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      The bleak stone that built the outside of the shop, gave no indication of the colorful and whimsical worlds hosted within. The shelves inside were lined with books that named far away kingdoms, love stories, and any information one could dream. It was small compared to many shops, but extended with wisdom beyond the limits of any one person’s imagination.

      “Can you pass me my tea?” the woman behind the counter asked an older gentleman nearby.

      He obliged her request, with a smile on his face. The pair were brother and sister, and well known around the city. They had been running this bookstore for years together. Inspiring a passion for reading within the community. Unfortunately, there had been talks recently of closing down the store and moving. Dark times were approaching, and no one in the kingdom was safe. 

      “We really need to decide soon about the shop,” the man pressed. 

      “This is our home. Where would we even go?”

      “Far away, where you will be safe.”

      They had this same conversation almost daily. Darkness was crawling its way across the lands, bringing death and war wherever it went. The only hope for survival was light, and it had declared the Shadows its enemy. Wielders of darkness, the Shadows were soldiers of malice. They held no sympathy or mercy for the weak. Seeking to overthrow the royal family of light, and begin a reign of pure darkness. 

      Not everyone with the ability to control darkness was a Shadow. Many lived peaceful, quiet lives. It was no longer safe anywhere for these individuals. The king had made a royal decree marking all who control darkness as enemies of the crown. Seeking to exterminate and burn the threat from the land. 

      The Royal Guard and king himself were traveling to ensure every person like this was hunted and executed. 

      “You worry too much about me. I promise I can take care of myself.” 

      “I know, I just worry they will find us here,” the man said.

      The siblings had never left the city before. This was where they grew up, and all they knew. If they were to flee, they would not even know where to go. 

      A commotion outside caught their attention before they could even finish the debate. Although, if this was heading in the same direction it always was, they would not have come up with an agreement, anyway. Peering out the shop window, the man saw many of his neighbors running back to their homes or shops. The front door flew open, and he stepped away to see who it was. 

      “Theo?” Theo was a friend who was visiting the city. Theo had distant family here and came often enough for them to consider him a close friend. 

      “You two need to go now! You’ve been named!”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The king himself is here. Someone offered him the names of those with shadow abilities here. He knows! You have to go now!”

      There was no time to think or consider the details. Theo was right. They had to leave before they were discovered. 

      “I will lead you to the forest, there are others at the temple out there. They will lead you to safety,” Theo said. 

      With a nod from his sister, they made their way out the back door. There was no time to grab any belongings. The king would not hesitate to kill anyone he suspected of controlling darkness. 

      “This way,” Theo whispered. They crouched, moving swiftly through alleys and behind houses. A few times they glimpsed guards marching through the streets. Screams filled the air as individuals were torn from their families and executed in the middle of the city. 

      The forest was within sight now, and they would only have to make a brief run from the building they were behind to make it. The only issue was it was all open land now. 

      “We have to go for it,” Theo confirmed. Without another word they ran. Running for their lives. For a chance at freedom. 

      “HEY! STOP THEM!” Someone bellowed from the city. 

      Theo was ahead of the two siblings. 

      The man risked a glance at his sister, seeing she was struggling to keep up in her dress. They were older, and not in the same physical shape as Theo either. If they fell behind, they were doomed. 

      “We can make it, sister. We have to!” 

      Guards were right behind them, and gaining on them fast. Theo did not look back at them either, continuing forward. He had a family too somewhere. A father, with children counting on him at home. 

      Lost in thought, the man snapped back to reality when he saw his sister trip beside him. Coming to a halt he made to help her up, but it was too late.

      Guards grabbed her by either arm and dragged her backwards. The man shouted and pleaded, following them. They made no bother to restrain him. It was not his power they feared. Theo had paused for a moment. 

      “Go, protect your family,” was all he offered, and Theo left with a sad nod.

      He rushed after his sister, trying to get the guards to release her. 

      “Please, you have the wrong person. My sister has done nothing wrong.” Tears stung in his eyes, and through blurry vision he could see they were almost at the center of the city now. Small fires burned. Bodies left to become nothing but ash. 

      “You can’t do this. She is my sister. Please.” Complete devastation coated every word. 

      The guards forced his sister to her knees as he watched. They were waiting for the command to execute her. He tried to rush to her side, but now more guards had arrived and held him back. Fighting against their grip, he yelled between sobs. 

      A man, dressed in the most exquisite of armor, emerged from a nearby alley. Striding with powerful grace toward the commotion. His eyes burned with fury. With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the guards holding the woman before him. 

      “And what do we have here? A Shadow?” the king cooed. 

      “I caught her fleeing,” one guard answered. 

      “She is not a shadow,” the man pleaded. 

      “Ah, but then why was she fleeing if innocent?” the king declared, his mind made up. 

      Without another word, flames sprang to life in the palms of his hands. He tilted his head, examining the woman forced to her knees in front of him. With a cruel and wicked grin, he unleashed his power. 

      The woman no longer kneeling before him, only a raging fire. Towering above them all. The flames were merciless. 

      The guards let go of the man, who was helpless to save his sister now. Every part of him gave up. Falling to the ground he did not even attempt to catch himself. Painful and grief filled sobs left his mouth. Screams of the worst type of loss would be heard across the kingdom on this day. 

      With what little strength he had left, he lifted his head to see the fire before him. 

      “I am so sorry,” he whispered. 

      This was not the story he had imagined would be told of the pair one day. This was a story of loss, excruciating pain, and grief. A story sadder than any tragedy found on the shelves of their shop.
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      The streets were always empty this late at night. This particular one was in the lower sector of Veena, close to the docks, a section better left alone close to midnight. Even as the capital of the kingdom of Apricus, Veena still had sections of the city that were best avoided come dark. It is for this reason that Esmerae increased her pace as she made her way down the street, clinging to the shadows when she could. Once in front of the home that was her target address, she immediately moved to the alley beside it. She had scoped it out during the day. She did not know who lived in this home, only that this was the address of tonight’s job.

      Esmerae found the second-floor window on the side adjacent to the alley she was now in. During the day, she had gathered that this window led to the study where the item she aimed to collect was kept. She called a bit of air to her and used this to help support her climb up the stone side to the window. Esmerae considered herself lucky. Air was a very useful elemental power to have when working as a thief. She could always stay light on her feet, was more apt for scaling walls, and could easily retrieve items with a quick gust of wind. Tonight’s job would be quick work. She just needed to enter the home undetected, and grab the item she came for. Then, she would soon be on her way back to her apartment, far away from this street. 

      In no time at all, Esmerae reached the second-floor window and quietly slid it open. How fortunate for her, it was not locked. Often she found people forgot to lock windows that were not on the first floor. Sliding effortlessly into the room, she took in her surroundings and immediately spotted a large oak desk to her left. She moved to look through the desk and, as she did; she was startled when she heard voices coming from another room. Accounting for whoever lived here to still be awake had not been a part of her plan, but she was not worried, as she would leave any second now. She just needed to find… “Yes,” she whispered to herself. 

      There it was, lying right in the top drawer of the desk. Quickly, she shoved the item into her pants pocket and made for the window. This may be one of the easiest jobs she had ever done, she thought. As she moved to head back out the window, she heard steps heading straight for the door of the study. She needed to hurry and leave now or risk being caught. This left no time to gracefully climb back down the wall as she did to get in. Instead, she jumped right out the window, using air to slow her landing. Hitting the ground, she turned back to the window and used her air to close it behind her. 

      That was almost a close call, but nothing she could not handle compared to many of her past jobs she took on. Now she would head back to her apartment in the middle of Veena and meet with Maxim Hardy, who was expecting her in the next thirty minutes. Working for Maxim for the last six years was not easy. Beginning after he recruited her to be one of his many thieves. He was one of the most notorious criminal masterminds in all of Veena and had many skilled criminals in his employ. Maxim approached her when she was only seventeen years old, barely scraping by on her own. She had been taking odds and ends jobs, as well as stealing to get by. At the time, she was staying where she could, crashing with a friend or working for a room at an inn, since she could not afford an apartment. Now she was making enough as one of Maxim’s thieves to live a quiet, normal life in an apartment near the city’s market area. Of course, most people in Veena likely did not consider stealing and committing crimes daily to be normal. Yet, Esmerae did not have many other options. Her parents died when she was only six years old, and since then, she had grown up in one of the few group children’s homes for kids like her until she was old enough to learn to fend for herself. 

      After walking at a quick pace, Esmerae arrived at her apartment. Making her way inside, she hurried up the stairs to the second floor, where she unlocked her door and rushed in. 

      “Esmerae, I see you have returned, and in quite an impressively short amount of time. I would expect nothing less from one of my best thieves.” Maxim’s voice startled her. 

      She should have known he would already be waiting inside. As one of the most skilled criminals around, no lock was going to keep Maxim out. 

      “Stop calling me that. I really hate that name! I have told you a million times, it's just Rae.”       

      Of course, she already suspected he would never stop calling her that because he enjoyed getting under her skin. Few people had the ability to do so, and beyond that, few people knew her name was Esmerae. She had always just gone by Rae. 

      “Come, bring me the item you retrieved for me so I can be on my way.” 

      Rae felt a slight gust of wind breeze by her, almost pulling her towards Maxim. Inside this should not be possible, as all the windows were shut, except that like her, Maxim’s power was also air. 

      In Apricus, everyone is born with one of the four elemental powers: air, water, fire, or earth. They say the goddesses themselves blessed their people long ago with these powers. Some are born extremely powerful, and others are born with barely any power at all. Rae possessed decent control over air, but nothing that would garner unwanted attention. Beyond the elemental powers, some are blessed with a second, rare power. Those powers being ones such as control over healing, light, metal, or even shadows. There are likely even rare powers Rae had not yet heard of or encountered. Currently, there was only one family in Veena who had the power of light, and they lived in the Solis Palace in the uppermost portion of the city where all could see it. 

      Those of the royal Goldwirth family were all gifted with control over light and had ruled for as long as anyone could remember, because this was seen as the highest blessing in power. There were healers throughout the city and, in most cases, those with healing powers also had control over water. Many say it is because of all the elements, water has the most healing properties. It pairs the best with abilities to heal others, or it could just be sheer coincidence. Rae guessed it was more likely the first, as the goddesses did not seem to care for coincidence. Those with shadow powers were the most rare to encounter. Many hunted and executed years ago out of fear. Shadow powers are extremely powerful and dangerous. There was a time when Rae was younger that many with these powers sought to overthrow the royal family and rule in darkness.

      Rae approached Maxim and pulled the object she retrieved from her pocket. 

      “Why was I hired to steal a pocket watch? This seems like a useless piece of junk, not some priceless item worth anything.” 

      Maxim let out a slight laugh. “Our customer lost the watch by gambling it away and it was a gift from his wife. Apparently he was afraid of her wrath when she found out that he had gambled away a gift she had got him.” 

      Rae could not help but laugh at this. The things the wealthier were willing to spend money on in this city. The idea that someone was willing to spend such money to have a pocket watch stolen back in fear of their wife’s disappointment and wrath was outlandish. Maxim’s services were not cheap by any means. 

      “Do you already have another job lined up for me, or will I have a small vacation this time?” Rae never went long without a job from Maxim. 

      “Why don’t you come by the Den tomorrow? I believe I have another job coming up for you, and it sounds like it could be a big one with sizable pay.”

      The Den was Maxim’s place, a bar from which he lived above, owned, and operated all his business from. It was the most efficient way to find customers, remain undetected, and have a base of operations. 

      “Yeah, I can stop by tomorrow afternoon. If this is truly a big job, I better get a fair cut this time, no being cheap.” Maxim was always looking to make the most profit himself off of jobs. 

      “Oh, come on, you know me. I would never try to pay you less than you deserve. You are my best employee.” He winked and gave Rae a mischievous smile. 

      “I do know you, and that is why I know you most definitely would pay me less if it meant you profited. You are the best criminal around, after all.” Rae gave him a playful smile back. 

      “How about I pay you double what you normally make, and then I am allowed to call you Esmerae whenever I would like?” 

      And with that, Rae ushered Maxim out the door.

      “I will see you tomorrow, Maximum, and we shall discuss it all then.” She bit back at him. He scowled. 

      “That is not even my name. You just made that up.” He called back to her as he finally exited out her door and with that, she locked the door behind him. 

      Thankful to be left alone for the night, Rae was ready to get into her cozy bed and immediately settle into a deep sleep. She was exhausted. Wandering into her bedroom, she caught a look at herself in her mirror. Wow, she looked exhausted, and a bit of a mess after having to jump out of a window to avoid being caught earlier.

      Her curly, dark brown hair looked out of control and wind swept. Usually, on a good day, her curls were still hard to manage. Especially since she liked to keep her hair longer, so it fell nicely past her shoulders. She was told that during the day her dark brown eyes looked like they had specks of gold in them, but right now, they looked like an empty, dark hollow from pure exhaustion and a need for sleep. Even her skin, which was typically a very light shade of tan, looked a shade paler. 

      Rae had done a bit of training in the morning and then scoped out the job she just completed. Then, after having to stay up so late, it was a wonder she was still awake at all. Grabbing the first nightgown she saw, she immediately put it on before throwing herself onto her bed. This was the best feeling after a long day, being able to just sink into her sheets and fall into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      She was running through the forest towards something, but she could not tell what that something was yet. She just knew she had to get there, and fast. It felt urgent. As she ran, she could feel the presence of darkness behind her. Like a fast approaching storm cloud, she knew she had to beat it or risk getting caught in whatever storm the darkness brought. Faster and faster, she kept running, feeling more urgent as she went. She came to a clearing that was a small field of flowers in the forest. She knew she was close and needed to keep moving. There was not much time left. Yet, she still could not tell what she was running towards. Or even away from, for that matter. That anxious feeling that she needed to move hit her again, and she started across the clearing again. Once she made it through this, she knew she would reach what she had been running toward. As she made it further into the clearing, her legs slowed, and she felt stuck. As if the earth was keeping her from reaching the other side of the field. It became harder and harder to move, and she was drained. Exhaustion threatened her vision, and soon darkness crept in from the corners of her eyes. As she gave one last effort to move through the field, the darkness finally took over, and she knew she had failed. 

      Rae woke up startled and alert. Similar nightmares consumed her nights for the past few months now. Always the same forest, and always trying to reach something, but it was like her mind was not yet ready for her to know what. She almost felt like the forest from her dream was a familiar place, like she had somehow once been there before. 

      Pushing off the covers, she jumped out of bed to get ready for the day. Today was going to be a busy day. Rae had personal matters to deal with before visiting Maxim later. Hurrying to her wardrobe, she needed to find clothes. Many women of Veena choose to wear elegant skirts and dresses with corsets and blouses. Rae imagined these women were hoping to impress a man or woman who they then might one day call partner. Not that Rae did not think the skirts and dresses were beautiful. She owned many herself. Rather, she found pants were more practical, especially in her line of work. Picking out a pair of simple black pants and an even more plain blouse, she put them on with haste. Her favorite black boots were sitting by her bed and she laced them up, adding a small knife that would remain hidden in the side of her shoe. Unfortunately, with her line of work, there was always the threat that someone she stole from or wronged would come looking for trouble later down the line. Even with her control over air, she felt more confident carrying at least one knife on her at all times. One never knew who they would come across, and there were some who were so disciplined in their elemental power, they could often inhibit those with the same element from effectively using their power.

      After a quick pause at the mirror to fix her hair, pulling half of it out of her face, Rae was ready to head out for the day. She decided she would grab food at the market before attending to her plans. The market was only a few streets away from her apartment and took almost no time at all to reach by foot. Rae always used her time walking to practice her skills of stealth, trying to remain unnoticed by those passing. Avoiding the horse-drawn carriages that filled the streets during the day and making her way through several crowds of people, she never stopped for long. Once she reached the market, she made her way straight to the baker’s booth, where she knew she would find an assortment of fresh pastries and pies. Already she could smell the delicious apple pie she craved approaching the booth. 

      “Good morning Benji!” Rae said to the man standing behind the booth, preparing slices of pies for hungry customers.

      “If it isn’t my favorite customer, Rae!” 

      Benji’s father owned a bakery closer to the palace and was often employed to bake fine pastries for the royal family. Since this frequently left him with his hands full, he had entrusted Benji with manning the booth at the market. Their family certainly did not need the money that selling at the market brought them, but Rae did not know anyone else who found such joy in baking and sharing their creations with others. She certainly would never complain, as these were her favorite treats. 

      “I will take one slice of apple pie today, please.”

      Benji knew her order and was already handing her the slice as she ordered. When they were little, she had a giant crush on Benji. They often played together in the market, and he was likely one of the longest friends she had. More recently, Benji had grown into a handsome young man, with skin a lovely shade of brown. His eyes were dark with a hue of amber to them, which was more noticeable in the sun. Rae gave up her hopes of her crush leading anywhere, when she was old enough to realize that Benji deserved better than a common thief as a partner. As he handed her the slice of pie, she handed him the coins for payment.

      “Thank you, Benji. I will see you again soon. Make sure to save a slice of apple pie for me!”

      She gave him a warm smile and left so she could go devour her slice. 

      “Anything for my favorite customer!” Benji yelled after her, and she swore she caught a quick wink with that. 

      Making her way through the market, Rae said quick greetings to the vendors she knew, and made purchases from those with the items she required. She passed by many interesting vendors, some claiming they offered delicacies from far-off cities and others promising services such as elemental power lessons. Many of these were a scam, as those with great enough power to be able to properly teach control did not come to the market to sell lessons. 

      After a few hours, Rae made her way to the other side of the market, and began her walk to her next stop. A few minutes later, she came to a halt and made her way up the steps of her friend’s home. With a quick knock, she let herself in. She was an expected guest.

      “Erza, it's me! Where are you?” 

      “Up here! Come upstairs.” Erza called from somewhere far off in the home. 

      Rae made her way through the house and towards the stairs. The house was decorated with beautiful artwork, sculptures, and lavish furniture. Erza’s parents were wealthier citizens of the city, and they had made sure that her house had everything she wanted. Although with her job, it was likely that Erza barely used her parents’ money and had bought all of this on her own. She was a secret keeper and gatherer, under Maxim’s employ. If there was any gossip, secrets, or forgotten knowledge, then it was likely Erza knew it. Secrets and knowledge came at a steep price, and they paid Erza generously to gather and share them.

      Rae found Erza in her upstairs study looking over a pile of paperwork. 

      “Are you studying another target for an upcoming job?”

      She always collected information on those she needed to extract secrets from, and learned the best way to target them before beginning a job. If there was a weakness to exploit, she would find it. 

      “Yes, and luckily, it seems this will be an easy target. My charm, and one of my best outfits should do the trick. Maybe I will even wear a flower in my hair for good measure.” 

      Erza’s element was earth, and she often said that because of this, she felt more confident when she wore a flower. Like she was displaying one of her strongest aspects in her outfit. It was no wonder that she could catch the attention of anyone. She was beautiful, by every definition. With striking black hair that was straight and cut to her shoulders. Her chestnut eyes caught everyone’s attention, and she had light brown skin. 

      “What’s up Rae? I feel like I never get to see you anymore, and as your best friend, I have to say that just will not do.” Rae laughed. 

      “Well, it is hard to hang out when Maxim has us constantly running all types of jobs for him, at all hours. I wanted to come by and get your advice on something. I am still having that same nightmare almost every night, and it is not getting any better. I know that if anyone has any secret knowledge of a remedy to nightmares, or knows someone to talk to, it would be you.”

      “I wish I could help, Rae, but unfortunately I do not know much about dreams at all.” 

      It had been a long shot, but Rae had figured it was worth asking her friend. She knew it was unlikely Erza would have an answer, but she could not help feeling a little disappointed, anyway. The nightmare was becoming a thorn in her side that she wanted rid of immediately. 

      “Well, that’s alright. I realized it was not likely. Will you be heading to the Den tonight? I have to meet with Maxim to discuss some upcoming massive job he has coming in.”

      “Yeah, I will be there too. I believe my current target and job are actually linked to that big, mysterious job. Maxim has information he needs gathered before proceeding.”

      “I will save a seat for you at the bar then and let you get back to work now. See you tonight!” Erza dove right back into her studying. No one could deny that the girl was dedicated to the work she did. 

      “See ya,” she murmured, mainly absorbed in the papers in front of her. 

      Rae headed out of the home and determined it was time to head to the Den and find out what exactly this big job Maxim had was. It was looking like it would be a serious challenge if he had already roped in Erza as well.
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      “Brother, you really should take a break from training and rest. You are going to work yourself right into the ground.” Prince Gavriel spotted his twin sister on the other side of the training courtyard. He had been training for a few hours already this morning.

      “Oh come on Rory, you know you want to join me. No need to act the proper princess on my account.” 

      Gavriel knew the princess trained when no one was around and could probably rival him in ability. Yet, she often pretended like she could not be bothered and was a helpless princess with no control over her own light and water powers. Probably better to let everyone believe that was true. Rory would always have the upper hand then. 

      “Give it a rest. You know I will not be joining you.”

      “Yes, but I will continue to hope one day you will.” Gavriel put the sword he had been practicing with back on the rack with the others. Training consisted of a combination of strengthening his control over both light and fire, as well as brushing up on his combat skills with a multitude of weapons. It meant pure bliss. A moment where he could just be on his own, zero responsibility, and get in a good sweat. He wiped himself off with a rag and crossed the courtyard towards his sister. 

      “Would you like to join me on my walk back to my room? I need to get cleaned up before I join father and the other council members for their meeting today.” 

      “I would love to join you.” 

      Gavriel did not miss the look on Rory’s face that only meant she could be up to no good. As they walked through the corridors towards his bed chambers, Gavriel noticed Rory seemed to want to say something. 

      “Alright, spit it out already. I can tell you have something to say.” 

      “It’s just, I was wondering when you might start considering who you are going to marry. You are going to be king someday and need a queen to rule beside you. You just seem to have no interest in finding someone to be your wife. Instead, you hide in training and avoid any potential ladies.” She gave him a look of sympathy, as if she felt guilty for even asking. 

      “I do not avoid the ladies, trust me.” He laughed, and she gave him a small shove. “I just do not want to have to think about those responsibilities right now.” They reached the door to his room. 

      “Alright, alright. It was worth asking. You know I just worry about you. I am your older sister, after all.” By only ten minutes. She surely would not let him forget that fact, though. With that, he left her to go to his chambers and clean up. 

      There was no mistaking, the chambers were fit for a member of the royal family. It was bedecked with luxurious furniture and decor. A large study area with a desk that was currently a mess with papers and books sat in the room's corner. Books about war, powers, and even a few tales of adventure that Gavriel loved to read any chance he got. There was a wardrobe in the corner filled with an assortment of clothing. He picked out a clean shirt and pants, and got changed before he needed to make his way to the meeting. 

      That was what it meant to be the Goldwirth prince-the prince of Apricus-a bunch of responsibilities he did not really want. Attending council meetings, always looking the part of prince, and as Rory recently loved to remind him of finding a future wife as well. A bunch of nonsense is what he thought it was. No matter how hard he tried to accept his fate, he yearned for the freedom to spend his time doing what he loved. Which currently entailed reading and training. 

      Gavriel hurried through the corridors to the Council Chamber. As he rounded a corner, he almost ran right into his uncle. They were both heading in the same direction. His uncle and the king’s brother, Aramis, served on the king’s council as one of his most loyal advisers. Aramis was almost the spitting image of Gavriel’s father, except that he had blonde hair and his father’s hair was dark brown. Yet, even with that difference, one could easily tell they were brothers. Gavriel took mostly after his father in looks and was more like his mother in nature. The queen was rarely around and most of the time was only present to serve the needs of the King. He did not envy a life with such little freedoms. 

      “Uncle, my apologies. I did not wish to be late.”

      “No worry, Gavriel. Just be glad I was not your father.”

      Gavriel’s father, King Silas Goldwirth, was a stern and unforgiving man. Gavriel supposed this was how he had to be. The Shadows were always threatening the light. There was once a time when the Shadows came close to being powerful enough to overthrow the light. As a result, all of those with shadow powers were hunted down and killed. The king had given the order. He believed those with shadow power were all corrupt and evil and could not let this risk the kingdom or its future. Gavriel did not know what to believe. He had been only six when it all transpired, seventeen years ago. Today those within Veena barely dared to whisper of the times when the Shadows had immense power, and threatened to overthrow the Goldwirth family. 

      As the prince and his uncle approached the Council Chamber, the guards outside bowed their heads and let the two in through the door. In the chamber was a large, oval table with a chair at the head fit for only a ruler. Many other council members were already seated. The council was composed of both members of the royal family and wealthy lords who held power within the kingdom. The king had yet to arrive, but this was expected. He was always the last to arrive at the meetings. 

      As if on cue, the king strode through the large oak doors of the room. Everyone stood immediately and bowed their heads as a sign of respect for their ruler. 

      “Be seated. There is much to discuss.” With a glance around the room to ensure everyone was present, the king continued on. “My spies have returned with information regarding the stirring shadows. They report that the Dark Lands possess the Night Dagger.” 

      The Night Dagger was named Nox and was a powerful artifact imbued with shadow powers. It was one of two ancient shadow artifacts, named for being as dark as night. In the hands of someone with extraordinary shadow power, it could cause devastation. This was one artifact, the Shadows, sought many years ago when they aimed to take over. They had torn apart many cities and killed dozens of innocents in their search, and it would seem that now, after all of this time, they had finally found it. 

      “I believe they will begin looking for the lost Shadow Crown now that they have the Night Dagger. With both of the ancient shadow artifacts, the Shadows would be almost unstoppable by the light. They could sink our kingdom into darkness and raise shadows and creatures that are best left out of this world.” 

      The prince’s breath caught in his throat as everyone took in this news. He needed to do something about this. He would not let the Shadows destroy this kingdom. This was a responsibility he knew he had to take on. 

      “What do you plan to do about this? We cannot let them find the crown first. We need to find it before them.” 

      “Did I say that you could speak, boy?” 

      He had known he should not speak out of turn, but he could not help it. He needed to know they were going to do something. 

      “I will task one of you to find the crown before the Shadows can recover it. The crown has been lost for centuries and is likely lost forever, but if it is not, I will not have it falling into their hands.” 

      “Father, I would ask that you allow me to take the lead on this important task.”

      “And why would I do such a thing? You have other responsibilities to attend to here, at the palace.”

      “Father, I am well trained, and if we are facing the potential of having to fight the Shadows, my light power stands the best chance.” The king looked as though he was actually considering the possibility.

      “Fine, I will grant you this. I am glad to see you are learning to actually take on responsibility. In doing this, you agree that when you are finished, you will finally assume your role as prince, and take this seriously from now on.” 

      “Yes, father.” He agreed reluctantly.

      “My spies have also gathered another piece of interesting information. They say that Erix is the one leading the Shadows again. Returned from wherever he has been hiding in the darkness and the one in possession of the Night Dagger.” 

      This was even worse than Gavriel had originally thought. Erix was one of the most powerful wielders of darkness and the original leader of the Shadows when they first sought to rule the kingdom. 

      He was a dark and powerful man. When the king had hunted the Shadows years ago, Erix had disappeared without a trace. Many had forgotten him or assumed the shadows themselves consumed him. 

      “And that is not all. They also return with news that he is ruling the Shadows with another by his side. They are calling him the Prince of Darkness. It would seem that Erix now has a son of equal power.” 

      “If this is true and I face him, I will get rid of him. His power cannot be equal to that of our light power.” 

      “If you are to cross either’s path, you will kill them. You are all dismissed.” The king immediately left the room without another word. 

      Before Gavriel could exit, one lord on the council approached him. “Lord Rainald, how can I help you?” Lord Rainald governed over Ashborne, a mostly mountainous region of the kingdom in the northwest. This made sense, as most of his family was born with control over earth. The mountains posed no threat or issues to them. 

      “My prince, I only wished to let you know that my daughter, Jade, has traveled to visit Veena for a short time. I am positive she would enjoy your company and appreciate if you showed her around if you have the time. Your father has expressed to me he approves of the two of you spending time together.” Gavriel grimaced. Yet another attempt of someone trying to set him up with a future wife. Gavriel had only met Jade once. He remembered she was a very beautiful and graceful girl. Looking much like her father, with dark brown skin and rich amber eyes. Her hair was always done with the most exquisite braids. He could not deny she would fit into royalty well. Especially since she was born with fire abilities like Gavriel’s, rather than her father’s earth abilities. 

      “I will consider this.” He stated, only to get Lord Rainald to drop the subject. Then strode to the door to leave. 
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Gavriel sought his sister and requested she join him in his chambers for dinner. He wanted to fill her in on everything he had learned today. The council may not allow her to attend their meetings, and withheld information, but he certainly would never keep secrets from her. He trusted her more than anyone else. 

      One guard positioned outside of his door announced Rory’s arrival, and she entered the room a moment later. Her long dark hair had been pulled back, and she wore a more casual dress from when he had seen her earlier. Gavriel had had the kitchen send up dinner to his room tonight. He had a small area with a four person table, where the two of them could sit and eat. Tonight’s meal was one of his sister’s favorites, vegetable stew. He knew his sister helped grow and pick all the vegetables for the kitchen in her free time. 

      “Good evening brother, you must really want something from me to invite me to dine with you and have my favorite meal prepared.” She gave him a glance that said she was half teasing him. Her face turned to pure bliss as the smell of the food in front of her finally hit her nose. The perfect blend of spices that made the broth so irresistible. 

      “I have news to share with you that I learned at today’s council meeting.” With that, he felt her mood shift. She knew he had something serious to share with her. Maybe it was a twin feeling, or maybe she was just very good at reading others. Rory could always tell exactly what Gavriel was feeling.

      “The shadows have found Nox and are now seeking the Shadow Crown.”

      “But that has been lost for a long time. They do not seriously think they will find it?” Gavriel had thought the same thing. 

      “I do not know, but father has me leading the task of finding it before they do if it does still exist to be found. I want your help with this.” 

      Her breathing seemed to halt, and the room filled with a tense silence for a moment before she answered.

      “But father...” 

      “Let me deal with him. He will not know unless he needs to. This could be our last chance to enjoy ourselves and work together before I am stuck with royal responsibilities that consume my time and prevent me from seeing you as often.” There would always be the instinct to shield his sister from their father’s wrath and cruelty.

      She laughed at that. Since they were kids, they had been glued to each other's sides, always causing trouble together. Staring down at her stew that she was stirring, Rory seemed to have decided on an answer. 

      “Alright, I am in. I will help with whatever you need.” 

      “Thank you. I need someone I completely trust on this task with me. The Shadows are a serious threat, and I need to know someone has my back on this. We will begin planning our next steps tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Making her way into the Den, Rae was overwhelmed by the smell of the food and alcohol the customers were enjoying. Voices were calling out from all directions, as it was a peak time for the bar. Maxim liked holding meetings when the bar was busy. The noise and rush of customers helped to provide cover from anyone noticing anything suspicious. Meetings were held in a room below the bar. Rae made her way to the stairs in the back of the Den and knew she would likely be one of the first to arrive. A few of the more frequent customers said hello to her as she passed by them.

      The meeting space was an entirely different atmosphere from the bustling bar above it. Down the stairs, it was like the temperature dropped ten degrees. The room was cold and plain, and the only decor that could be found was the array of weapons, which hung on the walls. Maxim liked to show off his collection of swords, daggers, and any other rare artifacts he came across. In the middle of the room sat a long wooden table with benches on each side for seating. There was only one singular chair placed at the head of the table, positioned for the king of criminals. The space was not exactly homey, but it served its purpose.

      “You are the first one here,” Maxim said, as he looked up from where he was organizing papers at the head of the table.

      “I’m not surprised. I usually am.”

      Rae settled down on the bench next to Maxim. Watching as he read over the papers in front of him. Never taking on a job, especially not a big or risky one, without doing background research. Maxim did not build the reputation being ill prepared. He would not admit it, but he cared about everyone under his employ, and would never willingly send them on any task he did not think they would come back from. As Rae observed Maxim, more people began to fill in to the room. Each person had a different skill set, and all different powers that made them key members of the group. She spotted Erza at the other end of the table and gave a quick nod in her direction. Everyone in the room was tense, waiting for Maxim to begin the meeting and fill them in on the big job that had come in.

      “Now that everyone has decided to arrive, we can finally start the meeting. A new job has been brought to me and after careful consideration, I have decided to accept it. A customer has sought us out and hired us to disrupt a newer group that has emerged in town. This group is thought to have members with shadow powers, and is operating underground to collect dark artifacts and smuggle them out of Veena. Our customer wants us to steal back what we can of the artifacts and disrupt their operations enough that they will disband. This is a large task, which is why we will need a team of our best to take this on. I have requested you all here tonight because I believe each of you can help in some way.”

      A few murmurs broke out after Maxim finished. People were sharing worried looks around the table. It was rare to come in contact with those who possessed power over the shadows, and they were extremely dangerous. This was going to be no simple task if they were involved. Zev, another thief who was an expert in controlling water, was the first to speak up.

      “You cannot really expect us to take on the Shadows?”

      “I know that this will be difficult, but I would not ask any of you to do this if I did not think you were capable. Nor will I force any of you to take the job. If any of you wish to hear no more, and pass up this job, you are free to leave now. The last thing I need is someone who is nervous screwing this up.”

      A few people rose from where they were seated and exited the room. Despite having asked, Zev stayed where he was in his seat. For some, no amount of money could tempt them to face the Shadows, who they had grown up fearing and hearing terrible tales about.

      “Cowards,” Maxim scoffed.

      Even Rae was beginning to feel a little nervous about saying yes to this job, and she rarely let a job scare her off. She knew she was well trained and could hold her own in a fight. The countless hours spent while growing up, sneaking to the outskirts of the city to practice her air magic should have been a comfort. Practicing for years until she had mastered it and knew she had become a force to be reckoned with. Aside from air, she was also very good with any dagger or small knife. Possessing all the skills that made a good thief: agile, nimble, and strong for her size.

      Rae made her decision without thinking about it more, and before she could doubt herself.

      “I’m in.” Everyone looked at her. She had been the first to speak since some had decided to leave, and was the first to agree to take the job. This seemed to comfort some of the others in the room, as a few more nodded and murmured their agreement to join as well.

      “Good, because I want you to lead the job, Rae. I already have Erza gathering information on some members of the group and she will tell you anything of value she finds out.” With a quick gust of air, Maxim dispersed the papers he had been studying to those sitting around the table.

      “This is everything I already know. It isn’t much to go on, but from what I can tell the group smuggles items out of the port once a week on a ship that is meant to be carrying spices.”

      Rae looked over at the papers in front of her. Maxim had not been exaggerating when he said he did not have much to go on. Most of what was on the paper was pure speculations. That did not matter, they would find a way to track down the group and the artifacts. A thought crossed Rae’s mind as she considered the Shadows’ involvement.

      “If the Shadows are truly involved in this, why has the royal family not taken action? We all know of their cruelty towards, and hatred for, those with shadow power. I am surprised they have not slaughtered the group already.”

      “That is something I do not know the answer to yet. Though you are right. It is peculiar they would allow the Shadows so close to the palace. Especially with the rumors stirring that Erix might be back. We are better off the royals do not come strutting around here. The king is a cruel man, and I am sure his children are no different from him. They will probably leave us to the Shadows, if it betters their own position.”

      Rae had heard the whispers over the last few days. There were rumors that Erix was back, and growing his power in the Dark Lands once again. If this was true, then even more of a reason that Rae wanted to put an end to the group here in Veena. The thought of the Dark Lands coming for the city, and bringing death and destruction, was enough to put her on edge.

      “Those working on this job are welcome to use this space for planning, and I will provide any resources I can for you to use. I do not have to remind you all to use discretion.”

      With that, Maxim ended the meeting. In total, about nine others had ultimately agreed to help with the job. Everyone moved to head up to the bar, where they would likely join those who had left earlier in a drink or two. Rae hesitated before moving to leave and Maxim was still in his seat.

      “Why did you want me to lead the job before I even volunteered?”

      “Because I know you are the most capable. We both know you have more guts than all the other members combined. I know you will do what it takes to finish this job. Do not disappoint me Esmerae.”

      She rolled her eyes in response, mainly at the use of the name she hated so much. They both walked together up the stairs to the bar to join everyone else. Immediately spotting Erza seated directly at the bar, Rae moved to join her in the open seat. It seemed she had saved it for her.

      “This seat taken?”

      “I was saving it for someone special.” Erza winked at her.

      Rae sat, and ordered herself a drink that would likely burn her tongue. She honestly did not understand how all of these people enjoyed drinking this stuff. It mostly tasted vile. Once she received her drink, she relaxed in her seat. Realizing only now that since the meeting, she had tensed all of her muscles and was still a little on edge, reeling from the news. Erix was back. Maybe she needed this drink more than she had realized. Frowning at the idea of that, she turned to speak with her best friend.

      “Are you ready to be working together on this job?”

      “Yes, you know I love any chance to work with you. I am worried though. Are you sure you know what you're getting yourself into, getting wrapped up in all of this and leading the job?”

      Truthfully, she did not have an answer to that. Stalling, she took a large sip of her drink and started swirling it in the cup. Did she know what she was being pulled into? Likely not.

      “Honestly Erza, I really don’t know what I have agreed to. This all might go smoothly and turn out to be an easy job. Or I might end up dragged into a much bigger problem.”

      She suspected it would be the latter. The Shadows meant nothing but trouble and destruction. If it was true they were gathering here, she had a feeling attacking them and stealing their items would only provoke them. There was not much choice, though.

      With that thought, she let the topic drop, not looking to attract any nosey customers’ attention or dwell further. At that same moment, a man approached Erza and her at the bar.

      “Hello sweethearts. What might two beautiful things like yourselves be doing alone here?”

      Rae made quick eye contact with Erza and saw the same decision on her face too. They were not going to tolerate this behavior tonight. Too often drunk customers would make unwarranted comments at them, or get a little too handsy near them. As if on cue, the man immediately rested his hand on her lower back, much too close to her pants’ waistline.

