
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      Thick as Blood
    

    
      Book 2 of Hard as Stone
    

    
      Beatrice B. Morgan
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      Authors 4 Authors Publishing
    

    
      Marysville, WA, USA
      

    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
    

    
      ©2022 Beatrice B. Morgan
    

    
      First published as ©2020 B. B. Morgan
    

    
      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form without prior written permission from the publisher, except for use in brief quotations as permitted by United States copyright law.
    

    
      Published by Authors 4 Authors Publishing
    

    
      1214 6th St
    

    
      Marysville, WA 98270
    

    
      www.authors4authorspublishing.com
      
    

    
      E-book ISBN: 978-1-64477-134-1
    

    
      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-64477-135-8
    

    
      Edited by Rebecca Mikkelson
    

    
      Copyedited by Brandi Spencer
    

    
      Cover design ©2022 Brandi Spencer. All rights reserved.
    

    
      Interior design by Brandi Spencer
      

    
    
      Authors 4 Authors Content Rating
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      This title has been rated 17+, appropriate for older teens and adults, and contains:
    

    
      	
        Strong language
      

      	
        Graphic violence
      

      	
        Brief implied sex
      

      	
        Mild alcohol use
      

      	
        Mild positive fantasy drug use
      

    

    
      For more information on our rating system, please, visit our Content Guide.
      

    

  Table of Contents


  

    	Cover


    	Thick as Blood


    	Copyright


    	Authors 4 Authors Content Rating


    	⚙️ Chapter 1 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 2 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 3 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 4 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 5 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 6 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 7 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 8 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 9 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 10 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 11 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 12 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 13 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 14 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 15 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 16 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 17 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 18 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 19 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 20 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 21 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 22 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 23 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 24 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 25 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 26 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 27 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 28 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 29 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 30 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 31 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 32 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 33 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 34 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 35 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 36 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 37 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 38 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 39 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 40 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 41 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 42 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 43 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 44 ⚙️


    	⚙️ Chapter 45 ⚙️


    	Strong as Steel


    	Map


    	Also by Beatrice B. Morgan


    	About the Author


    	About the Publisher


  




      ⚙️ Chapter 1 ⚙️
    

    
      “Your stance is wrong,” Thalame said, pointing his wooden practice dagger at Raven’s legs. Sweat glistened along his dark hair and neck. “Your feet are too close together, and you need to bend your knees a little more.”
    

    
      Raven adjusted her stance.
    

    
      Thalame considered it silently while catching his breath. “Not the best,” he said at last, “but better.”
    

    
      Raven held in her irritation; she half wanted to throw her practice dagger at him. They had been practicing combat basics since dawn. Her stomach growled. Her head hurt. Her muscles ached from the strange new use. She had the beginnings of calluses from the wooden daggers and swords. But she couldn’t quit. She had to be stronger.
    

    
      So she adjusted her stance a bit more.
    

    
      Thalame let her catch her breath while tossing his wooden dagger into the air. He caught it effortlessly, like he had been handling weapons since he could walk. Knowing him, he might have. He’d told her that he liked the stealth of a dagger but preferred the surprise of a well-timed grenade.
    

    
      Of all the Dwellers Raven had come to know in the past two weeks, she knew the least about Thalame. He didn’t talk about himself or his past, except in dodgy answers. According to Ivy, he had an unhappy past, but she didn’t elaborate. Thalame didn’t move like a soldier; he moved like an assassin, and his mysterious and unhappy past made him all the more interesting to Raven.
    

    
      Despite his bulky build, he moved with grace and lethality. He had tawny skin, neither northern pale nor southern brown—a mixture, she had decided. When she had asked Thalame where he had come from, he had shrugged and said, “A town not worth mentioning.”
    

    
      All the Dwellers had come from somewhere else, and she loved the sheer diversity of them all. Some came from the north, some from the south, some from the far southern islands, and some from the far east. Everyone had different stories of how they had ended up with the Dwellers. It was so unlike her home of Silver Glen, where everyone looked the same and thought the same and knew the same stories.
    

    
      She rolled her neck, and a few strands of her light brown hair fell into her face; her braid had loosened. She whisked the leather strap from the end and quickly braided it back. Raven had turned seventeen a few months prior, but she felt so much older than the little naïve girl who had left Silver Glen. She had seen and survived much. In those days of travel, her pale northern skin had turned a shade of peach. According to Ivy, she no longer looked as though she lived underground.
    

    
      “Ready?” Thalame asked, catching his dagger by the hilt without looking.
    

    
      She tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Ready.”
    

    
      Thalame shifted gracefully from his leisurely stance into a fighter’s stance. She had only a heartbeat to see it—he came at her. Raven met his wooden dagger with her own, and the wood thunked as she defended and attacked. Thalame moved slower than he would have in a real fight, mostly for her benefit. She had gotten better, but Thalame met every attack she threw like he could sense her movements before she did.
    

    
      He moved like he hadn’t been injured a few weeks ago when part of a tunnel had collapsed on him. He healed remarkably fast thanks to his healing magic, bouncing back from that night faster than anyone else. Zander still winced from time to time, although with Thalame’s magic, his injuries had healed remarkably fast too.
    

    
      Raven ducked to dodge Thalame’s attack that would have sliced her throat open in a real fight. She thought herself safe, aimed to counterattack, but his foot came around the back of her knee—down she went.
    

    
      Thalame was on her in a blink, blade to her throat. “Gotcha,” he said, a wicked smile stretching out his battle-serious grimace.
    

    
      Raven released a sigh of defeat. Not that it bothered her; she hadn’t defeated Thalame once.
    

    
      “You lasted longer than you did last time.” Thalame shifted the daggers into one hand and stood. He offered his free hand to her. She took it, and he hoisted her to her feet.
    

    
      “I’m still horrible,” she said.
    

    
      Thalame shrugged, not denying it. “You won’t learn years of combat training in a few weeks.”
    

