it had feet like a toad but sharp talons like a bird. 
“This is a hornsnoad,” Xerus said from beside her. “They are the most difficult creature to infiltrate, mentally. Their teeth will inject venom if they manage to bite you, but their strong mental walls make them very difficult to influence.”
Thali knew better than to get too close, and she resisted skipping ahead and attempting to delve into its mind. Instead, she stared at it, barely seeing a hazy, dirt-brown sparkle on its skin. 
“Now, use the technique we worked on yesterday to infiltrate his mind.” Xerus stepped closer to the cage, folding his hands behind his back under his coattails. This was the normal Xerus stance. 
Thali took a deep breath in and released it, closing her eyes to recall the feelings she’d learned the day before. Learning magic, unlike other lessons, was more like stumbling to achieve something blindfolded only to have to remember how you stumbled there again later. Every magic user saw or directed magic in their own way. Xerus had told her that his entire family saw magic as light. Tariq had said he felt magic like flowing water or air. She saw it as threads, but the difficulty came in learning how those threads could be directed. She had to learn how to use her threads as Xerus used light. 
Xerus cleared his throat and Thali whipped her eyes open. The first thing Xerus had said was never to close your eyes when trying to concentrate. It left your body vulnerable and prevented you from being subtle with your magic use. 
The hornsnoad now sat before her at the edge of its cage, glancing between her and Xerus. It opened its wings, showing off the beauty of its feathers. Now Thali understood the spacious containment. The hornsnoad's outstretched wings just brushed the bars of each side of the cage with light-blue feathers that faded to white at the tips. The creature let out a wet croak, and a putrid brown cloud left its mouth. The cloud stayed within the cage walls somehow, making her suspect a magical shield that protected them from the gaseous deadliness. Then, strangely, the creature absorbed the gas as it folded its wings back in again. 
“Its gases will attack the lungs, suffocating you where you stand,” Xerus explained. 
Thali focused on the creature’s mental outer perimeter, focusing the thread in her mind like a sharpened needle to pierce the magical creature’s wall. Just as various birds evolved to have sharper beaks to pierce the carapace of insects, magical creatures evolved to have naturally strong mental walls. She poked and prodded at the invisible wall, whittling away at her magical thread’s tip to make it sharper and smaller each time, testing it against the hornsnoad’s wall. As soon as her needle pierced through, she pushed threads through it like a straw, splaying them out within the hornsnoad’s mind. 
Each creature’s mind was different, and it always took her a moment to orient herself within each new creature she encountered. 
Before she had come to train in Etciel, she shoved images bluntly into animals’ minds like a broad net being thrown into an ocean. She was now learning to insert a thought so small and delicate that the creature didn’t even know she was infiltrating its mind. She hadn’t practiced on the truly intelligent creatures yet, but Xerus had promised with time she’d be able to infiltrate anything without blinking an eye. 
“What do you want me to do?” she whispered. Thali was in the hornsnoad’s mind, figuring out what pathways led to what. 
“Dance.” Xerus’s voice came to her as a whisper, quiet, commanding. 
Thali dug through her own memories for a jig that sailors often did when they spotted land after a long time at sea. 
She moved the creature’s legs now, not by shoving the memory roughly into its mind, but by tickling its fine motor control and taking over its leg muscles. The hornsnoad danced a flawless jig. 
“Now, the gas,” Xerus said. 
She reached with a tendril to that part of the creature that controlled its gas release. As she let it go, she noted its lessened potency, realizing she now knew it took time for the gas to develop and become potent in the special sac below the creature’s throat. 
As she explored its mind further, she noticed other dark-brown sparkly threads stretching from him. 
“You have others like him nearby,” Thali said. 
“Good. How many?” Xerus asked. 
“Eight others. On the other side of the wall there.” 
“And how many can you control?” 
Thali paused, sending out threads along the dark-brown sparkly threads that had caught her attention. Remembering the exact thinness of the sharpened point she’d been able to infiltrate the hornsnoad with, she pierced the others’ minds quickly. 
Not long ago, she would run out of thread; she’d felt limited by the spool she’d seemed to carry within herself. Now, she never felt like she was going to run out. Surrounded as she was by magic in this world, she felt limitless. 
“All of them,” Thali finally responded. In her mind, she saw the creatures in their cages, all unaware of her presence and sitting calmly as if they were waiting to be let out. 
Xerus’s command was quiet and terse. “Gas. All of them.” 
Thali squeezed every sac. The one before her barely emitted a puff. 
“Good. Now leave them.” 
Thali wound the threads back into their spools, noticing Jaxon at the far end of the other room through the hornsnoads' eyes, standing guard like he often did: feet apart, arms behind his back over the other eight creatures. 
“How do you feel?” Rommy was beside her now, concern showing in the crease of his forehead and the purse of his lips. 
Thali took a deep breath, assessing her body as Xerus had taught her; it was important to be aware of your own limits, to know you could survive your decisions. “I feel good. Energized even.” 
Rommy looked to Xerus and nodded. 
Jaxon strode into the room then. He stopped at a cabinet in the wall, pulled out two staffs, and continued toward them. 
Thali couldn’t help the excited flutter that her heart now did. Magic was unfamiliar and new and foreign. But physical combat was like home. And Jaxon was even better than her mother, which spoke volumes. Her mother was the best warrior in the kingdom, but Jaxon was otherworldly good. He knew so many different styles and methods, it was fun to see what he’d try next, what she could learn next. 
Jaxon nodded to her and handed her a staff. They took up their positions. As they started the familiar clack, clack, clack to slowly warm up, Thali felt Xerus’s mind creep up along the wall of her own mind. So it will be one of these practices, she thought. 
As she and Jaxon squared off and the intensity of their hits and speed of their movements became quicker, so did Xerus’s attempt to infiltrate her mind. 
Xerus sliding into her mind wasn’t like when Alexius did it. Alexius had a direct connection to her, so even if he did get in, it was like snapping an elastic back into its place to get him out. Xerus, Jaxon, and Aexie—on the rare occasion Thali did see her—never asked to create a link between them like Alexius had. They’d never tried to create a foothold in her mind. If they ever got through her wall, they’d back off, retreat into their own minds. 
Xerus’s physical voice came from the other side of the room. “If I get in this time, I want you to push me out. Consider a way to imagine the threads of your magic are like a net to catch and force me out.” 
It was like he’d been reading her thoughts. Jaxon smiled just then. He was about to try something new on her. Xerus would probably attack her at the same time. 
Suddenly, Jaxon spun around, forcing her staff high into the air. He moved to come down hard, and Thali used her magic to pull her staff back to her hands faster than gravity would have allowed. She braced her hands on the staff closer together than normal, preparing to take the hard blow of all of Jaxon’s body weight. 
CLACK! CLACK! CLACK!
Thali’s gritted teeth vibrated in her head as each blow landed impossibly fast, inhumanly fast. At the same time, Xerus was needling his magic into her mind. She felt his magic like a light trying to pierce the pitch black of her wall. She wove a tight net of threads in her mind, spreading it along the wall to catch any light that threatened to seep through. 
She was bracing so hard physically from the onslaught Jaxon was dealing that she inadvertently pushed the net of magic through her mental wall, wrapping it around the light beyond it. The stream of light snuffed out and Xerus took a sharp breath. Jaxon stopped immediately, dropping his staff and running over to Xerus. 
Thali was so physically exhausted, she dropped to the floor. Reeling in all her magic threads was habit
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