      Without thinking or hesitation, Rae moved with incredible speed. Turning on the man, she whipped her hand out and grabbed hold of his wrist, tugging him a bit forward. She positioned herself so that her face was close to his and tried to use the sweetest tone possible.

      “Do not ever lay your hands on me without my permission. Or any woman, for that matter.”

      Shoving his arm back at him, he was forced away. With that, the man retreated quickly, scurrying away, looking as though his pride had been wounded. As he hurried off, Rae sent a gust of air that made him stumble a bit. Erza started giggling.

      “Man, you even terrify me sometimes. Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

      With that, they gave a cheers to each other and went back to enjoying the night. It was not likely Rae would have much time to just enjoy herself like this until the job was over with.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Rae woke up and immediately got to work with planning. There was no way she would be wasting anytime. She did not need anything going wrong or falling apart on her watch. Maxim trusted her with this and she would not let him down. Born for this life, the plan would be seamless. The perfect criminal rising to the occasion.

      Before sitting to start working out the plans, she decided to head out for a run. Try to clear her mind while also maintaining her own personal training. She could not slack or other criminals would take her place at the top and be given the best jobs. Without those, she would have nothing to live on. Never wanting to go back to living how she had been, these jobs were essential. With no security or even a home of her own. There was never room for error or breaks working for Maxim, he only accepted the best.

      It was early in the morning and the market was likely just beginning to set up for the day. Rae decided to run along the streets, heading in that direction. Pushing herself a bit harder today. A few minutes in sweat was already beading along her forehead. The likelihood she would be able to keep this pace for the entire run was low. Yet, it still felt good to push that limit. She enjoyed feeling sore after a hard workout and was certain she would experience that later.

      Arriving at the market, she slowed her pace to search for Benji. As exhaustion made its way into her limbs, she realized she needed food quickly before she could accomplish anything. Spotting Benji setting up his small booth, Rae made her way over to him.

      “What are the chances you make an exception for a friend and let me buy a slice of pie before the market is open?”

      “What favor will I get in return?”

      “Let’s see. You get the honor of calling me your friend and avoid my mood turning dark because I am hungry.” Rae teased at him. Benji pulled out a slice of pie and handed it to her.

      “It’s on me today, but you have to keep me company while I finish setting up.”

      “Thanks Benji!” Rae immediately dug in to the slice of delicious goodness she was holding. Finding a stool behind the booth, she gave in to the desires of her tired limbs and took a seat.

      “I’m going to be helping my father with baking for an up coming ball at the palace. It will be my first time visiting.”

      “That’s amazing! Which of your specialties will you be making for this ball?”

      “I believe we will be making a large cake and multiple pies of all different flavors.”

      “Wow, I envy the wealthy. I would do anything for the opportunity to sample all the different flavors of your guys’ pies.”

      Benji’s face lit up with joy and he gave her a look that she suspected was not only because someone liked his pies and more about who it was that liked him. That look sent Rae right back to memories of them growing up together. Always looking out for each other and doing anything to get the other to laugh or smile.

      As he finished up putting out his pies, he jumped right into work as the market already began to bustle with arriving customers. Rae bid her goodbye and began her walk home to begin work on her scheming.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours in and Rae had come up with what she felt was a solid start to her plan. After the first hour, Erza had shown up at the apartment to provide her with the information she had gathered and just to keep her company. Rae did not mind because it meant she had someone to bounce ideas off of. Somehow between the time she left Erza at the Den last night and now Erza had gathered a small bit of information on a member of the group. His name was Walt, and he wielded control over fire. He was visiting from another city, one that was likely a cover for the Dark Lands, and did not know how long he would be staying. There was no way to know if he was one of the members who also possessed power over the shadows. She had also learned that their base hide out was relatively close to the docks in a building that from the outside appeared as though it would be used for storage by the docks.

      “How exactly did you get all of this information out of this guy?”

      “It doesn’t make me very useful if I go around spilling all of my secrets of the trade, does it now?”

      “I mean no, but there is no way I am going to be making a job change from thief to spy any time soon. Plus, who would I even tell? You are the only person I even care to gossip with.”

      That seemed to convince Erza, but Rae knew she was going to pretend to think about it and make her wait. She was lying on a sofa in Rae’s apartment with her legs draped over one of the sides. The sofa was beat up and pretty ragged. That could not have been too comfortable for the position Erza was laying in. After pretending to contemplate for a bit, she gave in.

      “After the Den, I found the guy at another bar I had learned he likes to frequent. I flirted with him a bit to find out all of basic information on him. Then after he left, I carefully followed him back to the hide out. The guy really should have been more careful and less obvious about where he was headed.”

      Rae breathed out a small laugh. Erza made it sound so simple, but she knew how hard this job was. Being able to play the part and lure people into your charm. As well as having the skill of stealth to follow someone undetected. Rae did not know whether to be impressed or terrified of her sometimes. She was a beautiful weapon, and many other groups would kill to have her in their ranks. Finding a snack from the small kitchen area in the apartment, she got back to work.

      So far, the plan was shaping to be a potentially solid scheme. The group would spend the next two nights on surveillance of the base. This way, they could gather more information about their target. How large were they, what was the layout of the base, and were there already artifacts on the ship? Then, once they knew this information, they would move on the third night. Rae would have Zev use his power over water to cause a distraction near the base and lure out some of the members. Once they were able to lure them out, a small group would move to inside and handle those within, while another small group handled those drawn to the distraction. While this was happening, two people would be assigned to board the ship and grab whatever artifacts were already on it. Beyond that, Rae was not confident on how they would further disrupt their target to stop them.

      “You could take them hostage and then turn them in to the royal guard.” Erza suggested, as if she had read Rae’s mind and knew where she was still stuck.

      “That’s an option, but I do not really care to have the royals involved at all. That has them snooping way too close to our own operations. I will not put anyone at risk like that.”

      She was going to have to figure out another way, and it might just have to wait until the last moment when she was already there.
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      Gavriel planned to meet with Rory later in the day. First, he was going to scour the palace’s library for any information he could find on the Shadow Crown. Any existing information could help lead to where it was hidden or show if it even exists at all. He was not hopeful that he would actually locate it. A weapon of such sizable power would have been found by now if it was real.

      The royal library was Gavriel’s favorite location in the entire palace. It was filled with books from all across the kingdom. Ancient texts and tales of adventure filled the shelves. Within the library, there were also wooden desks, all carved with intricate designs. There were endless rows of shelves all filled with books and no way of knowing if they mentioned the Shadow Crown. Well, no way for Gavriel to know, but luckily, he knew someone who might.

      “Matilda?” Gavriel called out into the endless space of literature.

      He heard a crash and then shuffling around. Following the source of the noise, he entered a row of books in time to see multiple books floating in the air and a young woman in the center. Matilda was using her abilities to put the books back on the shelves.

      “Prince Gavriel, I am sorry for the mess. You startled me. I was not expecting any visitors today.”

      “No worries Matilda, I am sorry to intrude like this. I was hoping you might be able to help me locate some information. “

      “What sort of information are you looking for?”

      “Ancient information. I need texts on anything related to the Shadow Crown.”

      The books that had been floating to their places on the shelves plummeted to the ground. Matilda looked a mixture of shocked and curious.

      “Why are you looking for the Shadow Crown? That artifact is likely a myth and even if it does exist, maybe it should be left alone.”

      “The Shadows are looking for it. Please, I need anything that will help me locate it first. As your prince, I must insist, Matilda, that you help with this.”

      Gavriel turned away from Matilda before she could read his face. Before she could see that he was terrified of the possibility the crown existed. He hated pretending not to feel or care and he hated making demands of people even more. Yet, it was necessary to appear strong and unemotional, it was what was expected of him. Around Rory and even his uncle, he could sometimes relax and be himself a bit more. In the presence of others working in the castle and anyone else in the kingdom, for that matter, he would remain an unreadable and strong leader. The kind that would rid the kingdom of the Shadows and keep its people safe.

      “I will see what I can do for you. You are welcome to search around as well as I pull the older texts I know of for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Gavriel took her advice and started looking around the enormous library. He found a few history books with titles that suggested they had information on the Shadows or old artifacts. With a couple of books in his arms, he picked out a desk to sit at and began reading.

      After finishing flipping through two of the books, Matilda dropped a few more and ancient scrolls on to the desk. Without a word, she left him to his work. The ancient scrolls looked promising. Judging by the shape they were in, they were probably written close to the time the Shadow Crown was first written into existence on paper. The scrolls were written in a very vague and cryptic manner. Glancing over each line, one particular part stood out to Gavriel.

      At the beginning, it is believed the goddesses forged a crown made of shadows to be the balance to the light. There needed to be a way to balance the power the goddesses had graced their people with. The four elements would always hold equal power over the lands. Where there was light, there would be equal darkness. Where there was healing, there would also be death. The goddess of shadows herself sacrificed a piece of her soul to complete the crown, giving it true power. Now the Shadow Crown dwells in the temple of the shadow goddess, awaiting its true heir to someday claim its power.

      The ancient scroll could not be more cryptic in providing information on the crown’s whereabouts. Gavriel had never heard of a temple for the shadow goddess, Nyxenya. The shadows had been considered a dark and evil power for a long time and to worship them would be traitorous to the kingdom. Why couldn’t the scroll just contain a map leading him straight to the thing?

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      Gavriel nearly jumped out of his own skin. He had been so absorbed in reading the scroll and puzzling over what he uncovered that he had not heard Rory enter the library and approach him.

      “Did Matilda tell you I was here?”

      “Yes, she seemed disturbed by whatever task you had asked her to complete and in a completely bad mood. What exactly did you do to her?”

      “Do to her? It’s her job to get me the books I request. She should be grateful she even still has a job after speaking back to me.”

      “Brother!”

      Gavriel realized he did not mean a word of what he had said the moment it left his mouth. This puzzle was really getting to him and he was growing more and more frustrated trying to figure out what it all meant.

      “I’m sorry. You are right. It is just this ancient text is so cryptic it has me extremely frustrated. I should not have said that, and this is no excuse.”

      Rory took the scroll from him and read over it herself for a few minutes. She was frowning at the paper, looking equally confused as he was.

      “This makes no sense. There is no such thing as a temple for the goddess of shadows. This must be incorrect or they mean somewhere else.”

      “I thought the same thing, but what if there was a temple? Before the Shadows became feared and hated. What if, like the other goddesses, there was a temple to the shadow goddess long ago?”

      Rory began to think about what he had said. What he was suggesting was completely insane. Yet, could he be on to something? How would he even find out if such a place ever existed? An idea dawned on him. There was one person in this kingdom well versed in the ancient ways and history, and they might be the only one who would know such an answer.

      “Gilroy.”

      “You mean to visit the Under Lord? Have you lost your mind?”

      Gilroy was the name which the Under Lord went by. He was an old man who long ago ran one of the most notorious criminal organizations in the kingdom. Even today there was not a soul in the city who did not know him as the Under Lord. The royal guard never dared to bring him in even though he lived in the open and never denied any of what he did as a job. He was well protected and respected by every criminal in the city, and there was no way the guard would even get close to him without major consequences. Now he spent his days collecting ancient artifacts and acting as an informant for other criminal groups throughout Veena. Harmless by comparison to his prime. If anyone knew about dark history, it would be him.

      “Yes, I am going to have to make a visit to him. He is likely the only person in this city that would have the information we seek.”

      “You’re mad! You know he isn’t just going to hand over that information. His information comes with a price. Likely a steep one if he is helping out a member of the royal family.”

      Gavriel had already known this would be the case and decided it was worth the risk if Gilroy could help. He needed to know where to begin looking. The plan had been to ask Rory to come with him, but judging by the look on her face, she would not be pleased. Yet, going alone would mean certain death. That would be like walking straight into a lion’s den with no plan. He knew exactly who he would have to ask.
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        * * *

      

      The training courtyard was filled with royal guards working out and sparring with partners. Practice swords were clashing, men were engaged in hand to hand combat matches, and there was not a person in sight not dripping with sweat. One in particular was completely drenched and about to pin down his opponent in hand to hand. Gavriel approached to watch the end of the match. It would be over in seconds. The man caught his opponent off balance and with a quick blow to his ankle, he had him on the ground and pinned down. Gavriel slowly began a dramatic clap as he walked closer.

      “My prince, I am glad my victory pleases you.” The man breathed out what may have been a laugh or just his attempt to catch his breath after fighting. Then, he began smiling like a mad man and headed straight towards the prince, wiping sweat from his face back into his hair that was pulled back into some form of a small bun. He was a large man, well over six feet tall, and carved with muscles Gavriel did not even know were humanly possible. Reaching out to the prince like he may be about to restrain him, he instead pulled him into a big hug.

      “River, my good friend.” The prince managed to choke out from the tight grip his friend had on him.

      River and Gavriel had grown up in the palace together. River’s father was one of the wealthy lords on the council. Their family owned land south of Veena, in a city called Flovis, and nicknamed the river lands. It was about a day’s travel away and, as its name suggested, it had a large river that flowed straight through it, blessing the lands surrounding it. After River’s mother had died when he was younger, his father had allowed him to remain in the palace and grow up there. Raised by the same maids who helped raise Gavriel, that was how they became as close as brothers. River’s mother had given him his name in honor of their home and also the strong water powers they knew he possessed. When he was born, she had said she could just tell he held that ability since she too possessed water power.

      As River finally released the prince, he looked him over like he was evaluating him and his abilities, like he would an opponent. River was not a part of the royal guard, but he trained with them every day. No one knew why, but he was extremely committed to his training and becoming more capable in a fight. Gavriel just assumed he wanted to become a commander in the royal guard, or just liked to be in shape. Beyond that, he did not give it much thought.

      “River, I need your help with an important task that may be dangerous.”

      “Alright, you can tell me the details while I eat. After all this training, I am starved.”

      “You agree already without knowing what the task is?”

      “Gavriel, you know I would never let you walk into danger by yourself. Whatever it is, I’m in brother.”

      Gavriel knew he meant it. River would always have his back like family. The pair walked to the kitchen to see what the staff currently had set out for food. They found an assortment of fruits, pastries, and even a few carved meats. Settling for a delicious red apple Gavriel grabbed his choice while River filled a plate to take with him. They decided to eat out in the royal garden where there were less prying ears to listen.

      The royal garden was a spectacle even to those who lived in the palace. Gardeners were always adding new exotic plants and playing with color. It looked like the backdrop of a masterpiece of art. The smells were even better, a mix of sweet and earthy blends with a bit of citrus as well. Each of the gardeners possessed either earth or water magic which perfectly aided them in bringing the gardens to life. There was a small table in the middle of the garden, surrounded by rose bushes and a few taller hedges. It provided a serene place to enjoy their food and had enough privacy to discuss the plan.

      Sitting Gavriel asked, “have you heard of Gilroy the Under Lord?”

      “Of course I have. Everyone in Veena knows his name.”

      “I need to find and speak with him and I would like you to come with me. I am not dumb enough to walk into his territory unaccompanied. I would be a fool to think he would just let me walk out of there alive.”

      “You truly are insane, but I will come with you only because I do not want your death on my hands. The Under Lord is not going to be pleasant to deal with nor will he just help you out of the kindness of his heart.”

      “I know I have a plan, though. I am going to strike a bargain with him. One he cannot resist.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “Tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in dark clothing and hooded cloaks, Gavriel and River were ready to leave the safety of the palace and head to the Under Lord’s territory. He had influence over a lot of the city, but Gavriel knew his home was on the outskirts of the city market. That was where they would look first.

      They left through the front gates. The guards posted on night duty barely acknowledged them, knowing better than to question where the prince was heading. They decided to go on foot into the city. It was not a very far walk to their destination, and horses from the royal stable would draw way too much unwanted attention to them.

      The weather was dreary, making the night even eerier. Above, the sky was filled with looming clouds highlighted by the almost full moon. The goddesses could be very cruel sometimes. It was just their luck they would be heading straight into a notorious criminal’s lair on a night like this. Gavriel did not think that could mean promising things for their mission.

      When they were almost at Gilroy’s place, River cleared his throat. “Do you think he will actually help us and give you the information you need?”

      “I can only hope so.”

      “Why do you need information from him, anyway? You left out that detail, not that it would have made a difference in my decision.”

      “The Shadows are stirring and looking for dark artifacts.”

      “Like Nox?”

      “They already have Nox and are looking for the Shadow Crown now. I might as well tell you because my father has assigned me to find it first and there is no way I am taking this on without your help.”

      River somehow did not look shocked, but his face did shift into something that resembled worry. Nothing phased him. He seemed to have trained his mind on top of his body to not be bent to fear.

      “I do not typically believe in old tales, but if the Shadows are looking for the crown, then I have no doubt it is real. They do not waste time chasing fairytales, they are ruthless and will stop at nothing to find it.”

      The two men stopped outside of a small house on the street. There were no lights on and the house itself looked entirely unwelcoming. Either Gilroy was already sleeping or he was not home. A sound behind them startled the two, and they jumped to face it. A frail, little old lady was standing on the opposite side of the street from them.

      “If you are here to speak with Gilroy, you won’t find him here.”

      “Where might we find him, then?”

      “Do not take me for a fool. I may be an old lady, but I recognize the crowned prince when I see him.” Gavriel had no idea how the woman had identified him. They were in very plan clothing and their hoods covered a lot of their faces.

      “What do you want with Gilroy? If you are here to arrest him, you are better off heading home. The people who live around here do not take kindly to threats to their elder.”

      “I am not here to arrest him. I need to speak with him about an urgent matter.”

      “Ah, you are here to discuss the Shadows. Do not look surprised, again you underestimate me. We have heard about the Shadows stirring, and it does not take a genius to realize Gilroy would be the most informed on them.”

      “Will you tell me where he is?”

      “I suggest the two of you head to the Den for a drink. I have a feeling he will find you there.”

      “Find us…,” before he could finish the thought, the woman was already walking away. Gavriel knew of the Den and the criminal who ran the place. It was not far from where they were and figured it was their best chance to do as the woman had said.

      As if reading his thoughts, River suggested, “to the Den?”

      “I guess so.”

      The Den was alive in the night. They could hear all the voices and excitement before even walking in. Once inside, they found a table off to the side, away from the center of the commotion, and began to observe the crowd. It was mainly drunken patrons who were shouting orders for another round of drinks. There were a few people who looked like they were watching the crowd as well, and Gavriel guessed they worked for the man who owned the place, Maxim.

      “Is that Maxim?” River whispered, looking in the direction of a staircase that led to a room above the bar. On the stairs, a stern looking man was observing the bar and its customers.

      “Yes, I have never spoken to him, but I recognize him well enough.”

      “I have yet to see Gilroy. Do you think he is actually here?”

      “I have no idea, but let's stay for a little and find out.”

      The pair each ordered a drink and continued to observe the room, searching for the man they came to speak with. After a good thirty minutes, they were beginning to lose hope they would find him here. That was when a woman approached them. She was small, with dark hair that fell to her shoulders and had a flower tucked into it.

      “He wants to see you,” was all she said.

      “Who, Maxim?”

      “No.”

      Beginning to move away, she clearly expected them to follow her. She led them to a staircase they had not noticed before because it was tucked away towards the back. It led to a downstairs room. As they made their way down, Gavriel could only hope he had not just agreed to walk into an awful trap. No one should know he was coming here tonight, but as a prince, he always had a target on his back. In the room at the bottom of the stairs sat an old man at the head of a table.

      “I hear you are looking for me.”

      This man was certainly the Under Lord, Gilroy. He was worse than Gavriel and River had even imagined. Although he was clearly older, he still looked lethal and stern. Gavriel would not be shocked to learn he could still easily kill a man.

      “I have come to ask for your assistance with information.”

      “Yes, I know you seek information on the Shadows, but I am not inclined to give it to you. What is to say you, prince, have not come to trick me into giving you illegal information so that you may arrest me?” The way he hissed the word prince made Gavriel’s skin crawl.

      “Do you know how I came to be in the position I am? There are many powerful men out there who could easily control this city. Yet they do not. Why might that be?”

      Gavriel had an awful feeling River and he were about to learn the answer, whether they wanted to or not. With that thought, the metal weapons hanging on the walls began to rattle. Earth powers, it was the only thing to explain what might cause tremors to the walls. They were underground, after all. Then two smaller swords flew off the walls. Gavriel threw his hands up as if he would catch a flying sword and saw River had a similar reaction. Foolish to think they could stop a sharp weapon flying at them. Yet, the blades did not pierce them. Instead, they contained their arms and wrapped around them like a form of cuffs restraining them.

      “No man in this city has the power to do what I can. Metal bends at my will. I could ruin the sharpest and strongest blade with half a thought.”

      Gavriel knew they were in serious trouble now, and so did River by the look on his face. They needed to think fast before this turned deadly.

      “I came to strike a bargain with you. I want information on the Shadow Crown. The Shadows are searching for it.”

      “In exchange for?”

      “A royal pardon. The royal family will never bother or touch you.” Gilroy laughed a dark and evil laugh.

      “I am well protected. I do not need your protection. However, this bargain intrigues me. I will accept your pardon, but I also want a favor. Someday I will call in this favor, prince, and you will not deny me you will do it without any questions.”

      Gavriel knew this was a terrible bargain. One he would likely come to regret, but he had no other options.

      “Fine. It is a deal.”

      “The information you seek is contained in a dark book. It is a tale of the Shadows and their powers, a very rare book indeed.”

      “Where do I find this book? There was no such book in the royal library?”

      “That is because there is only one book like this in existence and I own it. Or at least I did until it was recently stolen from me. There is a group of Shadows growing in this city and they now have my book. They work by the docks and are collecting dark artifacts. Find them and you will find the book. It is yours for the taking.”

      This whole thing just got a lot more complicated than Gavriel anticipated. He would now be planning a heist from the one group he was trying to put a stop to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Night one of surveillance over the shadow’s hideout had been extremely useless. There hardly had been any notable activity, and they only saw a total of two people come and go. They could not even be completely convinced those people were members of the group or were up to anything. It was now the second night of surveillance and Rae prayed to the goddesses that tonight they would see something more incriminating. Showing up to a creepy building at the docks, however, weird, was not proof someone was up to no good. Rae knew she could have delegated her spot on watch tonight to someone else after already doing last night, but she felt she needed to be here. The success of this job was riding on her leadership, and there was no way she was going to be uninvolved in any portion of the plan.

      “The prince showed up to the Den last night.”

      Erza had snuck up behind her and left whatever spot she had been watching from. Apparently giving up on covering multiple angles in favor of the company. Rae had to admit she did not mind. Two nights alone on this roof across from the building sounded awful.

      “Why was the royal prince at the Den? His presence can mean nothing but trouble.”

      “He was searching for Gilroy.”

      Rae did not know Gilroy well, but she knew who he was. Close with Maxim and some speculate that he taught him everything he knew to run his group. He frequented the Den often and was sometimes allowed to use the room in the basement for his own business. Doing less and less business these days, he was getting older.

      “Has Gilroy’s past finally caught up with him? The royal family finally found some excuse to take him in?”

      “That’s just it. The prince was not there to take him in. He wanted to work with Gilroy. Claimed he needed some information Gilroy had. According to Gilroy, he is going after a book which is in possession of this shadow group. I do not like the idea of the royal prince becoming entangled in this job or in our business.”

      Rae thought over what Erza just shared. If this was all true, they needed to act fast and carry out their job before the royals showed up to arrest this group and confiscate all the articles they were hoarding.

      “Then we better hope we learn more tonight and can move on the group tomorrow before his royal highness arrives to join the party.”

      After a few hours of watching, it was looking more hopeless than the night before. Rae was ready to give up hope and head home. There was no movement outside or inside of the building from what she could tell. Not so much as a noise. That was when she noticed what looked like a thin shadowy mist or glimmer moving through the street in front of the building. Someone might have easily missed the movement as it blended with the night and the natural shadows cast along the street. Rae sat up and focused, tapping Erza and pointing in the direction of it. They both studied the street below. They caught small movements of shadows and realized someone with shadow powers was helping cover for people entering the building.

      This was how the group was able to go unnoticed in the night. They did have at least one member with shadow powers, and they were using this to their advantage. It seemed that with the darkness of night and already present shadows, this person was able to bend their own shadows to their will to hide people’s movement from sight unless you notice the slight movement of shadow.

      “They are here.”

      “What do you think they are doing?” Erza asked.

      “I am willing to bet they have come to load their ship tonight. There are multiple people here, and I do not think they would risk so many people if they did not have a task.”

      As if on cue, the door to the building opened and dark hooded figures exited with crates. They headed towards a nearby ship that Rae had already learned was the spice ship they used to smuggle artifacts. The group must use the shadows to sneak in members carrying new artifacts so that no prying eyes ask any questions about mysterious people carrying dark, stolen objects. Then, they hide them in spice crates and load the ship. If they were loading the ship tonight, it was likely they would be back tomorrow and the ship would leave during the night tomorrow with its latest shipment. The plan for tomorrow was a go now.

      “Come on, let’s go report back to the others and get out of here before anyone spots us.”

      The two of them signaled to the two other scouts who were watching from other spots and they all made their way back to the Den. Once all four of them were back, they made their way to the basement to discuss.

      “Alright, we have confirmation of the group, the Shadows, and the artifacts now. I think we are ready to move tomorrow. I will let the others know and we will move an hour after dark tomorrow night. My guess is that a lot of the group will be there to move last second items and protect them before the ship leaves. It will be our best opportunity to complete the job. Does everyone know their assignments for it?”

      The three in front of her nodded, a silent acknowledgment of their role in the plan. With that, they all decided to head home to rest before the big job the next day. On her way home, Rae found the other members of the group and let them know they would move tomorrow. Then she made her way back to her apartment. She needed to get a good sleep before this job. It required her air powers at full capacity, and for her to be at her best to keep everyone safe and succeed.
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        * * *

      

      She was running. Faster and faster. She needed to move, and she needed to do it now. If she did not hurry, she would not make it. She could see the darkness chasing her from behind. In the sky and devouring the trees behind her. It was approaching her quickly and would soon catch her if she did not pick up her pace. That was when she broke out of the forest into the field. She had been here before she knew this place. It felt so familiar, the smells and the feeling of serenity there. It would soon be disrupted by the evil that followed her. Why was she here? She could not remember, but she knew it was important. She needed to cross the field, and could feel it in her bones. A longing to reach the other side. She began to run across the field as fast as she could. That was when the earth betrayed her. Began to grab at her feet and ankles, slowing her pace. She was going to fail, and she felt like she had failed before, too. No, this would not be the end. She wouldn’t fail this time. But how was she going to get away from the earth working against her? Air! She had air. She used her powers to break free and send herself flying across the field. Once on the other side, she started running again. She approached a small body of water that looked like a pond. As she was moving towards it, that’s when she spotted it. A person. There was a very young girl facing away from her, sitting on the edge of the water. Who was this girl and why was she here? As she got closer, the girl began to turn around. She felt like she knew this girl. And then everything went black.

      Rae woke up panting and sweating. Who was the girl in her dream and why did she feel like she knew this girl? She had this horrible ache in her heart, like she was forgetting something very important. Like something was missing from here. This was silly, though. It had just been a nightmare, one she had almost every night. It did not mean anything, it was not real. Yet, why was tonight different? She had never been able to cross the field before. It was like her mind desperately wanted her to find this girl. She had a feeling deep down that this girl was important. When she was able to, she would look more into it. If this girl was real, she would find her. Put an end to this maddening nightmare.

      Today, she needed all her focus on the task ahead. The group was meeting at the Den a few hours before dark to prepare and go over the plan one last time. It needed to be seamless or this would go horribly wrong. Rae needed a distraction before then or she was going to go insane just thinking about it over and over. She couldn’t train today or she would risk using up strength and stamina she needed later.

      Making up her mind, she settled on joining Benji at the market. He might let her help out with handing out the pie if she asked. Hustling to get ready, she raced around her room to find clothes before leaving. She picked out an all black outfit which would come in handy once it was dark out. Tight pants and a form fitting blouse which would both be appropriate attire for a fight. She also was sure to wear her favorite lace-up boots and pulled her curls back into a loose ponytail.

      She found Benji at his stand as she expected, but he was not alone. There was another man with him and they were laughing together. When they spotted her approaching, the male hurried off.

      “Hey, who was that? I don’t think I’ve seen him around before?”

      “Oh, just a new customer. We were just gossiping, that was all.”

      Something seemed off about Benji, but she didn’t push. Rae did not want to invade his privacy if he was making deals that might be considered not legal or anything else. Plus, she just needed a light hearted distraction right now.

      “Can I help out with your pastries and pies for a little? It’s been a while since we have been able to truly hang out.”

      “Yeah, you can. You seem to be a lot busier these days.”

      “I am sorry about that. You know, just working as a waitress at the Den takes up a lot of my time.”

      Rae couldn’t tell Benji about her real job. Not that she did not trust him, but she did not want to drag him into that world. Instead, she used the same cover she used with others. She told him she was a waitress at the Den. It made the most sense since she was there almost every single night. No one would question it. During down time, she even did help out around the bar to keep up appearance.

      Rae was not sure how Benji worked this stand every day and did not eat every last pastry in front of him. All she wanted to do was sample all of them. The fresh slices of pies in various fruity flavors. Their small buttery cookies that looked like they would just melt the moment they hit your mouth. There were also the mini cakes that were their personal specialty. No other bakery around made anything like it. They were personal sized, so you could buy one and eat it on your own. Rae was sizing up a small chocolate cake with decedent strawberries on top. The strawberries must have come from Benji’s own garden. He used his earth powers to grow a variety of fruits to use in the bakery’s pastries.

      After a few hours of chatting with Benji and helping him man the booth, it was time to head to the Den. Rae was feeling a little nervous as she briskly walked through the streets. Once she arrived, she made her way straight to the meeting room downstairs where she knew the others would be waiting. Darkness was approaching quickly, and they had no time to waste.

      “Is everyone ready and on the same page?”

      Everyone nodded in unison all around the room. They all began to gear up. Strapping their own weapons in convenient to reach places and hiding a few in spots, no one would notice. Her own dagger was a smaller lightweight weapon and a gift from Maxim when she joined. It was simple and delicate, but deadly. She found it to be a lot like herself. On the outside, she looked simple and people always underestimated her to be some delicate girl. Yet, she was deadlier than they would ever know. Once everyone was ready, it was time to leave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rae was in position and ready to move. Once she gave the signal, Zev would cause a distraction close to the water and her group would move on the building. Erza was in her group along with a guy who just went by the name Snake. He was carrying a dagger that had a serpent handle and Rae assumed it had something to do with how he earned the nickname. After waiting ten minutes for everyone to be in place, Rae gave the signal and began to move towards the building. She knew there were multiple members inside. They could see them moving around tonight when they had arrived.

      She heard Zev’s big distraction before she saw it. He was manipulating the water to form a giant tornado made completely of water. The tornado was causing the water below it to crash around into nearby ships, including the one with artifacts on it. The noise was causing a commotion and would soon catch the attention of those in the building.

      A small group of four people left the building and ran towards the ship, wanting to ensure their cargo was not being damaged. As Rae and her group approached the side of the building, she caught sight of a fight breaking out near the water and she heard the group members shouting for back up. Two more members ran out the front door to help the others. Rae knew Zev’s group was capable of handling themselves.

      She led her group around the side of the building to the back, where there was a spare door. They slipped in and immediately crouched behind a bunch of piled up crates. There were five members left inside and they were hurriedly finishing packing crates for the ship. Rae signaled to her group to spread out to take each of them out.

      “Be careful,” she whispered so softly she practically mouthed it.

      There was another stack ahead of her and one of the members was standing on the other side. She moved quietly from her spot without being noticed. Looking around, she only saw four members total now and had to guess Erza or Snake had already struck a target. She pressed herself to the wooden box that was her hiding spot and slowly slid closer to where the person on the other side was. Using her air, she rattled something across the room so they would look away. When they did, that’s when she made her move. She grabbed the man and pulled him behind the crate. Immediately cutting off the air he was breathing, she coaxed it out of his lungs with her power. She was not aiming to kill, only to knock the man out and scare him enough to think twice about continuing this work. Luck was on her side, she caught him off guard. This type of power took a lot of concentration and if someone fought back right away, they could easily break it. The man fell unconscious, and she moved on to finish the rest.

      Another member had disappeared and now the two left had noticed. They were shouting and running around. Rae, Erza, and Snake all stepped out from where they were hidden, and formed an almost circle around the two members. One of the members cast shadows swirling around the two of them. Like a defensive shield. It was clear this person did not have good control over the shadows, otherwise they would have already attacked and likely gotten away.

      Rae used her air to break a hole through the shadows, knocking the two further from each other. They would be easier to pick off this way. The ground was unfinished and made completely of earth. Erza took that opportunity and caused the ground to shake beneath them, forcing one to fall over. This member lashed out with fire in a wild attempt to keep them back. It was a brazen attempt, but it was clear they had no combat training.

      Rae signaled to Erza to pin the member down, while she again used her air to knock them unconscious. Snake was holding off the member with the shadows. Dodging multiple attacks that were aimed wildly. Rae ran up behind the member and landed a blow to their ankle, knocking them off balance. They put up a shield made of shadows and rolled out of the way before Rae could land a punch on them. Sending a blast of air as they made to stand, it knocked them to the ground again. That’s when vines from the ground wrapped around them and held them down. The pressure of a vine on the member’s neck was enough to knock them out.

      “Good work. Now we need to secure what items we can and get them out of here. We cannot take everything, look for anything with value.”

      As they began breaking open crates and grabbing items, Erza moved to a window to check on the other group. She saw multiple unconscious bodies outside and her crew was no where to be seen. Which meant they made it onto the ship and were also in the next phase of the plan. When she was about to turn away, that’s when she saw them. The two approaching figures outside. It was too dark to see who they were, but one was clearly a large man who towered over the other. She did not like the looks of this and picked up her pace at grabbing items.

      “We need to get out of here now. I think they might have back up coming. We hit them hard by stealing a lot of artifacts, and I think we roughed them up enough that they may leave the city for a while.”

      With that, Rae heard a noise outside of the door. Erza and Snake made for the back door, but she was too far. She needed to hide and then sneak out after the two entered. As the front door opened, she observed the two men in front of her. They were wearing hoods that hid their faces well. That was when the smaller of the two removed his and she had to hold her mouth to stop her gasp. It was the prince of Veena. The man with him had to be his hired muscle. They had moved on this place too late and the royals had arrived to take what they were searching for. She needed to get out before she was seen.
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      It had been two days since Gavriel, and River met with the Under Lord. They had identified the building the group Gilroy told them about was hiding out in. Now they decided they would pay them a visit tonight. The two figured they could drive the group out of town themselves while retrieving the book.

      It took all of five minutes for Gavriel to find River this morning. He was in the training courtyard, exactly where he figured he’d be.

      “You ready for later?”

      “Yeah, I just wanted to go over some last-minute training, so I feel more prepared. I need to be ready in case we need to fight any of the Shadows.”

      Gavriel was not convinced that training now would make him any more or less prepared, but he did not want to question his friend. It was more likely that he was working off the nerves for what they would face tonight. No training could really prepare them to face the Shadows. They did not know enough about them or even have anyone with those abilities around to learn about it. Gavriel really appreciated that his friend was willing to face this with him and made a note to later show him better thanks once this was over.

      After River finished up, the pair decided to head to the armory to grab anything they needed for the night. The royal armory was both terrifying and magnificent. Filled to capacity with every form of weapon and defense mechanism possible. Many of the weapons were ancient heirlooms from former members of the royal family passed down through each generation. The swords all were engraved with fierce designs or had the most beautiful gems set into their handles. Gavriel found his sword hanging where he always kept it. This sword’s handle was engraved with a design that looked like flames or rays of sun leaping across the handle. It also had a ruby gem set at the top of the handle. A sword fit for a prince with both fire and light ability.

      River decided on a dagger as his weapon of choice. With his strength and hand to hand combat abilities, this weapon was better suited for his style than a sword. The dagger he chose was very simple. Its handle was a dark obsidian color that gave the blade a deadly aura. A perfect mirror to its wielder.

      “What are we going to do once we get the book?” River asked.

      “I need to find out what is written about the Shadow Crown and then find it first. I understand if after tonight you want out,” Gavriel answered.

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just we are alone in this. We cannot really trust what Gilroy says and we can’t ask this group about anything. We also can’t go around telling people the Shadows are rising again. They would descend into panic and chaos, and that would help no one. “

      “I know, but we are not alone. I can consult with my uncle if we need and I also asked Rory to help.”

      “Rory?”

      Gavriel always forgot how others always assumed she was innocent and incapable. River was either hiding what he know about her or actually had no idea. It was more likely the earlier. River spent enough time with him and his twin to know what she was truly like. A smirk must’ve snuck on his face thinking about the three of them growing up, because River was glaring at him.

      “You know as well as I do she is perfectly capable,” Gavriel said.

      “I suppose you are right.”

      “I was thinking about asking her to come tonight. I would not have her anywhere close to harm’s way. I would ask her just to be nearby in case we need someone to send for backup.”

      “Do you really think that is a good idea?”

      If he was being honest with himself, no, he didn’t. But he would feel a lot better with his twin beside him. As selfish as that was. Rory was powerful and could handle herself just fine and he knew she would say yes. He admired her for how brave and strong she always was. Always the daring twin as children. Never afraid to take on a challenge and never letting anyone stand in her way.

      “She can make her own choices and if she chooses to come, I have no doubt she can protect herself.”

      “I hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavriel and River found Rory in the royal library, where she often spent her days. She was extremely smart and loved reading about new topics. Learning all there was for books to offer. Gavriel held his breath as he crossed the room. Now that he was here, his stomach felt twisted, and he was having second thoughts. He would never put his sister in danger on purpose. Rather, he needed to trust she could handle herself. She would be so angry if she thought he wasn’t confident in her.