    
      She rolled her neck and stretched her arms above her head. She adjusted the loose-fitting blouse she had borrowed from Ivy. Raven had accumulated a few basic articles of clothing from the nearby villages, but their stock was nothing impressive. A breeze fluttered through the ceiling of the training room, hot and humid with the sun-parched stench of summer.
    

    
      The Dwellers lived in a treehouse; Raven didn’t know where exactly it was, other than in the middle of a dense forest. She didn’t have a clear grasp on the geography of Rhynwier, but she knew it was east of the capital city of Lenhala.
    

    
      The Dwellers were outsiders, not part of the Gracitan military—the Gray Elite—that ruled both the Empire of Gracita and the Kingdom of Rhynwier, nor were they part of the resistance against the Gray Elite, known as the Order of the Hawks. The Dwellers were a group unto themselves, though from what Raven had gathered, they had ties to the Wraiths, an ancient society of magicians who worked all over the continent to smuggle magicians out of the Gray Elite’s clutches so they could live peacefully.
    

    
      The Gray Elite had decreed magic illegal, and anyone caught using it or helping those who could use it were executed.
    

    
      The Dwellers were rebels.
    

    
      Raven bent down to touch her toes, stretching the back of her legs. Her locket shifted under her blouse. She straightened and felt for it, tucked under her collar and out of sight. Her locket was special for two reasons: first, it was the only thing she had of her mother’s; second, it contained the centrum of Altair’s Augur, a doomsday device. The machine was useless without its magical core.
    

    
      No one knew she concealed the centrum, except for Zander. Even now, the locket felt strangely warm against her chest.
    

    
      Thalame got a drink of water, and Raven joined him. The earthenware cup felt warm to the touch, much like everything else in the treehouse. She drank the cool water eagerly; it surged down her throat but turned warm as it met her insides.
    

    
      Sisters, she was burning up. Sweat coated her skin and lined her scalp. It shimmered against Thalame’s brow. Summer’s heat had permeated the entire treehouse. At the peak of midday, the heat became nearly unbearable.
    

    
      The Dwellers’ treehouse had been built into the thick branches of the ancient trees. Many of the walls and floors were made of timber or scrap metal. On the highest level of the treehouse, the ceilings opened to the canopy, to the sky. In other places, the branches twisted so tightly together that not even the rain could squeeze through. On the good side, birds and bugs were always chirping and singing. On the bad side, it was blasted hot.
    

    
      “All right, one more go,” said Thalame.
    

    
      He and Raven returned to the center of the room, wooden daggers in hand. She fell into her stance. Thalame considered it but didn’t offer her corrections; her pride swelled.
    

    
      “Watch me,” he said, like he did during every one of their training sessions.
    

    
      He came at her. When he moved slower, she could see how his body moved as he began an attack or a block, how his muscles shifted, how his stance changed to support his shifting weight. They danced around the floor, and he even let her get a few jabs at him. Gradually, he sped up the combat. The faster he moved, the harder his movements were to predict. How could he predict hers so fast?
    

    
      Around and around they fought. Sweat slid from her temple, down her face, and into the collar of her blouse. It covered her, thick as a wool blanket. Thalame stepped to the side, preparing for an attack, and she saw it—that small window of opportunity where his other side was left open.
    

    
      She moved to strike, and then the air rushed out of her lungs of its own accord. A vicious, gasping cough knocked her to her knees. Her daggers clattered to the ground beside her. She gasped for breath—panic rose like bile in her throat, stealing what breath she managed to hang onto. Her skin went clammy.
    

    
      “Sisters,” Thalame gasped and knelt in front of her with the same lethal grace with which he fought, his own daggers laid forgotten on the floor. He pressed his bare hand against her collarbone, his calloused fingers against her throat. His face fell into a deep concentration—to detect any illness.
    

    
      Gradually, her panic lessened, and her breath returned to normal. The sweat had chilled, but it came as a welcome relief in the heat.
    

    
      “Hmm. Your fever is small but there,” Thalame said, frowning. “I’m not feeling any obvious, known illness.” And it worried him. She knew it did. She could see the frustration in his eyes.
    

    
      She’d had a strange, mild fever since they’d returned from Lenhala. She hadn’t said anything about it to the others. A fever was nothing serious, and most took care of themselves.
    

    
      “The heat’s not helping either.” He frowned at the ceiling. The branches did not grow as tightly in the training room, and bits of pale blue sky peeked between the leaves. “Take it easy for the rest of the day, Raven. You’ve been training hard, and your body needs rest.”
    

    
      “I can do it.” She jumped to her feet. The floor shifted—it took a moment to realize that she had shifted. She steadied herself.
    

    
      Thalame stood and crossed his arms. “I have no doubt you can, but not today. You’re trying too hard to learn too much in a very short time.”
    

    
      She started to argue, but a headache started somewhere behind her eyes. Thalame put his hand on her arm, and the headache dulled.
    

    
      Pain flashed briefly across his face. He, like the magicians she had met, had evaded the Gray Elite’s magic-hunting automatons by tattooing a rune on his back. When he used his magic, the rune burned off the magic that would normally escape into the air.
    

    
      “Thank you,” she said because she knew it hurt him a little to do so.
    

    
      Healing the others had taken a lot out of him. He had used his magic enough in the past few weeks that Ivy had to hunt down aloe to ease the burns the rune caused to the skin around it.
    

    
      “Your exhaustion is making you sicker,” he said sternly. “You’re pushing yourself too hard when you should be resting. You’re running yourself ragged.”
    

    
      Raven heaved a sigh. She wanted to argue and keep going, but she also wanted to lie down for a while until her head stopped hurting. “Maybe you’re right,” she admitted.
    

    
      Thalame snorted. “Go get yourself a cool drink and some rest.” He returned the wooden daggers to the rack by the wall and glanced up at the bits of the pale blue sky. “Maybe the Sisters will grant us rain to take the edge off this heat.”
    