      “Hey guys, to what do I owe the honor of my two favorite men coming to visit me?” she asked with a wide grin on her face.

      “We are going after the book Gilroy told us about tonight. And I want you to come as our backup.”

      She looked like she was thinking it over. Maybe this had been an awful idea. Appearing surprised, she seemed to have no words. She was staring at the table, not looking at either of them. Gavriel stepped forward about to say something when she glanced up at him.

      “I’ll come.”

      “Are you sure, Rory? You really don’t have to if you aren’t comfortable.”

      “I want to go. If the Shadows really are a rising threat, then I want to do anything I can to help stop them.”

      “We leave at sunset.”
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        * * *

      

      The sky was a mix of vibrant red and orange, like flames about to plunge into darkness. The three had met out front of the palace. They all were wearing hoods and armed with their weapons of choice. Gavriel reached for where his sword was, as if making sure it was there. It was a small comfort. The plan was a solid one, and it was going to work. They would be in and out in no time. Back well before sunrise, and all were able to sleep soundly knowing they were a step ahead of the Shadows.

      The trio left the safety of the palace and made their way to the docks. It was not dark out yet, but the docks were lower in the city on the exact opposite end from the palace. They tried to stick to streets with fewer people to remain unnoticed. Like the last time they went out, they could not take horses or people would recognize who they were. The further they moved into the city, the darker it got. As they got closer to the docks, Gavriel could have sworn he heard shouting.

      “Do you guys hear that?”

      The other two paused to listen. “Yeah it sounds like a fight,” River answered.

      “Do you think it's a coincidence?”

      He could tell they all were thinking the same thing. With their luck, it was no coincidence. They picked up the pace a bit, hoping to find the source of yelling fast. If something was going on, they needed to know so they could adjust their plan and ensure they got the book. They were almost at the docks when the shouting ceased. Whatever had happened was clearly done now. When they were only one street away, they paused.

      “Alright, Rory, you stay here and if you hear anything worrisome, you go for backup. There are plenty of locals who would be willing to help save the prince and there will be guards out on patrols nearby. Do not try to intervene yourself.”

      “Fine. But be careful, you two.”

      She looked extremely unhappy about being left behind. Not because she was going to be alone. There was minimal that scared or bothered her. She was likely unhappy to be left out of the action.

      River and Gavriel crept along the street and rounded the last corner that placed them at the docks. They made their way slowly across the open space, observing their surroundings. Something felt off. There were no group members to be seen, and it was extremely quiet. Almost too quiet for this early in the night.

      They made their way across the cobblestone space that set them apart from the building, where they knew the book was being kept. Once they reached the door, they both grabbed hold of their weapons. With a nod in River’s direction, the prince then opened the door. Both were prepared for whatever waited for them on the other side. Whether it be an elaborate trap or a fight, they would handle it.

      That was nowhere close to what they did find inside. Instead, they were greeted with complete silence. No voices, shouting, or even movement. It was dark inside and there was not a single soul in sight.

      “Where is everyone?” River whispered.

      “I don’t know, but something definitely happened here. We should look around and keep an eye out for the book.”

      They started looking through nearby crates and checking for clues as to what had left the hideout abandoned. As Gavriel went to move around a crate further into the hideout, he tripped and barely caught himself. He looked down and realized what he tripped over. On the ground was a man who was either dead or unconscious. Bending down, he was able to get a closer look and realize the man was just unconscious. River saw what Gavriel was observing and moved to join him.

      “Something definitely went down here tonight. They were clearly attacked by someone. Let’s just hope it was someone seeking revenge for an item stolen and our book is still here somewhere.”

      As they continued to look through crates, they realized someone had taken items with them, as a lot of the crates were disrupted or now half empty. Gavriel just hoped whoever it was left by now. He did not want to have to explain why the prince was here looking through boxes of dark artifacts. Imagining the scolding and punishment he would get from his father if anyone saw him or learned why he was here, he shuddered.

      When the plan was beginning to seem hopeless and Gavriel was ready to quit, he found River looking through crates nearby. As he approached to tell his friend they should head back to the palace and consider other options, that’s when he heard a noise. A small crash came from somewhere deeper in the hideout. They were not alone.

      Gavriel signaled to River to spread out and find the source of the noise. If they could capture whoever was here, they may know where the book was. He began creeping around crates, trying to keep hidden so the person would not see him approaching. If they were a novice, they were likely still squatting in their hiding spot, hoping no one would find them. Lost in his own thoughts of what he would find, he did not even hear the person creeping up behind him. Within seconds, there was a blade to his throat and a rush of air brushed past him in a small threat.

      “And where might you be heading, prince?”

      “I was just looking for you, I believe, Azala.” The prince doubted this common criminal would recognize the word. Most living down here would not. It was a name only found in ancient texts now, almost erased from history. There was not much on it in writing, but Gavriel did know it was a reference to the Shadows long ago. He was unsure why he decided to use it as an insult in this moment.

      He made to turn and face his captor, but a brush of air knocked him back to forward facing. This was no novice. They were purposely hiding their face from him, hopeful they would be able to get away unrecognized.

      “I am willing to bet you want to make a bargain. My life for your escape, perhaps?”

      The person only scoffed a small laugh. He was not sure what exactly had been funny about what he said. If only he could get a hold of his sword, he could easily break from his current position. He had a feeling any fast movement would end with a slit in his throat.

      “I will spare your life. However, I will walk out of here freely, and you will call off your guard dog.”

      So whoever this was knew that River was with him and that he was not alone. They likely targeted him, pinning him as the weaker of the two, since he was smaller and appeared less threatening. Unfortunately for them, they were dead wrong. Since they already knew who he was, he did not have to hide anything of his identity. With one quick motion, he spun and stuck out his hand, creating a bright burst of light. The person yelled out, likely blinded for a quick moment.

      In that time, River had come out from wherever he had likely been hiding nearby and grabbed the person. As the light faded, Gavriel was able to get a better look at his prior captor. The person who had been bold enough to threaten the prince and bargain for freedom was a girl. Shorter than he originally thought and small in build. She had dark eyes and curly hair that was pulled away from her face. Beyond just physically, she looked entirely ruthless staring him down while restrained by River.

      “I do not wish to hurt you, although I will. I am only here for a certain item, and I suspect you know where it is.”

      “I am not a member of this shameful group,” she spat.

      “I did not say you were and nor do I suspect you are,” he looked her up and down, “what I do suspect is that you are a criminal here to steal valuable items and use them for your own benefit.”

      No response. She only stared at him coldly. Her gaze gave him chills and made him feel more unsettled than he had been. He called fire to his palms to chase away the icy feeling covering his skin now. Stepping towards her and taunting her with the flame close to her neck as River held tight to her arms, he wanted her to squirm. She was not going to be easy to crack and would likely tell them nothing of importance. As he glanced her over, sizing her up, she let her gaze ease up and gave them a wicked grin. The prince did not like the smug look on her face and was starting to think maybe they did not have the upper hand here.

      “The way I see it, you need me and my assistance. If whatever your here for is so valuable to you, then you will want to work with me. Otherwise, I am not telling you anything.” There it was, the reason she had looked so smug. She knew they needed her and that she had the ultimate bargaining chip. The prince’s patience was running thin, and he needed to shake her or she would continue to hold the upper hand here. He moved his hand, letting his fingers softly brush her neck. Then, without warning, he grabbed her neck, tightening his grip a bit. He did not aim to choke her, only to scare her a bit. He let his hands warm a bit with his fire, not enough to burn her. She began to look a little nervous.

      “Then let us bargain. What do you possibly want, thief?” He practically hissed the last word at her. He could not believe he was stooping as low as to bargain with a common criminal. It was absurd.

      “I want to walk out of here freely with no trouble and I want no trouble to whoever currently is holding on to the book for me.”

      Gavriel considered that this was a very reasonable ask. He had expected to be exploited for money or further protections. This girl just wanted to leave, no trouble. She was clearly smarter than she let on, not asking for much as to ensure she would get her ask and to not call too much further attention to herself beyond this. A thought occurred to the prince and a totally insane plan formed in his mind.

      “I will let you walk out of here freely, but you will swear to take us to the book we are seeking and allow us to take it.” She looked slightly relieved, as if she could not believe he was agreeing to her terms.

      “And you will also come with me and work as my personal consultant on this task related to the book. This task is tangled in the criminal world, and the Shadows, and I need someone who can help me with these missions going forward who will have better insight into the criminal world than I do.”

      She only let surprise show on her face for all of a second. Then trained it back to her neutral cold glare. She was clearly displeased with this part of the bargain and trying to think over some way out of it. River also looked displeased, for that matter.

      “And if I disagree with the last bit?”

      “Then I arrest you here and now and you are dragged to the palace by force, anyway.”

      “I will need to stay at the palace?”

      “Yes, I need you available at any moment and where I can easily find you.”

      She took a moment to consider her options. It was clear she would accept the terms to avoid being thrown into the dungeon. She most likely only pretended to think it over just to test his patience. He really had no idea what it was, but this girl really was starting to get under his skin. Why had he just invited her to stay at the palace?

      “Fine. I agree with your terms. I will take you to the book first before we go to the palace.”

      As the three made to move for the front door, a person rose from the ground and stood in their path. One of the unconscious members had woken. River let go of the girl and grabbed for his dagger, taking a fighting stance. The girl also looked ready to attack.

      As the person opposite of them called on water abilities to throw a small wave of water at them, River easily redirected the water away from them. The girl seized this opportunity and used her air abilities to knock their opponent to the ground. Gavriel went to move towards the person when the girl threw up a hand.

      “Wait, they have the shadows.”

      The person then threw out shadows around themself as a shield. Gavriel had never seen the shadows in person. It was a terrifying display of ability. Extremely dark and lethal. The sight of the shadows sent him into a deep frenzy. He had to rid this place of all people like this. There was no way he could allow this. His fire began to rage in him and he noticed his hands were already alight. He threw a wave of fire at the person without a second thought. The blow was extremely powerful and also completely untamed. The flames not only consumed the shadows and the person wielding them but also many crates behind the person.

      “We need to go now,” the prince stated.

      The girl next to him looked horrified. “You killed him. You are just going to leave the others here to burn down with the place?”

      He had no idea where this criminal’s conscience came from when two minutes ago, she was ready to slit his throat. He needed to leave before the fire drew a crowd. No one could know he caused the fire or too many questions would arise.

      “We are leaving now,” he looked to his friend for assistance. “River.”

      He read the command without further words and grabbed the girl’s arm, quickly leading her to the door. The trio stepped outside and crossed the cobblestones once more to the streets near the docks. Hurrying away, they turned back once more to see the building begin to go up in flames. Soon, those with water abilities would come and contain the fire before it inflicted more damage. Gavriel could not feel bad now. The Shadows deserved this, he told himself. They were wicked and evil and needed to be burnt from this city. As his father once did before him.
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      It took all of ten minutes for Rae to end up in a heap of trouble, and now in a bargain with the royal prince. She had been reckless to think she could outmaneuver him and escape so easily. Now she was stuck helping him and worse than that, she had to live in the palace for a while. Maxim was going to kill her. No way she could complete anymore jobs until she got herself out of this mess.

      She was currently leading the prince and his guard dog to the Den, where she knew her team would be awaiting her return from the job. The prince had requested they make a quick stop at a nearby street first. She had no idea what for. That was until she saw a woman ahead standing off to the side, hidden by the dark. Most would not have noticed her at all, but Rae was trained to always know her surroundings and observe for threats. The girl had long, dark hair and striking features. She had beautiful curves that Rae would have been jealous of if they were not in this situation and imagined men would die over them.

      “Who is she and why is she with you guys?” the girl in the shadows asked.

      “She has the book, and we made a bargain. She is going to help us with everything moving forward. I am bringing her back to the palace to keep an eye on her and have her nearby to help.”

      The girl looked unimpressed and if she disagreed with the prince’s choices, she didn’t voice it. Rae had no clue who this girl was, but she already liked her and respected her. She clearly held her own with these men and was likely as trained as them all, too.

      “I am Princess Rory Goldwirth. What’s your name?” The two men looked shocked, like they had forgotten they even needed to know her name.

      “You can call me Rae.”

      “Okay, Rae. I promise if you try anything stupid with us or lead us in any wrong directions, it will not be these two men you have to worry about.”

      With that, the princess turned and stalked off, thankfully in the correct direction. Rae had no desire to speak back to this girl or correct her, for that matter. They made to catch up with her before she got too far ahead of them.

      The Den was not too far of a walk and they made quick time to get far from the fire they had left behind. Rae could not stop thinking about the members they had left in that burning building. They likely had not made it out before the building burnt down. She did not understand why the prince had chosen to leave them there. It was heartless. Their job had been to scare off the group, but her team had never intended to kill anyone. Especially without proof if they had shadow abilities or not. Many members probably did not and had only joined to make quick extra money to support their families. People would do anything in times of desperation. She hated the prince for what he had done.

      Once they arrived to the Den, Rae led the three others down to the basement. Her team was already downstairs waiting for her. They all whipped their heads in their direction as they entered the room. Taking defensive stances, they assumed that Rae was in trouble.

      “Stand down everyone,” she said. This did little to relax any of them, but at least she knew they would not attack unprovoked.

      “Where is the book?” the prince snapped.

      She ignored his demand. It could wait. She wanted to make sure all of her team members were alright. That was when she noticed Zev was missing. Panic began to creep in. What if something horrible had happened, and she was not there to stop it?

      “Where is Zev?”

      Erza moved forwards, “do not worry, he is just resting. He got hit pretty hard by an attack and the distraction drained him and his power, but he is okay.” Relief filled Rae. She would not be able to stand the thought that anyone was hurt on her account.

      “I have made a bargain with the prince here. One of the items we retrieved is a book he seeks out. I have promised him the book in exchange for your pardons from this all. I have also agreed to stay at the palace and help him with taking on the rising shadows.”

      “No, why would you do that Rae?” Erza asked, clearly worried for her friend.

      “I will be fine, I promise. It is only temporary. I need to find a book that we collected tonight first, though.”

      “You are talking about Gilroy’s book, right?”

      “Yes, you are the girl who took us to him that night, aren’t you?” The prince asked to Erza.

      She did not confirm this, she only moved away to go grab the book. She returned a moment later with an ancient text bound in completely black cloth. The book itself was clearly a dark and dangerous artifact linked to the Shadows. Why the prince needed such an item, Rae had no idea.

      “Here is the book you seek. Now let us leave. I do not want to cause any issues for my team.”

      The prince and the two others took the book and made to leave the room. Erza grabbed onto Rae’s arm before she could join them. Her eyes were clearly making some plea to Rae.

      “I will join you outside in a moment.”

      The others did not argue. They only continued walking up the stairs. Erza finally released her grip on Rae’s arm. She let out a breath she must have been holding this entire time. She was obviously concerned for her friend and not happy about the situation.

      “Please Rae, promise me you will be careful. Just do the minimum for them, do not get too wrapped up in their task. I could not bear if something happened to you or they did not let you come back.”

      “I promise Erza, I will be okay. I can look after myself and I will be back before you know it.”

      She gave her friend a hug before she needed to leave. Clinging to her friend, she hated leaving her like this. The two of them never went long separated from each other. They always had each other’s backs. She could tell her friend did not want to let go and was struggling to accept this. She pulled back before she was no longer able to and made for the stairs. When she glanced back, she could see the pain and sadness on her friend’s face. This was what she would remember, to keep sight of, to hurry back from the palace.

      At the top of the stairs, Maxim awaited her towering in height, with disappointment in his eyes. “You were caught?”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” The thought of letting Maxim down was unbearable. She needed to make this right. “I will fix this, I swear.”

      “If he lays one hand on you, I will tear him to shreds.” It took her a minute to realize he was referring to the prince.

      “You mean you aren’t angry?”

      “Oh no, I am mad you were caught. You are better than that, and you will be working overtime on training when you return. But we look out for each other here Rae, and I do not like the idea of you under their control.”

      “I will be careful and back before you know it, Maximum.” Brushing by him with a wink, she made her way out.

      “I look forward to it, Esmerae,” he called after her.
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        * * *

      

      The palace up close was beyond anything Rae had ever imagined or pictured in her head. It towered above her as all four of them stood at the gates. Looking like it was made of pure gold, she guessed was no coincidence given the royal family name was Goldwirth. She almost giggled out loud at what a cliche that was. Of course, the royal family would think so highly of their name and powers so long ago that they built their palace to reflect it.

      Entering the palace was even more like walking through some dream. Every inch of the palace dripped in decadent design and decor. There was nothing simple or plain about this place. She wondered if the same could be said about wherever they would be keeping her. Likely somewhere similar to a dungeon. They definitely did not view her any more worthy than that.

      “I will show you to your room,” the prince said.

      He said goodnight to the other two and then headed off in the opposite direction. They walked in silence, Rae not knowing what to even say to a prince. She certainly was not grateful for him bringing her here, and he likely did not care to learn anything about her. The silence was almost deafening and there was a tense bitterness growing between them as they continued on. Rae needed to say something and try to stay on the prince’s good side for the time being.

      “So, who’s the guard dog?”

      “You mean River? He is my good friend and certainly would not appreciate you calling him that. I highly recommend not saying that to his face.”

      “Will your sister and him be continuing to work on all of this with us?”

      “Yes, they are the only two people I trust to help with this.”

      The prince did not elaborate further. It was odd he had not assembled some army to march on the Dark Lands, or had his father just wipe out all the Shadows again. He clearly would have no issues with that after what he had done tonight.

      They arrived at a door and the prince halted. He opened the door and lead her inside. The room was enormous, about the same size as her entire apartment. There was a huge bed filled with fancy pillows, she imagined would feel as soft as a cloud. There was also a huge wardrobe and a small table in the room. A door further in the room, she guessed, would lead to her bathing chambers. This was nothing like where she imagined the prince was going to have her staying. The decor on the walls was likely ancient heirlooms of the palace, and worth more than she would ever make in her life.

      “This is where you will be staying. I will have the wardrobe filled with clothing for you tomorrow. Your bathing chambers are over there. I will also let my staff know that you are here and they will bring you anything you need. There will be two guards posted outside the door. You are not to go wandering off without permission.”

      “Yes, your heinous,” she rolled her eyes and practically spat the words at him. She hated being confined and hated being told what to do. This may not be the dungeon, but it was just as much a prison hidden by fancy illusions.

      “I will be back in the morning for you. We will begin work on the book immediately, then.”

      The prince turned on his heels and left. The guards mentioned would likely be outside within seconds. She explored the confines of her room. As much as she hated being trapped here, it could be worse. At least she had a comfortable place to sleep and enough room to keep up with her training in here since she was not allowed to leave.

      Rae tossed off her clothes and crawled into bed. Since the wardrobe was currently empty, there were no nightgowns to change into for sleeping. Her current clothing smelt like dirt and fire from the night and there was no way she was going to be going to bed in them. She may not live a lavish lifestyle compared to this place, but she was not so unkept to be able to sleep in such filth. She climbed into the sheets with nothing to prevent her skin from feeling the bliss that was these silky sheets. In no time at all, she would be sleeping, and likely not wake up until late in the morning. She placed her dagger she had managed to hold on to under one of her pillows in case she needed protection at any point.
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        * * *

      

      Rae was awoken with a jolt by the sounds of the door opening and shutting. Grabbing her dagger under the pillow before opening her eyes and then jumping out of her bed. She had the blade raised in front of her and sent a gust of wind through the room as a warning. That was when she finally noticed who had let themself in. The prince was standing in front of her with his mouth gaped open.

      “Where is your clothing?” he demanded, arms crossed. His eyes wandered over her body, taking in every bit of her.

      Looking down she realized she had slept without anything on last night. She could feel her cheeks burning with color at the realization. Standing completely naked in front of the royal prince with only a dagger in her hand. She must look ridiculous. Grabbing the sheet off the bed, she quickly wrapped herself in it to cover her body.

      “I don’t have any clothing here, remember?” Rae snapped, determined to win back a small bit of dignity.

      “I will make sure that is changed today. You slept in this morning. It is already almost lunch time and we need to get to work. I will send a maid to help you dress, and you will meet me in thirty minutes.”

      “I do not need help to get dressed. I can manage on my own. Just send some clothing.”

      If the prince agreed to her demand, he didn’t say it. He just left the room. Only a few minutes later, there was a knock on a door. An older woman entered the room, followed by two other women carrying handfuls of clothing. They moved across the room, straight to the wardrobe to fill it.

      “My name is Mina. I will be your handmaid for the duration of your time staying here. The prince requested I help you dress for the day.”

      “I really do not need help. The prince is being ridiculous. I will just grab some pants and a shirt and be on my way.”

      “You will do no such thing here,” the older woman spun her in the direction of the wardrobe and the mirror next to it with a gust of air. Mina had air abilities, just like she did. She got to work picking out fancy regal dresses and trying to decide which would suit her best. Rae protested each one held up to her.

      “I will compromise with you, girl, but you will be wearing a dress. It is improper for you to roam the castle looking like a common criminal,” Rae must have shown some shock. “Yes, I know who and what you are, and so do your guards. The rest of the castle does not, and it is best you keep it that way and fit in.”

      Rae stopped putting up a fight as Mina held up a very simple black dress with red designs around the bottom hem. Helping her put on the dress Mina secured the back for her. There was a reflection in the mirror before her. She barely recognized herself. Dresses were not her style usually, and she certainly never wore anything this fancy. She looked beautiful and the black dress suited her. It fell perfectly to her ankles and Mina supplied her with a short pair of black boots to wear. Mina helped arrange her hair into a simple braid down her back. She did not look like the normal wealthy or royal woman, but she definitely looked regal in her own way.

      “Thank you,” she said softly to Mina. She truly meant it. She appreciated the kindness the woman showed her, despite knowing who she was. It would be all too easy for this woman to speak down on her and treat her poorly, like a common criminal. Yet, she chose to work with her and help her fit in to the palace lifestyle.

      “I will be back every morning to help you. If you need anything else beyond that time, just send one of the guards to find me. I will walk you to where the prince is now. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Mina led Rae to a guarded door that was not too far from her own room. The guards let her past and Mina departed from her. Rae assumed these must be the prince’s private quarters. He was smart to work on this book, far away from any prying eyes. Safer to assume that they could not trust everyone with the information inside the book.

      “Hello? Prince?”

      She did not see anyone immediately in the room, but it was huge and it was likely he was just out of sight somewhere.

      “In here,” the prince called back from around a corner. She followed the sound of his voice to an area of his chambers that was likely his personal study. He was seated behind a large desk and there was a chair off to the side she decided to help herself to. She took a seat and relaxed enough to finally look around at the room she was in. There was a fireplace nearby with a small sofa. Further off in the room was the prince’s bedroom area with a big bed and wardrobe. There was also a small area in this chamber for dining with a simple table and chairs set.

      “Have you had a chance to look over the book at all?”

      “Only a little. I was busy this morning. I have not read much.”

      After filling her in on what he already knew, Gavriel opened up the book. She leaned in to try to read the pages alongside him. They continued in silence, reading for what seemed like hours. Finally, they came to a page that was titled after the shadow goddess named Nyxenya. This page seemed promising in terms of being able to locate this temple belonging to the goddess. As they continued to read on, they came upon a section that talked about the temple.

      “Look here,” she said.

      The temple of the shadow goddess, Nyxenya, was built in her honor in the city of Nobu. It has served as a place where those blessed with her powers can give their thanks and remain connected with the goddess. It is also thought to be the home of the goddess’ crown. A gift left to her followers as protection. The crown holds great power, able to raise unfathomable shadows and darkness across the kingdom. It was meant to remain hidden in the temple unless her people needed it to defend themselves one day. Nyxenya knew that those with other powers would fear her darkness and shadows and try to drive it out of existence, upsetting the balance.

      “Sounds like this crown was a failsafe for exactly what did occur,” Rae almost whispered, afraid to upset the prince with her tone and mention of the slaughter his father conducted.

      “Where is Nobu? I have never heard of a city with such a name?”

      “I have no clue. It is not on any map I have ever studied.”

      The prince looked frustrated that she did not have the answer he sought. She had never seen a city named Nobu anywhere before, but somehow it almost sounded distantly familiar. Maybe she had heard the name in a story or in passing before. This was something she would keep pondering and try to remember why she thought she had heard it.

      “Would no scholar in the palace know?”

      “I cannot ask them without raising suspicions of why I want to know. It would not be of any use to us if they knew our mission.”

      All of this secrecy frustrated Rae. The people had a right to know if the Shadows were rising and planning to march on Veena. Gavriel had a point that they would likely panic, but still Rae felt wrong about lying and keeping everything a secret. These people the royal family ruled had no idea they could be in grave danger in the matter of days or weeks.

      “I think I have heard mention of the city of Nobu before, but I cannot remember where. I will try to keep recalling it.”

      “Try harder now. We need this information.” He slammed his fist on the desk.

      Rae sat up straight in her seat, ready for whatever he threw at her next. She had wanted to stay on the prince’s good side, but it was becoming more and more clear that he hated her and thought lowly of her.

      “I am trying my best. Just give me a bit of time and I am sure I will remember soon. Or are you going to throw me in your dungeons until I do, prince?”

      She got up and strode straight for the door she had come in earlier. Not willing to sit here and have him berate her until she remembered. She would much rather be locked away alone in her own room to think.

      “Gavriel.”

      “What?”

      “You keep calling me prince. My name is Gavriel. You might as well use it since you will be here awhile, Azala.”

      She left without acknowledging him and made straight for her own chambers. This name he kept calling her stirred many emotions.
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        * * *

      

      After two hours of finding new ways to entertain herself with books she found, looking through her new clothing, and training a bit, there was a knock on her door. It was unlikely prince Gavriel would even bother knocking, and she didn’t expect Mina until tomorrow morning. A moment later, the door opened, and a woman slipped into the room. It was the princess, Rory.

      “Princess, I was not expecting a visit. How can I help you?”

      “Just Rory is fine. I came to check how you had settled in.”

      “I was under the impression that you hated me.”

      “I only threatened you the other night so that you would know there would be consequences to betraying us. I am not heartless though, I do know how hard fitting in to the palace is. Also, I recognize a girl who can hold her own against the men and is powerful when I see one.” She had a mischievous smile on her face. Rae figured she could use a friend in this place and if Rory was willing to try, so would she.

      “I appreciate that, and I imagine you are just as powerful and capable as I am.”

      “So, how has the palace been on your first day?”

      “Well, the only time I left my room was to go read the book with your brother and he just yelled at me when I did not have all the answers. I’m pretty sure he just hates me,”

      “You haven’t explored the palace at all?”

      “No, I was told I had to stay put.” Rae scowled at the idea of it.

      “You can leave your room. The guards outside will probably just trail you and make sure you do not cause any trouble,” Rory laughed. She was likely amused that Rae had just blindly listened to her brother and believed she really was locked in this room.

      “I am going to kill your brother the next time I see him.”

      “I would love to see you try,” she was smiling even bigger now. “I will show you around the palace anytime you want, but for now I am just going to offer to show you to dinner. I am willing to bet that by now you are hungry.”

      “Starved.”

      Dinner was served in one of the multiple dining rooms in the palace. This was a smaller one which Rory said her brother and her often ate together in, with River also joining in too on occasion. Tonight, they all attended the dinner. There was also a grand dining hall where the royal family ate on occasion when the king and his queen wanted the royal family all together. Mostly, this only happened on holidays.

      The dinner spread tonight was better than any meal Rae had ever seen or been offered. There was a selection of multiple vegetable dishes and other sides. There was warm bread and butter, as well as carved meat. She noticed that Rory only took the dishes that did not have meat in them, while the others piled their plates high with every option.

      Rae settled for trying a small bit of everything, but was careful not to take too much. Not wanting to call attention to herself or seem greedy. The small biscuits in front of her reminded her of the ones in Benji’s bakery. Wishing she could share this with her friend, a bit of homesickness washed over her.

      “Brother, Rae tells me you have had her locked in her room all day, not allowed to explore the palace.”

      “I told her not to leave without permission. We do not need her causing trouble.”

      “I’m not going to cause trouble. I just want to be able to do something other than stare at the walls in my room.”

      Both Rory and Gavriel looked to her like they forgot she was even here to weigh in on this conversation. They likely were not used to people jumping into their conversations like that. She should have just let them go on.

      “I want to show Rae around tomorrow. You will allow her more freedom to leave her room. You cannot expect her to help us when you do not even trust her enough to leave her room for a bit.”

      “Fine.” The prince went back to eating. Stabbing his food a little more aggressively now. He clearly did not enjoy being challenged. River stayed quiet during the whole conversation and continued working on the mound of food in front of him.

      “Rae, would you like to see the royal gardens tomorrow? They are beautiful, unlike any other.”

      “I would love to see the garden…”

      A thought hit her the moment she began thinking about beautiful gardens. That was where she had heard of Nobu before. As a girl she had been told the story of the garden of Nobu. A garden more beautiful than any other with every type of plant you could imagine. It was just a bedtime story, one to chase off children’s nightmare. Yet, she remembered asking once if it really existed and her mother had told her that it was believed the city of Atarah was home to the garden long ago.

      “I know where the temple is,” she practically yelled at the others and stood. The others also got up, and they hurried off to somewhere where less would overhear them. They settled on the currently empty library.

      “The garden of Nobu, that was where I had heard the name before. It was a story my mother told me when I was young, of the most beautiful garden in all the kingdom.”

      “My mother told me a similar story when I was young,” River chimed in, but Rae could’ve sworn for a moment he looked incredibly sad after saying it.

      “I asked my mother once where the garden was. She told me it was thought the garden used to be in Atarah.”

      “I never heard that part of the story.”

      Rory ran off into the library to grab something. When she came back, she had a large map in hand. She laid it out on a table for them to look at.

      “There’s Atarah. It is in the northwest, likely three quarters of a day ride.” She pointed at a spot on the map.

      “We need to go there and look for the temple. It is the best lead we have,” the prince answered.

      Rae had a bad feeling she would be forced to come along on this trip and about what they would find when they got there. They all made to leave the library. It was getting late now, and they were all ready to head back to their own chambers for the night. River and Rory exited together, leaving Rae with Gavriel. She hated to admit it, but she had no idea how to get back to her room from where they were.

      “Um, do you think you could show me where my room is from here?”

      “Yeah, come on.”

      Walking in silence seemed to be becoming the normal for the two. The prince had not said much beyond wanting to go to Atarah. He certainly was not going to tell her what he was thinking about all of this new information. They finally arrived at her door, and now she had learned and memorized even more of the palace on their walk.

      “Well, thank you, I guess good night then.”

      She made to turn around, but Gavriel caught her arm. Turning back, she noticed he looked ready to tell her something. The grip on her arm tightening, sending the images of the building by the docks burning back into her mind. This same hand had taken those lives in only seconds.

      “I uh… I just wanted to say that you did good work with remembering about Nobu today.”

      She stared at him, unable to believe he had just gave her a sort of compliment. Before she was able to respond, she noticed he was still holding on to her arm. The warmth of his skin sent a bit of color to her cheeks and panic ran through her. When he caught where she was looking, he let go.

      “Good night then, Azala,” he said and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavriel left the chambers of Rae and went straight back to his own, reeling over what had just transpired. Why had he held onto her arm for so long, he had not meant to do so? At least he did not think he did. It was a reckless thing to do. She was already weary of him, and grabbing her had only made her think worse of him. There had not even been a moment where he thought twice about what he was doing. Until he saw the look of what he assumed was horror on her face. Goddess, why had he done that?

      Arriving back at his chambers, he knew he would not sleep well tonight. His mind was filled with thoughts about Atarah and when they would travel there. Now he was also playing over what he had just done to Rae as well. This was much too unsettling for sleep. Instead, he fell into his bed with a book and tried to read until his eyes would no longer stay open.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Gavriel awoke soon after sunrise. A lack of sleep meant he was already dreading the day. He needed to speak with Rory and River today about leaving for Atarah as soon as possible, and then he would fill in Rae with the plans after. For now, he was heading to the training courtyard to work out his frustration with a bit of fire training. He always felt that his fire was a mirror image of his darker side. When he was angry or needed to work through some overwhelming emotion, honing his fire always did the trick.

      Once he was outside in the training area, he set up targets and got to quick work. He whipped his fire in all different forms at each target. Switching from short fireball bursts to continuous blows of fire, he destroyed every target he locked his sights on. When he ran out of targets, he switched to working on a move he had been trying to perfect. He controlled his fire into a tornado like funnel spiraling around with him in its center. Putting more and more flames in the spiral until it was touching the sky. Out of nowhere, a burst of water broke through and ruined his concentration, destroying the flames all together.

      “What the…”

      “Are you alright?” River was standing on the edge of the training area. “I have not seen you work your flames like that in a while. And I know you well enough to know it means something is up.”

      Gavriel grabbed a pouch of water and finished the whole thing off. Using his flames like that always took a lot of energy, and he doubted he could continue on with training now. He might as well just tell River what was bothering him. Knowing he would not drop it until he did.

      “I am just restless to head to Atarah. I need the crown in my possession or I will never settle.” His friend looked him over, and he knew River could tell that was not all. Before he pushed further, Gavriel continued.

      “And I did something stupid last night to Rae.”

      “Did you hurt her?”

      “No, I wouldn’t do that if I didn’t need to. I just, uh, I grabbed her arm, and I accidentally held on too long. I think I horrified her. She is probably terrified of me now, and thought I was going to hurt her. I did not mean to scare her.” The thought sounded more stupid coming out than he imagined it would.

      From behind, Gavriel heard a giggle and someone approaching. “I don’t think you scared her don’t worry,” River whispered to Gavriel.

      “You did not terrify. In fact, never have you terrified me in the entirety of the time we have spent together. I could easily best you in combat. I looked shocked that you grabbed me because the thought that you found it alright to just grab me without asking disgusted me.”

      Gavriel was speechless. He had no idea that Rae had been in the courtyard and never mind listening to their conversation. This was incredibly humiliating, and he doubted he would come back from appearing weak to her now. He needed to salvage what dignity he had left.

      “I take what is mine and I will grab you if I wish. I am your prince,” he hissed at her. Flames dancing up his arm in a threat.

      Anger overtook her face. It was his duty to appear strong and unbreakable as a member of the royal family. He could not have a mere criminal from the streets be his undoing. For a moment, she let her anger and displeasure for his statement show in her features. Then schooled her face back into a position of neutrality. She looked fierce today and beautifully dangerous. Wearing a dusty blue dress that fell to her ankles. The bottom flowed in a way that made her look like she was gliding when she walked. The top was decorated silver that made her look like she was wearing her own form of armor. He quickly looked away when he realized he had been looking her over for much too long.

      If she had noticed, she said nothing. She only strode to the other side of the courtyard where the weapons were kept. “I have come to observe your training today. I want to know who I have aligned myself with if we are to face the Shadows.”

      “And what about you, Azala?” Gavriel asked. “We need to know of your skills as well.”

      “You will, when I feel like joining.”

      He did not bother to argue. Since he had burned through his fire this morning, he figured he would continue training with weapons and strength. “Come on, let's get to work,” River said, reading his mind.

      After another hour of training for the morning, Gavriel was completely exhausted. River and he had worked on sparring with swords, archery, and hand to hand combat. All the while Rae had just stood there observing them like she was picking out her prey. Why was this girl getting under his skin so badly?

      “So, did we surpass your standards?”

      “You were fine.”

      Fine! This girl had the audacity to call their training just fine. Who did she think she was? There was no way this small and harmless girl could do any better. Goddess help him, she was so infuriating.

      “What do you mean just fine? Our sword skills are impeccable, we hit every target in archery, and we built strength in hand to hand,” he realized the trap he walked into as he started rambling. He didn’t say anything more.

      “Yeah, yeah, that was all fine, but nothing impressive or new. Maybe it really is the princess I should be worried about. That girl has some tricks she’s hiding.” Rae smirked like she was pleased with herself for luring the prince into this quarrel.

      “Why don’t you show us what you can even do? I doubt you even know how to hold a sword never mind how to use a dagger.”

      “No thanks.” She went to walk away and he should have resisted pushing her further but he could not help it. He needed to know what this girl could do. Calling on his fire, he sent the smallest of flames dancing around her to provoke her. He expected his challenge with his flames might force her to call on her air at least. Instead, she spun around so fast he barely registered her. Whipping out a dagger, she threw it with incredible strength and accuracy. The prince had no idea when she grabbed it or where it came from. It flew straight past his head and found its home in the bullseye of one of the archery targets behind him. She said nothing further and just spun around, striding out of the courtyard.

      He was in for a load of more trouble than he realized. This girl was beyond anything he could imagine and unlike anyone he had ever met. She was bold, drove him insane already, and was powerful. When he made the bargain with her, he had not expected her to have any skills, and did not think a common thief needed such skills.

      River joined by Gavriel’s side. “That girl is trouble,” he said. “And yet, I find myself now interested in how this is going to play out.” Gavriel just scoffed at his friend and rolled his eyes.

      They left the training courtyard and had to depart from each other since this morning Gavriel had been summoned by his father. Gavriel made a quick pace for the throne room where he would appear for his father’s requested audience. The king expected an update and significant progress. Gavriel wished he could work on this task on his own time and make his own decisions. He longed for freedom from his father’s stern grasp, and would give anything to be done with his royal responsibilities. His father expected him to be the perfect son and prince, and he was far from that. Essentially, his father expected a mindless puppet he could use for his own benefit and power, yet Gavriel did all he could to hang on to the sliver of sovereignty he still had.

      “Your highness,” Gavriel bowed his head as he entered the throne room and stood before his father seated on the throne.

      “I want a full report on what you have learned about the Shadows. Have you made progress?” There were pillars of fire on either side of the throne. A show of the king’s own power.

      “Yes, I was able to learn the believed location of where the crown was last seen and kept. It was thought to be in a temple in Atarah at one point in time. I plan to assemble a group and head there as soon as possible.”

      “Atarah, hm I should have guessed. In one of the old and ancient languages of our people, Atarah loosely translates to crown. It makes sense. How did you learn of this information?”

      “I have a girl in my employ now who is familiar with the criminal world and shadows. She pieced together that a passage in a book about the crown being in Nobu refers to Atarah.”

      “You brought a street girl into our palace?” The pillars of flame pulsed brighter.

      “She is not just a street girl, she is smart and capable. I will continue to use her until this is over and then I will throw her back to the streets, I promise.” He did not feel great as he stated it. It had only been a day, but he could not help but feel Rae deserved better than just being labeled a street criminal.

      “I want you to leave tomorrow for Atarah, take River with you and whoever else is necessary.”

      “I would like to request Rory come along with me. I think this opportunity could be a good learning experience for her and she is a great strategist. You know this.”

      “No, absolutely not. It is improper.”

      “Father please, I will watch over her and this task is being kept secret. No one will know this is what she was doing.”

      “You test my patience boy, I should have you punished for speaking back.” His father looked smug, taunting him with flames in his hands. “However, I will grant you this request. I trust this adventure will help tame Rory’s desire for trouble.”

      “Thank you,” the prince bowed his head, knowing better than to ask anything further.

      “You are dismissed. Get out of my sight.”
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        * * *

      

      Rory and Rae were together, walking through the royal gardens when Gavriel finally found them. They were looking at a portion of the garden dedicated fully to an array of blue flowers in all different shades. This section reminded Gavriel of a vast open sea or a bright blue sky on a sunny day. It was just an endless wave of blue. The flowers were all uniquely different, but equally pretty.

      Gavriel needed to grab their attention, but he hated to interrupt. The girls were smiling and giggling together, which it was rare he ever saw Rory do that with any girls her age. She did not have many friends as a princess and the ones she did have were only around due to their family’s statuses which they were always hoping to find a way to increase. It made it hard to trust if any of the girls truly wished to be Rory’s friend, and Gavriel knew she avoided them for this reason. He always let her hang out with River and him, but he knew she desperately hoped for a girl to talk with and hang out with here.

      Rae looked equally happy and thrilled to be spending time with Rory. This girl was such a mystery to Gavriel. How could a girl off the streets so quickly look and act as though she belonged here and had been here all along? Gavriel just hoped it was not all an act to get the upper hand, but he did not think you could fake this type of happiness. For all he knew, Rae needed a friend just as much as Rory had.

      “Hey Gavriel,” his sister had spotted him behind them.

      “I have news to share about our mission. We leave tomorrow for Atarah.”

      “We? You mean you and Rae?”

      “No, I mean all three of us, plus River.”

      “But father-”

      “Father already agreed to let you go. I believe his words were something along the lines of hoping to squash your desire for more adventure,” he grinned and teased at her.

      “I am thrilled and honored to join you. I will begin preparations immediately for departure tomorrow.”

      Rae had been oddly quiet, with no snarky comments for once. She seemed to be staring off into the rows of flowers, thinking about a distant thought. For a moment, he almost forgot that she was obligated to help. She had no choice in the matter. She probably felt trapped in this and did not see a way that anything she said would get her out of it. A sudden gust of air blew past all of them and in through the flowers. The air picked up many flower petals and began swirling them in the sky. Rory and Gavriel quickly realized with a look at each other that Rae was the one doing this. She put on a beautiful display of petals flowing like ocean waves in the air. Then formed them into an upward spiral. Once they reached a peak, she let them all fall to the ground like a beautiful rain storm.

      “We will probably run into the Shadows,” she turned to Rory and Gavriel. She was obviously worried and nervous. Gavriel had to admit he had been in denial that he was not worried about this mission. He kept pushing thoughts of the Shadows from his mind, confident he could just go grab the crown and bring it back unmatched. The crown would be worth the risk of finding the Shadows. It could be the item that quickly sways the direction of the oncoming rebellion.

      “Yeah, we will be prepared if we do.”

      She did not seem convinced, but she also was not voicing her concerns to the group. They needed to begin preparing to leave. Only the essentials for at least three days of travel to and from Atarah would be packed. He also needed to prepare the weapons and ensure they were clean and sharpened before leaving. The girls likely also had preparations to make for leaving. He did not want to monopolize on their time they were spending together today and decided to excuse himself. From here he would find River and let him know the news as well. The intention had been to tell Rory and River before Rae, but he did not account for the girls hanging out together when he found his sister.

      Gavriel was not surprised that his father requested that River joined him on this trip. He knew that River was extremely loyal to the crown, and especially to Gavriel beyond that. River’s father was a good acquaintance to his father and their families had become extremely intertwined. It was surprising that the two men had never tried to join the families with a marriage, but he supposed there was still time for them to try.

      Regardless, River would always be family to Gavriel. Blood meant nothing when it came to him. Their bond ran even deeper than whether they shared genetics. They were endlessly loyal to each other and loved each other like brothers. Nothing would ever come between them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      River spent a lot of time on his own and he preferred it that way. His only friends were Gavriel and Rory, and since they had royal duties, they were not around very often. The only other people he frequently saw were the guards he joined for training, but he did not consider any of them his friends. He figured a lot of people considered him a loner. Being a large muscular man who is also quiet was not necessarily attracting many people to want to approach him. Many of the wealthy nobles and their children around the palace were intimidated by him and kept their distance. The king actually respected him for this reason. He guessed that was at least one positive.

      Given the lack of people lining up to spend time with him, he instead spent his days keeping with other tasks. Today he was in the royal armory organizing and cleaning the weapons. He wanted his choice of options for when they left for Atarah. He already prepped tents to bring and alerted the kitchen staff to prepare food for them. Assuming Gavriel would be letting him know anytime now that they would leave in the next day or two. He knew the king well enough to know that if Gavriel was meeting with him with an update, the king would want them to leave soon to find the crown.

      A few servants hurried by the armory. River guessed they would be on their way out to the training courtyard to pick up any weapons left out and clean them before the guards needed the practice weapons again tomorrow. The servants in the palace were referred to as the Maldowi by the people of Veena. It was an honor to be a family working in the royal palace. The servants were not technically servants at all. They were well paid and treated very fairly. Many families vied for the position every year. The Maldowi even had luxurious living quarters where they were allowed to relax and do as they pleased when they were not working. River always felt a twinge of guilt whenever he saw them cleaning or serving others in the palace, but he imagined they rather enjoyed their positions.

      He heard another set of steps hurrying down the hall and turned to see if he recognized the Maldowi who was hurrying to catch up. Then the steps slowed and came to a full stop outside the armory. It was not a Maldowi hurrying down the hall at all; it was actually Gavriel who stepped inside the armory.

      “Hey, I figured I would find you either here or in the training courtyard. Guess this was a lucky first guess.”

      “Did you receive word from your father about when we will be departing?”

      “Yes, he wishes for us to depart in the morning. I already informed Rory and Rae,” River’s emotion must’ve flashed on his face. “Rae was with Rory when I found her. I would have come to you before her if not.”

      “I already prepped two tents, the kitchen is working on packing us food, and the weapons are all in perfect condition to choose from now.”

      “What would I do without you, brother?”

      “Likely perish and barely make it a foot out of the palace,” River teased while laughing. A deep, genuine laugh he had not heard from himself in a bit. Things had been so busy and serious around the palace lately that River had barely had time to joke with Gavriel. At least he could be thankful for this one thing the Shadows and this mission had given him. Time with his brother before everything went back to being bland and boring again.
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        * * *

      

      Gavriel was eternally grateful for River, who was already prepared to leave before he even had the chance to tell him when it would be. His friend always knew exactly what needed to be done and did it no questions asked or complaints made.

      Gavriel needed to begin his own preparations so that he may also get a good rest tonight. Still exhausted after barely sleeping at all last night, he moved slowly. The way Rae acted distant in the garden and put on that entire show of power with the flower petals played through his thoughts. He had no idea why she had been so lost in her head or why he even cared. The life of one thief was below him, and yet he was intrigued by her. Nothing like the girls who were always around the palace, and that fascinated him. Every part of him wanted nothing more than to hate her. A criminal was well below him as royalty. She likely hated him for how he had treated her so far since she met him. It was best he continued that way and forgot about her in a month or two once this was done.

      Gavriel had made it back to his chambers after speaking with River. Needing to get a pack together for travel. Only the essentials would be packed, because he liked to travel light in case they needed to move quickly for any reason. A knock soon came on his door and he called to welcome whoever it was in.

      “What has you troubled brother? You look displeased.” Rory strode into his room. She was wearing the same thing as when he had seen her in the garden, but something was different about her and he could not put his finger on it. He must’ve been staring intensely because she met his gaze and said, “Like my hair? Rae did it for me.” She spun around.

      Her hair was different from any way he had ever seen her wear it. As a member of the royal family, there were select styles her maids put her hair into that were fit for royalty. This was not one of them, and yet it suited her much better. Her hair was still partially down like the norm, but now it had multiple braids pulling back half her hair and forming an intricate knot in the back of her head.

      “It looks perfect on you. You should wear it like this more often.”

      “I doubt Lilia would agree to that.”

      Lilia was Rory’s handmaid and had been since Rory was old enough to be deemed a woman. At that time, Lilia had enforced that Rory begin wearing dresses like a proper lady and only wearing her hair in certain styles. She was a gentle and caring woman that Rory no doubt cared about, but she was also set in her ways and beliefs, and she would never stray from what was deemed acceptable.

      “Lilia will get over it. You are a princess. You are allowed some choice in how you present yourself. And I think this look suits you much better than the dull and stuck up styles they force you to wear.”

      “You’re right, but I also did not come here to discuss my hair. How are preparations for morning going?”

      “Almost done. Are you done prepping already?”

      “Yes, and I also gathered a few items for Rae to take since she doesn’t have any of her possessions here.”

      Gavriel had not meant to stiffen at the mention of Rae, for some reason his body reacted without him even meaning to. Clearly noticing his response to the mention of Rae’s name, Rory smirked. He was sure that she was probably judging him as much as he was himself right now. It would be incredibly stupid to get involved with this girl, but she was beautiful, and bold, and intriguing.

      “You are pathetic.”

      “What?” he asked innocently.

      “Oh, come on, I know she’s pretty and all, but it has been all of like two days since you met her.”

      “I find her to be incredibly annoying and a pain in my side here. She has done nothing but try to cause trouble. I am intrigued by her for no other reason than her motives for what she does.”

      “Mhm keep telling yourself that.”

      “I will,” Gavriel snapped a bit too harshly.

      Rory backed off on the topic and instead made herself comfortable on his sofa beside the fire place. Observing as she relaxed, Gavriel noted she looked content just being there. It was hard to imagine he would be dragging her off to another city and straight into danger tomorrow. When would he learn to not be so selfish? He should have left her out of this all. It had not even taken him half a thought to decide to ask her to come. More time would have allowed him to think this over better. Now he looked forward to when they arrived in Veena once again and she would be right back on this couch, fighting off the sleep that called to her as she settled in next to the warm fire.

      The fireplace now was barely burning and Gavriel used his own fire to warm it further for his sister. There was no need to ask her why she was here. Since she had not given a reason, he guessed she needed the comfort of her twin before leaving tomorrow. It was a bond few would ever understand.

      “Can I stay in here tonight, brother?”

      “Of course, take my bed. I will sleep on the couch.”

      “No, I will sleep on the couch. It is perfectly comfortable. Just lend me a pillow and a blanket and I will make do.”

      “Rory, I will not have my own twin sister sleeping on the couch when there is a giant bed in the room.”

      “So stubborn,” she pouted. “But a gentleman nonetheless.”

      Gavriel smiled. Knowing his sister would eventually give up the argument and agree with him. He could always tell which fights she would never back down from and which she would easily give in to. The tell was in her tone. When she wanted to win a fight, she was much more aggressive and snarky than she had been a moment ago. If she was going to give up the fight, she was much more laid back.

      “Have you already eaten dinner? I can have something brought up for us.”

      “My stomach is not really feeling the best. I think it is unsettled just thinking about tomorrow.”

      “How about I just have some mashed and seasoned potatoes sent up? Then at least you eat a little for dinner?”

      “I guess I can make an exception for mashed potatoes,” she giggled, and sat up on the couch.

      “Good, because I am craving them and already sent for them right before you arrived.” Gavriel grinned in return.

      As they waited for their dinner snack to arrive, they prepared the couch for Gavriel to sleep on and changed into more comfortable clothing. Rory had brought some with her.

      “For what it's worth, she is really cool when you start to get to know her. I spent all day with her and I like her already. Give her a chance Gavriel, you never know and I see how this girl catches your eye. You want to find out?”

      Before Gavriel could respond, the mashed potatoes had arrived, and they dug straight in.
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        * * *

      

      Both Gavriel and Rory were able to sleep soundly through the night, with no nagging dreams or thoughts to keep them up. One of the many perks of being a twin was the sense of calm and ease when the other was around. Having Rory sleep in the same room as him settled his mind and allowed him to actually sleep soundly. Imagining it was a similar feeling for her and the reason she came in the first place, was why he had allowed it.

      “Morning,” she mumbled as she rolled out of the bed eyes barely opened.

      “You ready to head out?”

      “I will be once I wake up a bit more.”

      “Sorry, no time to waste. We have to get moving.”

      “Fine, how about you go fetch Rae and I will meet you at the stables?”

      “I am going to get Rae, but that does not mean you can go back to sleep, Rory. I’m serious. Be down there in twenty minutes or I am leaving you behind.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled, with her head underneath one of the pillows now.

      Dressing in his bathing chambers quickly, he caught a glimpse of his sister finally getting out of bed on his way to go to Rae’s room. He hoped that she would already be awake and ready. This time when he went to her room, he prayed she would not be naked like the last time. It had taken all of his composure to tear his eyes away from her body. Fit, but not without curves she was a dream come to life. Perfect in every way, but he could not tell her that without seeming like a creep. Yet, it was her fault she had jumped out of bed nude right in front of him.

      Knocking on her door, he waited to hear an answer before entering. When he heard a distant voice call out to come in he entered and found she was already fully dressed for travel and had a small pack slung over her shoulder.

      “Ready to head out?” she asked.

      “Yes, I came to get you and we will meet the other two at the stables.” Gavriel did not need to get River, he knew what time to meet them at the stables. He would even be the first one there Gavriel bet.

      “What if I don’t know how to ride a horse,” Rae announced out of no where on their walk out. Gavriel was stunned. He had not even asked or considered. Everyone who lived in the royal palace learned how to ride at an early age.

      “You can ride with Rory then.”

      “Oh, no I do know how to ride a horse. I was just asking since you never actually bothered to ask me if I knew,” she retorted like she was disgusted he would think she needed help to do anything.

      “Where did a common thief even learn how to ride a horse, anyway?”

      “I didn’t steal for it if that’s what you really wish to know,” she snapped. He had not meant that at all, he was genuinely curious. He could see how she would think he would be suggesting that.

      “I learned the basics from my parents when I was young and someone close to me helped me practice when I was older. I was lucky to have them looking out for me.”

      They made it down to the stables and when they arrived, River was there, but Rory was not. “I am going to kill her if she is not here in the next minute.” On cue, Rory came running out of the palace. She looked even more herself today with another braided hairstyle and now she was wearing black riding pants and a loose navy colored blouse. This was a big change from her typical over the top gowns she sported.

      Gavriel led his own horse out of the stables and secured his pack onto the saddle. Carrying one of the small tents with him as well. His horse was his favorite and had been for three years now. She was an elegant Friesian horse, all white, with only a few gray speckles on her face. Incredibly fast and with great stamina for traveling. He also chose a horse for Rae, letting River and Rory choose their own since they likely had ones they also favored. Picking a gentle yet fierce all black Friesian horse, he led the horse from the stable. He was an easy going horse to ride and would let any rider on his back.

      As they all saddled up and secured their belongings, they readied to leave. Once everyone was settled on their horse and ready to move, Gavriel signaled for them to head out. They trotted to the front gates and once the guards opened them, they were well on their way to Atarah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Traveling on the road was nothing like Rae had imagined it would be like. It was bleak and boring and the road just seemed endless. She had imagined an adventure, finally seeing the world when she had never been further than the outskirts of Veena before. Instead, she got endless hours staring at the dirt road on horseback with forests and mountains visible in the distance. It had already been half the day, and she figured they had to be getting close to Atarah.

      The plan was to get within an hour of the city and then set up camp for the night. The group would travel into the city and look for the temple early in the morning once they were well rested. Rae pulled back to slow her horse’s pace to match that of Rory’s behind her. If they were going to continue like this, then the company would be welcome right about now.

      “Hey how far do you think we are from Atarah?”

      “Mm, probably two or three more hours left. Have you ever been before?”

      Rae all of a sudden, found her horse’s mane extremely interesting. She admitted to Rory, “No I haven’t. I actually have never left the city before. At least I don’t think I have.”

      “What do you mean? How would you not know whether you have left before?”

      “My parents died when I was young, and I do not have a lot of memories left of the time with them. If I did leave, it would have been with them, but I do not remember.”

      Rae hated dwelling on her past and anything related to her parents. She had no living relatives, or at least any that she knew of. She didn’t like to talk about her parents with others, and not because they were bad people or the story was particularly sad. It was that she did not know anything about her parents and the only thing she did know is they were dead. She could not even say how they died. Someone had just dumped her at an orphanage one day with no story and only a name to remind her of her past.

      “I am so sorry Rae I didn’t know. I did not mean to be insensitive.”

      “That’s alright you couldn’t have known.”

      Rae caught a glimpse of Gavriel slightly glancing over his shoulder from ahead. He was most definitely listening to their conversation. It was not like there was much privacy out on the open road. Rae did not particularly care that he knew about her parents, but somehow she felt extremely bare and vulnerable in that moment. She just hoped he would have enough decency to not use the information against her.

      “He’s not all that bad you know.” Rory gave her a slight smile, but something in her eyes told a sadder story. “He just puts up that front because he thinks it’s what he must do as a prince. He is a sweet and genuine man.”

      “He has been nothing but awful to me since forcing me to stay at the palace.”

      “I know,” she said with such a sad tone Rae almost felt guilty for saying such a thing. Rory’s mood had clearly shifted, and Rae figured she should not push any further on the subject.

      The group was approaching a small forest ahead, and she knew this meant they were approaching the end of travel for the day. River had mentioned earlier in their riding that right before Atarah was the Black Forest. Ancient stories claimed it was named so after all the dark creatures who used to leave in it. Today, it was more likely they would run into a stag or bear in the forest. Many of the dark creatures were long gone from this kingdom or were just tales told to scare little children.

      They would travel through the majority of the forest today and then set up camp for the night on the edge nearest Atarah. She only had to hold out a few more hours, and then she would be able to rest in a small tent, which she assumed she would share with Rory.

      Even without the looming beasts in the forest, it was still very ominous. Lingering too long in the heart of this place was a terrible idea. It gave her a weird feeling. Chills ran up her arms. She gathered a small gust of wind around herself as a comfort. The gentle brush of air settled her nerves. That was when she had a brilliant idea, one that would surely provide her the best entertainment of the day. She was currently trotting in the back of the group, so no one would notice what her hands were doing. Sending a slight gust of air towards the prince ahead of her was effortless. She made her air crawl up his arms, a cool chilling breeze. The prince shivered, and she imagined he now also had the creeps about this place. Placing her hand over her mouth she stopped herself from laughing.

      She might as well try this trick on her second target, the princess. Willing her air to do the same thing again, she watched as her target shivered in front of her. Except this time, her target turned around and glared daggers at her.

      “Rae, I am totally going to get you back for that,” the princess half laughed half still gave her a murderous look. The prince did not so much as turn their way, either he did not hear them or just did not care enough to enjoy a little fun.

      Soon after, they arrived at the other side of the forest and it was time to set up camp for the night. Gavriel immediately stalked off, murmuring about collecting wood for a fire. To her left, River was now trying to set up the two small tents, looking like he could use a hand.

      “Want help?”

      “I can do it,” he said with zero emotion in his tone. Always unreadable and always trying to do everything himself.

      “Oh come on. I’ll even tell everyone you did it yourself. I am going crazy here feeling useless.”

      “Alright fine, here. Take this stake and make sure it is secured to the ground.”

      “I know how to set up a tent,” Rae murmured as she grabbed the stake and one of the tents ropes.

      With the two of them working on the tents, it was no time at all before both were set up and Gavriel was back with the wood then, too. Using his abilities to start a fire, they all gathered around it for warmth while they ate. It was growing dark and soon they would need to get some sleep before their mission tomorrow.

      After eating a small dinner Rory and River both excused themselves to their tents. Rae was left alone with Gavriel by the fires. Sitting there for a few minutes, she tried to think of something to say to him, but could not justify anything that came to mind. There was no way he wished to talk to her. He did not even enjoy having her around. Just another tool and resource for him to use. Instead of sitting in silence any longer she got up and went for the tent which Rory was in.

      Inside the tent she noticed there was a clean set of clothing to sleep in, set out on a small bedroll for her. “Did you put these out for me?”

      “Yeah, I figured you would not have suitable clothing for sleeping on the road, so I made sure to pack extra. I believe we are about the same size.”

      “Thank you,” Rae said, and she genuinely meant it. No one had ever been as kind as Rory was to her these past few days. She began to get undressed and when she removed her shirt to change into the clean one she heard Rory gasp from behind her.

      “What? Is something wrong?” Rae panicked.

      “Its just your back. Your lower back, what happened?”

      Rae all of a sudden remembered too vividly the scars that marked her lower back. Feeling a phantom twinge of pain in the spots they marked, she flinched. She had gotten too comfortable around Rory and forgot about the marks long enough to change without thinking.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t meaning to stare. I shouldn’t have asked.” A blush of embarrassment and guilt painted Rory’s face. She should tell her how she got them. This girl had become her friend in a short amount of time and she had a feeling she could trust her with this. There would be no judgement from her.

      “They are from a past love interest of mine,” Rae began sadly not making eye contact. Hands behind her back, rubbing lightly over the scars. They were burn marks, and they were hideous. “A year ago, I was seeing a guy. He was extremely possessive and obsessed with me and I did not know any better. I liked the attention he gave me. It made me feel special unlike I had before. Then he started to get too possessive and controlling. He would anger easily and always blamed me for his own issues. I was afraid of what he would do if I left. Then one day he got so mad he shoved me and that was my breaking point. I decided I had enough and told him I was done. When I tried to leave, he grabbed me, forcing me back to him. He had fire abilities and as he held my waist he burnt me. He said if he couldn’t have me, he would make sure no one would want me. It’s why I now have issues with men touching me without permission. Every time someone grabs at me, I am instantly thrown back into that moment where I felt so helpless.”

      Rae finished and sat to be level with Rory. Eyes glued to the ground, she couldn’t look at her. Feeling so weak and pathetic for telling her all of this. Yet, somehow, she still trusted the princess with this bit of information. She dared a look at Rory, expecting to see pity. When she found Rory’s face, she saw tears in the princesses eyes.

      “Rae… I am so sorry. That is terrible and never should have happened to you,” she moved towards her. Rory grabbed Rae’s hand and just squeezed it in support. Rae felt incredibly seen and supported in this moment. The only other person who knew about this was Erza, and she was so glad to have told someone else. It made her feel less alone.

      “I appreciate it, and thank you. I think I am going to go for a quick walk. I just need to clear my head a bit before I sleep.” Rae exited the tent and began to walk along the edge of the forest.
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        * * *

      

      She was walking beside the brush and trees while her mind was racing with thoughts. Why had she just shared such a vulnerable piece of her past with Rory? Was she seriously going to regret this? Not only was her mind busy overthinking what she had done, now she had dredged up all the old pain that came with the memory of her scars. She was tough and strong, but she still struggled with how that one powerless moment made her feel even today. Hearing a stick snap behind her, she sent a blast of wind at whoever was trying to sneak up.

      “Hmph,” the dark figure behind her fell over, grunting. “What was that for?” Gavriel’s voice shot out at her. Great, this situation could not get any worse for her. He was the last person she wanted to be around.

      “Why are you following me and sneaking up on me?” She demanded.

      “I saw you stalk off from camp. I was seeing where you were going and if you were okay. I guess being considerate makes me a stalker now.”

      She rolled her eyes, doubting he could see her. Rae had wanted to be alone out here to clear her head and now that was ruined. Honestly, she would not have minded so much if it was River or Rory, but no it had to be the prince.

      “I’m fine. Go back,” she said coldly.

      “You clearly are not fine. What’s wrong Azala?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it with you. And I don’t like you calling me that.”

      He shifted uncomfortably, sensing the spite and hate she backed into the words she had thrown back at him. If he wouldn’t leave, then she was going to be unpleasant and unfriendly until he gave up.

      “Alright, that’s fine. You don’t have to tell me, but you shouldn’t be out here alone at night. It isn’t safe.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I don’t doubt that, but I would feel better if I walked you back.” He was not going to give this up. Supposing the world wouldn’t end if she agreed, she decided to walk back with him.

      “Okay, fine, since you won’t give this up.”

      They began to walk towards where the camp was set up a bit up ahead. They were side by side not saying a word. Finally, the prince spoke, “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Rae asked surprised he would be apologizing for anything.

      “About your parents. I overheard what you told Rory earlier. I really am sorry. I had no idea you lost them.” Again, this was the last thing she wanted to discuss with him.

      “It’s alright it was a long time ago.”

      “If you need someone to talk to about it ever…”

      Before he could even finish, she snapped, “Because you're so friendly and welcoming to me?” She hadn’t meant to sound so cruel, she was only protecting herself from more hurt. He had not meant what he said. Knowing he was saying it out of pity for her, she didn’t think twice about the remarks. She did not wish to be the object of his pity and charity.

      He paused like he was going to argue, but instead just stopped moving. She should have kept walking, but curiosity took hold of her. Stopping, she turned around to stand in front of him. He stepped closer to her, barely an inch away now. Why was she allowing him to be so close to her? The warmth of his body this close radiated.

      He bowed his head close to hers, seeming to take her in. Frozen in place, she didn’t dare move. Not with fear, though, she was intrigued. Her mind willed her to find out where this was going, feet refusing to walk away. This close, she was able to get a good look at the prince’s features and see how truly handsome he was. She chalked up her decision not to walk away to her purely physical attraction to him, nothing more. The prince had been rude and insufferable towards her and she was not going to look past that no matter how good looking he was.

      He took his hand and used a finger to gently lift her chin. Looking straight into each other’s eyes, trying to read what emotion lay there. Her heart was racing, and it was distracting her from thinking clearly. Leaning in close, he whispered, “I’m sorry Rae, really.” She could feel her eyes widen with confusion and shock at the statement.

      Before she could say anything, he backed away and walked ahead of her, quickening their pace back to the tents. He went straight into his own tent once back without even a goodnight. Rae entered her tent where Rory was already sound asleep. River and Gavriel had agreed to take turns keeping watch, allowing the girls to sleep. Settling onto her bedroll, Rae closed her eyes, allowing all of her thoughts from tonight to drift away. What had she thought was going to happen with the prince? It wasn’t like he would kiss someone like her. She was reading way too much into the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rae was a fool to think she could escape everything nagging at her mind just by falling asleep. She was back in the same dream she always had. Running through a forest towards the girl on the edge of the water. She was so close to seeing her and being able to ask her who she was. She needed to know, needed to find her. The girl had this familiarity to her like they knew each other in another lifetime. This time she was so close to the girl if she just reached out she would be able to tap her shoulder. About to do so, something grabbed her waist and pulled her back. She knew this feeling, these hands. It was him, and it was happening again. He was holding her lower back, pulling her closer. She could feel his hands heating up slowly, burning her skin. Screaming and pulling away, her heart began to race. The pain seared into her. She couldn’t stand it. She needed to get away, but the harder she pulled away the hotter he fueled his flames to burn her skin. All she could do was scream. Darkness crept into her eyes, consciousness drifting away. She just kept screaming and crying in pain…

      Strong hands shook her awake and her eyes flew open, heart beating out of her chest.

      “Rae? Rae wake up!”

      She could just make out a figure over her, holding her shoulders. The figure moved to sit next to her, and she moved into their touch. Terrified, that feeling had not subdued just by waking up. She had lived this nightmare for real. Whoever was in the tent let her move into their touch. Her head was now in their lap and they were stroking her hair.

      “Shh, you’re alright. It was a dream,” Gavriel said softly and gently. Rae was too tired and frightened to care who the person calming her was. Even if she was supposed to hate him. She looked towards Rory’s bedroll, which was now empty.

      “She went to tell River you were okay and not being attacked. We heard screaming and thought the Shadows were here attacking or something.”

      This information made her tense and blush with embarrassment. She had screamed in her sleep loud enough to wake everyone. It was pathetic that she had yelled out in her dream and enough so that everyone thought there was actual danger. Sensing her embarrassment and tensing muscles, the prince pulled her closer, taking her hand.

      “It’s alright, there is nothing to be ashamed of. Do you want to tell me about what you dreamt of?”

      “No, I just want to sleep.”

      He went to get up, but she caught him before he could. “Please, stay.”

      He didn’t ask what she meant or argue. Instead he stayed put and continued to lull her back to sleep. Hearing Rory return to the tent, whispers followed. Speaking back and forth about what happened. Like she suspected, Rory kept her secret and did not tell him what happened to her. She thought she heard her tell her brother something like, “treat her right Gavriel. She has been through enough.” That was all Rory said before she also must have fallen back to sleep. She did not know how long it took, but finally, with the comfort of him being there she fell back into a dreamless sleep for the rest of the night.
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        * * *

      

      It was well into the middle of the night and Gavriel had just woken up to switch watch duty with River. Sitting outside the tent at the warmth of a small fire he had started, he heard a blood-curdling scream coming from the girl’s tent. With his dagger out, he imagined his sword would be too large a weapon inside a small tent. He rushed towards the cries ready to kill whoever dared to attack them in the middle of the night. As he threw aside the flaps of the tent and entered, he did not find any visible threat. Instead, his sister was sitting up, wide-eyed with horror as she just stared at Rae. The thief was entirely asleep but tossing and turning while she whimpered and occasionally screamed unaware she was causing a disturbance. She was clearly having a nightmare and he could not imagine what she was dreaming of that would cause her to be this distraught.

      “Help her,” Rory whispered.

      Gavriel did not know what he could do to help, but he could not allow her to keep screaming like this. He told himself he was only doing this so that she did not attract any wild animals or other people to their camp set up. Grabbing onto her shoulder to stop her from thrashing as much, he called out softly to her.

      “Rae? Rae wake up!”

      Her eyes flew open and he let out a breath of relief he had not even realized he had been holding. Rory left the tent as they heard River stir, to let him know everything was alright. Sinking down next to her, instincts guided him. He had never been a very comforting person. It was not like he had overly affectionate parents to set an example for him.

      Rae was clearly in a sleepy haze and likely had no idea who she was taking comfort in right now. She had nuzzled in close to him and started drifting in and out of sleep again. Sitting with her, trying to ease her back to sleep there were only a few short sentences exchanged to try to comfort her. After a bit, her breathing slowed and turned heavier like she was in a heavy sleep again. He did not dare move for a little until he knew she was sleeping soundly. It was no bother since he was supposed to be up on watch, anyway.

      Rory had come back into the tent after speaking with River for a little. He hoped she would be able to fall back asleep easily. Someone needed to get a good sleep before they went into Atarah in the morning.

      “Gavriel, I know you two got off to a rough start, but please I ask you treat her right. She has been through enough,” his sister whispered with a look of devastation on her face. He had no idea what she meant by that. There was never any intention to treat Rae poorly by any means. He had given her the same treatment he would to any criminal he met, if not better treatment.

      Looking down at her, she was sleeping with her head in his lap. Her hair was silky as he ran his hands through it, with no idea how long he had been doing so. His hands had just acted on instinct, trying to calm her down. Observing her like this she looked so peaceful and not as cold as she tried to let people believe she was. She was truly a wonder. Never had he met a girl with such natural beauty. Her curls were wild and a reflection of her adventurous spirit. Often he noticed she decorated her hair with complex braids or pulled the curls back into a ponytail to hide them. Gavriel had no idea why though. They were stunning and should be shown off for all to see.

      His mind was wandering dangerously, thinking about Rae, and he decided to gently move her head back to her bedroll and leave the tent. He needed to put an end to these thoughts before they hopelessly led him nowhere. As a royal prince, he could not become wrapped up with some common thief girl. It was improper and unheard of, and he would keep his distance going forward. No matter how badly he wanted to just start over with this girl and see where fate could lead them. Gavriel sat by the small fire he kept going with his abilities for the remainder of the night unable to shake the dread he felt for being trapped into a future he never chose for himself.

      When the sun finally began to rise, he woke the rest of the group and they packed up their tents and belongings. Once everything was packed and secured to the horses, they began the short journey they had left for Atarah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Atarah was a quiet and serene city to the northwest of Veena. It was filled with dainty little shops around the central square and throughout the city and its outskirts were small cottage style homes. On the way into the city, the group had passed by one home with children running around outside and their mother working in a small garden beside the cottage. The city used to be more lively and bustling years ago, but after many families were hunted and executed for their shadow abilities, it never recovered its same spirit. It was well known for having historical roots to shadow abilities, and many families back then had all chosen to live there to be close to their heritage and also each other. Now there were many today who were afraid to journey here because they say its past is tainted.

      Rae was feeling hopeful that they would find the temple, given all the information would make sense of this place’s history. She was still feeling a bit shaky after her nightmare last night and this morning no one had said a word about it. There was a vague memory of the prince being by her side when she woke up screaming, but she was not entirely sure it was not a dream as well. Gavriel had completely avoided her all morning and not spoken to her, either. She guessed he was back to acting like she did not exist and was an annoyance to him after the weird moment they had shared last night.

      “We should ask around about the temple. Some of the older folk who have been here a while might know something about it,” the prince suggested to the group. They broke off into pairs to explore and speak with people around. Rae went with Rory and Gavriel went off with River in the opposite direction from them.

      Once the guys were well enough away, they could not overhear Rory turned to Rae. “Were you dreaming of the man who gave you your scars?” So she had disturbed everyone last night with her nightmare. At least this confirmed that for her, although it only made her feel worse knowing how pathetic she must look.

      “Yeah, I was. I keep having this same nightmare over and over and every time it is a little different. This time he was there, pulling me away from what I was trying to reach and burning my body.”

      “What is your recurring nightmare about?”

      “Every time I am in the same forest running from a dark force. And every time I get closer to this girl who is waiting for me by a small pond in the forest, but I can never actually reach her. It's odd. It all seems so familiar like I should know who she is.”

      “Hmm, well you know dreams do mean something. I am no expert in the art of dreams, but I would imagine it is trying to tell you something of importance. It likely wants you to figure out who this girl is.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. Once this is all over, I am going to set out to finding this girl. For now, I can manage the nightmares.” Rory looked unconvinced about that last bit, and Rae did not blame her after what she must have witnessed last night.

      “Come on I think I know the perfect place to ask about the temple,” Rory said, trotting ahead on her horse.
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        * * *

      

      Rae brought her horse to a stop in front of a small shop that’s front was made of stone and had a cute little window built into it. Following Rory’s lead, Rae dismounted her horse and tied them to a nearby pole. Walking in behind Rory as she opened the door to the little shop. From the outside, one would not be able to tell what kind of shop this was, but once they stepped through the door, there was no doubt about it. Rory had brought them to a bookshop.

      An older gentleman hurried out from one of the rows of books to greet them and she assumed this must be the owner. The second he took in who they were, well, at least who Rory was, he bowed his head.

      “My princess, I did not expect you to be here. Please forgive me for not greeting you sooner. Had I known the royal family was in town I would have been more prepared.”

      “Don’t be silly Charles, there is no need to be so formal with me. It is only my brother and I visiting this time and we had not sent word ahead.” The shop keeper noticed Rae standing uncomfortably quiet slightly behind Rory. He held out his hand.

      “I’m Charles. I own this bookshop and have for quite some time now. I have known the princess since she was a young girl and frequented this shop whenever her family was in town.”

      Rae reached out and shook his hand. “I’m Rae, I am Rory’s… friend,” she hesitated before saying the word not sure if Rory would really consider her that. “A friend to the princess is a friend to me. Come, come can I get you guys anything? Tea perhaps?”

      “Unfortunately, we cannot stay long. I have come to ask you of a place you may have heard of.” The princess turned to Rae and explained, “Charles is one of the citizens who has lived here the longest and he has a fascination with books and history.”

      “You’re brilliant,” Rae whispered to her.

      “Charles, have you ever heard of Nobu or the shadow goddess’s temple?”

      “They say that the Garden of Nobu was once thought to have existed on these lands. Beyond that I do not know much, it is only a story, nothing has ever been confirmed. As for the shadow goddess’s temple, I do not have any books about it, but I do remember a time when this city was filled with those blessed by Nyxenya herself. Many of them claimed there was a place right beyond the city where they felt extremely connected to her. It is an old temple, mostly ruins. Today, many believe it is a temple of a long forgotten goddess who abandoned this world.”

      “You think this might be Nyxenya’s temple?” Rae asked hopefully.

      “Given that all the Shadows were hunted, killed and driven from this kingdom, I would not be surprised if the shadow goddess had abandoned this world long ago,” he seemed to say this with a heavy form of sadness coating his words.

      “You lost someone?” the princess asked, sensing the sadness as well.

      “My sister. She was born with the gift of the shadows. I was not.” He saw a small mark on Rae’s hand and reached out to put his hands over it. With a slight warmth and glow, he moved his hands away, and the cut was gone.

      “You’re a healer,” she gasped. She had never met a healer before and they were very rare to find. Especially somewhere like this small city, healers were paid well by wealthier nobles to care for their families and often lived similar lavish lifestyles.

      “I am. I was lucky. My parents both had shadow abilities, but died long before rebellion rolled into the kingdom. Unfortunately, my sister was not as lucky as I was and they found her. I couldn’t do anything about it.” He let his head hang in sorrow as he shared the memory.