    
      The Sisters were Wilyn, Goddess of the Forest and Keeper of the Stars; Minerva, Goddess of the Sea and Wind; and Solen, Goddess of Stone and Steel. Legends told of how the Sisters had gifted magic to the people of Rhynwier, and the people of Gracita became jealous. That jealousy fueled their desire to conquer and to prove the superiority of their machines over magic.
    

    
      Raven glanced up at the sky as if Wilyn might answer with a storm cloud. She didn’t. Not even a slight breeze. Raven doubted the Sisters would do anything against the heat, just as they had done nothing when Gracita invaded Rhynwier and massacred their worshipers and demolished their temples.
    

    
      Sweat smothered her in places she would rather it didn’t, not to mention everywhere else, and she left the training room to cool down. Thalame was right; she was overheated and working herself too hard. Whatever fever she had picked up in Lenhala needed time to get out of her body.
    

    
      And working herself to death wouldn’t solve anything.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 2 ⚙️
    

    
      When Raven had glimpsed the treehouse for the first time, she hadn’t realized how extensive it was. Ivy had given her a tour, and its sheer size astounded her. The Dwellers had built their treehouse high above the forest floor, hidden among the thick branches. They had rooms for everything: weaving, herbs, stargazing, reading, leatherworking. The treehouse wound around the thick tree trunks, connecting the rooms and halls with spiraling staircases made of tied-together branches and timber, ziplines, rope bridges, and ladders. The timber floors rose and fell with the branches, around the wide trunks, over and under branches thicker than a house.
    

    
      Raven retreated to one of the bathrooms higher in the treehouse. Woven walls separated the water basins from the toilets and showers, with multicolored metal pipes connecting the basins to the tanks of gathered rainwater. Planks and woven reeds formed walls between the showers, and curtains looped over the branches of the ceiling for privacy.
    

    
      Raven turned the knob over one of the basins, and rainwater flowed through the pipe. She washed her hands and face in lukewarm water. The burning underneath her skin eased a little. She held her hands and forearms under the water until she no longer felt as though she might combust. She glanced at herself in the shined brass that served as a mirror. Sisters, she looked terrible: sweaty, tired, and sick. Bags hung under her eyes, and sweat plastered her hair to her temples. Her entire face was flushed pink.
    

    
      She placed her wet hands against her cheeks. Hot. Too hot.
    

    
      Overheated—Thalame was right. These were the hottest days of summer, and with the open canopy of the treehouse, all the humidity and heat came right inside. It was nothing like Silver Glen, where the mines remained cool, regardless of whether the surface sizzled with summer or slept under piles of snow.
    

    
      What she wouldn’t give for a pile of snow to lay in…
    

    
      She glanced up at the pieces of the pale blue sky. A few birds tweeted.
    

    
      Rest. She needed rest. But how was she to rest when it was so ungodly hot?
    

    
      Ivy had shown her a lagoon by the waterfall, half-tucked inside a shallow cave, half-shaded by towering oaks. The water stayed cool, perfect for an afternoon swim.
    

    
      Raven let out a sigh. Her hot breath puffed against the shined brass mirror. Ivy had returned to Lenhala a week prior to assess the damage done. Raven hadn’t heard a whisper or word about her friend, and each day tightened the ball of anxiety in her chest.
    

    
      She let her face air dry, which didn’t take long. She meandered back to her room—the room she shared with Ivy—mind on the rest that Thalame told her to get, but she found someone already inside. A younger girl, ten or eleven, was dropping a leather satchel onto Ivy’s made bed. A heavier satchel had been placed on the floor at the foot.
    

    
      “Tara?” Raven asked.
    

    
      The younger girl spun fast enough that her two long brown braids swung in an arc. Her sun-tanned cheeks spread in a wide smile. “Good news, Rae,” said Tara. “Ivy’s back. She asked me about you, and I said you were well, though I suspect she’ll want to ask you herself.” Raven inhaled, question poised, but Tara continued, “She’s in the lounge upstairs, or she was when I saw her, waiting to discuss with the others.”
    

    
      Raven couldn’t help the smile that stretched across her cheeks. “Thank you, Tara!” she said as she ran down the hallway and toward the lounge.
    

    
      The Dwellers scattered themselves throughout the kingdom as informants, ambassadors, and spies. They bartered in information. Ivy wasn’t a Hawk or Gray Elite or a magician; she was a spy. She lived two lives: one as Ivy, the free spirited girl in the woods—her true self—and one as Ivaline Pemberton, an uppercrust girl with a sickly disposition, who stayed inside for long periods of time. Ivaline was the cover while Ivy gathered information.
    

    
      Raven stumbled through the doorway and found Ivy reclining on a wicker chaise. Thalame was sitting on a wooden stool beside her.
    

    
      A fragment of movement, so quick she nearly missed it—and in Raven’s mind she completed the image—Thalame and Ivy’s interlaced hands quickly coming apart. Thalame glanced away, and Ivy’s face brightened at Raven, though pink highlighted her pale cheeks. Raven decided not to mention it.
    

    
      “Raven!” Ivy said cheerfully.
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you be resting?” Thalame asked, one brow higher than the other.
    

    
      Ivy started to speak, then glanced at Thalame. Worry creased her brow. “Resting?” She turned her gaze to Raven. “Are you still feeling under the weather?”
    

    
      “A little,” Raven said. “But it’s nothing I can’t stand.”
    

    
      “That’s good to hear,” said Ivy. “But just in case, I’ll hug you and kiss your cheek when you’re feeling well again. I’d rather not catch whatever it is you’ve got.”
    

    
      Raven nodded, sitting in one of the wicker chairs that circled the lounge for meetings. “I will hold you to that.”
    

    
      Being in one of the highest points in the treehouse, they had an unobstructed view of the pale blue sky. Currently, a wispy cloud inched along.
    

    
      “When did you get back?” Raven asked.
    