      “I am so sorry for your loss, I know how it feels to lose a loved one,” Rae reached out and held the old man’s hand giving him a slight smile.

      “If you are going to find any answers to your questions, I think you should begin with the temple beyond the city’s northern edge. It is not far at all and once you head that way you will see it.”

      “Thank you, Charles,” Rory said as she turned to leave the bookshop with Rae following closely behind.

      Once outside, they gathered their horses and set out to find Gavriel and River to share what they had learned. Rae could not stop thinking about the story that Charles had shared about his sister. Not some evil soul set on destroying the kingdom. His sister was his family and someone he cared deeply about taken from him unfairly. She wondered how many families had similar stories, members who could not help what their power was and were slaughtered, anyway. It made her feel ill, especially knowing the man who did this was Gavriel and Rory’s father.

      “Are you okay? You look like you might be sick?”

      “I’m fine, just a lot of riding.”

      “You’re thinking about Charles’ sister aren’t you?”

      “That obvious?”

      Rory gave her a look of sympathy, one that said she understood how she was feeling. She would not bring up who her father was, and was sure that Rory would only feel bad discussing it. Rory was not the type of person Rae could ever picture supporting such heinous acts. They were able to spot the other two rather quickly, as it was a small city and not many others were out on the streets today.
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        * * *

      

      Gavriel and River had been asking around the city for only a short while when they spotted Rory and Rae already heading back towards them. They had sought out any elders on the street and mostly came up short with answers. No one knew anything about the shadow goddess’s temple, and they all seemed frightened to discuss the Shadows at all.

      “Did you guys already learn something?” Gavriel asked with surprise.

      “Oh, don’t look so shocked. We learned there is an old temple mostly in ruin on the northern edge of the city,” Rory explained.

      “How did you learn this, Azala?” Gavriel was wary of how they could have already found someone with this information.

      “Wouldn’t you love to know,” Rae shot out before Rory had a chance to tell him. She didn’t miss a beat. Guiding her horse in the direction of the temple, she continued on not waiting for them. Gavriel watched her leading them, her curls swaying with every step the horse took. They were mesmerizing. He really should look away. She just made it clear a minute ago her distaste for him. But, his gaze remained.

      The temple only took them twenty minutes to reach by horse. It was exactly where Rory had said it would be, on the outskirts of the city slightly set off into the forest. The outside of the ruins were overgrown with most of the structure covered in greenery. Many chunks of the temple itself had crumbled off, but the majority of it still stood. It had an eerie and empty presence to it, like no one had been here in many years. The entrance was a large opening with a column on each side with vines wrapping up around them. Trees were growing through the open sides of the temple, Gavriel observed as the group entered.

      Inside was damp and cold, the stones that made up the structure held no warmth to them. The temple was a long hall with open archways on either side. It would have been a beautiful structure without the overgrowth making its way in now. Vines and tree branches were causing cracks to spider across the walls and ceiling. In front of them was a set of stairs which led up to an altar. A cold breeze blew past them and gave Gavriel a bad feeling. Somehow he knew this time it was not a trick being played by Rae. She looked just as hesitant about the temple as the rest of them.

      “Keep your eyes open. You never know if trouble lingers here,” River warned them. They continued up to the altar. There was no sign of the Shadow Crown or anywhere that could contain such a powerful item. Already, this temple was looking like a dead end. The altar was a large slab of stone, somehow perfectly persevered, which would have been used long ago for offerings of gifts to the goddess who inhabited this temple.

      Rory and Rae were examining the altar and anything around it, looking for answers. Standing guard at the top of the steps, River had his hand on his sword’s hilt. He seemed on edge and worried that someone or something might attack them at any moment.

      Beyond the altar there was a wall with what looked to be carvings on it. Gavriel examined them closer and realized it was ancient writing of some sort of message, left her for others to find. He did not recognize the language the words were written in, they were unlike anything used in the kingdom today.

      Within the carvings, there was one symbol that stood out to him from all the others. The faintest outline of what appeared to be a crown.

      “Guys, come look at this,” he motioned for the others to join him in front of the wall. They all immediately spotted what the prince had wanted to show them in these carvings. Each of them continued to glance over the walls hopefully.

      “What do you think it all says?” Rory asked running her fingers over the pictures they made out. “What language even is this?”

      “I don’t know, but it is definitely a story about the Shadow Crown and what happened to it. I think this was left as a message for others to find if they looked here.”

      The carvings depicted a building which would be the temple they were in now. It showed a group of people one carrying a crown. Simple drawings, but the gist was easy to understand. They were meant to show the people walking away from the temple with the crown. The next carvings were not as straightforward and easy to interpret. There was one that depicted a person’s shadow and the other that looked like an interpretive drawing of the sun or light shining down. Beyond that, a few of the pictures were scratched out and unreadable. One vaguely looked like a wolf or similar creature, and at the end was a set of mountains. This all looked to be a bunch of gibberish with no meaning or hint of where the people took the crown.

      “We know the crown was here, but we have no idea where they took it. We’ve learned absolutely nothing.” Gavriel slammed his hand into the wall out of frustration. “A waste of time coming here.”

      “It wasn’t a waste, Gavriel. We know it was here once and now we have a start on where it may have been moved,” Rory said with hope. He appreciated his sister’s optimism, but he did not see how these carvings would be any use. They could only make out about half and none were showing a distinct location. “I doubt that whoever moved the crown wanted it to be easy to find. We will go back and research all we can on these depictions.”

      Before anyone else could continue, there was the sound of a stick snapping outside that echoed through the temple, making them all jump, now alert. Gavriel and River drew their swords in unison. Had they been followed from the city by some curious citizen? He had a feeling that was not the case. It could very well be an animal wandering through the forest as well, yet he had seen no animal walk by any of the openings in the walls or the front entrance.

      They all moved slowly off the stage of the altar and walked down the steps. Moving together as a unit, they approached the front entrance, making their way down the long hall that made up the temple. A feeling of dread sank into Gavriel, one he could not shake no matter how hard he willed his fire to warm him. He had this sinking feeling, one that turned his blood cold and gave him chills across his exposed skin.

      Approaching the end of the hallway, they paused, and all listened to see if they could hear anything or anyone moving outside. As Gavriel looked around, he realized something was off. Before he could figure out what it was, Rory let out a soft gasp.

      “Where’s Rae?”

      River whipped around and Gavriel met her now petrified eyes. Rae was missing. He had not seen anyone grab her. She had been behind them only a moment before and was now nowhere inside the temple. Could she have slipped out of one of the openings in the walls when no one was looking? Had she decided it was worth it to run and leave them here to possibly die at the hands of an enemy?

      Before anyone could make any guesses out loud, they heard another sound, this time closer, outside. Then, before they saw anyone darkness began creeping in the front entryway. Shadows curled around the columns outside and poured into the vast space inside. They were rolling across the stone floor, inching their way to the group. Soon they would surround them and consume everything if they did nothing. Gavriel lashed out with his light and dissipated the shadows closest to them.

      Rory yelled, “Gavriel,” and he turned in time to see her using her own light on shadows that were seeping in through the walls and closing in behind them. There was still no enemy in sight, but they knew they would be coming. They were taunting them and trying to weaken their prey before they attacked. These were the Shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As the hall continued to fill with shadows and darkness Gavriel and Rory could barely keep up with their own light. They needed to draw in the Shadows or risk being worn out before the fight even began. Gavriel knew it would be a risk using too much of his light, but he needed to give them a reason to get closer. He took a deep breath and as he exhaled; he let his light expand and pushed more power into it. His light danced across the shadows, driving them out from every surface and corner until there were none left. This would anger the Shadows and force them to fight head on.

      As he suspected, four dark figures emerged in the entryway and strode in towards them. If he had to guess, it was likely that each one of the Shadows possessed a different elemental power. It was a smart and strategic move to send one of each, ensuring they could handle any power thrown at them. They would have been evenly matched if Rae had not run off and abandoned them. Now the Shadows had the upper hand on them, but at least they had light to counter the shadow abilities.

      In a blur of motion, they leapt into action each taking on the Shadows, with Gavriel taking on two of them at once. He could not afford to look to either side of him where his friends were fighting, or he risked being caught off guard. He had to trust that both River and Rory could hold their own.

      Gavriel used his flames to cover his sword, using them as an extension of the weapon. It was a trick he had been working on in training for a while. One of the Shadows lashed out at him using a burst of water that they honed into a whip. Pivoting, he easily sliced it in half and turned just in time to block the other from blasting fire at his back. At least there was one thing that was to his advantage and that was he was facing the one with a fire ability and there was no one stronger than him with fire.

      He would aim to take out the one with fire first, since they were the easiest target. He continued to block and cut down each attack thrown his way. Already he was growing tired after using so much of his light earlier. This was what the Shadows had hoped to accomplish, send the shadows ahead of themselves.

      A tornado of water began to form around him, using the water that had already fallen to the ground from prior attacks to add to it. As it quickly grew in height, he was trapped in the center with no way out. He could blast his fire straight through, but he risked hitting his friend or sister without being able to see where he was aiming. He needed to think fast before he was trapped and drowned.

      It took all of his concentration and willpower to be able to call more flames to him. He could feel his power reaching a dangerous low. It was like a well inside him was being bled dry. He sent the flames dancing across the tornado willing them to cut through the water. When they spiraled all the way around the water, he pushed them outwards, burning through the water and causing it to evaporate from sheer heat.

      He sent out another quick strike as he saw the Shadow with fire abilities in front of him. He leapt straight from the now destroyed tornado straight at the Shadow. Slashing with his sword, which extended well beyond its normal reach with the flames. He cut straight across his target who was helpless to the flames he was unable to call to his own command. The shadow fell to the ground with a large burned slash across his chest. As a last hope, he lashed out with shadows, creating a storm of darkness around himself.

      Gavriel pulled from deep within himself and urged his light to the surface. He sent a giant burst of light soaring straight through the shadows, destroying them on contact and colliding with the Shadow on the ground. Gavriel was fairly sure they were dead. No one would survive the force of that light. Now he only had one more shadow to deal with.
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        * * *

      

      River was locked into intense battle with one of the Shadows who had revealed he had earth abilities. Out of the corner of his eye, Gavriel was dealing with two shadows with water and fire abilities. He was thankful his friend was up against fire, knowing at least that would pose no challenge to him. That meant Rory was facing a Shadow with air abilities if they had sent one of each element type.

      River and his opponent had been throwing attacks at each other and blocking back and forth. They were wearing each other down, looking for a hole in each other’s defenses. If he was being honest, they were very evenly matched, and he did not like his odds of winning this with a clean blow anytime soon. He would need to be more clever than that and out think his opponent.

      Throwing waves of water at the Shadow, he tried to knock him off balance. He was met with vines sent from every direction, grabbing at his ankles and arms. He used his sword to easily slice through them, but they were slowing down his own attacks.

      Realizing his best chance was in close combat where their abilities would be less useful, he lunged towards the Shadow with his sword. He was met by another blade, which clashed with his own a second before he struck the Shadow. They continued on meeting blow for blow, in a dance of blades. The sound of clashing metal filled their ears, and they were oblivious to the other fights raging on beside them.

      River dodged and returned strikes, all of his training going to good use. He lured his opponent to reveal his weaknesses and any patterns of strikes. As he observed the way he attacked, he realized that the Shadow strongly favored his right side and was weaker at defending his left.

      With this knowledge, he feigned a strike right, spun, went for the open left side. The Shadow realized the trick and went to dodge, but not fast enough. The sword grazed his side, cutting open a bit of flesh causing the Shadow to be knocked off guard. River pushed harder and faster with relentless strikes. As he tired his opponent out, their moves got sloppier. Finally they went to strike but too slow with their injury slowing them. River quickly disarmed them, sending their blade flying off to the side.

      He raised his own sword to deliver the final blow, drawing it back slightly behind his right shoulder. When he went to swing his blade, it was ripped from his hands as if a phantom had grabbed hold. He turned around fast enough to see a vine now wrapped around his sword, which was then thrown out of reach.

      With this distraction, the Shadow took their opportunity and grabbed his legs with vines that pulled him to the ground. They grew quickly all around him, pinning him down so he could not move. He needed to figure out a way to get out, or he was about to be finished. The vines wrapped around his neck slowly choking the air from his throat. The Shadow knelt down over him clearly enjoying this torture.

      River only had seconds to come up with a plan before he would lose consciousness. Trying to get his hand free of the vines to grasp his water ability, he writhed against them. He kept pulling as hard as he could to get loose, but the vines would not budge. Panic was setting in, which would only cause him to pass out faster. With one final tug, he was able to free his hand enough to control the water puddled on the ground and send it up in a short burst straight into the face of his opponent. They were distracted and blinded for a moment. He wiggled free of more vines and grabbed his spare dagger that was strapped to his thigh.

      As the water fell to the ground and the Shadow moved to finish the job with their hands, he drove the dagger straight into their chest. They toppled off of him with a thud, and then he watched as their body went lifeless.
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        * * *

      

      Rory had learned two key pieces of information from this fight. One was that she was a strong and capable female, which she was proud of all her hard work to be so. The other was that the second they got back home she would be forcing Gavriel and River to let her train with them because this was way harder than she imagined it would be and she was already winded. She was keeping up by sheer will power alone at this point. She was vastly overpowered by the Shadow’s air ability. Her water was at a disadvantage and she was saving her light to wipe out any shadows sent her way.

      Slamming up walls of water, she blocked strong strikes of air that would have sent her flying across the temple. She sent strike after strike at her opponent like a cannon endlessly firing on someone. Her water was easily cut in half by air that slashed like a whip. When her opponent was distracted by her water, she moved in close with her dagger in hand. She lunged with a quick cut and was able to land a shallow cut on the Shadow’s arm. They immediately pushed their hands out in defense a wall of air slamming her backwards. She quickly bounced back up in a defensive stance.

      Her blade was not going to be much use when they were able to knock her away so easily with air. She put her blade back at her hip, needing both of her hands for her new plan. She used one for water and decided the only way she might win was using the other for her light. Rory went back to throwing attack after attack at the shadow. Throwing everything she had at them. She cried out in fury, unleashing her water and light all at once. This would be her final effort. After this, she was sure she would be wiped of power. She continued to push a beam of light and a stream of water straight into the Shadow. They stumbled back and with one finally push she knocked them over.

      She had to move now with her dagger while they were down. Sprinting to them, her dagger out ready to finish this. Yet, it had been too slow; she was too close to stop, and they had already begun to sit up. With a swipe of their hand, they slammed her into the wall next to them with a hit of air. She crumpled to the ground in immense pain and was unable to get up. She had finally been given a chance to prove herself and she had failed so miserably. She just hoped the Shadow would give her the mercy of a quick death.

      All hope of that ceased as a bubble of air swept over her face. The air from her lungs was being ripped out with none allowed to enter. She was going to suffocate, and slowly. Soon she would lose consciousness and from there it would be fast to her death.

      She was powerless and could only lie there clawing at her throat and face, trying to will air in. She prayed to the goddesses for mercy and help. No one would come to her aid. They were all facing off against other Shadows and Rae had fled. The girl she thought was her friend had bailed on her when she needed her most. The corners of hers eyes began to grow dark and heavy as death lingered around the corner. The Shadow was above her with a wicked smile plastered on their face.
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        * * *

      

      Gavriel was still locked into battle with the second shadow, trying to bring down his opponent. They were growing tired and weak, and he knew his opportunity to strike would be soon. As they continued back and forth, a display of fire and water engaged in endless battle. Their powers were depleting.

      Gavriel sent a slash of his fire consumed blade and was able to knock the Shadow off balance. Using what was left of his light to send an intense blow towards his opponent, they fell to the ground. He sent another short blast to keep them down as he stepped to stand over them, blade raised. Blade raised above his head swinging to kill his opponent when someone yelled “I don’t think you want to do that, prince.” With his blade now pointed at the Shadow’s throat, he looked to see where the voice came from.

      He saw his sister choking on the ground gasping for air against the wall. The Shadow standing over her was smiling and staring him down.

      “If you want your precious princess to live you will back off,” he announced.

      Gavriel looked to River to see his friend was standing over a lifeless body and he was breathing heavily clearly exhausted from the fight he just won. Neither of them could do anything or move or they risked Rory’s life. The only choice was for Gavriel to let this shadow go. There was no guarantee they would even let Rory go, but he had to take that chance to save his sister. He would not let her die for nothing.

      “Nice and slowly, prince, back away.” Gavriel listened to the instructions backing away slowly.

      “Now drop your weapons and we will be on our way. You will not follow us.”

      Gavriel looked to River silently begging him to listen to the demands so that Rory may be spared. They both laid down their swords on the ground and stepped away from them.

      “Now let her go,” Gavriel demanded.

      “You see, you killed two of us. I think it is only fair we kill one of you in return. The prince of darkness will be so pleased to hear.” The Shadow tightened his grip of air on Rory, suffocating her at a faster rate now. Gavriel could hear her gasps and struggle from where he was. He wouldn’t make it to her in time, and his powers were drained far too much to reach the Shadow from this side of the temple. The Shadow had mentioned the prince of darkness, and Gavriel did not want to find out if he was somewhere close by.

      As if out of nowhere, Rory inhaled sharply suddenly able to breathe and free from the grip of the Shadow. She was coughing and gasping for air, as if afraid she would lose it again. As if emerging from a shadow Rae, moved with deadly grace through one of the walls openings and stood directly behind the Shadow. It was clear she used her own air to push air back into Rory’s lungs, saving her.

      Then, with swift precision, she took out her dagger and slit the throat of the Shadow. She kicked the back of their knees, knocking them face first into the ground. They were likely gone before they even fully hit it.

      The other Shadow made to run out the entrance of the temple. Out numbered they had decided it was better to flee and live than to die trying to take on four people. The Shadow was going to get away. Gavriel had no strength or energy left to stop them, and neither did River.

      Then, much like the day in the training courtyard, Rae whipped around and threw the dagger without a second thought. It flew through the air and landed straight in its target with deadly precision, taking out the last of the Shadows. Rae was already bent over Rory, helping her up and making sure she was alright.

      “Where were you?” Gavriel demanded, storming up to her.

      She did not say a word she just continued to check over Rory and telling her to just breathe slowly so that she would calm down. Gavriel could not imagine how Rory felt in this moment. She had been so close to dying.

      “Where were you?” he screamed at her this time, backing her into the wall. “You abandoned us. Why bother coming back?”

      She was too calm when she met his gaze and said, “I did not leave you.”

      “Then where were you? We needed you Rae!” He slammed his hand into the wall directly beside her head, and she barely flinched, but he saw it.

      “Right before they sent the shadows in I crept out a gap in the wall. I crept around the temple trying to get behind them to strike, but when I got there, they had already entered and engaged in fighting you. I did not want to rush in with no plan, so I watched from outside. When I saw Rory near this wall, I ran to her immediately, figuring she would need back up. That Shadow was clearly the strongest of the group. Once I knew he was distracted and would not see or hear me, that’s when I made my move. I did not leave you. I am no coward. I would not do that to you.” There was something she was not saying, he knew it.

      She pushed past him and helped Rory to her feet, and began to walk her out of the temple. Gavriel had no words. He wanted to scream at her and throw all of his power at her. He was furious. She never should have let Rory come that close to death. Yet, he was also so thankful she had been there and chose to go to Rory’s aid out of everyone. Letting out an inhuman growl, he let flames burst from him in frustration. The feeling of rage passed through him as he followed River out of the temple after the girls. He never should have doubted Rae and should’ve known better than to think she would flee from a fight. The thief was clever to remain unseen and strike when the Shadows did not expect it. She had trusted the group to hold their own, and they should have trusted her. With deadly grace, she had killed two of the Shadows in a matter of seconds.

      “We owe her. We all owe her for this,” River whispered barely audible to Gavriel. Regardless of Gavriel’s distaste for Rae leaving them out of her plan and making them think she abandoned them, he already knew this was true. Now, he needed to focus on helping Rory recover.
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        * * *

      

      Her heart was racing, and she was physically shaking from a combination of adrenaline and absolute terror. What had she just done? Rae had killed not only one but two of the Shadows and saved the royal princesses life. If she had not been fully committed to helping the prince, she was now whether she liked that or not. The Shadows would surely find out what happened here today. She would not be shocked to discover there was a scout watching the whole thing or waiting nearby to report back to the Dark Lands. Rae had just made herself enemy number one to the Shadows now.

      Willing herself to stop shaking, she helped Rory out of the temple and back to their horses, which they had tied off to some trees close by. Rae had helped her regain her breath, but Rory was beat up pretty badly and injured. Barely able to walk and she was still struggling to catch her breath. There was no way they would be able to make the journey back to Veena like this. They would only make her worse with travel right now. Yet, they could not stay here. The Shadows were in the area and Rae did not want to wait around to see how many more might turn up looking for them or the crown.

      Why hadn’t she just run and saved herself the trouble while she had the chance slipping out of sight earlier? She knew that never would have worked, she had no where to go, the prince would have just found her and punished her when he returned to Veena and could she have really left Rory, her friend, to die? Rory was extremely lucky she had not died. She was powerful and skilled, but Rae recognized that Rory had never had any proper training and most of her skill was uncontrolled and impulsive.

      “We need to get her help before we travel back,” Rae tried to say as matter of fact as she could without her voice breaking on her. She felt like her heart was tearing into pieces seeing Rory suffer like this. All she wanted was to help her. Rae was emotionally drained and terrified of facing off against the Shadows again. It was a miracle she had not broken down into tears yet. Tonight that would all catch up to her, when they were hopefully far away from danger.

      “We can’t stay here. We have to leave, she will get help at the palace. We will ride as fast as we can, though the night if we must,” Gavriel said in a way that made Rae think he was using a deadly tone to mask his own pain. They needed a better solution. They may cause more harm by rushing off with Rory injured like this, the type no healer could fix.

      Healer. That was it!

      “I know somewhere we can take her. We can be gone within the hour, but we need to go now.”

      “Where?” Gavriel and River replied in unison.

      “There isn’t time to explain. River, you take her on your horse. Since you are physically the strongest, I will lead. Let's go!”

      Rae led them as fast as she could will her horse to ride back to the bookshop she and Rory had been at only a few hours ago. They tied the horses up and rushed inside, with Rory looking worse by the second. She was barely conscious and winced in pain with every movement.

      “Charles! Charles, we need help,” Rae screamed into the abyss that was endless rows of books. She heard shuffling and the sound of quick steps racing from the back of the store. Charles emerged from deep within the store, and she swore his face turned a ghostly white when he saw the state of Rory.

      “What happened?”

      “Never mind that. Can you help her? Rae said you can help,” Gavriel answered before Rae could, growing desperate by the moment.

      “I have to admit I do not use my ability often nor share it with the others in the city. I am not as skilled as other healers.”

      “But you can help her right,” Rae pleaded with him

      “I can try my best. Bring her into the back this way.”

      They followed him towards the back of the store and into a small room that must have been his own personal office. River rushed ahead of the group and cleared everything off of the plain desk in the room with one swipe of his arm across the surface. Rory was barely standing, only being held up by Rae and Gavriel on either side of her. They helped her onto the desk, where they guided her to lie down.

      Charles wasted no time. His hands glowed a faint blue color as they passed over her body, assessing her injuries. He was concentrating intensely and only murmuring to himself here and there. Rae could barely take the silence and tenseness in the room. It felt like everyone was holding their breath unwilling to breathe until they knew Rory was alright.

      After a few minutes, Charles looked up and stated, “She only has two broken ribs and a concussion. It is why she is struggling to catch her breath and also why she seems so out of it.”

      “Can you help her?” Gavriel asked and Rae got the sense that if Charles refused, the prince might royally command him to.

      “I can. Both are simple healing processes. I am going to need my concentration though and your hovering will do no good. She will be alright I promise, but I need you all to leave the room while I do this. It should take no more than thirty minutes.”

      Before Gavriel could argue, Rae moved without thinking and grabbed his hand, leading him out of the room. As they left Rae swore she heard Charles whisper to Rory.

      “I won’t fail you this time.” The words barely a whisper on the wind. Rae could not even be sure she had heard them right. No one else questioned it, so she moved on and left.

      River followed solemnly with his shoulders and head hung. Clearly beginning to process what had occurred at the temple. Rae gave him the space to do so and did not ask him any questions.

      Rae found a quiet row of books for them to wait in until Charles was finished. She let go of Gavriel’s hand and slid down the shelf slowly until she was sitting on the floor. Putting her head down into her arms, which were wrapped tightly around her knees, she let herself drown in thoughts. Unwilling to face either River or Gavriel right now, she sunk further into her own embrace. She couldn’t meet their stares. It was a miracle her emotions had not taken over yet. She was barely holding herself together right now and if they began to question her now, she would just fall apart. She was shocked the prince had not killed her on the spot for abandoning them when they needed her. Still physically shaking, she felt the warmth of someone sitting directly next to her.

      Tilting her head just enough to see that Gavriel was sitting there, she heard River sit across from them. Guilt threatened to rip her apart bit by bit as she recalled how she had slipped out of the temple, leaving them. She had thought her plan was solid and that it would be the best choice, but would Rory have suffered at all if she had just stayed? She had waited too long to jump in and kill that Shadow. Revealing herself earlier might have gotten her killed, but who cared? The princess’ life was worth a lot more than her own she thought. That would be a lot better than having to look these two in the eyes, knowing they might blame her for what happened.

      She felt heat emanating from next to her and moved her head to look Gavriel’s way again. She noticed he was moving a small flame between his hands just staring blankly into it. The flame was mesmerizing, dancing between shades of orange, red, and even a hue of blue towards the base. It moved with ease back and forth from each of his hands. Flickering bigger and then smaller, hotter and then cooler. It was like it was projecting his range of emotions and feelings and him working through the whole thing in his mind right now.

      Raising her head to observe River, she found he was already staring at her a dagger hanging in his hands between his knees twirling around. He did not say anything and she could already feel the judgement and hatred he likely felt for her.

      “I’m sorry. I never meant for her to end up alone and hurt like that. I know this is all my fault,” she blurted out before she could stop herself. River’s face shifted into a mix of surprise and sadness, but he said nothing. Rae knew this was not his fight to have. He was waiting for Gavriel to answer. It was Gavriel’s sister, his twin, for that matter. If anyone had the right to scream at her and hate her right now, it was him.

      The flame in Gavriel’s hand exploded in a quick burst, blazing brighter and growing for all of a second, and then dying out completely. He turned to face her, and moving with lightning speed he grabbed her shoulder with force. She flinched, her body reacting to being grabbed in such a forceful manner.

      “Is that what you think we believe? That you are responsible for what happened to Rory? Rae, you saved her. She would be dead right now without you. Should you have included us in your plan? Yes, but that is in the past now. You can’t change that. In the future you will trust us enough to share these things,” he practically was yelling only an inch from her face. “I could not save her. River could not save her. We stood there and just watched, unable to even help her. My own sister. I could not protect her like I should have. You protected her. You protected all of us, Rae. You killed two of the Shadows. I do not hate you. I am angry with you for not trusting us, but I feel no hatred for you. I hate them. I hate the Shadows. They are vile and I am going to kill every last one for the suffering they caused my sister.” Gavriel was panting hard, and the look in his eyes was enough to keep Rae silent.

      He was still holding her shoulders and staring at her with the intensity of a raging fire. She was trembling beneath his touch afraid of what he might say or do next. The intensity faded as his face changed into surprise quickly, he must have felt her unease and he quickly released her from his grip. “You’re shaking?”

      She looked away from him and did not answer. There were tears welling in her eyes, and she kept them pinned to the ground to prevent any from spilling.

      “Rae, I didn’t mean to scare you, I only was trying to tell you not blame yourself, please. Out of all of us, you are least to blame. We all owe you for your bravery and skills,” he trailed off at the end. Before anyone could speak further, they heard a distant door opening.

      “I’m finished,” Charles called. They all rose from the ground and went to check on Rory. Rae knew she would eventually need to process what happened and what the prince had just told her, but that would have to wait. Right now, Rory was her only priority and getting her home safely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rory opened her eyes, and she was in a room she did not recognize. Looking around, it appeared to be someone’s office. She was lying on her back on a cold, hard surface and she could not remember why. It felt like some form of a table or desk, but she was having difficulty sitting up to check. Her head felt foggy, and she was having trouble remembering how she got here or what happened before this. It was like trying to form a picture and it never coming into focus, forever blurry.

      While her mind was reeling, she was unaware that the door to the room had opened and people had entered. She was startled when she heard Gavriel’s deep voice, but she did not hear what he had said.

      “What?” she managed to ask extremely confused and unsure the word even came out.

      “How are you feeling?” Gavriel repeated.

      “Tired. Where am I? What happened?”

      “You’re at Charles’ bookshop. He healed your injuries. You were in bad condition after the fight. Rae had us bring you here.” The temple. That was right, they had fought the Shadows at the temple. She reached for her throat, remembering clawing for air, and she winced at the pain of the memory.

      “You’re safe now. I promise no one is going to hurt you again,” Gavriel said, sadness coating every word. He took her hand in his own, squeezing to give her reassurance. “You had two broken ribs and a concussion.” She had not realized her injuries had been so extensive. Her concussion must be to thank for the holes in her memories.

      As the fog was rescinding from her head, she noticed beyond Gavriel, Rae was leaning against the wall in the corner looking somber and tense. She knew that Rae was the only reason she was still living. Only seconds more, and all the air would have been ripped from her lungs. No one had moved, no one was going to save her. Until Rae had shown up out of nowhere and literally willed the air back into her lungs, willed her to breathe, to live. She would owe her for the rest of her life, spend it making it up to her, and commit her life to protecting Rae with any power she had.

      “Thank you,” she managed in a scratchy voice tears spilling down her cheeks. She reached out for Rae, needing to reassure her friend who was in pain and full of guilt. Gavriel seemed to sense she needed a moment with Rae.

      “Come on, River, let's go get the horses ready to leave. We need to get moving now that Rory is awake.”

      The pair left the room, and Rae moved from the wall straight to Rory’s side. She tried to sit up slowly, and Rae immediately reached for her to help ease her up. Now that she was sitting, she motioned for her friend to join her and they sat side by side on top of what she now saw was Charles’ desk. She laced her fingers into Rae’s desperate to reassure her and drive away her agony. She never realized how rough and calloused Rae’s hands were until now. They told a story of their own. One of a strong and determined fighter, who trained tirelessly and never gave up.

      “I could not bear it if you died. I feel responsible that you were even hurt, that you even had to face that shadow by yourself.”

      “Rae, you saved me. That’s what matters. You were there when it meant the most. I cannot ask for more than that.” She noticed Rae now also had tears streaming down her cheeks. She was trembling and trying to hold everything in, to stay strong when Rory needed her. “There is nothing weak about crying. You do not have to hold everything in just for me.”

      Rae let out a shaky exhale and her tears fell even quicker. She rested her head on Rory’s shoulder and through small quiet sobs she said, “I will always be there for you when it matters, you are my true friend Rory.”

      Rory let her own head fall to meet Rae’s, enjoying this one moment of peace before they had to put brave faces on and take on the darkness looming. “You are my true friend, and after today you are now also a sister to me.” Neither said more than that. They both understood that today had changed things and they would be bound together for life. She trusted Rae with her life and their fates would be intertwined for eternity now.

      “We should probably head outside,” Rae said while wiping her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      With a quick boost upwards, Gavriel helped his sister mount her horse. If he had gotten his way, she would be riding with him and her horse would have been carrying just their packs. Pride and stubbornness had not allowed for such to happen, instead Rory was determined to ride by herself back to Veena. He also suspected that she needed space after the ordeal she had endured, and he was not going to strip her of that right.

      Instead, he remained close by to keep a watchful eye on her in case she seemed in pain or too tired to ride on. They planned to journey as far as they were able before dark and then make camp wherever convenient. Gavriel still had not had a chance to speak with Rae since their conversation in the bookshop. She was currently engaged in small talk with River. They both seemed to welcome the distraction rather than dwell on who might be coming after them.

      “Why don’t we switch tents tonight,” Rory whispered to her brother who was caught off guard by the suggestion. He felt his cheeks burn with color and his entire body was melting with heat.

      “No, there’s no need. And I don’t think it would be very appropriate for you to share a tent with River.” She gave him a glare of pure steel that promised she would not back down.

      “River is as much a brother to me as you are. He will look after me, I know so. You two clearly need to talk. Switching tents will allow you that privacy.”

      “I’ll consider,” he shrugged, trying to look more composed willing the heat in his cheeks to subdue. Rory was right, he needed to talk to Rae especially everything she had done today for them. Flashes of a memory crossed his mind of her flinching away from his touch earlier, and trembling under his hands. Had he done that to her, made her feel unsafe and afraid? The look in her eyes alone had made him feel like someone had stabbed him in the chest for causing her to hold back the tears he had seen forming. Hatred would be a kindness. He deserved worse for causing so much pain and distrust. When had he begun to incite fear like his father?

      The roads were clear of traveler today, which Gavriel thanked the goddesses for. They needed to be cautious and alert to anything out of the ordinary or anyone following them. The Shadows would not forgive or forget four of their own being killed. They would seek out revenge sooner or later.

      Gavriel pulled back one of his hands from his reins as he flinched with the sting of sharp pain. Looking down, he saw redness and small indents he had caused by clenching his fist incredibly tight in anger towards the Shadows. He swore quietly beneath his breath, as he had let the Shadows get so far under his skin and invading every crevice of his mind. This was not the time to lose composure. They needed to remain a strong and united front against the darkness creeping its way across the kingdom.

      As the day quickly turned to approaching hours of night, the group settled on an area to make camp for the evening. They picked a section of the road that stretched by a small pond and wooded area only shortly off the road. It provided enough cover that they would not be easily spotted by those passing by.

      Tying the horses off to trees near the water so they would be able to graze and drink from the pond. Setting up the tents took a matter of moments with Gavriel, River, and Rae all pitching in to the effort. Gavriel needed to make a definitive decision whether to switch tents with Rory or not. He did not want to impose himself on to Rae, or cross a line he would not be able to come back from. Making eye contact with Rory, he made his choice and strode to where Rae was now sitting by the pond, staring off across it.

      “May I?” He motioned to the ground beside her. She did not give him more of an acknowledgement than a slight shrug that said she did not care whether he joined her or not. “I know this is not the ideal setting of privacy, but I thought we might need to talk.”

      “And if I refuse? What then, will you force me?”

      He was not sure what would happen if she refused. Not that he would ever force her to speak to him, but it seemed important they discuss what happened today. “I will not force you, Azala,” was all he said.

      Rae looked behind them to where River was helping Rory sort through what was left of the food to eat tonight. Gavriel could tell she had no desire to share what was on her mind with an audience so close by. There was a chance she did not want to share anything she was thinking even with him.

      “Rory offered to switch tents. She thought it would give us privacy to talk without prying eyes or ears.”

      “Okay,” was all she answered, giving no clear indication of how she felt about this or if she opposed the idea at all. Gavriel did not want to push any further. He dared a glance into her eyes, they were distant and dancing with far off thoughts. Leaving her beside the pond, he wondered where she was in that moment. It was the same look she had that day in the garden.
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        * * *

      

      The prince had seemed genuine in his offer to talk. It was no surprise he would want to after everything that had happened in the past day and a half. Rae just did not know if she was ready to discuss everything with him. Did she even trust him enough to be that open with him? It was like her heart had just made a decision for her when she agreed to him switching tents with Rory to give them the privacy to talk. She wished that Erza was here so that she could ask for her advice on what to do. Rory was her friend, but Gavriel was her twin brother.

      For all she knew, Gavriel wanted the privacy to tell her off for being so foolish and selfish to carry out her own plan today. The privacy of a tent would allow him the space to yell at her, or worse he could continue where she thought he was heading when he had grabbed her forcefully at the bookshop. She had been prepared to withstand burns for the second time in her life. What would another scar make to her? She was already damaged. It would be hard to break her any more.

      Yet, her heart felt differently than the terrifying thoughts crossing her mind. When the prince sat next to her, there were no malicious intentions and her heart had even fluttered a little at the consideration he had shown. Why did her heart and head have to be telling her such different things? The path her heart was pushing her towards was much more dangerous than any physical wound would ever be.

      She was still sitting beside the small pond they would be sleeping next to tonight. The pond reminded her of the water in the forest that appeared in her dreams every night. Hoping that she would remember something of use, she had sat here, unmoving, since they had set up the tents. It was no use, though. The only thing she could think about was what the prince wanted to discuss. The young girl in her dreams would have to wait until she could think straight.

      As darkness crawled across the sky, she decided to try to eat a little food before heading into her tent for the night. The other three were already sitting around a small fire and eating the remains of the food. When she approached, Rory quickly moved over to make room for her next to her and held out a small parcel of food, which she gladly accepted.

      “Rae, when we get back I want you to teach me how to defend myself like you can,” Rory whispered to her, her eyes glistening in admiration. “I never want to feel so helpless again.”

      With complete understanding and sympathy for her friend, Rae agreed. She doubted Gavriel or River would agree with the decision. If it were up to them, they would probably lock Rory in the palace for the rest of time, so she was never in danger again. Rae knew what it was like to feel helpless and like you had no control over what happened to you, which is why she decided to comply with the princesses’ ask.

      Finishing up her food, she said, “I think I am going to head to bed for the night. Good night everyone.” Getting up, she entered the tent and caught a glimpse of the prince following suit. A moment later, he entered the tent as well. Their bedrolls were already laid out, and she found the clothing she had used to sleep in next to one of them. Gavriel had sat on top of the other and was just watching her with the intensity of a predator.

      She needed to change and had no intentions of giving him any ounce of power over her by asking him to look away or not changing at all. Instead, she began to remove her clothing with confidence and not a single sliver of shame. The heat of his gaze burned into her back as she removed her shirt, turning away from him. When she turned back to face him, she quickly realized why he had stared so intensely at her. He had seen her burn marks, and the horror was written all over his face now. She could sense that he wanted to say something, and braced herself for the comments she had thought a million times herself. They were hideous, disgusting, and made her undesirable.