    
      “Not long ago.” Ivy still wore pigments of Ivaline’s pale makeup and dark kohl, though it looked as though she’d tried to wash it off. She wore trousers and a blouse, rather than the dresses and corsets they wore in the city. Dust stuck to her boots. “I’ve just had time to grab a cup of tea and put my feet up.”
    

    
      Footsteps sounded outside the lounge, and Zander Winchester appeared. The sunlight had brought a healthy glow to his bronze skin, though standing in the shade of the doorway, he looked gaunt. He had left the top few buttons of his shirt undone, and sweat glistened along his collarbone. He wore knives on his suspenders and guns on his hips—he had named his favorite gun Birdie. Zander’s sapphire eyes flickered between Ivy and Raven, and his straight-line mouth twisted into a scowl. “Ivy,” Zander greeted. He sounded irritated, like he had been interrupted.
    

    
      “Most people say ‘hello’ in a greeting,” Ivy said playfully, “particularly when greeting a lady.”
    

    
      “Hello,” he said through gritted teeth.
    

    
      Ivy pretended not to notice and fanned herself with a piece of lace strung between wooden sticks.
    

    
      Zander sulked into the lounge and sat beside Raven, though he didn’t speak. He didn’t even glance in her direction. She didn’t have time to tease him about his mood before Niall—tinker, mechanic, spy—appeared. The dark braids that usually hung to his shoulders had been twisted up in a hasty yet somehow elaborate style. Sweat glistened along the brown of Niall’s neck and face; the heat in the workshop, she figured.
    

    
      Niall sank into the chair beside Zander, and the two boys shared a short, knowing glance. Raven frowned. Secrets had passed between them, she knew it. Zander met her gaze, and his frown deepened.
    

    
      Zander and his many secrets, she thought bitterly. Had they not promised to be more honest with one another?
    

    
      More Dwellers filed into the lounge; some she knew by name, and some she knew by face only. They all looked bogged by the heat. After a time, Ivy cleared her throat—a lady’s signal to attention. The chatter silenced.
    

    
      “Well?” asked Tay, the unspoken leader of the Dwellers. A hulking mass of a man, his intimidation contrasted greatly with his gentle demeanor—most of the time. He motioned toward Ivy. “Fill us in, girl, before winter sets in.”
    

    
      “Well…” Ivy started. With all eyes on her, she sat up a little straighter. If the attention bothered her, she didn’t show it. “Lenhala is still in shock. Everyone is talking about the murders at the Summer Solstice Ball. The following attack on Deacon’s life is fueling the Gray Elite’s story that the Hawks were behind the whole thing. According to Father, they used the murders as their reasoning for storming the Hawks’ headquarters. He told me that the Hawks are holding.” Ivy looked to Zander. “Unfortunately, both the Hawks and the Gray Elite consider you a traitor. Father knows you’re alive and well, but he’s promised not to give your whereabouts away.”
    

    
      A few spat curses, including Zander.
    

    
      Guilt weighed on Raven’s shoulders. She knew, deeper down than she could think, that the murders and the attack on the Hawks hadn’t been her fault, but it didn’t stop her from feeling like it had been. The events of that night had been started by her, and so they felt like her fault. And as a result, Zander had been barred from his home by his own family.
    

    
      “And,” Ivy said, looking at Raven, “because General Deacon has framed Raven as his attempted assassin, she is the most wanted person in the city, possibly the kingdom. Regent Dunel has officially declared that the automatons are to seize you on sight. Alive.”
    

    
      A chill went through her bones at that word. Alive.
    

    
      They wanted the centrum. Had Deacon figured out that the box she’d given him was empty? When he did, he would be furious. He would know that she’d lied.
    

    
      “On the bright side, bards have already composed songs about you,” Ivy said, waving her fan at Raven, her eyes glittering. “Some are rather endearing. Everyone loves a good antihero, you know.”
    

    
      Thalame scoffed. “That means the automatons will be looking for you with intent,” he said to Raven.
    

    
      “The general also claims Raven wrongly accused and planted evidence against Brigadier General Winchester,” Ivy said dryly, looking at Zander with her head cocked to the side.
    

    
      His brooding gaze widened.
    

    
      “However, Deacon assures the public that Brigadier General Winchester and his wife are clean of dealings with the Hawks and that the accusation was a ruse.”
    

    
      Raven and Zander laughed, she scornfully and he bitterly.
    

    
      “My father is a master of lies,” Zander said, each word sharp as a dagger. “He’s been spinning lies to the Gray Elite for years, and the general has fallen for it. My father has done well to make sure the public sees him campaign against the Hawks, and he’s even staged fake missions with the Hawks so that the Gray Elite thinks he’s on their side. He’s a clever bastard, I’ll give him that.”
    

    
      Raven held in her words. Had Zander inherited his father’s knack for deception? He had fooled her and the people of Silver Glen. He had hidden his identity as Gray Elite, as a Hawk, and as a magician.
    

    
      Zander leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the same look of disgust twisting his features that he wore whenever he spoke of his father—the father who had accused him of treason, thrown him in the dungeon, and tortured him for information. Raven wasn’t fond of the man either. He had smacked her to the floor when she had refused him information.
    

    
      Zander glanced at her as if he could sense her thoughts. A flurry of butterflies intertwined with her agitation, mixing into an uncomfortable anxiety. She averted her gaze from him and sought out Ivy instead.
    

    
      “But,” Ivy said, “the good news is that while Lenhala is ripe with petty politics, they aren’t paying attention to us.”
    

    
      “Good,” said Thalame. “There’s a lot riding on this rescue mission. We can’t afford to have any more Gray Elite attention than we’ve already got.”
    

    
      The air in the room tensed. For the past two weeks, they had been healing and training and planning, all in preparation for their upcoming mission: to rescue Princess Rosaria from her imprisonment in Moorin, the capital city of Gracita and center of the Gray Elite’s military power. Rosaria was the rightful monarch of Rhynwier, and with her on their side, they could dismantle Altair’s Augur for good.
    