      “Who did that to you?” The look on his face was deadly serious, not at all what she had expected. Was she really going to share this side of herself with Gavriel? She was not ready to trust him with this or to be vulnerable with him.

      “It’s not important, I don’t want to talk about it,” she answered, trying to convey confidence and shut down the conversation all together. The prince just stared at his own hands, likely thinking back on how many times he had grabbed her without thinking or even threatened to do the same to her with his own flames.

      “I’m sorry I had no idea,” was all he answered.

      “What did you want to discuss?”

      “I just wanted to make sure you were alright after today. You killed two shadows. That could not have been an easy thing.”

      “I’m fine,” she paused, deciding how to proceed. “And I am sorry for not sharing my plan with you all. I will discuss with everyone next time,” she promised.

      “Your plan saved my sister. I will never be able to repay you for that. You have no idea how powerless I felt that I could not save her. I just froze, and watched as the life was choked out of her, literally.”

      “It’s a cruel way to die. I was not going to let that happen to her even if it meant my life. I would not have let that shadow kill her. Rory is my friend.”

      “I know, and it's not your fault that it even happened. You have to realize that, Rae. I can see that it is eating you alive with guilt. It was no one’s fault. Rory just was not prepared to fight such a powerful Shadow on her own. I never should have asked her to come in the first place.” The prince was shaking his head and Rae could tell that whatever guilt she felt was growing ten fold in Gavriel.

      “I just wish I would have stayed and fought next to her from the start. Then maybe it never would have happened. Killing those two shadows was nothing to me compared to the pain I felt, knowing I could have helped Rory if I had stayed put.”

      “Killing them was not nothing. You are not a trained killer, as skilled as you may be. I felt you trembling when we left the temple. Was that the first time you have killed someone?”

      “Yes, but I am truly fine,” she tried to say convincingly, but failed entirely.

      “I won’t force you to talk about it but regardless of how you feel towards me I am here for you Rae.” What did that even mean? Did the prince know she was struggling with how she felt about him? Did he think she hated him?

      “Thanks,” she gave him a small smile that did not reach her eyes.

      “The first night after is the worst. I still remember the first night after I was forced to kill someone for the first time. I barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes all I saw was the person I had taken life.”

      “Why did you kill them?”

      “My father thought it would be a good lesson,” he said coldly. “It was a prisoner who was sentenced to execution and my father made me carry out the sentence. I will never forget the look on that man’s face before I brought down my sword on him.” Rae shuddered just thinking about what Gavriel had to do. She could not imagine having a father like the king who was so cold to his own child, forcing him to do such heinous atrocities.

      “I’m sorry he made you do that,” her hand moved across the short space between them without thought and grabbed onto his hand. She left it rested on top of his for a moment trying to provide some small comfort to him. “We should try to get some sleep,” she suggested.

      They moved apart and settled into their own bedrolls. Rae’s mind was buzzing with thoughts of their conversation and the small gesture she had just shown the prince. She hoped that any thoughts he had that she hated him had disappeared. Closing her eyes, she found the prince was right. The two Shadows plagued her mind over and over again as she killed them, as well as Rory’s face while the air was pulled from her lungs. She tried to think happier thoughts and will herself to just sleep, then maybe she could lose the memories in her dreams. Rolling over, she found Gavriel was watching her and assessing her, whether she was struggling to sleep.

      “You were right,” was all she offered.

      Without a word, the prince moved from his bedroll to next to her. She rolled to face away from him as he laid down next to her. So close she could feel the warmth of his body pressed to her own. He wrapped a strong arm around her and pulled her in close. “I will be right here all night. I will not let anything bad come to you. Just try to close your eyes and drift to sleep, Azala,” he whispered with such gentleness into her ear. For some reason, she felt safer in his arms, and she knew he would never let any harm come to her in the night. Trusting him in this moment, as she closed her eyes the horrid thoughts left and were replaced with a sense of safety and comfort. She assured herself this would be the only time she let the prince this close to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavriel left the tent early in the morning before Rae was even awake. They had slept the entire night intertwined together, and he had enjoyed it. His body craved the feeling of her pressed to his chest. Their breathing was in sync, and with every inhale he recognized the faint scent of lavender, which had come to recognize as Rae. When he awoke at dawn and she was still sleeping, he decided to get up and begin packing up the horses to head out. In reality, packing was an excuse to leave before she woke up, because he was afraid of what she might think when she realized she was still in his arms. He was a coward and did not want to face that rejection this morning. If he was being honest with himself, he had never slept so well and had felt so at ease laying there with Rae last night. He just hoped he had not ruined his chances of it ever happening again.

      Once everyone was awake, they cleaned up the rest of the camp and set out the last few hours back to Veena. They were excruciatingly boring hours, which Gavriel was thankful for. The last thing they needed was any form of excitement meeting them on the road. Gavriel spent most of the time trying to piece out the parts of the riddle that had been carved into the temple. He talked it over with River and they must have come up with at least a hundred different potential meanings and solutions. While they fired ideas back and forth, Gavriel could hear Rory telling Rae all about the upcoming ball for their birthday.

      In the midst of all the worry and stress over the Shadows, Gavriel had almost forgotten about his and his sister’s birthday. The palace was hosting a royal ball in their honor. It was to be a masquerade ball by Rory’s own request. It was set to be a week from today and every important and wealthy noble would be traveling to be in attendance. They had even requested Gavriel and Rory’s favorite bakery in the city to provide all the desserts.

      As the group continued their journey, the palace soon appeared ahead of them, just barely in view. From that point, it did not take long before they were walking the horses back into the royal stables. Gavriel was already dreading facing his father and delivering the bad news that they had found nothing on their trip. He was going to be unreasonably angry and would take it out on Gavriel.

      “I need to go see our father. I will catch up with you all later for dinner.”

      Walking through the palace, Gavriel found it hard to enjoy the usual beauty in the details of his home. It didn’t seem right when all of this could be ripped away in a matter of months by the Shadows, especially if they found the crown before them. They were more powerful and well trained than Gavriel had expected when they showed up at the temple. And how had they even known they were there? It was something he knew everyone had considered, but no one had brought up because there was no possible way they should have known to be at that temple. Just another mystery for him to puzzle over and try to piece together.

      Approaching the throne room, Gavriel knew his father would already be there alerted by some guard who saw the group return. He was not expecting the other person standing beside his father when he entered the room.

      “Your highness,” Gavriel bowed his head, waiting for approval to speak.

      “You may speak, my son.”

      “Father, Uncle,” he nodded at his uncle who was placed beside his father, to the right of the throne. “The crown was not in the temple in Atarah. Some group moved it and left behind a riddle as to where. We met trouble while there. Four shadows turned up also looking for the crown. They are now all dead.” Gavriel awaited the disapproval and wrath of his father.

      “And you did not think to maybe keep one Shadow alive, to torture and question?” He tried not to let his genuine surprise show on his face, having not considered this option at all. The Shadows were vile, and he did not trust a word out of their mouth, especially after they lied about sparing Rory’s life.

      “The Shadows proved to be more powerful than we had imagined, and also not a word they say can be trusted. I felt it was better they were dead, then take any risks bringing one back with us.”

      The king rose from the throne and exploded, “you are weak, the Shadows should not pose any threat to you or your power, and yet you let them get the best of you. An embarrassment,” he let flames explode across the room, consuming his son in fiery rage. Gavriel was able to calm the flames and prevent any from burning him. When he was a child, his father used to do this often to force him to learn control over fire. Today, he still had a few marks as a reminder. Left untouched by the healers, after he hid some from them. His uncle only stood there observing. No one would ever dare step in and defy the king.

      “You are such a disappointment to me. Get out of my sight,” the king spat with pure venom. “You have a month to figure out where the crown was moved to. That’s it!”

      Gavriel left the throne room his head hanging low, and his mind spinning trying to figure out how they would find the crown in only a month with nothing to go on. He heard foot steps following behind him and once out of the room he turned to find his uncle catching up to him.

      “Sorry, I could not step in. You know how he is.” Whatever punishment Gavriel had received Aramis would have gotten much worse had he tried to intervene at all. The king was unforgiving and just being blood related meant nothing to him when it came to handing out punishment to those he felt deserved it.

      “It’s alright, I know. I expected worse, honestly.”

      “What happened in Atarah?”

      “The Shadows knew we would be there when they should not have had that information, and Rory almost ended up dead because of it.”

      “And the crown was no where to be seen?”

      “Just some useless old carvings depicting that someone had moved it a while ago.” Gavriel sighed in frustration.

      “Maybe I can help. If you want, I can try to take a look at the carvings later for you. How did you end up killing all the Shadows if they were so powerful?”

      “I recruited a criminal to work on this mission with us. Her name is Rae and if it were not for her Rory would have died. Rae killed the last two shadows when we could not.” Gavriel figured Aramis likely already knew about Rae, but said this anyway.

      “Well, then I suppose I would also like to meet this Rae soon if she is here in the castle.”
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        * * *

      

      Rae was back in the large room she currently called her own in the palace and she needed a bath immediately. Her skin was crawling with memories of the temple and pure dust and dirt from travel. A warm bath sounded relaxing and the exact solution she needed to her current problems. Slipping out of her clothing, she climbed into the bath and let herself slip all the way in, tilting her head back to wet her hair. The water was mixed with some tonic made of oils that were both calming and cleansing. It made the entire bathing chamber smell like a field of lavender, which Rae loved.

      The water was delightfully warm, and sent her into a blissful state where, for a moment, she was able to forget about the Shadows, the prince, and all of their troubles. She ran her fingers across the surface, scooping water in her palms and watching as it poured out. The bath in her own apartment was no where near the size of this, rather it was a small room with a tub barely big enough to sit in. It was all Rae had been able to afford.

      From outside the bathing chamber, Rae barely caught the sound of her door opening. She would have missed it had she not been leaned back indulging in total peace in quiet. There was a slight creek that gave whoever had entered away. “Hello, Mina” she sat up and called out, wondering if her hand maid had stopped by. There was no response, only silence.

      Rae reached over the side of the tub and grabbed her dagger which she had discarded on the floor with her clothing earlier. There was no time for her to risk covering herself up. She doubted that nudity would scare off any intruder intending to cause her harm. Slowly rising she slid over the cold and slick siding of the tub. Creeping quietly across the floor, she placed herself to the side of the door. This way, if someone opened it she would be behind it and able to easily gain the upper hand with surprise.

      Holding her breath, she listened closely for any signs of movement. She heard the slightest sound of footsteps approaching the door and readied to attack. As the door handle turned, her heart sped up in pace and the water dripping down her body made her faintly shiver. The door cracked open, and a hooded figure walked into the room, looking immediately at the tub filled with water.

      Without a second thought, she made her move. She used a gust of wind to knock the intruder down to their knees. Positioning herself behind them, dagger to their throat.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      Their hands moved towards the hood to pull back and she reacted, pushing the dagger firmer against their neck. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Rae, it's me,” the prince said.

      Rae immediately pulled back and removed the dagger from Gavriel’s neck as he removed the hood to show it indeed was him. As he turned around to face her, standing, his eyes widened in disbelief.

      “Why are you naked?” he stuttered.

      “Why are you in my room? I was bathing,” Rae snapped. She made no effort to cover herself. Why should she? The prince would have to deal with it. Part of her secretly admitted she liked the intense heat of his gaze on her. He was pure fire, and recklessly a bit of her desired that flame. She still could feel the warmth of how it felt to sleep in his arms.

      “I’m sorry I knocked, and no one answered. I was coming to walk you to dinner and figured if you were not here I would wait for your return. I should not have wandered in. I will go.” The prince was flustered, his cheeks turning a warm pink. His eyes never left her body though. There was a primal want in them.

      Taking a step closer, Rae took advantage of finally being able to make the prince squirm a little in her presence.

      “You are here now. You might as well stay and wait. I will only be a few minutes and then I will be ready to join you for dinner.” The prince exited the bathing chamber to allow her the privacy of covering up. Once she had grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her body, she strode into her bedroom and straight to the wardrobe. Picking out a simple navy and silver detailed dress she slipped into the outfit and made to pull back her hair.

      “Azala, leave it down,” Gavriel said softly from behind her. She could see him glaring at her and looking over every inch of the dress she now wore in the reflection in her mirror. Most days, she would have argued. Her curls were obnoxious and always in her way, but something compelled her to listen. There was not much time remaining in the night and her hair would be no bother to her just eating dinner.

      She spun around her dress swaying with her movement.

      “Ready to go?” Rae said.

      She led the way out of the room, walking right by Gavriel without a second glance his way. He might be ready to just move forward and act like everything was fine, but she was not about to just let her guard down and risk everything for a man she knew she could never have.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was served in the same small dining room Rae had joined Rory, River, and Gavriel for meals in before. The four of them were all here tonight as well. A few chicken pies were brought out by the Maldowi assigned to wait staff and placed on the table in front of them. There was also a selection of meatless sides. She could not wait to dig in.

      “Wait until you see the food spread at the ball next week Rae,” Rory exclaimed from where she was seated across from her friend. “You are going to love trying all the options. They are making all of Gavriel's and I favorites.”

      “I can’t wait. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      River was piling green beans onto his plate. “I hope they serve these green beans or else I am no longer coming.” The three of them laughed, all except for Gavriel who was shifting his food around his plate.

      “Why so doom and gloom, brother?”

      Gavriel was bitting his cheek and refusing to lift his eyes from his plate. It was clear he had news to share with the group and whatever it was would not be pleasant. Rae only hoped it was not more news on the Shadows. There was only so much she could take in a week’s time.

      “I do not think you should attend the ball,” he managed to barely get out in almost a whisper.

      “Excuse me,” Rory replied to her brother. Rae had stopped smiling and was now staring dead straight at the prince. He could not be serious, after he had just been in her room trying to be her friend and now he was about to tell her she could not attend their birthday ball.

      “I do not think it is a good idea that Rae attend. There will be many nobles there who are all too nosey and will ask questions we do not need right now. Besides, Rae will stand out even without others asking questions, its not like she has been to a ball or knows any proper etiquette. We do not need anyone finding out we have a criminal working for the royal family.” He never lifted his gaze up from the table and had stated everything in a monotone manner, suggesting he couldn't care less whether this news upset her.

      “Rae is coming and you do not get to say otherwise. It is my birthday too and she will be there.” Rae had never heard Rory raise her voice this way, much less speak with so much anger towards her brother.

      “Rory, it is not smart. Father will never allow it either.”

      “Father will not know. He has plenty of other duties to attend.”

      “I am not backing down on this, sister.”

      Rae could feel the intensity building in the room, the fire of the prince and the ice of the princess. She had to step in and end this before it ended in a full on battle here in the dining area. That would be quite the sight to behold, and she could not imagine the Maldowi would appreciate the mess it would cause.

      “It’s okay. I do not need to go,” she said somberly. “It’s just a ball. It's not a big deal.”

      Rory looked at her friend with incredible sadness in her eyes, and Rae had to look away to hide the emotion written all over her face. Of course she wanted to go, and she was devastated she could not be there for her friend’s birthday.

      “I’ll take her,” River announced, breaking his usual silence on a matter between the two royals. “If she attends with me, no one will question her in fear of upsetting me and they will assume she is my date. No one expects me to bring any nobleman’s daughter to this. They will not think twice about who I am with.”

      Rae looked at River, hope filling in her heart and mouthed the words thank you to him. She then looked at the prince, waiting for him to give the final say on this. If he argued against this, there would be nothing left to say or do. Looking between the three, Gavriel’s face did not reveal anything. Rae was nervously sucking the inside of her cheek, trying not to look too hopeful so she would not seem let down when he said no.

      “Fine,” was all he answered.

      “So I can go?”

      “Yes, I trust River. You are to stay with him the entirety of the ball, no wandering and no speaking with the other guests.” She grinned ear to ear, beaming with happiness that she would be attending her first ever ball. Rory gave a small squeal of excitement her features immediately relaxing from the hollowed anger they had been in a moment ago. How quickly the prince had turned around and walked all over her again, treating her like he controlled her life here. After this, she would not be getting her hopes up that he was going to be anything more than some pompous prince.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner, Rae walked back to her room alongside Rory. They were arm and arm giddy, discussing what they would wear to the upcoming ball. The group had agreed to meet tomorrow to begin working on deciphering the carvings from the temple. For tonight, Rae would just enjoy pretending to be a normal girl with a normal life, gossiping with her friend.

      “You know you remind me a lot of my friend Erza. I think you would like her.”

      “Well, if she is anything like you, I am sure I would love her. I would like to meet her someday after this all.”

      “She is fierce, beautiful, and unapologetic. Erza taught me a lot of the skills I know about being stealthy and learning vital information. I bet if you continue your own training she would be willing to teach you too.”

      “I would truly love that,” the princess gave Rae a genuine smile of gratitude.

      Arriving at Rae’s room, the two girls made their way inside, the guards moving aside to let them in. They both plopped onto the enormous bed in the middle of the room and were on their backs, staring at the ceiling. Even the ceilings in the palace were a sight to behold. This one in particular had golden swirling patterns decorating it.

      Rae began giggling like a little girl. “You know I do not think I ever imagined I would be friends with the royal princess when I was growing up. If I am being honest, I think I rather hated your guts.” Looking to her left she saw Rory smirking.

      “I can’t say that I ever imagined I would become good friends with a criminal,” they both began laughing at the same time.

      “An unlikely pair, the two of us. Complete trouble, of course.”

      “Well, we certainly can’t make it easy for the men. They can’t have all the fun, now can they?”

      “Speaking of the men, what was with your brother at dinner?” She saw Rory roll her eyes, rolling over on to her stomach propped up on her elbows.

      “Gavriel just overthinks things. He has a lot of pressure riding on his shoulders from our father. Even if it does not seem like it I do believe he was in his own way trying to look out for you. As annoying as his methods may be.”

      “It just seems like since I’ve arrived he has hated me being here and every time I think he is giving me a chance, he comes back and does something unexpected.”

      “Trust me, he doesn’t hate you.”

      “How do you know?”

      Rory glared at Rae teasingly. “I’m his twin Rae. Trust me, I know him better than anyone. I would know if he hated you. It is much more complicated than that.”

      “Complicated, how so?”

      “Honestly, I think that’s something you two will have to work out for yourselves. It isn’t really my business to share with you behind his back,” Rory gave a sympathetic smile to her.

      Rae grumbled. Why did men have to be so complicated and so hard to read all the time? She wished there was a straightforward answer for it all. However, she was not willing to keep prying for information from her friend. That would not be fair to her. So instead she moved on to a new and better topic, “dresses, where are we going to get dresses for the ball?”

      “Well, I actually already have mine, but I will have Mina bring you options to choose from, of course. We will look our absolute best. No one will want to take their eyes off of us,” Rae giggled at the thought. The ball was going to be a spectacle, and she could not wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Along with working on piecing together the carvings, the group also decided they should spend their morning’s training together as well. If one considered them being in the courtyard at the same time as together. Gavriel and River paired off on their own, and Rory and Rae worked together separately from them. Today was their third day training in the morning and Gavriel could already notice a difference in Rory’s skills and confidence. He had hoped to be the one to help her, but he understood why she had wanted to work with Rae instead.

      “Want to spar today?”

      “Sure, abilities or weapons,” River answered.

      “Let’s work on our abilities. Your water helps me push my fire abilities even harder.”

      They moved into a squared off area of the courtyard and began to circle each other, waiting to see who would strike first. Gavriel usually held out and waited for River to make the first move. It helped him get a better read on his friend’s strategy. As they circled, a bit of dust was kicked up from the ground. River struck hard and fast to start off, aiming low with a sweep of his water. The prince was almost knocked off guard but was able to dodge at the last second with a quick spinning motion. As he completed his spin, he threw a line of fire right back at his friend, which was deflected.

      Back and forth they engaged in intense throws and blocks of their powers. Gavriel held off on using his light because it did no good to growing his control over fire and would not help River get any stronger either. Throwing all of his concentration behind his power, Gavriel used his fire to shape an animal he could use as an attack. He was able to form a jaguar made entirely of flames that leapt into action against River. Smiling back, he willed his water into the form of a lion, which jumped and met the jaguar mid air. As the two creatures fell to the ground, they vanished and River used the distraction to land a blow of water at Gavriel’s side. As he fell to the ground, River stood over him and asked, “Do you yield?”

      “I yield,” Gavriel grumbled already sitting and grabbing River’s now outstretched hand to stand. “That was a lucky hit,” he joked.

      The two of them jumped right into working on their physical strength, engaging in a set of core exercises. Gavriel could not help but glance over to where his sister and Rae were training together. Rae was teaching Rory how to control her powers better and use them to fight against an opponent. They were walking through a series of both attacks and also defensive moves.

      Movement to Gavriel’s right caught his eye and his friend now sitting up and moving to sit right next to him. “Come on, man, stop staring at her. It's getting a bit pathetic.”

      “I’m not staring.” Gavriel smacked River in the arm, giving him a look. He had only been watching to see how Rory was progressing, and she was making fast improvements. A tiny part of him had to admit he had been mesmerized watching Rae teaching Rory. The way she was confident in her abilities and her power was just something else entirely. It was captivating to watch, and Gavriel could have sat there all day observing them.

      “Oh, you totally are staring, its fine I won’t tell.” River gave Gavriel a quick sarcastic wink and got up, heading for the girls. He decided to follow, wondering what his friend was up to now.

      “Hey guys,” Rory called out the moment she noticed them approaching. “How’s training going?”

      “Good, Gavriel and I were just taking a short break. I was getting tired and Gavriel needs a new partner to spar now. Would one of you be up for testing your luck against him?” Gavriel was not sure what River was playing at, but he was being more chatty than usual and clearly had some plan with this all. It started to click where this was headed when Rory spoke up before Rae could.

      “I’m pretty tired, but I’m sure Rae would love to spar!”

      Rae’s eyes widened with shock as Rory gave her a small nudge of encouragement forwards. His friend and sister were clearly playing at something here and trying to push them together. That would not last once he remembered to speak with them later.

      “I don’t think Rae wants to spar with me.” By the look on her face, he realized she took that as a challenge and was not going to be shown up.

      “What are you afraid you’ll lose to me? Come on, let's go. I’ll spar with you.”

      They moved out into the open courtyard and stood on opposite ends from each other. “First to yield losses,” River called out from the side with Rory standing directly next to him. Gavriel was starting to think this was a terrible idea. What if he hurt Rae?

      That idea disappeared almost immediately as Rae threw a large force of air directly at him. A very direct first move, likely to try to throw him off and take him by surprise. It worked for only a second, because once he regained his footing he sent fire flying right back towards her. Rae used her ability to smother the fire before it even reached her. They were circling each other throwing small provoking attacks at each other, waiting for that one opening.

      “Stop going easy on me prince. Come on I’m a criminal. I know you want to do much worse,” Rae provoked him. She was trying to force him into making a brash move.

      “I didn’t know common criminals even knew how to spar, Azala,” he poked back at her giving her a devilish smile.

      That really lit a spark somewhere deep down in Rae. She charged in, throwing punch of air after punch and he had to work hard to keep up with dodging each. Closing in on the prince, she kept pace with a mix of punches and kicks both normal and backed by her air. They were a tangle of moves their bodies only inches apart. Finally, Gavriel used a short burst of flame and feigned a punch, which distracted Rae while he was able to land a blow to her ankles, knocking her to the ground. While on the ground, he knelt down and then placed himself over and on top of her a flame in his hand, and said, “yield.” She wiggled against him, trying to get him off.

      “Just yield, and I will get up.”

      She gave him a menacing grin and before he could question it he felt like he had been punched in the gut, losing his breath for a moment. As he reached towards his throat, Rae was able to knock him off and reverse their position. She was on top of him so fast with a dagger now to his throat he could not do anything about it. “You cheated.”

      “No, I did not. You only said I had to yield to lose, and I did not. I was able to break free of your grasp, now yield to me.” She held the dagger right up to his throat. Had she not had a weapon to his throat, Gavriel might have actually enjoyed the position they were in with Rae on top of him. He had no other option than to do as she said.

      “Fine, I yield, but this is not over. I want another fair match soon.”

      “Don’t be a sore loser,” she teased as she jogged off to join Rory and River.

      This girl really was something else, and Gavriel still was not sure whether he hated that or was starting to love it. Something about her just called to him and he craved more and more of her attention as time went on.
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        * * *

      

      River was due to meet the others in the library soon and was walking at a brisk pace through the palace now. After this morning’s training, he had gone back to his own room to clean up and eat some food. Now he was hurrying to meet up with his friends before he was late.

      Rory and he had pushed Gavriel and Rae towards each other this morning by getting them to spare. They had noticed the way the two of them looked at each other and regardless of how much they claimed to despise each other it was obvious that was far from true. River only wished to see his own friend happy. He knew that Rory had become closer with Rae and had approached her to see if she thought Rae felt similar to the prince. This had been their first day back at the palace, and now a few days later, they were taking any opportunity to push them together.

      With the Shadows closing in more and more every day, River knew his friend deserved happiness and if he wanted to pursue things with this girl, he was going to do anything he could to help make that happen. Now, if only he and Rory could get the two to admit they felt something for each other, then things would be a lot easier.

      Arriving at the library, he noticed he was second to arrive. Rory was already seated at one of the working desks. There was a growing stack of books in front of her and she had her head buried in one already.

      “Starting without us?” She jumped a little, startled by his question. He did not realize he had walked in so quietly, but he was used to not being noticed by many. Learning to remain unnoticed had not been easy with his size, but after a while he became good at it and now it was first nature.

      “Sorry, I didn’t even hear you come in. I just wanted to have books ready to go for when everyone got here.”

      He nodded a thanks as she slid one across the desk to him. It was a book about old carvings and symbols. The other books had similar titles all related to the Shadows, old symbols, or Atarah history. Rory had wasted no time gathering a variety of books for them to dive into.

      “I think today’s efforts were a success,” she was grinning, which meant she was up to no good. “Did you see the way they were looking at each other?”

      “Yeah, but they can’t know we are pushing them like this. Imagine how furious Gavriel would be with us.” River had been concerned about how his friend would react and knew they really should not meddle, but they decided he needed a little extra encouragement.

      “He’s just so stubborn. You and I know that better than anyone. He will never admit that he actually likes her. I worry for him with all the expectations our father has. I just want him to be happy for once,” Rory sighed. “And I can tell Rae likes him. She needs something good to happen in her life, and Gavriel is good. That girl has been through a lot and somehow still has so much strength left.”

      River only grunted his agreement. He was thinking over it all when Gavriel entered the room with Rae following him in.
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        * * *

      

      The pile of books was slowly taking over the entire table, and it only continued to grow as the hours ticked on. Each of them had their heads deep into a different book no one daring to interrupt each other. This was already the third book that Rae was looking through in the past few hours and still there was nothing of use in it. Most spoke of lands that only existed in stories or artifacts no one had seen in centuries. Half the table was littered with discarded books they had read and the other half was a heap of books they still needed to get to.

      “Anyone find anything yet?” she was the first to speak in what must have been at least an hour or two now. The group all just shook their heads in disappointment.

      “Maybe we should go through what we do know one more time.”

      “There was the group with a crown, a person’s shadow, a sun, a wolf, mountains, and the rest were scratched out,” Gavriel sighed his tone suggesting he thought this was pointless.

      “Well, we know the group holding the crown was meant to represent whoever worshiped in that temple and them moving the crown, so there’s one piece,” Rory stated in a hopeful manner.

      “And I am assuming that the shadow depiction is meant to refer to an ancient group of people with shadow abilities who had lived there. Maybe the sun or light drawing is supposed to represent some higher being like one of the goddesses,” Rae was reaching for an answer, but was not really sure what else it could even be.

      “That leaves the wolf, mountains, and unknown symbols that were scratched out. We will have to make do with just the wolf and the mountain. Maybe the wolf is meant to help us identify which mountains it means? It's possible the crown is hidden at a mountain,” Rory shrugged, and Rae was pretty sure they had all come to a similar thought before she had said it.

      “So far nothing in these books mentions anything about what group may have moved the crown from the temple and there are no old stories or legends that have any similar story to them.” This was proving to be even more impossible than Rae originally thought it would be. Why couldn’t the group have just left a simple map showing where they had moved the crown to?

      “Maybe we should start looking through maps and books on different mountain areas and try to figure out if any relate to wolves, or anything similar,” River suggested.

      If they were going to be continuing on like this, then Rae was going to need a snack to improve her spirits. She would have preferred a strong drink from the Den, but that was not possible at the moment. The realization hit her that she missed her friends back at the Den. She even missed the crowds at the Den and the strong drinks that tasted awful most nights. She would give anything in the world to be able to hang out with Erza right now or ask for Maxim’s advice on this. Hopefully, they were not getting into too much trouble while she was gone.

      Standing, she slammed her book shut and made to leave the library. “If we are going to keep on like this, I am going to need to steal some food from the kitchen. I will be back with snacks.” The group all just murmured and waved her off as they got back to work on the books.

      Leaving the room, she made her way to where she thought she remembered the kitchen being. Although she had not been here long and still did not know her way around, it was likely she could be going the wrong way. She picked up her pace, feeling her stomach begin to grumble, and wanting to find food as quickly as possible. Hurrying around a corner barely looking up, she slammed into something large and solid. Raising her gaze up, she realized it was not a something but a someone. Now staring up at a man who looked eerily similar to Gavriel, but with blonde hair.

      “I am so sorry, sir. I should have watched where I was going.” Her best hope was to apologize and hope this man did not start asking questions.

      “Ah, you must be Rae,” the man extended his hand in greeting. She extended her own, and he grabbed it, raising it and pressing a light kiss to the back of her hand. Utterly shocked and confused she struggled to grasp at words. This was a greeting meant for a noble woman not for some street girl who is a criminal for a living.

      “I am Aramis, Gavriel’s uncle.” No wonder this man looked like he was related to the prince. It was his uncle. If he was Gavriel’s uncle that meant this was the king’s brother, which was likely how he already knew her name. She could only imagine the things this man thought about her being here. He was basically royalty, and she was filth off the streets. A stray brought in from the gutters.

      “Is that how you know who I am? Gavriel told you about the street girl he was keeping here,” she grumbled towards him with her arms crossed.

      “Is that what you think you are? Just street trash,” his face was painted with genuine confusion. “From what my men report to me you are a force to be reckoned with,” she must have shown some surprise as he continued, “I am the king’s most trusted advisor. It is my duty to know everything that goes on.”

      “I would expect nothing less here.” Her tone was anything but friendly. She did not trust Aramis, because he was a member of the royal family and likely wanted her gone.

      “I am not your enemy Rae. I only wish to help you. I do not care where you came from or who you are, I respect that you are powerful and you deserve better treatment than what you have received.” How could she know if anything he was saying was true? He could be lying to gain her trust and keep a better eye on her.

      “Thanks, but I should be on my way to the kitchen.” She made to move by him and he caught her arm.

      “The kitchen is the opposite way. I would be happy to walk you there.”

      “I can find my way myself thank you.”

      “It is no trouble. Come on, I want to show you something on the way.”

      Leading her down hallways she had never seen before. Aramis had yet to say a single word since they began walking. There had to be a way she could get out of this before he led her off to some dungeon to contain her from wandering the palace. This wing of the palace was exceedingly plain and less extravagant than the rest. It did not feel cold or unwelcoming though, instead something about it felt homey and inviting. Odd, she could be heading to some torture chamber and somehow this place made her feel at ease. They approached a doorway at the end of one last hall.

      “I just want to show you this one part of the palace and then you are free to go. I will leave you alone after that,” he gave her a small smile, unlocking the door.

      As they entered, she realized the door led into one of the towers attached to the palace. Looking up, the first thing she noticed was the endless height of this room. It was not the type of tower that led up to some room. Instead, it was hollow and only a single room with no ceiling anywhere close by.

      “What is this place?” she asked looking around in awe. Spiraling up the walls of the tower were small circular windows. Around the room were baskets in which she wondered what was in them.

      “This is my own personal wing of the palace. I like to come here to think things through and train,” she whipped her head in his direction, wondering how he possibly trained in here. It was cramped, and she did not see any weapons in here. “Allow me to demonstrate,” he grinned, reading her mind.

      As he centered himself in the room, he raised his arms and air came rushing in around the room through the windows placed around the tower. One of the lids on the baskets drifted off and landed lightly next to it. Some form of dark powder flew out of the basket and into the air. Aramis controlled it with ease, sending it spiraling above and then raining down. It had a glimmer to it that when it was high enough in the tower it caught the light of the sun outside and looked beautiful. Once it all fell to the ground, he called on his air again, dispersing the powder back into the surrounding air. He shaped it using his ability, and it was as if the room was shrouded in smoke and shadows. It was dark and terrifying but also amazing, and she wanted to use her own powers to do the same.

      “This is amazing. How do you do this?”

      “It took a lot of practice and control, but I learned how to use my air to control other objects or elements to my own advantage. Watch this.”

      He turned around, looking straight up at a small ledge high up on the wall. Calling on his air, he raised his arms and as they dropped he leapt. The air propelled him straight up and he glided to the ledge with no issues. That was something that would have taken every ounce of Rae’s power and she still was not confident she could accomplish it. He hopped back down to the ground effortlessly.

      “That was incredible. How did you do all that? How did you learn?”

      “Lots of practice and time dedicated,” he let out a laugh. “This room is perfect for calling on your air and its height allows you to test your powers without constraints.” She was pretty sure her mouth was dropped in pure awe at how powerful Aramis was and that he was sharing all of this with her right now.

      “Why bother showing me this? It is really great, but I don’t see the point in taking me here.”

      “Because you are welcome to use this tower while you are here.” He walked up to her and placed a key straight into her hand. “I am not your enemy Rae. Like I said I respect your power and you should have the space to grow it. If my niece and nephew are going up against the Shadows, I want to know someone powerful has their back.”

      “Will you show me how you created fake shadows with that powder, or how you use your air with other elements, too?” Her eyes were lit up with pure joy and excitement.

      “I will make time to meet with you here on occasion,” he smiled and even though she had just met him and was weary of him something was telling her gut that she could trust Aramis.

      “For now, you should probably make your way to the kitchen. I imagine the prince expects you back soon.” Grinning like a mad woman, she jogged out of the tower and yelled her gratitude behind her. She was going to grab snacks and head straight back to the library. Her mood was infinitely better right now, and she was feeling refreshed and ready to jump back into the books.
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      It had been a week since the visit to the temple and still they were no closer to discovering where the crown was moved to. Gavriel only hoped that if they did not find the crown it remained lost and was never reunited with the dagger, Nox, which the Shadows already possessed.

      Today there was no time to worry about the Shadows or dark artifacts, instead the prince was preparing for the masquerade ball being held tonight. Maldowi were running around the palace with decorations and food all in preparation for the night. Extravagant cloth was wrapped around columns and hung from entry ways in the colors gold and white. The ballrooms currently had tables scattered around the edges where food would be placed. Some Maldowi were dressed in decadent white suits with gold trim. They were to be the servers for the night. Each would carry around drinks and appetizers, offering them to guests in attendance.

      Gavriel dreaded having to interact with all the guests. They would be wealthy noble families who had traveled here for this. There would be many young girls trying to dance with him or talk with him in hopes of winning him over to consider them for marriage. He despised having to pretend to care about it all when he had no interest in any of them.

      “Shouldn’t you be off getting ready soon?” Aramis approached from behind and joined him at the top of the stairs that led down into the ballroom.

      “I suppose, but I could ask the same of you,” he smirked in his uncle’s direction.

      “Good point. I am just making sure everything is up to his majesty’s standards before I go get ready myself.” Gavriel rolled his eyes at this, knowing his uncle was not thrilled to be doing such trivial tasks for the king.

      “I met your friend a few days ago, although I am sure she already told you this,” at his look of pure confusion Aramis continued on. “I showed Rae my personal wing. I figured she would enjoy seeing a space for air abilities here. I can only imagine she feels rather isolated staying here. I hope I did not overstep.”

      Rae had not mentioned this to Gavriel, and he wondered why she had chosen to keep this to herself. Did she think he would have not allowed her to visit the wing or that he would ruin this piece of happiness? He would have to ask her about it later. “No, you did not overstep. I am glad you shared that with her. I know that space is important to you.”

      “Lyana would have wanted me to show her. Her boldness reminds me a lot of her. It's nice having someone around like that again,” Aramis finished sadly. Lyana was the love of Aramis’ life and his wife. She had died when Gavriel was younger, and he barely remembered her. He only knew the topic made his uncle incredibly sad and had never felt comfortable asking him about her. Lyana had passed away suddenly from an unexpected illness. It was a tragedy.

      “You never speak of her, uncle. I am glad to know that Rae’s company brings back those good memories for you.”

      “Someday I will tell you all about her,” with a sad smile he left down the stairs to continue his evaluation of the ballroom set up.

      Heading back to his room to prepare for the ball, Gavriel pulled aside one of the Maldowi and requested they send Mina up to his chambers when they had a moment. He needed to discuss something of importance with her. Arriving back to his room he found that his clothing for the night was already laid out on his bed awaiting him.

      For the ball tonight, he had picked to wear all black finery that was embellished with small gold and red details that he felt represented the combination of light and fire in him. Tonight was one of the very few times he would need to wear his crown. He hated parading around in the thing. He felt he looked entitled and pompous in it. A perfect mirror image of his own father. The crown was a thin, simple gold piece with small red gems spaced out around it. He would also be wearing a mask tonight, since this was to be a masquerade ball. His mask was all black and on the very far ends of the mask was a small golden flame, one on each side.

      Once he was fully dressed in all the items laid out for him, there was a knock on his door. “Enter.” Mina hurried in with her hands clasped behind her back. She was probably extremely busy today, helping the ladies get ready.