    
      “Speaking of that mission,” piped up Tay, his booming voice taking up as much space as his shoulders, “how’s that coming along?” He looked at Zander.
    

    
      “Niall and I have been working on getting the maps together,” said Zander. “We want one master map, not dozens of them. We’ve got maps of city streets, waterways, and surrounding villages, a few of the major buildings.”
    

    
      “I’m working on finding anything that might give us an advantage,” added Niall.
    

    
      “Good,” said Tay. “Keep at it. We can’t afford for this mission to go wrong or to let the Hawks or the Gray Elite know what we’re up to.”
    

    
      Raven held her shoulders straighter. The mission was also why she had been training. She didn’t want to be useless, not like she had been in Lenhala.
    

    
      “I doubt the Gray Elite will be nice about it this time,” said Zander, an edge to his voice—the same edge he got whenever they spoke about Rosaria. “If they think we’re after her, they’ll either get rid of her or put her somewhere we can’t reach.”
    

    
      “They already think she’s unreachable,” Thalame reminded him. “And, generally speaking, anyone inside the Tombs is.”
    

    
      Thalame and Zander shared a prolonged glance. More secrets, more unsaid things.
    

    
      Raven fought the urge to say something. Was she the only one in the treehouse who didn’t have a mound of secrets? Even after she and Zander had told them everything—well, most things—everyone else still had secrets.
    

    
      Sweat broke out over her skin, along her scalp, down her back, cold and hot all at once. The fever returned. Hot. Too hot. Burning. The edges of the world blurred; the lounge swayed. She gripped the arms of the wicker chair to remind herself that she had balance.
    

    
      Thalame spoke, but his words were muffled. Zander spoke, muffled.
    

    
      Neither were speaking to her.
    

    
      Then, everyone stood—meeting adjourned. She stood too, and the blurriness faded enough that she could walk straight. It faded a little more with every step. She passed into the hall, and Zander brushed against her shoulder. His sapphire eyes briefly met hers, and then he continued down the hall and out of sight.
    

    
      Raven kept walking. Her feet took her toward the cool lagoon where she could drown this burning fever.
    

    
      Zander acted like he hadn’t kissed her during their harrowing escape from the city. He talked only about Rosaria, about the mission, about the importance of saving the princess. She understood him being busy with all the preparations, but did he not have a spare breath for her? A heartbeat to spare for a good morning or a goodnight? He had said few words to her since their return. He’d been busy, she reasoned, as had she.
    

    
      She would rather take his worry than his indifference. He likely didn’t have room to think about her between his thoughts of Rosaria, his darling princess, the precious key to saving the kingdom.
    

    
      The fever burned sudden and hot, blurring her vision. She careened into the wall, the side of a tree trunk, and rested against the bark until her legs could support her again. Luckily, she was alone in the hall. She didn’t feel like listening to anyone else talk about resting or her health.
    

    
      She heaved a slow breath. The lagoon. The cool water.
    

    
      That was what she needed.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 3 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven meandered to a ladder concealed within a fake tree that led to the forest floor. She found purchase on the ladder’s rungs and started to descend, already feeling a coolness from the shade of the tunnel. At the bottom, a door led to the forest floor. The door and the fake tree had been so cleverly hidden with bark and vines that if she hadn’t already known where they were, she wouldn’t have spotted the difference.
    

    
      Between the treehouse and the impossibly thick tree trunks, the forest floor received little sunlight. Few plants grew in the thick shade, and it smelled strongly of tilled dirt and damp. It resembled a perpetual twilight—a nightmarish version of daytime—but it had a peacefulness to it. Birds chittered in the canopy, and cicadas sang incessantly.
    

    
      Raven started toward the lagoon, and soon sunlight dappled through the canopy as she left the treehouse behind. The summer heat turned blistering in the direct sun, and by the time Raven came to the lagoon, the humidity had risen. It would rain soon.
    

    
      She found the lagoon deserted, and she eagerly undressed and stepped into the cool water. It covered the overheated skin of her legs. She walked to the deeper end of the pool and submerged herself, staying under as long as her lungs would allow. The coolness of the water, the shade of the shallow cave—her fever relaxed. It did not relent, but it calmed. An underground river fed the lagoon, and the water continuously flowed to meet the aboveground river—the lagoon was always cool.
    

    
      She closed her eyes and reclined against the water-smoothed side of the lagoon, a calm blue-gray stone. With the cooling, soothing, relaxing water, her mind didn’t feel so cluttered. Her anxiety ebbed.
    

    
      Why did it matter if Zander worried about Princess Rosaria? He was supposed to be on the princess’s side in this war, the war their kingdom had lost. Raven should feel the same stubborn pride when it came to Rhynwier, but she didn’t. Not really. She did want to see the Gray Elite fall. And, if they succeeded in this impossible mission, if they saved the princess, they would still have to put her on the throne and banish the Gray Elite from the kingdom.
    

    
      That sounded more impossible than saving the princess.
    

    
      “I thought you’d be here,” came Ivy’s chime.
    

    
      Raven opened an eye to see the blonde girl walking toward the pool. She stopped by the rocks where Raven had left her clothes, and added her own to them. She joined Raven in the water. She dunked herself, coming up with a sigh of relief, her flaxen hair flattened against her head.
    

    
      “I’m glad you’re back,” Raven said as Ivy settled against the stone beside her. “I missed you. The others aren’t nearly as pleasant to talk to.”
    

    
      Ivy chuckled. “I don’t suppose they would be. Everyone is all in a tizzy about this mission. They want to get it done as fast as possible but also as efficiently as possible, and I see those two things as counterintuitive. Personally, I vote we rest for a good two or three weeks more before plunging into something that could very well get us all killed.”
    

    
      “I second that,” said Raven.
    