      “Were you able to deliver what I had requested?”

      “Yes, my prince,” she gave him a small, knowing smile.

      “Thank you Mina, now please enjoy your night.” She gave a small bow of her head and left the room. He was very thankful she had made time to complete this one small ask of his. Now, he would just have to wait to see it played out at the masquerade ball.
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        * * *

      

      Hurrying back to her room after spending time in Aramis’ wing Rae was feeling completely giddy for the night. She had never been to any type of formal event or ball, never mind a masquerade ball. Dresses had arrived in her room the other day sent by Rory, and as of now she still had not decided which one she would wear.

      Entering the room, she noticed that the problem may have been solved for her. On her bed, there was now a new gown that had not been there when she had left. This gown had not arrived with the other gowns, either. Rory must have been able to find a more fitting gown for her to wear and rushed it here immediately today. Catching a glimpse at the gown, Rae said a little thanks to her friend because this was by far the best option out of all the dresses.

      She slid easily into the gown and it was as if it had been made perfectly for her body, fitting like a glove. With the gown, she found a matching mask that she would be able to wear as well. Moving to her mirror, she observed the wonder that was herself. The gown was the deep black that was the night sky. Drifting across the dress was a silver sparkle that swirled and fell like gusts of wind. The top neckline plunged into a deep-v, showing more of her body than she was used to. The sleeves of the gown were completely sheer and the only way anyone would know she had sleeves was with the sparkles scattered across the sheer material.

      She imagined this was what a goddess would look like if they decided to attend a ball. Pulling her hair half back she ensured it would not fall in her face all night. She added tiny braids into the pulled back hair and left the rest down. Her curls falling perfectly over her shoulders and only complementing her dress further. Mina entered the room while Rae was adding a final touch to her hair.

      “You look stunning,” she said, looking her over twice. “Who knew a girl from the streets would clean up so well?” she teased with a small wink.

      “I cannot take all the credit. I have Rory to thank for picking out this beautiful dress for me.” Giving a quick spin for Mina she notice that the woman had an interesting look on her face but could not place it. Nor did she give much thought to it. Her mind was just racing with thoughts of the ball.

      “Let me just add one more touch and you will be ready to go” Mina reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver item. She moved to behind Rae and fidgeted with the back of her hair.

      “Done.”

      Mina handed a small mirror to Rae, which she angled so she could now see the back of her head in her own mirror. There in her half pulled back hair was a small silver accessory. It was simple yet beautiful and shined as brightly as a star. It went with her dress perfectly.

      “Thank you,” she beamed and gave Mina a quick hug. “I guess I better go find my date for the night. I would not wish to be late to my first ball.”

      “Don’t forget this,” Mina handed her the mask from her bed. Grabbing it, she headed out to go find River.
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        * * *

      

      Rae found River leaving his own chambers on his way to go find her. She hurried up to him ready to be escorted down to the ballroom. “Hey there, you ready?” He just gave her a nod and held out his arm to lead the way for her.

      “I want to say thank you again for this,” she glanced up to get a better view of his expressions. “I really appreciate that you are willing to do this for me.”

      “I wasn’t doing this for you,” his brows furrowed together.

      “Oh, come on, you don’t always have to be the tough guy. You are allowed to do a nice deed for me.”

      “I really wasn’t doing it for you.”

      “Then who?” she stopped walking pulling her arms in and crossing them. River was always so cold to her and she was determined to win him over. This would be the first step in doing so.

      “Despite what he may have said, I know Gavriel would have wanted you here. I was doing this for him.”

      She scoffed, “oh spare me, please. As if the prince cares at all about whether I get to attend a ball or not. He would have been delighted knowing I was off locked in my room unable to come.”

      “Don’t speak of him like that. I will not allow it. Gavriel is a good man with good intentions. You can pretend all you want, but I know you see it too!” He stopped abruptly as if he had said way too much to her and stormed off. Running after him was a struggle with heels on.

      She caught up to him and grabbed his arm, hoping he would give in and stop. “Alright, I’m sorry. It’s just hard, I can never tell how he feels or what he thinks of me,” she was staring down at her shoes unwilling to look in his eyes. “I close myself off from him because I know that is all just going to lead to a world of pain and I don’t want that for myself.” Opening up to River felt strange, and not in a bad way, it was well needed. Letting go of his arm, she went to move on, figuring she had already ruined the mood of the night.

      “I know how it feels,” stopping in her tracks she turned back around to face him. “I know what it's like not to fit in here. To have everyone judge every move you make or question why you’re even here. A part of me did not wish that on you tonight. That is also why I agreed to bring you. No one deserves to be shamed and left out because of where they came from or who they are.”

      Giving a small smile, she grabbed hold of his arm again, ready to enjoy the night. “Come on, we have a masquerade ball to attend.”

      They had to wait outside of the ballroom in a great hall area to go inside. Since River was one of Gavriel’s closest friends, he was given the honor of his arrival being announced. They would then enter together down the stairs into the room with all the guests watching. Rae was sure that River would give the Maldowi announcing some fake name so that no one would know who his date was. She had not realized until they arrived, but they were somehow a little late. They were now waiting behind a few other couples to enter the ballroom. Rae had thought they would be on the earlier side.

      “Will Gavriel and Rory already be here?”

      “Gavriel definitely will, but I imagine Rory will want to make her grand entrance after many are already in the ballroom.” as if on cue, Rae heard a few gasps behind them and turned to find Rory striding over to where they were. She gave her a small curtsy.

      “Happy birthday, princess.” Rory chuckled at her friend’s attempt at a curtsy. River gave Rory a quick kiss on the back of her hand as a greeting.

      “Gavriel is already down there with our father. I am about to head in and save him from that headache. You look truly beautiful tonight Rae.”

      “I can’t thank you enough for this dress you sent.” The princess looked stunned and confused by the statement.

      “That isn’t one of the dresses I sent to you. I assumed you had Mina find you a whole different one.” Rae was speechless. If Rory had not sent this dress, then she had no idea where it could have come from. “Anyway, I really should be going, would not want to miss the ball being held for me.” With that, the princess was off, moving ahead of all the couples waiting to make their way in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Her Royal Highness, the princess, Rory Goldwirth.” One of the Maldowi announced over the crowd below. Gavriel looked up to find his twin gliding down the stairs, unescorted. She was a true sight to behold, wearing a royal blue gown with navy detailing and her own gold tiara. She also wore a navy blue mask that was made with delicate designs. Although it was his birthday as well, he could not help but feel it was really Rory who deserved all eyes on her tonight. She commanded attention from everyone in the room just with her presence.

      He moved to meet her at the bottom of the steps and grabbed her hand, smiling back at her. They moved across the room with everyone’s gaze falling on them, to where their father was seated on a throne that looked out over the room.

      “Your Highness,” Rory said with a curtsy, and Gavriel bowed his head.

      “Happy birthday my children, enjoy your night,” was all he responded and waved them off. This was one of the rare times their mother was out seated beside the king, and she gave them both a wide grin. She stood, moving to them, and placed a quick kiss on each of their cheeks.

      “Happy birthday, my loves,” she said and already was sitting back down.

      Gavriel led Rory away to find a drink. He imagined they would need them with how many people would be pining over them all night. Just as he found a Maldowi carrying around fancy glasses with some golden drink in them, another couple being announced caught his attention. River and Rae entered into the ballroom arms linked, and Gavriel nearly dropped the glass he had just picked up.

      Rae was more stunning than he ever imagined. She looked like the embodiment of the night sky. The dress she had on showed off every feature of her body, the black material swaying with every step she took. The silver detailing sparkled with every light it caught and looked like little stars blowing in the wind, leaving a trail of silver.

      “You sent her the dress, didn’t you?” His sister’s voice snapped him out of his daze. It took everything in him to peel his eyes away from Rae.

      “What? I have no idea what you mean?”

      “I know you sent it. It wasn’t me. Ball gowns don’t mysteriously appear. Plus, you can’t take your eyes off her in it,” she teased him, grinning incredibly wide.

      “So what if I did? I just wanted her to have a good time at the ball. She deserved it after the way I embarrassed her at dinner.”

      “Why don’t you just go tell her you sent the dress and apologize?”

      “She doesn’t want to hear from me or speak to me. I will not ruin the night for her. Besides, I can’t keep avoiding all the other guests much longer,” even as he said it he saw a group of young woman pointing and giggling, working up their courage to come talk with him.
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        * * *

      

      As the night progressed on, guests were busy dancing and drinking and enjoying themselves. Gavriel danced with many women who asked for the honor, but all he could think about was Rae. He kept trying to catch sight of her as he half minded danced with partners, but he could not find her in the crowd. Every woman he spoke with wanted the same thing. They all made it clear how they would be honored to be considered for his future bride and all just praised him with compliments. It was so extraordinarily boring and ordinary, he could not take this much longer. Not a single one of them actually cared about him as a person, they just saw a potential crown in their future. Not that they would ever have it.

      “May I interrupt?” Rory’s voice cut in and broke apart the dance he was currently stuck in.

      “My princess, of course,” the woman he had been dancing with said and then hurried off.

      “To what do I owe this honor?”

      “I could see the pain written all over your face from across the room Gavriel. Plus, it is our birthday. It is only right that we share a dance and celebrate together.”

      As he moved to grab her hand, the music picked up into a song with a faster beat. They both smiled mischievously at each other and they took off, swinging and twirling in between the other guests. Everything was a blur, and there was no time to slow down or stop. The faster paced music was always their favorite growing up and Gavriel would always lead Rory around the dance floor while she twirled over and over again. In this moment it was like they were kids again, care free with no responsibilities of saving the kingdom.

      “When are you going to get over yourself and ask her to dance?”

      “Rory..”

      “Save it, there is no excuse you could give me that would work,” she had put her hand up as if to physically stop him from saying something they both knew was not true. To be honest, he did not even have an excuse to give her.

      “I’ve seen you searching the crowd for her. Just at least talk to her tonight. Make that your gift to me,” she added with a playful shove.

      “Fine, I promise I will at least try to speak with her tonight.”

      “Good, now spin me before the dance is over.” She squealed in delight as he continued to spin her, following the lead of the music.
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        * * *

      

      Since they had been announced and entered the room, Rae had tried to cling to the walls, avoiding conversation and attention. Walking down those stairs, she could have sworn everyone’s eyes had been on her. That would have been crazy. There is no way she could have commanded a room’s attention like that. Although she had admired her appearance before coming, she was not as confident anymore with so many eyes on her. She was nothing special to look at or admire. It was odd. She had thought she even caught the prince watching her from below. His dark gaze piercing into her from across the room.

      Currently she was hiding near the desserts table trying to decide on a mini pie to try. There were so many flavors, each looking as delicious as the other. River had been keeping close all night, but he rarely spoke to her or interacted with her. Currently, he was picking out a pastry a few feet away. These pastries were extravagant and reminded her of the pastries Benji’s family made in their bakery. Each was like a work of art, decorated with tiny fruits or brightly colored glazes. It was enough to make anyone’s mouth salivate just looking at them.

      “Rae?” She spun around at the familiar voice. She never expected to find anyone she knew at this ball.

      “Benji?” Her best friend was wearing similar clothing to the Maldowi and had a plate full of pastries ready to be placed out on the desserts table. Placing the plate down to the side he came over and gave her a big hug. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed River closing in as if Benji were a threat.

      “What are you doing here? Where have you been?”

      “I am staying at the palace for a bit for a short job I got. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before I left. It started immediately, and I had no time to tell many people. What are you doing here, in this fancy outfit?” She waved her hands up and down at his clothing.

      “Oh this, you like this,” he teased. “I am helping my father out by providing all the desserts for this ball.”

      “And here I was thinking I was cheating on my favorite baker and all this time I was actually debating which of your pies to eat. Now my decision is made, definitely has to be apple.” She picked up one of the mini apple pies and took a big bite out of it. Letting out a moan of delight, she took another bite. She could never get enough of these pies they made. It’s like they were magically addictive.

      “Who is your friend and why does he look like he wants to murder me?” Benji was referring to River who was hovering behind her.

      “Benji, this is River. He is a friend I made working here and was nice enough to escort me to this ball. River, this is Benji.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Benji held out his hand. River said absolutely nothing but slowly moved his hand out to shake Benji’s. Rae noticed that River was staring very intensely at Benji and would not break his gaze. There was no reason why he would be so interested in Benji. Did he think he was some form of a threat? Benji would not harm a fly, never mind cause trouble here.

      “I like your pastries.” River declared out of nowhere and then stalked off. For a moment, they both just watched as he walked away. Looking back at each other Benji and Rae giggled, taking in what just happened. It reminded Rae of the way they would share jokes when they were younger.

      “Is he always like that?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I should really get back to work, but it was good to see you. I miss you.”

      “I miss you too. Let me see what I can do. Maybe I can persuade them to let you visit me here.” She smiled and gave him a big hug before he hurried off to help with more pastries.
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        * * *

      

      River rushed off after making a fool of himself in front of Rae’s friend Benji. Why had he acted like he did not know how to be a person? Now this baker probably thought he was completely incapable of human interaction. Although most people thought the same, so he figured this was not much different.

      Something about this guy had caught his attention. He could not put his finger on what it was, either. Looking back, he watched as Rae and Benji said their good byes. He was so genuinely happy, and it was captivating to watch. River was envious of how joyful he seemed. There was not a day that went by where he didn’t wish to feel happiness like that in his life. Bound to a life of loneliness and keeping to himself, he hated the way others looked at him. No one wanted to approach the big threatening silent guy. The world was cruel and had no mercy, sentencing him to that life.

      A small voice speaking to him drew him out of his daze. “River?” Rae was standing directly in front of him, had crept up on him without him even knowing.

      “What?” Shaking his head to clear it, he finally focused down on her.

      “I said, are you okay? You are just staring straight at Benji, unmoving, and unresponsive.”

      “I’m fine.” She frowned clearly not believing him.

      “Whatever you say, why are you looking at him like that? He’s just a friend, he doesn’t know anything about my true job trust me. You have nothing to worry about with him.”

      “I wasn’t worried. I just… never mind.” He had no idea why he was staring at Benji or what about him made him want to run back over and demand to know him better. That was certainly not an option right now.

      “I was thinking,” she moved on, “maybe Benji could come visit me at the castle. I wouldn’t tell him anything. I just miss having him around as a friend.”

      River was not sure what came over him or where his good judgement went, but he said, “Okay.”

      “Really? Just like that.”

      “Don’t make me change my mind,” he frowned at her. Something in him was desperately pushing him to see this man again and find out why he had this effect on him. Did his gut think he was in some sort of danger? Or was he really just that desperate to know what that type of happiness Benji clearly felt was like? A small pain in his heart formed with that thought but he pushed it out not willing to dwell on it while at this ball.
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        * * *

      

      Rae was making small talk with River, both of them clinging to the wall avoiding the others attending the ball. With their masks on, she doubted anyone would recognize them or realize she stood out and did not belong here. Watching the rest of the room, she observed the many couples gracefully gliding across the dance floor. Friends were laughing, couples were swaying to the music, and even the Maldowi serving food and drinks seemed to be enjoying the ball.

      It was a shame to have to hide on the outskirts all night. It would be such a waste not to at least enjoy the masquerade a little. A wave of courage washed over her for long enough that she grabbed hold of River’s hand and tugged him towards where everyone was dancing.

      “Just one dance,” she pleaded with him. Praying to the goddesses he would agree she gave him a look that anyone would have trouble denying.

      “Fine, just one.”

      She held one of his hands and draped her other one on his shoulder as he grabbed her waist. The musicians switched songs and began playing more of an upbeat tune this time. River led her to the beat of the song, mimicking those around them in their steps. He was by no means a great dancer, but he knew enough to keep up. Dancing was coming naturally to Rae. It was like the surrounding air urged her on and she moved with such feminine grace. Other guests around the room were watching them and taking notice. It was a combination of the elegant ballgown she wore and their dancing that was attracting the attention.

      This was actually fun and Rae was enjoying pretending to be one of the nobles for the night. The freedom of twirling around and just being herself was almost enough to make her forget all the problems they were facing.

      As the music slowed in pace and a slower song begun, the pair stopped and was ready to make their exit. Before Rae could walk away, a strong hand grabbed onto her and pulled her back in. Spinning inwards she all but slammed into whoever had grabbed her. Worried it was some nosey noble she was about to use her skills to break away, and then saw who her suitor was. Gavriel held out his hand, lowering his head to her.

      “May I?”

      Looking back to where River had already faded into the crowd she spotted him standing with Rory almost out of sight. They were clearly watching them, hoping she would accept the prince’s offer. Something in her took over and without even thinking she grabbed his hand and followed his lead.

      Gavriel was a significantly better dancer than River had been, and their movements complimented each other perfectly. The feeling was pure bliss. Right now, she could just forget about the tensions between them and pretend Gavriel was not a royal prince. The moment this dance ended they would go their separate ways, and she knew this would never be a true possibility. No matter how much her heart pushed her towards him and no matter how desperately she wanted this all. A common criminal and a royal prince would never be allowed to happen. It would be absurd.

      Gavriel’s hand was soft on the small of her back, pulling her close to him. His touch was warm, and he was gazing straight into her eyes. “You look breathtaking, Azala,” he whispered close to her ear so that no one around could hear them. As he looked her over, taking in every inch, something clicked in her mind.

      “It was you,” she marveled. “You sent the dress to my room. Why?”

      He moved even closer until their chests were brushed up against each other. He led her with such ease around the ballroom, and she was certain every young woman wished to be her right now. This was definitely not the way to make any friends with the nobles. Gavriel pressed his forehead down to hers and said softly, “because you deserve it. You deserve to have a gown worthy of your beauty and power, and you deserve to demand every person in this room’s attention. You also deserve an apology for how I treated you a few nights ago.”

      She was speechless. Heart racing, she dared a glance up into his eyes to try to read his emotion. The look he gave made her skin shiver, and heat rose to her cheeks. Daring a glance to his mouth she bit her lip, holding back from what she really wanted to do.

      Time slowed to a crawl, and suddenly all the other guests just disappeared. It was like they were suspended in this moment together. Taking each other in and barely breathing. They were the only two people in the room right now and Rae wished desperately this could last forever. Her body craved being close to Gavriel’s, and she did not want to let go of him. The music came to an end and dread filled every inch of her.

      As she backed away from him, he closed the distance and grabbed her hand. “Come I want to show you something. The ball is just about over. No one will miss us.” Out of curiosity, she let Gavriel lead her away, out of the ballroom. His crown was tilted atop his head and his dark features were enhanced even more by his fully black outfit tonight. For a prince of light, he looked more like a prince of the night right now. Rae swallowed suddenly nervous to be alone with the prince, being led off to some unknown area of the palace.

      As they hurried through the halls, she began to recognize where they were. She was still holding on to Gavriel’s hand, and realized this was the direction to his chambers. Why was he rushing her off to his chambers? Was he really that forward in his intentions and did he think this meant everything was settled between them now? She couldn’t just leap into his bed. There was still a lot unsaid between them. Panic was setting in and her heart picked up in speed. She was barely able to catch her breath and was starting to freak out a little and plan how she would get out of this.

      Arriving at the prince’s door, she awkwardly paused outside as he opened it. “Uh, I don’t know. I, um, maybe I should just head back to my room.” He looked confused with what she said and then realization set in.

      “Just come in for a minute, I promise if you want to leave you can.” He gave her a devilish grin that melted her barriers, and against her better judgement she obeyed.

      Following him inside, he moved across the room past his bed and did not stop anywhere near there. On the opposite side of the room was a set of glass doors leading to his balcony. He opened them up and gestured for her to follow him outside.

      Moving out onto the balcony, her breath was taken away by what she saw before her. The night sky was filled with glistening stars not a cloud in sight. Down below, the lights of the homes in Veena shown across the city. It was unlike anything she had ever seen, a scene straight out of a painting.

      “I knew you’d love it.” He moved beside her and placed his hand right over the small of her back.

      “Thank you,” she whispered now turning in to his touch, “for showing me this. It is breathtaking.”

      “Its one of my favorite parts of the palace, being able to come out here on clear nights and just watch the stars. Some say they are goddesses shining above and watching us, and others believe they are the souls of loved ones.”

      “What do you believe?” He took a moment to think, staring out into the sky.

      “I believe that as beautiful as the stars are to look at, they are nothing compared to you.” He drew his eyes away from the stars and placed them on her. Shifting so they were now chest to chest their faces so close he would soon realize she was holding her breath.

      She dared a glance at the prince’s mouth, wanting to give in to her desires. His hand moved from his side to hold the side of her face, his thumb brushing over her cheek. The tension between them was only building, and she needed release. Finally, with one last glance into his eyes, Gavriel seemed to understand what she longed for. Bending his head down, he moved in closer and his lips met hers ever so lightly, kissing her.

      He was gentle, holding back from the want Rae could feel building up in him. He pulled back for a moment, “are you sure, Azala?” It was the first time she kind of liked him calling her that name. She nodded and without another word she kissed the prince back, this time harder and more desperately. She felt his tongue slide into her mouth. Stumbling backwards her back felt the cold hard stone of the palace behind her as Gavriel pressed her against it. His kisses moved slowly from her mouth and down her neck. He pressed his mouth gently to her neckline, brushing aside her long hair.

      This was everything she had been aching for in the past days, and she didn’t know whether to believe this was real or not. She hooked her finger on the belt of Gavriel’s pants and pulled him tightly to her. His hand slowly brushed aside her dress, the deep neckline allowing him to easily do so. As his hands explored her body, she shivered at the cold touch.

      “Sorry,” he murmured with a slight chuckle. There was a slight glow of warmth in the palm of his hand, and he went to touch her once again. She flinched not meaning to. It was unable to be helped, as the memories of the last time someone pressed a palm of fire to her surfaced. Gavriel took a slight step away from her, and she could see he was really looking at her for once, seeing her. No more barriers, no more hostility. There was nothing between them in this moment.

      “I won’t hurt you, I promise I would never hurt you,” he brushed a strand of hair from her face and rested his hand on her cheek. She trusted that he meant what he said, but she was not ready to take that step just yet.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” Rae whispered back. She needed time to work through the trauma of her past and learn not to fear Gavriel’s touch.

      With one last light kiss, he grabbed her hand. “Come, stay tonight. It’s late. We can just sleep.”

      Hesitantly, she squeezed his hand back. “Are you sure?”

      “I know you felt it too, that night in the tent. There was something pulling us together. Nothing has ever felt so right, as you sleeping in my arms that night. I have wondered every night since if I would get the chance to ever do that again. I want you Rae, I do not care that you are a thief, I do not care what others think. I have never met anyone like you.” She was blushing and could not believe what she was hearing.

      “I want you too. I just thought you hated me, and who I was.”

      “I feel many things towards you Rae, but hate is far from any of them.” They slipped out of their clothing from the ball and Gavriel lent Rae a shirt she could sleep in. Pulling back the sheets, they climbed into the bed. Rae pressed herself back into Gavriel’s arms. He began stroking her back under the shirt she had on.

      “You are unlike any girl in this kingdom, Azala. It fills my mind endlessly.” Pressing a kiss to the back of her head he whispered sleepily, “I would battle every last Shadow, stand up to the disappointment of my father, and forget my crown just for a chance to explore where this goes. You will be my wonderful ruin.”

      Rae did not know if he truly meant this, but she hoped he still would as he uncovered all the parts she hid of herself.
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      Throughout the night Rae battled against her usual nightmares and repeated dream of the girl she could not reach, no matter her efforts. Every time they surfaced, and she thrashed in her sleep in desperation and fear, Gavriel was there. His strong arms pulling her back into reality and calming her. Unsure what this all meant still, Rae thanked the goddesses at least for this one night of remedy to her usual panic filled sleep.

      If she did not find this girl in the dreams, she feared the night terrors would consume her and her nights would soon become sleepless. Still, this would need to wait a bit longer, one battle at a time. The Shadows were an ever-growing threat, and they were so close to finding the solution she could feel it deep down.

      Come morning, she slipped away quietly in the early hours of dawn, careful not to wake the prince. Gavriel’s shirt was long enough to cover most parts of her body, and it was unlikely anyone besides the Maldowi would be roaming the halls this early. There was zero possibility she would be able to slip back into that ballgown herself still half asleep, so shirt it was.

      Leaving the room, she walked at a brisk pace, keeping her head down trying not to draw attention. Her room was not that far away and she could make it without bumping into anyone if she just hurried. The hallways leading away from Gavriel’s chamber were empty, as she suspected, besides the royal guards posted at his door. It was only now that she realized some time in the past few days the prince had commanded the guards who had followed her from a distance to stop doing so. Thinking back, she had not seen them much since their return from Atarah. Perhaps a favor in return for what she had done for Rory.

      There was a spiraling stone staircase leading down to the area of the palace Rae’s chambers were located in. All she would have to do is make it down these and then one last hallway and she will have successfully avoided being seen. Stepping out of the staircase, she froze. Down the hallway, Rory had also frozen in place and they were now just staring neither daring to make a move. Finally, Rory was the first to break the awkward tension building. She hunched over, laughing hysterically and holding onto her stomach. Warmth stung Rae’s cheeks, trying to piece together an excuse or explanation. Rory had already stridden over to her and grabbed her arm to walk together back to Rae’s room still occasionally giggling.

      Once back to her chamber Rory casually said, “so I suppose you had a good night.” Good was one way of putting it. Rae still did not even have the words to describe how she felt about the events that occurred. There would be no judgement from her friend. She knew Rory had been trying to push the two together to begin with. Taking this opportunity, she decided to play into Rory’s coaxing.

      “I suppose I did,” grinning ear to ear. There was no hiding the happiness she felt.

      “That’s it, that’s all I get,” crossing her arms you would think the princess had just been denied the most unimaginable thing.

      “Nothing really happened. There isn’t much to share.”

      “I doubt that. I want to hear it all. I like to think I have become a close friend of yours, you can’t leave me here to wonder and make up my own version what took place,” the princess was never going to let this go, she would tease and poke at Rae until she gave in.

      “We kissed.” Casually, Rae flung the prince’s shirt behind her, knowing this would only entice Rory’s curiosity further. She slipped into her usual attire, a simple and comfortable dress.

      “And you just magically ended up in his shirt?”

      “No, it wasn’t like that. I swear we only kissed.”

      “Mhm, and I’m not the royal princess, I just magically ended up with a tiara.” Rory winked at Rae clearly not believing a word she said.

      “I slept in his chambers and he let me wear this to sleep. That was it.”

      “You just slept there, nothing else? And I am supposed to just go along with this. I know he’s my brother and all, but you can tell me if more happened. Come on Rae, all I have ever wanted is a friend to discuss this stuff with. No one wants to share these things with a princess. I’m deprived here. At least give me one sneaky little detail.” Rory dramatically flopped backwards onto Rae’s bed as if she would simply pass away without more details. “Although again he is my brother, so maybe don’t actually give me details.”

      A twinge of sadness stabbed at her heart as she felt guilty she could not give Rory what she asked for. Perhaps if she could have just moved past her prior trauma and gave in to the prince, then she could give Rory more. It wasn’t that she did not want to go further with Gavriel. She just physically could not bring herself to let go. At the moment, it was like she could feel her scars on fire again and it burned away at her, flames consuming her keeping everyone else out.

      Sitting up, Rory saw her face and asked, “what’s wrong? I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I was mostly teasing you. I certainly do not need to know anything about my brother’s love life.” Worry furrowed her brows, and Rae suspected she felt bad for prying.

      “I couldn’t,” the words barely escaped her mouth.

      “Couldn’t what?”

      “I couldn’t go any further. I just panicked. I froze.” All of a sudden, tears welled in her eyes and threatened to escape. Patting next to her on the bed, Rory motioned for Rae to sit with her.

      “It was like it all just resurfaced, all the feelings I had been pushing down for so long. All of my fear finally making its way to the surface, and it consumed me. I gave in and let it control me. At that moment I was terrified. I didn’t want to end up hurt again.” Understanding, Rory said nothing and hugged her friend, giving her all the time she needed to just let everything out. They sat there like this for what felt like an eternity, until Rae could no longer feel the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “I cannot even pretend to know how you feel, but I want you to know I really am here as your friend and for anything you need, ever.” Rory brushed a remaining tear off of Rae’s cheek and gave her a small smile. This act of friendship meant the world and for once in her life Rae didn’t feel as alone as before.

      “I just hope he gives me another chance to figure this all out,” sighing there was a moment of just silence between them before the princess answered.

      “He will, trust me. I know him better than anyone and never have I seen him so captivated by someone. I can feel it. This is all far from over. Big things are coming. I just don’t know what yet.”

      She didn’t admit it, but she had the same feeling. This was only the beginning of her journey here. There was still a lot for the future to bring and Rae knew it would be the prince and she would be in the middle of it all.
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks flew by with still no signs of the Shadows or crown and still no answers. Gavriel continued to spend his days training in the morning and scouring the library throughout the day for any piece of a clue. Without a direction to head in, the group was stuck in the palace, waiting for the Shadows to make their next move. This bothered Gavriel and set him on edge, the feeling only growing worse the more time passed by.

      It also did not help that in the past weeks he had barely had the chance to even speak with Rae. Nothing further had occurred since the masquerade ball, and Gavriel was starting to feel maybe she regretted what happened between them. Since the night she had only spoken to him in regard to figuring out the location of the crown and had made no mention of her feelings about what they had done. Not that Gavriel had made an effort to bring it up, either. He was afraid to come across as pushy or demanding. He had seen the fear in Rae’s eyes that night and although he still had no idea what had happened to her in the past, he knew enough to know she needed to come to him when she was ready. When that time came, he would gladly be here, ready to discuss. Until then, he would throw all of his time and efforts into this mission.

      Today, Gavriel was training in the brisk morning coolness. Autumn was approaching in Veena only furthering their desperation to find information. If the Shadows decided to strike the city in the winter that would soon follow, they would be sorely unprepared to defend themselves. Winters were hard enough, with many falling ill during those months, healers working harder than ever, and defenses at an all-time low due to the cold and obstacle of snow.

      “Your father wishes to see you.” Aramis had appeared almost out of thin air behind Gavriel. His uncle’s ability with air was unrivaled, and he had learned to move with grace like he was floating with every step. Constantly approaching unheard and with no warning, it was no wonder he was the king’s most trusted adviser controlling the spies around the palace. In a way, he was the best spy of them all.

      “Its awfully early for him to want an audience,” Gavriel said and Aramis shrugged.

      “I am just the messenger. I have no further information on why he wishes to see you.” If the king had not confided in his uncle what he wished to discuss, Gavriel could only imagine what that meant. Not wishing to anger or annoy him, he hurried off to the throne room unwilling to test his luck, making the king wait too long.

      With all the normal formalities, he approached his father’s throne, “your majesty.”

      “Your month is about up Gavriel, and yet I hear nothing of progress on the crown.” The king’s patience was nonexistent today. He was on the edge of his throne ready to pounce and rip his son apart.

      “We are working tirelessly on the information we have. I ask for a bit more time.”

      “I have given you time, and you have produced nothing with it! Yet another failure of yours.” There was no use in arguing. His words however harsh were partially true. They had failed to find any further significant information on the crown regardless of their efforts. Gavriel bowed his head in shame afraid to meet the king’s eyes.

      “Look at me!” The bellow threatened an explosion to follow soon if the king continued to grow angrier.

      Meeting his gaze, Gavriel straightened his posture and with all of his effort held his head high. “One more week. That is all I beg of you.” The king sat back into the throne as it burst into flame behind him, a show of true power.

      “One week that is all you have, and then I will assemble the royal guard and make a move on the Dark Lands. I have no desire to march them to uncertainty, but I will not be a sitting duck waiting for Erix to come for my throne.”

      “You will not be disappointed father, we will find information.” Gavriel only hoped the goddesses would be kind to grant him the ability to keep this one promise. Turning, the prince made to leave the throne room thankful he was in one piece, unharmed. The room was physically hotter since he walked in, projecting the king’s anger.

      “One last thing Gavriel.” This could not mean anything good if he had another request or more to discuss. “I hear whispers that you are becoming friendly with this street criminal you brought into the castle. Do not grow attached. The moment this is over I will throw her back into the gutter she crawled out of if I am forced to. It is my expectation that she will willingly walk out of this palace and your life without challenge. Break her, control her, I do not care what you do, but you need to put her back into her place. She has become far too comfortable with you and this palace.”

      Gavriel had no words to respond. He had no idea how the king even knew of his friendship with Rae. They had barely talked beyond the topic of the Shadows. The king did not know about their kiss or sharing a bed the night of the ball, or he would have been much more furious than this. Aramis must have reported to the king about how close the two were becoming. This was the last Gavriel would speak to him on the subject that was for sure. He only nodded his head begrudgingly before leaving the room.
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        * * *

      

      Training every day, countless hours of reading, visits to Aramis’ tower, and now visits from Benji. Rae was finally starting to find a routine here at the palace. Benji brought news from the Den and Erza with each of his visits over the past couple weeks. Each time he visited he obsessed over Rae’s life at the palace, begged to see more of the grounds, and also wanted to see River.

      Rae imagined Benji thought River was her one friend here. She did not tell him anything of her actual work and barely mentioned the royal family afraid to raise any suspicions. It only made sense he would want to know more about River if he believed he was a close friend of hers here. She couldn’t deny this after Benji had seen them attending the ball together. Instead, she indulged his questions and brought him to see River when she could. River still acted strange around Benji, even quieter than usual, awkward, and like he was at a loss for words around him. Or maybe it was that he didn’t trust him enough to speak around him of anything relevant to the palace or royal family. It made no sense why he would allow Benji to visit the palace so often if he thought he was a threat to them. Keep your enemies close she supposed.

      Rae had asked if Erza could also visit the palace, but unfortunately River somehow knew what her line of work was, and refused to allow her to come. She couldn’t blame him. Erza would have discovered why she was there after a singular visit. Although if he was sensible enough to deny Erza’s visit, why would he let Benji come? It was a bit insulting of Benji’s nature if River really believed he was that little of a threat and Rae did not appreciate him treating her friend this way. She wouldn’t complain though, in fear he would change his mind and she would go back to having no one from her other life here.

      Today, the entire group was spending the morning training, and shortly after Benji planned to stop by with a few apple pies for her to share with her friends. She wished she could tell him the pies were going to Gavriel and Rory. He would be thrilled to know the prince and princess enjoyed what he baked.

      “Harder, I am not going to break Rae,” the princess demanded after she had held back the full force of her powers sparring with her. In one fluid motion, she was able to use her air to carry dust from the dirt below their feet, creating a thin screen. Then she lashed out, sending a punch of air from the right where Rory would be unable to see it coming. The princess failed to block the hit and was thrown backwards to the ground.

      “Ouch, you’ve been practicing more haven’t you?” She exclaimed, rubbing her back as she stood again.

      “Aramis let me train my air abilities in his personal tower. I’ve been spending most of my nights there,” she admitted.

      “Good, I only want the best thrown at me, otherwise I am never going to get better at defending myself.” Rae had to give her credit no matter how many times she was knocked down or failed in the training courtyard she never gave up or backed down from a challenge. That quality alone might be what would save her the next time they met the Shadows.

      A large explosion of power across the courtyard commanded their attention from their own training. River and Gavriel had their swords locked and their water and fire abilities had collided with an explosion. Rae had seen Gavriel teach River how to imbue his sword with his abilities, and since then, River had easily picked up on the skill. Now, as they sparred with swords, their abilities lashed out at each other and battled every time their swords met.

      “Don’t kill each other,” Rory shouted, as the men were engaged in a deadly fight and show of power. “Gosh, do they ever know how to not take things too far? They are of no use to us against the Shadows if one of them kills the other in training.” Gavriel and River ignored her demand and only continued on training even harder.

      “Let’s work on our upper body strength while we wait for them to finish.” Rae had been showing Rory a series of exercises to help build muscle in her upper body. It would give her stronger control over her water and light and would give her the pure physical strength to not be taken down so easily in a fight. Currently, they hung from a ledge of an overhang in the courtyard pulling themselves up so their chins met the ledge and then hanging not letting themselves drop to the ground. Rory was showing major improvement with each day of training. They were even developing matching rough and calloused hands, and the two had even laughed about it recently.

      As the guys finished up their own training, they all gathered to discuss the plan for research today, speaking between sips of water. “Benji will be visiting today in the next hour, and then after I will head straight to the library and ask Matilda for more ancient scrolls to read through.”

      At the mention of Benji’s name, River become all too interested in what she had to say now. Frowning and giving him a weary look, she continued, “he will expect to see you today if that is okay with you.”

      “Sure, fine.”

      “I wish I could meet him,” Rory pouted. They had had this conversation a million times, every time concluding it was not worth the risk and many questions they would face.

      “You know Benji is nothing but nice. You could at least pretend to like that he wants to be your friend,” she shot at River.

      “He doesn’t need another friend. He has me,” Gavriel joked, although she could not tell if part of him might think that was true. Rolling her eyes, she went back to looking up at River.

      “Come on just give him a chance just this once. He just wants to be friends with you like I am.” She emphasized the last bit of the sentence and gave him a playful shove to the arm. Teasing him like this always easily got under his skin and she had to admit part of her loved knowing she could make him squirm a little. The tough guy act was just so tiring and there was obviously a lot more to him than just the quiet scary guy that trailed the prince around. It would be her new mission to find out what that more was.

      Gavriel was staring at his friend clearly expecting him to retort at Rae’s suggestion, yet he didn’t respond at all. He was just brooding and cleaning his sword now. “If it's such a bother to you, I will stop bringing him to see you. I can tell him you're off on some trip or some other lie.” As much as she cared to please Benji’s curiosity, she also didn’t want to make River extremely miserable, which is what this seemed to be doing based on how he was acting.

      “No,” he snapped without warning. An unexpected response, which seemed to surprise the entire group as she noticed the looks on Gavriel and Rory’s faces. Before anyone could get a read on his emotion, he schooled his facial expression into an unreadable calm.