    
      They rested for a while in silence. Raven had missed Ivy. She had missed having a friend to talk to.
    

    
      “Zander is worried about the princess,” Raven whispered at last, her words sharper than she intended.
    

    
      “Does that bother you?”
    

    
      Raven didn’t answer. Her gaze drifted to the dark gray of the rocky ceiling. Yes, was the correct answer. “No,” she said.
    

    
      Ivy hummed in disbelief. She eyed Raven suspiciously, urging Raven to admit the truth.
    

    
      Raven sighed through her nose. “A little,” she whispered. “That’s all he talks about, all he thinks about, and he hasn’t said more than a few words to me since we’ve been back, and when he does, he glares. It’s like he doesn’t want me to be here.” Saying it all out loud made it sound foolish. Raven’s cheeks warmed.
    

    
      Ivy didn’t say anything for a moment. All the world was the trickling of the water through the rocks, the cascading of the underground river along the rockface and into the lagoon, and the thousands of birds chirping amidst the summer’s heat.
    

    
      Then Ivy said softly, “Zander feels responsible for Rosaria’s capture. A few weeks before he fled, she was captured by the Gray Elite. It wasn’t his fault, not entirely. Rosaria can be…willfully ignorant of risks. That’s how my father put it. She and Zander went out one night, and, well, they got separated, and then she was captured. Zander knew only of his mission the night the Hawks were going to rescue her,” Ivy said grimly.
    

    
      An assassination, Raven remembered.
    

    
      “He didn’t know it was connected to Rosaria. When he didn’t eliminate his target, the overall mission was exposed. No one knew what had happened. Zander was just gone.”
    

    
      Escaped. Zander had learned of his father’s plan to use Altair’s Augur. He’d stolen the centrum and fled as far from Lenhala as he could.
    

    
      “The Gray Elite had Rosaria moved,” Ivy said. “Until recently, we didn’t know where. Zander didn’t know about Rosaria until his father told him about it. Now he blames himself twice over.”
    

    
      Raven had seen his face when his father had told him. Shock, disbelief, shame. “And now Zander thinks it’s his responsibility to get her back,” Raven said.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Raven sighed. “He must care about her a great deal,” she whispered. The words left a bitter taste on her tongue. Raven knew she was fishing for information—she had seen Ivy do it as Ivaline, and she had seen her own stepmother do it to her plenty, asking seemingly simple questions, only to dig through the answers.
    

    
      “He does,” Ivy said, her voice reserved. “But not in the way you’re thinking. When the king and queen were killed, Brigadier General Winchester smuggled Rosaria out of the palace. He took her in, raised her in secret. She and Zander are the same age, and they grew up as siblings. So, yes, he cares about Rosaria, but not like he cares about you.”
    

    
      Raven let out a bitter laugh, guilt and anger and jealousy all mixed together.
    

    
      “I’m being serious,” said Ivy, smacking Raven’s shoulder playfully.
    

    
      “His father said he planned for Zander to marry Rosaria,” Raven said. Which would make him king of Rhynwier, should they succeed and put Rosaria on the throne. King. Raven’s stomach collapsed at the very thought.
    

    
      Ivy didn’t respond. Her silence and lack of comforting information confirmed that she had known. After a lengthy pause, she said, her voice full of its usual charm, “Well, Brigadier General Winchester isn’t in charge of them now. If we get to Rosaria first, it will be her will against the Hawks, and I’m fairly certain her opinion outweighs theirs.”
    

    
      “And having her on our side will change things?” Raven asked.
    

    
      “It will give us an advantage,” said Ivy. “With Rosaria, we can start plotting the downfall of the Gray Elite and push them out of our kingdom. She’s got a mind for political juggling, I’ve heard. And, she’s royal by blood, so our chances of her having that royal magic is high.”
    

    
      “Royal magic?” Raven asked, turning her head to Ivy.
    

    
      She nodded. The hair at her temples had begun to dry, and it curled like fishhooks around her face. “Yeah, they say that the royal magic was stronger than any other, passed down through the bloodlines, having been gifted from the gods to the first king of Rhynwier. Something about the ruler being tied to the land, or whatever. Who knows?”
    

    
      So not only was Rosaria a princess and future queen, she was a powerful magician too.
    

    
      “I only met her a few times. I’m not officially a Hawk,” Ivy said, sighing through her nose, “but everyone tells me she’s a clever girl with a good head on her shoulders. If only they said that about me.” She chuckled.
    

    
      Raven offered Ivy a smile and returned her stare to the rocky ceiling of the lagoon. Logically, she should want the best for her kingdom, her home, her princess, but where that sense of pride should have been, she felt a numb bitterness.
    

    
      Even her sense of adventure had depleted.
    

    
      Maybe Thalame had been right about the fever. It was making her sicker than she realized.
    

    
      Ivy nudged her arm. “Don’t worry about Zander. He’s just being protective and vengeful. You’ll see. We’ll go on this mission, save our princess, and then you’ll see how it is.”
    

    
      “Okay,” Raven said because she could fathom no other response. “I’ll take your word for it.”
    

    
      Because she wanted to believe Ivy.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 4 ⚙️
    

    
      A week passed, and Raven spent her days in a stupor. With all the planning, no one had much time for anything else. Raven’s fever didn’t recede. She slept sometimes for ten or twelve hours. The heat of the summer intensified, and it made her fever all the more prominent.
    

    
      She kept her training sessions with Thalame light and short, her meals small and controlled, and her fluid intake high. Most of the Dwellers were too busy to notice anything amiss; only Ivy and Thalame seemed concerned.
    

    
      When asked, Raven blamed the heat. Thalame didn’t like that answer, but he never pushed for more information.
    

    
      Raven escaped to the lagoon every day—sometimes with Ivy, sometimes without.
    

    
      At the end of the week, the Dwellers gathered in one of the lower chambers. Bark and tight branches formed the ceiling and walls, and no natural sunlight lit the space. Instead, lanterns hung from the branches. Raven sank into a chair beside Ivy. The chamber was far too stuffy for her liking.
    

    
      Niall and Zander stood beside a wooden table on which they had arranged a number of maps and diagrams. When everyone had gathered, Niall spoke first.
    

    
      “We’ve gone over various ways we won’t be able to get in,” Niall said, motioning to a large map of Gracita. “Automaton patrols have increased on the main roads, waterways, and ports into Gracita. Air traffic is tighter than the roads.”
    

    
      “And there are no tunnels or cave systems leading under the border,” Zander added. In the shadowy light, his exhaustion showed. Bruises hugged his eyes, and his skin looked pale. “That we know of, at least.”
    

    
      “We’ve few options for entry,” said Niall. He pulled another map from the pile. It was an air traffic map; all the ports were marked by red and blue dots. “First, we can go by air. It’s the quickest route, but also the riskiest. To avoid alarming Air Patrol, we would have to find a ship with clearance over the border. We would have to buy or threaten our way on board.”
    

    
      “And finding one that won’t turn us in is going to be near impossible,” said Zander, his distaste for the plan obvious. He pointed to the northern border of Gracita. The jagged edge of the mountains had been drawn with sharp points, like teeth. “There are a few uncharted airways into Gracita. They’re to the far north and far west. Either would take us weeks to get to, although if we took the Hellcat north to Bell Falls, we could shave a few days off that.”
    

    
      Raven scanned the map for Bell Falls. It wasn’t terribly far from Silver Glen—just to the southwest.
    

    
      “It would take longer,” Zander said, “but it would be safer.”
    

    
      “Either way, our chances of being caught or seen or reported are high,” said Niall grimly.
    

    
      Thalame shifted from his place against the wall. He uncrossed his arms to motion to the map. “What about to the south?”
    

    
      “The south is heavily guarded,” Niall said, looking as though he expected Thalame to have known that. “It’s the main airway for the ports. Automatons and Gray Elite would be everywhere.”
    

    
      “Which would be the last place they’d expect us to come in through,” said Thalame, raising a brow.
    

    
      “Because it’s near impossible,” added Zander dryly.
    

    
      “Maybe for us,” Thalame said. “It wouldn’t be hard to slip into Tinatun’s western territory to see if our old friends won’t help us out. If I remember right, Malik owes me a favor. He’s got connections to the sky and to the Crusaders.”
    

    
      Silence drifted into the room and landed thickly. That silence quickly became uncomfortable. Thalame and Zander stared at one another, unsaid words passing between them.
    

    
      “Who are the Crusaders?” Raven asked, her voice slicing through the silence.
    

    
      “They’re pirates,” Zander spat. “They stayed out of the war and kept to themselves. They’ve made it clear they want nothing to do with our problems. What makes you think they would even hear us out?”
    

    
      “Like I said, Malik owes me a favor,” Thalame repeated. “And if he can’t help us out, there’s always the Wraiths.”
    

    
      Zander glared daggers. “No.”
    

    
      Raven glanced between the two boys. Zander’s eyes were predatory, filled with warnings and threats. Thalame remained unfazed by it.
    

    
      Thalame continued, ignoring Zander’s silent but obvious objections, “The Crusaders will know every crack in the border patrols, and getting us through won’t be a problem for them. Malik knows the ports; he might be able to get us on a cargo ship. Either way, we can slip into Gracita, maybe even into Moorin.”
    

    
      Zander heaved a sigh of displeasure. “We can find another way in.”
    

    
      “By trudging across the kingdom? By the time we get to Rosaria, we’ll all be gray-haired,” Thalame argued. “The Crusaders are the best chance we’ve got.”
    

    
      Niall rubbed the back of his neck, dark eyes moving cautiously between Thalame and Zander. “As much as I hate to admit it,” he said, wincing as Zander turned his glare to him, “Thalame might be right.”
    

    
      A rumble of the room signified that most agreed with Niall. Zander released a long, agitated sigh.
    

    
      “The only problem will be getting to Wayward Point without automaton interference,” said Thalame. He strolled to the table and pointed to the southern border of Rhynwier where it met the kingdom of Tinatun. “While the borders aren’t patrolled as heavily, they’re still patrolled, and I’d rather not run into any wandering raiders.”
    

    
      Raven blinked at the mention of Wayward Point; she had met a thief who had told her to go there if she wanted out, and that thief had given her a wooden coin and instructions. Her lips parted, and as if hearing her thoughts, Zander shot her a steep warning glare not to interrupt.
    

    
      She pulled her lips closed and met his glare with one of her own.
    

    
      “If we take down an automaton, the Gray Elite will notice when it fails to return after its patrol,” Niall said. “The Hellcat could take us most of the way, but we’d still have to get across the border.”
    

    
      “And because someone is the most wanted person in the kingdom,” Thalame added, nudging his elbow toward Raven, “we’ll have to be careful.”
    

    
      Raven felt a surge of gratefulness toward Thalame, but also the desire to kick him. He winked at her like he knew.
    

    
      “Raven’s not going,” Zander said flatly.
    

    
      Her heart jumped into her throat. “What?” she stammered. “What do you mean I’m not going?”
    

    
      Zander looked up from the map and met her glare with his own. “It will be dangerous, and this mission is critical,” he said, his tone low. “And you will only be a hindrance.”
    

    
      Thalame opened his mouth, but Raven cut him off, “A hindrance?” Her voice squeaked on the word. The fever burned underneath her skin, heating with the embarrassment that flooded her cheeks. “I would not.”
    

    
      Zander crossed his arms; he did not believe her.
    

    
      She huffed. “Without me, you would still be rotting in the Hawk’s dungeon.”
    

    
      Zander scoffed. “Even if you hadn’t come to get me out, the Hawks wouldn’t have killed me, and the Wraiths would have sent someone sooner or later.”
    

    
      She fumed. She opened her mouth to argue, but he spoke first.
    

    
      “And, if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been in that damned prison in the first place.”
    

    
      She balled her fists. If she had been paying attention during her watch duty, the thief wouldn’t have slipped into the mines, wouldn’t have stolen the centrum, and they wouldn’t have had to chase him down. None of it would have happened.
    

    
      Her fault. Her fault. Her fault.
    

    
      Her cheeks burned, and she knew he was right. She held her tongue, and the subtle smirk that came over Zander’s lips made her want to throw something hard and sharp at him.
    

    
      Niall cleared his throat, and Raven became aware of the dozen other people in the room, all of whom had witnessed their disagreement, and her embarrassment turned to something poisonous. Her stomach weakened, her knees threatened to give, and she wanted nothing more than to be out of the meeting room and far away from them all, Zander especially.
    

    
      “And…we will continue this discussion tomorrow.” Niall started to gather his maps. “I’ll have something on the borders of Tinatun and Gracita to present.”
    

    
      Raven stormed out of the meeting room first, pushing past Thalame to get out of there as quickly as possible. She headed straight for the outside, toward the lagoon, toward some semblance of peace between her uselessness and her fever. By the time she arrived at the mouth of the shallow cave, she was breathless, sweaty, and felt as though the fever would burn the skin off her body. She tore at her clothes to rid herself of them, and half fell and half jumped into the cool waters.
    

    
      A hindrance.
    

    
      How dare he! Why did he have to remind her how useless she was?
    

    
      She submerged herself as long as she could, until her lungs felt like they might burst, and she let herself float to the surface.
    

    
      A hindrance. That’s what she was to him. A problem. She had let the thief slip into the mines; she had gotten them caught; she had gotten Zander accused and thrown into the Hawk’s dungeons. Everything had been her fault! And he loved to remind her about it.
    

    
      Without anyone in the lagoon to hear or see, she let her frustrations out—she screamed. It echoed off the cavern walls, frightened unsuspecting birds, and for a heartbeat, stilled the forest around her.
    

    
      And then it felt like something had been lifted, removed. She sank against the lagoon’s smooth sides. The birds resumed their chirping as if nothing had happened.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 5 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven soaked until the fever retreated. By then, the sun had sunk to the west and gilded the humid forest in blazing golds and pinks, setting the summer haze aflame. Cicadas sang, thousands of them, overshadowing the birds. She stood in the dying sunlight to dry, and in those fleeting moments, she felt something like peace.
    

    
      A piece of a memory—she stood in the afternoon sun in the northernmost parts of Hammel Forest around Silver Glen. She was nine, and it was the first time she’d snuck out of the mine. Her father didn’t know. Her stepmother didn’t know. She’d kept out of sight from the lookout tower and slipped through the forest to the boundary fence. While she wouldn’t have the guts to go beyond it that day, she stood at the fence and watched the forest fade from bright afternoon to hazy evening. At nine years old, the night forest still scared her.
    

    
      An owl hooted. Raven blinked, and she stood again in the mouth of the lagoon, seventeen years old. Some days, she didn’t feel any braver or smarter than she had back then.
    

    
      Maybe she wasn’t.
    

    
      Maybe Zander was right in leaving her behind. She wasn’t a spy or a magician. She had no skills that would get them out of a tight spot. She would only be a hindrance.
    

    
      She dressed and left her hair loose and started back toward the treehouse. By the time she returned, the sun had gone entirely. With only the moonlight and sparse candlelight to go by, Raven guided herself with one hand on the wall as she made her way back to her room.
    

    
      Her steps meandered, her mind for once restful. She needed a long sleep. She crossed an intersection of two halls, all shadowed in the clouded moonlight.
    

    
      “…being overly protective,” came Thalame’s whispered voice from a lounge down the hall. “Her training has been going fine—well, considering.”
    

    
      “Fine enough to send her on this mission?” came Zander’s whispered reply.
    

    
      Raven stopped dead. Her heart skipped a beat. Her peace shattered like glass. They were talking about her.
    

    
      “I wouldn’t say that,” Thalame said lowly.
    

    
      “She doesn’t need to go,” Zander said, almost a plea. “It’s too dangerous, and the Gray Elite will be looking for her. The automatons will be too. All the Detectors will have her face memorized. Not to mention the starving citizens who would gladly sell her or information about her to the Gray Elite for a few tokens. She doesn’t know how to fight. She doesn’t understand the gravity of this mission. She doesn’t understand the finer elements that will be necessary in order to get in and out of Moorin without detection and without problem.”
    

    
      She felt her face burn with shame and embarrassment. Zander was right about those things, and though she knew it, his words stung like a sword through her chest.
    

    
      Thalame scoffed. “I’m not sure If I have those things,” he said, his words sharp. Zander started to speak, but Thalame cut him off. “And if you think you do, then you don’t.”
    

    
      Zander grumbled something too low to hear.
    

    
      “You said she did fine in Lenhala,” came Niall’s kind chime of a voice. “Moorin won’t be much different.”
    

    
      “Except I don’t know who to trust and who not to. In Lenhala, I had the advantage,” said Zander.
    

    
      Thalame mumbled something too low for her to hear. Niall’s soft voice came after, but his words were lost to the blood gushing through her ears. She tiptoed closer to the door.
    

    
      “…not well enough. She’s nowhere near trained to survive a real fight,” said Zander. “She will only slow us down or get herself killed. She’s…” An exasperated sigh. “She needs to stay behind, where it’s safe.”
    

    
      Raven heard the inflection on his tone, the half truth, the truth he wanted to tell them but couldn’t. She touched the locket around her throat. The centrum, the core of Altair’s Augur. Zander wanted her to stay behind and protect it, to keep it out of enemy reach, but he couldn’t explain that to the others without telling them about the centrum. She and Zander had decided it would be better if no one else knew.
    

    
      But she could leave it in the treehouse or bury it in the forest
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