      “Okay, I will bring him to see you soon then,” she gave a wave over her shoulder as she left to clean up before his arrival. River gave a quick nod, and she thought for a moment there was a small look of relief on his face. There was a lot more to uncover about him than she initial believed.
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        * * *

      

      Approaching the front palace gates, Rae could already see her friend waving small pies at her on display. “I brought two apple pies this time,” he shouted, beaming with pride like he had brought her a trove of treasure. There was honestly nothing he was more passionate about than the wonders he created baking. If there were an ability for baking like the other rare types of abilities, she suspected Benji would have been the master of it.

      “One for you and one for River,” he exclaimed as he was let through the gates. “Will we be seeing him today?” Already, without hesitation, he was eager to see River. She could not understand what he saw in River as a friend, when he was nothing but rude back to him. It was like he was determined to make him like him. She couldn’t imagine anyone had ever turned down Benji’s friendship. How could anyone, he was so damned nice?

      “He should be around. We can go for a walk and see if we bump into him,” she offered, knowing they certainly would after she orchestrated it this morning.

      They spent a bit of time strolling through the gardens, a kind Maldowi offering to hold on to the pies and keep them safe for Rae and River to grab whenever they pleased. Benji obsessed over the small vegetable garden growing in the palace garden. Sometimes she noticed when no one was looking Benji threw a bit of his ability towards the plants, helping the vegetables to flourish and thrive. No one would ever complain as they would have endless delicious and fresh vegetables with their meals now. He really had such a talent and Rae was envious at the good he could do with it. Air was not an elemental ability that was able to bring much good or happiness to anyone. Sometimes she wished she had been born with a different element, one she could have found a good job with, like tending to gardens with earth abilities or helping on a ship with water abilities. Air just made her a very good criminal, and she had just learned to embrace that destiny.

      Smiling she recalled the joy Benji’s whole family spread throughout the kingdom with their talents. Even as a child on the streets, his family had been kind to her. Allowing her to spend time at their bakery and home. Making her giggle as she would watch Benji’s father encourage fruits and vegetables to grow in their garden. They were the closest thing she had to family growing up on her own. At least until she had joined the crew at the Den.

      Finishing their tour of the gardens, Rae saw River making his way to them from the palace. He was walking with a bit of confidence to his step, and looked like he was on some mission. This was certainly a change of attitude from the morning.

      “Hi River,” Benji shouted, waving. River gave a quick wave of greeting back.

      “Have you come to join us and hang out for a little?” She asked, knowing he would agree.

      “Actually, the princess has sent me to ask for your assistance in a job,” he claimed with a serious tone to his news. Rae worried if Rory was interrupting her time with Benji it had to be important.

      Sad to see him leave she turned to apologize to Benji, “I’m sorry we didn’t have long today, I wish I could stay but I cannot deny the princess.”

      “That’s alright I understand.” They went to head for the front gates.

      “I didn’t say Benji had to go,” River almost whispered like he wasn’t so sure what he was saying.

      “What?” Now she was extremely skeptical about what River was up to. “And where would he go while I was working?”

      “I can hang out with him, show him around more. I don’t mind.” He said like it was that simple. What had gotten into him? With an unsure look, she decided what was the worst that could happen.

      “Okay, Benji, I will see you later before you leave then.” With a quick hug, she scowled at River over Benji’s shoulder. She didn’t trust him right now, but she also had zero ideas what he was playing at here.

      Heading back into the palace she watched as they continue off in a new direction, engaged in conversation. River was actually speaking to Benji, his usual quietness no where to be found. Something really had gotten into him today. This was far from normal. She supposed maybe he really did just want to make a friend around here. Everyone deserved a chance at true friendship, and she felt a twinge of sympathy towards River as she knew he desperately wanted that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      After asking three Maldowi and stalking around the palace for a while, Rae finally found Rory. She was reading in an alcove off of a hallway, seated on the cushioned bench of it. The alcove was built into a space in the wall where a window jutted out of the palace. It was small and cozy, the perfect place to read in peace unbothered. In hurrying off, she had not even bothered to ask River where she was needed or for what. Now she was beginning to regret that decision. As she approached the princess, she did not look in need of help and she had wasted a lot of time looking for her.

      “Hey, River said you requested my assistance,” she approached puzzled and now with a sinking feeling in her stomach.

      “He said that? He told me that you might come hang out with me today while he spent time getting to know Benji. I assumed you had orchestrated that.”

      “I knew nothing of this.” This entire situation was becoming increasingly strange. Why had River told them entirely different things?

      “You don’t think he would hurt Benji, right?”

      Worry filled her stomach and chest and she was spiraling into every worst case possibility now.

      “No, no, River would never harm someone like Benji.” Now Rory seemed to be growing concerned as well.

      “This is odd behavior though, right? Tell me this isn’t weird because I am starting to lose my mind a bit here.”

      “I mean it is odd, but I am sure they are fine. River probably did not want to admit to you that he actually likes hanging out with Benji.” They were both nodding their heads and in a sense were reassuring each other. “Why don’t you join me and relax for a little, then you can go back to Benji before he heads back into the city later?”

      As tempting as it sounded to relax, her time would be better spent training in the tower today before they all had to dive back into researching later. “I actually think I will go train in Aramis’ tower for a little, but I will catch up with you before we all meet in the library later.” Nose in her book Rory barely blinked in response to this. The pages in front of her had her full attention once again. Rae wondered how she found comfort in reading when she felt all they did lately was search through books for answers. Instead of information on a crown of shadows, these stories were romance novels that told of far away realms and love stories. From her understanding, they were rather enticing and often contained material that would make any girl blush.

      When she arrived at the tower, there was no need to unlock the door, as it was already opened. Peering inside, she found that Aramis was in the room, working on his own form of training. Not meaning to interrupt she contemplated just leaving, but her desire to learn got the best of her. Watching him was mesmerizing. He moved with the air in a whole new way. The movements were like watching a leaf floating on the wind. Always light on his feet, aware of his surroundings, and floating with graceful purpose.

      “Are you just going to stand out there?” he called over his shoulder without even looking at her. How he managed to do that, knowing she was there without looking, she had no idea?

      Shuffling in slowly, she felt a bit out of place after Aramis caught her lurking outside the door, watching him. Most of the baskets that lined the walls of the room had their lids off and the floor was littered with remnants of different elements and other objects used in his unconventional training methods. It was genius the way he found new methods to use air abilities and use the elements found around him to enhance his own power.

      “You are here rather early today. I had not been expecting anyone to visit while I was here.”

      “I had last second spare time and figured I may as well get more training in.” She provided, although she now felt guilt for disrupting his own personal time here.

      “No need to look so out of place. I told you, you’re always welcome here.” He gestured, waving his hands to encompass the room for emphasis.

      “Would you mind if I observed your own training for a little? I think I might learn more, seeing the ways you use your own power.” She had been aching for days now to ask to watch him, but had only worked up the courage now that he was here in front of her.

      “By all means, I would be happy to demonstrate.” The smile on his face told her she was in for an extravagant showing of power. The display that followed was nothing short of that. A tornado of swirling wind rose from the floor up the height of the tower within seconds. With a swish of one hand his usual dark powder he kept, combined with the tornado. It was terrifying and exceptional all at once, the way the dark power truly mimicked smokey shadows. Like a dark storm threatening ruin, the tornado grew in power and force. She felt a small tug, even from the safety of the wall, that pulled her towards the storm. Then, with a quick drop of his hands the tornado immediately disappeared, shrinking into nothingness and the darkness slowly floated back to the ground.

      “That was phenomenal,” awe coated her words. “I don’t understand how have you learned to copy the style of the Shadows so well with that substance alone.”

      “I have studied the Shadows closely over the years, preparing for their return.”

      “You’ve studied the Shadows,” she asked suddenly realizing maybe Aramis could help her with more than just working on her air abilities. “Do you know anything about the crown of shadows or where it might be?”

      “Unfortunately, as I have told Gavriel, I do not know its whereabouts today. Everything I have read on the Shadows is in these books from my own collection.” he gestured to a small bookcase against one of the walls. How she had never minded the books before she was unsure, but Rae figured these might be worth a shot to look at. They were growing desperate, and any new approach would help.

      “Would you mind if I looked at them?”

      “Help yourself. I should have offered my collection sooner, honestly. The king has me busy with many tasks these days. I had not even thought to mention it.”

      Browsing over the titles, Rae dragged her finger across the spines of the books, wishing one would stand out to her as useful. A few of the books were the same ones they had already read over in the royal library. There were ones on the history of the Dark Lands and instructional manuals on techniques for better controlling shadow abilities. There was also one book dedicated to the goddess of shadows herself. Rae was surprised that there was enough information known about Nyxenya to even fill an entire book. Pulling that book off the shelf to take with her, another caught her eye as well. It was one titled Shadow Lore, which seemed promising in terms of finding an old tale of where the crown was moved to. Placing the other book in her hands down, she flipped through the old and tattered pages. This was an ancient text filled with the legends and stories of the shadow people.

      As the pages turned, one particular story caught her eye, and she almost missed it as the pages flew by quickly. “Goddess above,” she gasped, flipping back to what she had seen as fast as possible. Aramis had moved behind her, glancing over her shoulder, trying to glimpse at what had taken her by such surprise.

      There, in the middle of a page in the center of this book, was a depiction she knew all too well. It was a drawing of a wolf like creature eerily similar to the one that had been carved into the wall of the temple. This was no coincidence it had to mean something.

      “That is the legend of Garmrot, a very old and ancient creature of the shadows. It is believed he was the pet of Nyxenya herself, carrying out her bidding.” Aramis recited from behind her. Scanning the words on the page, the story finally provided the piece of the puzzle they had been praying for these weeks.

      “I have to go find the others and share this. I know where the crown was moved.” She was already hurrying out the door, before Aramis had a chance to ask of what she read.

      She found Rory in the same alcove she had been in only shortly before. Grabbing her with little explanation, they raced to find Benji and River. When they discovered the two, they were in the kitchen and Benji was showing River what ingredients he used for his pies that made them so delicious. It was odd seeing River engaged in such a simple conversation and act. It almost seemed out of place from his usual broody self. He was even smiling, helping Benji find different foods around the kitchen.

      “I am so sorry to interrupt what looks to be delicious fun, but River we need you. It's an emergency.” His relaxed posture and facial expression vanished within a moment, and his demeanor became his usual seriousness once again.

      “Benji, I will see you again soon. I will have a messenger send word of when you can visit next as soon as I am able.” She smiled at him and gave him a farewell hug. This feeling never got any better always having to say goodbye to her friend who always brought a sense of normalcy with his visits. One of the Maldowi in the kitchen offered to escort him to the gates, and the three of them hurried off to find Gavriel.
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        * * *

      

      The library was usually a sanctuary from the outside world and the royal responsibilities that plagued Gavriel’s life. Today, however, all of that was forgotten as he sat with Lord Rainald’s daughter, Jade. As he was reading through more old texts and scrolls desperately searching for answers, she had shown up and sat with him. According to her, her father had told her the king suggested she spend more time with Gavriel and that had apparently meant she decided to find him right that moment.

      His father was making this mission incredibly difficult, already assuming he would fail over the next week. Ignoring her presence, he continued on with his reading. There was no need to hide what type of texts he was looking at, as she would assume he was just educating himself on his enemy. Any good future king would have done the same. They would be a fool to ascend the throne unprepared and with no knowledge of opposing forces to their rule.

      “My father has extended my stay in Veena for a few months. He says it will allow me more time to spend with you, my prince.” Great, even more time he would have to spend pretending to care about finding a future bride. Why was it that everyone else was so interested in his love life and who he married? He had no interest in just marrying any woman who held power and status. Then he would be trapped in an eternity of a loveless marriage.

      “Mhm,” he pressed on in his research barely acknowledging the news.

      “He also said the king suggested we arrange to dine together more often. I would be honored to join you at any of your dinners,” she was twirling one of her braids around her finger. Her dark hair was carefully arranged into neat braids, some with exquisite beads of gold and bronze. Her other hand was toying with a small flame as she bounced it across each of her fingers. This was likely a major part of why his father pushed them together. Two fire abilities would have a higher chance of having offspring with fire abilities like the king himself.

      “I think we are a perfect match, one that Veena would proudly rejoice…” before finishing her thought Jade was interrupted by the library doors flying open, and three people running in gasping for breath.

      “We have been looking everywhere for you,” Rae shouted at Gavriel between struggling breaths.

      “And who are you exactly?” Jade sneered in her direction, clearly displeased to have her alone time with the prince snatched away.

      “Rae, who are you?” The thief scowled at Jade, stealing every ounce of dignity from her at that moment. Her glare could have cut straight through even the toughest of guards in that moment, and Gavriel was unsure how Jade had not yet sprinted from the room or simply evaporated where she sat. With a low growl, the flame she had been bouncing across her fingers burst, doubling and then went out. Extremely dramatic, in Gavriel’s opinion.

      “We really need to discuss something with you,” Rory cut in, trying to diffuse the tension in the room.

      “Leave us Jade,” he commanded. She looked at him, mouth open with surprise, that he would dismiss her so easily. Flinging the chair out hard behind her, she stood and began to storm out of the library.

      Pausing directly next to Rae for all of a moment, she whispered, “he would never stoop so low as to give you even a moment of consideration.” Satisfied with her insult, she stalked off, nose in the air, uncaring of who overheard what she had said.

      Gavriel tried to meet Rae’s gaze, hoping to reassure her that was the furthest from the truth. He had no interest in Jade, nor would he ever. The only woman he wanted to give any moment of his time to was Rae. Yet, she was not even looking in his direction, instead she was focused entirely on a book in her hands he had never seen before.

      Flipping the book open on the desk, she pointed to a page she had stopped on. “The legend of the Garmrot. This is the answer we have been looking for all along.” Unconvinced that a legend would help them much, Gavriel angled himself to get a better look at the story written on the Garmrot. Immediately, he recognized the symbol at the top of the page as the wolf carving from the temple. Maybe this was the information they had been searching for. Rae pointed at a paragraph halfway down the page.

      “The Garmrot is believed to watch over the Bloodred Mountains in the West of Apricus. Mountains! This is exactly what we have been looking for. The carvings were trying to reference this legend as a hint at which mountain range they moved the crown to.”

      As Rae explained this theory, Gavriel finished reading over the rest of the short legend. This creature was one of the goddess Nyxenya’s and like the goddess there was minimal information known about the creature. The story also mentioned that the Shadows believed the beast lived atop the highest peak of the mountain range, the mountain Helren. This did pose a promising lead as to where the crown of shadows may be hidden. If there was some form of a cave or dwelling at the peak of this mountain, it would make a perfect spot to hide an ancient crown. A spot no one would likely think to look and one where no one would often tread or stumble across. It made logical sense the more the prince considered it.

      “Where did you find this book?” Gavriel almost forgot to ask, since this was not one of the books they had been looking over in the library.

      “Aramis had it in his personal collection. He let me look through his books today.” This entire time, his uncle had the solution to their problem sitting tucked away on an old bookshelf. Gavriel wanted to kick himself for not thinking about asking Aramis for more help sooner.

      “Well, I am glad you found this. I think we should plan to head for the Bloodred Mountains as soon as we can. Tomorrow morning we head out. I need to speak with my father right now.”

      Before he could move to get up, he noticed Rory was fidgeting with her hands and staring downward. Rae took notice of the princesses odd behavior as well. “You’re ready for this. I trained you myself. I know you are capable of facing the Shadows again.”

      “It’s not that. I know I am ready, but you all are forgetting that the Bloodred Mountains border the Dark Lands. We will have to trek right by their borders to get there.” The prince had forgotten and now understood why she was so hesitant to rush off.

      “It is a risk we will have to take. We cannot afford not to go if the crown is actually there. We will take precautions and avoid the Shadows as best we can.” Saying this, he was not only trying to console his sister and the others, but also trying to convince himself this was their best option.

      “If we are risking running into the Shadows, we need more back up,” Rae suggested.

      “I could pick a few of the better and more skilled royal guards,” River offered wearily.

      “No, we can’t take that risk. This needs to remain quiet. We don’t need to start a panic.” Gavriel knew they could not involve anyone else in the royal palace on this mission. His father would never approve of it. That would make him look weak and like he worried over the Shadows he claimed to have complete power over.

      “I think I know someone we could ask,” Rae timidly said. “They are as skilled as I am if not more and they will be discrete in the matter.”

      “Alright, you three go to recruit them to this mission while I go and speak with the king.” Gavriel trusted Rae enough to know whoever she was suggesting join their group would be both capable and able to keep this mission quiet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The familiar scent of liquor and food slammed into Rae in an overwhelming greeting, rendering the rest of her senses useless for a moment. Once the initial feeling overpowering her subsided, she was able to think with a clear head. They needed to head down to the basement for what they came for.

      “Follow me,” leading them through the crowd of people, they made their way to the stairs in the back of the Den. Heading down the stairs the merry tones of people celebrating traveled in the air. As the meeting room came into sight, they could now see there were about ten people all seated with drinks around the large table. They were all laughing, clashing cups together, and celebrating a successful job, from what Rae could tell.

      Those who worked for Maxim often gathered to celebrate like this after the large jobs they had completed. Rae had participated in similar rejoice many of the times. “Rae!” Many of them shouted as they caught sight of her standing in the entryway to the room, holding up their drinks in a toast to her. She inched into the room to make room for the two companions she brought along with her.

      Their entrance was less welcomed and turned unfriendly fast. The cohort of criminals seated at the table was on their feet in less than a second each drawing different weapons of choice and some even calling their elements to hand. Royals were unwanted in the Den and never bore good news.

      “What are they doing here?” one person hissed. “Stand down. They are with me.”

      The majority returned their weapons back to their sides and let go of their elements. Only one man disobeyed her order and continued to stand his ground; sword drawn and a stream of water wrapped like a large bangle around his other arm. Rae did not know this man well, only that he was hired muscle for Maxim at times.

      “I’ll give you one more chance. Stand down.”

      A cold chill ran through the room. Not a single person daring to move or challenge Rae’s command. All of them waiting to see if the man would back down or lash out. Neither was what followed. Instead, Rae felt a brush against her arm as Rory moved in front of her.

      “Run back to your palace princess. This is no place for you,” the man taunted, laughing in her face. That was enough to snap any restraint that had been holding back the princess. She reached out her arm and pulled backwards, grabbing hold of control over the man’s water. It tugged him forward as she pulled on it, and he stumbled.

      She kicked out hard and fast, sticking his lower legs, tripping him so he landed flat on his face. His sword clattered to the ground loudly beside him, water sweeping it up before he could grab hold of it again. The stream of water delivered the blade to the princess, and she pointed it straight into his back.

      “You were saying?” She lifted the sword away from him. “You have ten seconds to get out of my sight.” Without further argument, the man chose to leave, scoffing as he left.

      “I like her,” Erza said, breaking the silence from the end of the table, arms crossed. For a moment, the two friends just stared each other down, neither flinching nor giving in. Then finally Erza cracked a grin and Rae did the same. The two rushed past everyone to meet each other in the middle and embraced. This had been the longest they had ever been apart over the past few years.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too but right now we need your help,” Rae eyed around the room carefully, unsure how much she could say with everyone else here.

      “We require the meeting space, take the celebration upstairs,” Erza shooed the rest of them out of the room, exaggerating with her hands so they would hurry. Once everyone had exited the room, Rae, River, and Rory joined her at the table.

      “We’ve come to ask for your help with a mission. We need more power and back up, and you are the strongest person I know.”

      “Let me guess, it has to do with the Shadows stirring.” River and Rory both looked at Erza with shock painted on their faces, but Rae remained neutral. Erza always knew every secret there was to know in Veena, and it was not shocking she would have heard whispers of this by now.

      “Yes, we need to find the crown of shadows. We believe we know where it is.”

      “And where might that be?”

      “The Bloodred Mountains.” Out of everything she had already said, this seemed to shock her the most. “Those are near the Dark lands. It would be ludicrous to travel to them.”

      “We have to. It's worth the risk. Please Erza, I wouldn’t be asking if it was not urgent, you know this.” Contemplating whether to agree, she began toying with her abilities, growing vines up each of their chairs. They all kept still. Erza may be her friend, but she was also always unreadable and unpredictable. There was no telling what her vines could do if someone angered her.

      “I will agree under one condition.”

      “And what would that be?” River leaned forward finally breaking his silencing.

      “I want to bring along my best spy with us. You need more power and he will provide that. Plus, I trust him more than I will ever trust a royal.” She sneered in Rory and River’s direction, asserting that she would only be doing this for Rae’s sake.

      “Who is this spy of your,” River questioned. He would never allow anyone he deemed untrustworthy or a risk to come along.

      “Oh, I think you know him pretty well actually,” chuckling she got up, heading for the doorway. “Come I’ll introduce you to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Leaving behind the chants and cheers of patrons in the Den, the group followed Erza through the dark streets of Veena. Leading them to wherever her spy resided, with zero hint as to who it was. In all the time Rae had been friends with her, she had never once revealed who her contacts or spies were. This one must be talented and extremely powerful if she was willing to give up his identity to them to bring him on the mission.

      After a short walk through the brisk autumn night, they finally arrived at what appeared to be their destination. Stopping in front of a shop with no lights on and the door likely locked. “What are we doing here? Is this where you meet him?” Rae asked finally realizing where she had taken them.

      All four of them stood outside the most popular bakery in the entire city, also the most unlikely meeting rendezvous for criminals. There was an alleyway beside the bakery and Erza made her way down it not bothering to check if they were following. Behind the bakery, there was a small set of stairs leading to a basement, which most would assume was spare storage for the shop. Rae was not quite sure why they would find anyone down there, and yet Erza knocked with a specific beat on the door.

      After what seemed like ages, the door finally cracked open and they let themselves in. It was dark and cold in the cement surrounded room. Rae could not see where Erza had moved to in the room, but she felt Rory grab her hand in the dark and could feel River’s back pressed to her own. They all stood back to back, waiting for whoever they were here to meet to make an appearance.

      “I can use my light so we can see.” Before anyone was able to agree, a source of light flickered to life, revealing the room they were standing in. Erza was standing at the far end of the room next to a man whom Rae immediately recognized.

      “Benji,” it was not her who spoke, but River.

      “Why are we meeting your spy in his bakery and why is he here for this?” Rae added to River’s questioning.

      “I’m sorry I lied to you both.” Benji looked more confident than usual, and his tone was less lighthearted than he typically acted.

      “I’m confused. What do you mean lied to us? What’s going on here Erza?” The pair looked at each other like they shared some secret they needed to let out.

      “Benji is my spy Rae.” She was looking her up and down like she was afraid Rae might combust right there and then. Stunned, words wouldn’t form and emotion was flooding through her body in waves. Betrayal, hurt, and confusion all plagued her as she realized what this all meant.

      “You’ve been working for Erza this entire time? Were you ever even my friend or were you just doing your job always gathering information from me?” she spat at the man she had thought was her best friend. Now she realized this had been a facade, and she had been played so easily.

      “It’s not like that Rae,” he took a step towards her but she backed away accidentally knocking into River. For once, he did not give her a hassle and just rested a hand on her shoulder in support.

      “How can I even trust a word you say!” Hurt coated every one of the words as she yelled them.

      Benji only flinched slightly in response; pained by her accusation. It was Erza who offered answers instead. “Benji has worked for me for a few years now. The market is one of the best places to collect gossip and secrets. He reports to me on what he hears there daily. No one would ever expect the innocent baker, its perfect. Genius actually,” she admired her own work.

      “Rae, I promise none of this affected our friendship. You’ve always been my friend. I met Erza long after I met you.”

      “So this entire time you’ve known what I actually do at the Den.”

      “Yes.” His eyebrows furrowed, and he seemed anxious to move on from all the questions. Everyone shifted uncomfortably around her, waiting for her to respond. Honestly, she had no idea what to say or how she was feeling. An entire part of her life just exploded in her face, none of it reality. How had she never once suspected? She’d never even seen Erza and Benji interact.

      “Look, I know you’re upset…”

      “Upset! I’m furious with you two!”

      “Rightfully, and you can yell at us all you want later, but from my understanding you need us right now and you have no time to waste.” In all of her fury, Rae had almost forgotten why they were here or why they even needed these two.

      “You said your spy was powerful and that we needed his strength. We are supposed to believe he’s as powerful as you insinuated?” River seemed strained in getting the question out, but asked nonetheless. Vines shot out at the speed of light, wrapping around the three and then slamming them into a cement wall. As they fell, the ground opened up below them, swallowing them in a pit.

      “You were saying?” Benji boasted and then raised them back to ground level with barely a flick of a finger.

      “Benji has been training with Maxim and I over the past few years. I wasn’t going to leave my best spy vulnerable if he was ever discovered.”

      “Fine you’ve made your point, but it isn’t us who has the final say. It’s her,” Rory nodded to Rae and River only shook his head in agreement. They were trusting her enough to make this decision for them. All she had wanted was to earn a place in their group, and finally she had done so. Yet, now she was not so sure she wanted all this weight on her shoulders. Her emotions were running high, and she was not sure she could make a sound decision.

      “I… I don’t know. This is all a lot.” Her hands were shaking and it would not be long before she began trembling with anger and stress.

      “Please Rae, let me make it all up to you. I want to help anyway I can.” Flashes from their childhood were playing in her mind. Remembering the way they used to chase each other down the streets. Always causing trouble and messing with all the shop keepers around the city. They had been thick as thieves. Only now she was a thief and it turns out he was a spy. For the boy she knew growing up who was always kind to her when no one else was, she owed him this second chance.

      “Fine, but this does not mean I forgive you both yet. We do need you, and I will put aside my grievances for the good of the mission.”

      “We leave tomorrow. Meet us at the palace gates,” Rory informed them, beckoning Rae and River to follow her out. Benji and Erza only gave solemn nods, confirming they would be there.
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        * * *

      

      Gavriel requested an audience with the king the moment he learned where the crown might be hidden. It was only now hours later that he was granted this request. The king was belittling him by pushing off his request until the last moment. Trying to make him feel less than as he always did all Gavriel’s life. Growing up in the palace, however luxurious it seemed from the outside, was far from it. The continual pressure to be perfect and compliant. Cruel punishments if he did not surpass his father’s expectations or if he pushed back.

      It was an endless loop that was becoming more of an annoyance by the day. When he arrived, the throne room was empty, only the large silver chair placed on a dais. It was intimidating even on its own without the unforgiving ruler seated on it.

      There was an invisible pull luring him in, his feet moving on their own. Closer and closer, the throne only looked bigger as he moved towards it. It did not mean power to him, it only meant shackles. The loss of his freedom and ability to make his own choices.

      “Admiring your future position?” The voice came from behind him, in the entryway to the throne room. He had to admit he never expected the king to enter this way. It was always through his own personal passage behind the throne. Gavriel did not give his father the satisfaction of seeing him squirm at the surprise.

      “I was only getting a better look, rare I ever see it empty like this.” He met his father’s stare refusing to back down.

      “Why have you disrupted me and demand an audience?”

      “We have located where the crown is, the Bloodred Mountains.”

      “That is out past the Dark lands. I cannot send you out there, provoking the Shadows even further.”

      “We will not cross through their lands. We need to get the crown before them.”

      The king contemplated the idea. “And if the crown is not there?”

      “It will be. I can feel it. The Shadows cannot get to it first, or this war will be over before it even begins. They will overpower us easily with Nox and the crown.” Playing on what he knew would fuel his father’s anger most he hoped it was enough to get him to agree.

      “The Shadows will never be powerful enough to overtake us. I will scorch them from this kingdom before that ever happens. I did it once before. Do not underestimate me Gavriel,” his temper was showing. He grabbed Gavriel by the neck and let his fire show. Clenching, the king squeezed, blocking the air from Gavriel’s throat. It took everything in him to use his own abilities to prevent the fire from burning his skin too badly.

      “At least you aren’t entirely weak,” his father spat throwing him aside. The prince rubbed his neck. It felt sore and was likely tinted red from the little heat he could not control. “I will allow you and your little group to go, but if you fail me this time, you might as well not come back. You will either bring back the crown or you will die a hero trying. There is not room for failure here Gavriel.” He knew his father meant what he said, that he would rather his son die than come back an embarrassment.

      “We will not disappoint you, father. I will give my life to preventing the Shadows from taking this kingdom if I must.” This seemed to satisfy him for the time being, as he nodded and made his way up to his throne.

      Sitting, he answered, “You will leave tomorrow, take what supplies you need but you will not take any of the royal guard with you.”

      “Thank you, father,” he bowed his head in respect.

      “Now get out of my sight and do not come back until you have a crown of shadows for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning Erza and Benji were waiting right outside the palace gates when Rae and the rest of the group brought the horses, packed with satchels for the trip, out from the royal stables. On top of the same horse as last time, she also led two extra horses behind her for the pair to ride. The trip to the Bloodred Mountains would take about five days to reach traveling by horseback, potentially six if they went the longer route to avoid getting too close to the Dark Lands.

      The moment they set out on the road Rae regretted agreeing to let Benji and Erza come along. Both kept trying to trot next to her and make small talk, working their way up to some half meant apology she did not want to hear. They might be ready to move on like everything was normal, but she was still trying to process this all. A big chunk of her life turned out to be a lie.

      Rae could hear someone speeding up next to her again and turned to snap, “I said I’m not ready…” Looking over she realized it was Rory by her side, not Erza or Benji. “Oh, sorry. That wasn’t meant for you,” frustration resided and her shoulders relaxed a little.

      “I only came to check on you. I can see you're struggling with something.” Rory was always adept at reading people. Rae knew it would come in handy, but wished she wouldn’t always read her. Not that she would not discuss with her what had happened, it just felt too soon to know how she truly felt. The princess only tilted her head, waiting patiently for an answer.

      “I’ll be alright. At least that’s one good thing about this long trek. I have plenty of time to get over it.” A soft laugh managed to escape her lips.

      “I don’t think you have to get over it. What they did, lying to you, it was wrong. You trusted them and they broke that. I do however think you should talk. The way you’ve spoken of them, they seemed to be people you truly cared about, and I think that warrants at least a conversation.” Sympathy rolled off her tongue with each word. Rae hated being the object of pity. Even Gavriel and River both had approached her with caution and kindness, like she was some ticking time bomb ready to explode any moment now. She didn’t blame them, since last night she had been more on edge than usual and lost to her own thoughts. How was she going to allow herself to move past this?

      Trust was always something she struggled with growing up. Erza and Benji were supposed to be her constant, the people she could rely on and know they would never turn their backs on her like most had. Instead, it turned out they had been working behind her back together and left her out of it. The betrayal was searing at her heart, threatening to burn a hole straight through.

      “I think deep down I know I owe them a conversation. I’m just not ready yet.” With a nod, the princess left it at that.

      Many hours into the first day of travel and the group was on pace to make it to the mountains within five days. An awkward silence had been hovering over them throughout the entirety of today’s travel. Rae had not spoken with anyone since her conversation with Rory at the beginning of their journey. The only people conversing were River and Gavriel ahead of her, who spoke in low whispers no one else could hear. It would soon be nightfall and they would need to find a safe and convenient location to set up camp.

      As Rae began to scout for places, they may be able to stop for the night. The prince dropped off from riding with his friend and joined her. “River and I were discussing who should take what tents.” This was not at all the conversation she’d expected to have with him right now. She had to admit she was surprised he wasn’t asking if she was okay, like everyone else. They still had barely had time to speak since the night of the ball and Rae was beginning to believe she dreamt the whole thing up. Gavriel seemed indifferent to how she was and the fact that they shared a kiss.

      “Given that you obviously do not want to share a tent yet with Erza or Benji, we think that Rory should stay with Erza and River with Benji. They are new to the group and need to earn trust here, so for now, they will be watched at all times.” The statement dripped with distaste for the pair.

      Lowering his voice, “I’m sorry for what happened. I wish I was there when you found out everything.”

      “That’s alright it wouldn’t have changed the truth. I just want to forget about it for now.” If River and Benji were sharing a tent and Rory and Erza, that only left one last tent.

      “So, does this mean you and I will be in the last tent together?” A devilish grin grew on his face as he turned to meet her gaze.

      “I figured you might want to finish where we left off the last time we shared a tent, Azala,” saying nothing further he picked up speed again and moved back to River’s side. Heat rushed to her cheeks as her head was filled with memories of them pressed up against each other in the tent. She couldn’t control her desire as her thoughts wandered to what the prince’s statement meant.
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        * * *

      

      All of River’s time spent hanging out with Benji and wondering why he could not stop thinking about this man, and this is where it got him. Completely blindsided and feeling foolish for underestimating him, believing him to be an innocent baker. The thought never once crosses his mind that Benji could be a spy.

      “Are you disappointed with me?” River whispered to Gavriel, hoping to avoid attracting the attention of everyone else.

      “Disappointed? Why would I be?”

      “I failed you. I’m supposed to be your most trusted friend and protector, and I had no idea a spy was visiting the palace every day.”

      “No one saw this coming. I do not blame you.” Relief washed over River as he realized the prince was truly not mad. He would not have begrudged his friend if he no longer had faith in his abilities. Being a skilled protector was all River felt he was good for. Without that, he was nothing and no one. Risking a glance at Benji, he saw that he was trailing in the back of the group with Erza keeping a healthy distance from everyone. A flash of anger and sadness both hit him the moment his eyes met Benji’s.

      “You know it's alright if you feel upset too.” Gavriel was staring at him. Of course, his friend could see right through him no matter how hardened he kept his features.

      “If anyone should be mad, it’s Rae. I barely know the guy,” he huffed, trying to convince himself that he should not care that Benji had lied to him. Reality was he did care, and he didn’t have time to figure out why.

      “Let’s just hope they are as good as they say they are or we may all end up killed by the end of this all and it won’t even matter then.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time dark rolled around, the group had found a space to camp for the night that was set a little off the main road. The tents were already pitched, and they had all ate dinner around a small fire. Erza and Benji had used their abilities to build up the shrubs and bushes near their camp to help conceal that they were there.

      Heading into his own tent, Gavriel found that Rae was already seated atop a bedroll and changed out of the clothing she was wearing earlier. In a simple nightgown with her hair down, she looked so naturally breathtaking. He could not get enough of her, daring to let his gaze rest on her for a few more moments. The way her eyes flickered up to meet his stare, caused him to become immediately lost in them. They were the richest shade of brown with what looked like little gold flecks.

      Biting her lip, she teased, “enjoying the view much.” He immediately looked away and moved towards his own bedroll to change. The effect she had on him was dizzying. He felt like he lost all of his senses and she was all that filled his mind. This was only the first of many nights on the road and he was already aching to be with her, to kiss her again. He couldn’t tell if she felt the same way, but he had to know.

      Abandoning his own bedroll, he sat next to Rae on hers. She was thumbing over and fidgeting with the hem of her nightgown like she was nervous. Without thinking or second guessing, he reached out and pulled her hand into his. Placing a light kiss on each knuckle, he also stroked her hand with his thumb. He needed more of her, needed to place a kiss on every inch of her skin. Working his way up until he found her soft, delicate lips.

      He started moving his way up her arm, shifting closer to her to be able to reach. As he did so, she began to lean backwards, opening herself up to him. Gently, he guided her down onto her back, climbing over her. With his arm rested beside her head, he held her cheek in his hand, cupping it and staring straight into her beautiful eyes. He wanted her to know she was safe with him. No harm would come to her ever again.

      There was hesitation in her glance, and he could feel every muscle in her body tense. “It’s okay, we don’t have to,” he shifted, so he was to the side of her.

      “I want to, I do. It’s just…” She trailed off her words laced with sadness.

      “Who hurt you, Azala,” Gavriel whispered barely audible. It pained him to know someone had broken her like this, ripped away her trust, and physically hurt her. A gentle touch brushed against his cheek as she reached out for him. Holding firmly to him, she dipped her head in and kissed him lightly.

      “A few years ago, I was with a man who had fire abilities. I didn’t know any better. I craved his love and affection. I had never had that before.” As the words left her mouth, Gavriel felt like someone had stabbed him. How could anyone have ever treated her like this? “After a while, he became possessive. Eventually, when I tried to leave, he grabbed me and burned me so badly not even a healer could get rid of the marks.” Her gaze dropped and she would not meet his eyes. Gavriel willed her to look up. She had nothing to be ashamed of. A healer in Veena would have been expensive and he could only imagine what she gave up to try visiting one. “He said if he could not have me, then he would make sure no one wanted me.” That was the last straw. He could feel the fire in him raging to be let loose. He was furious and wanted to incinerate whoever this man was for even laying a hand on her. It was absurd that he had gotten away with this. Gavriel would burn the world to the ground until someone payed for this.

      “No one will ever touch you like that again.” He growled, trembling with anger.

      “I just can’t stop hearing those words. Every time we get close or when you saw my scars, I couldn’t help but think you would think I’m damaged. That you really wouldn’t want me.” The prince saw that one of her hands had moved to hover over the scar. Slowly, he pulled at the bottom of her nightgown, urging her to let him remove it. She sat up and helped him guide the gown over her head.

      With the layer gone he could finally see every bit of her clearly. His eyes fell immediately on the scars, and he could make out the faint shapes of handprints. A burn that bad, he imagined the pain would be unbearable.

      “They are disgusting, I know.” The disappointment in her face broke his heart. Little did she realize that was far from the truth.

      “They are beautiful.” His fingertips ran over the surface of the scars, the skin delicate. Her eyes widened with surprise and slowly her brow furrowed, skeptical of what he was saying. “Rae, you are so strong, probably the most powerful person I know. These scars prove how brave you are. They tell a tale of a girl who faced the worst and came out on top.” Slowly he could feel her muscles relax. She was finally beginning to trust him.

      “Beautiful courage. That is all I see.”

      The intensity of her gaze bore into him. There was a small part of her still holding up the wall between them.

      “I want to show you something,” Gavriel said. Removing his shirt he turned, so that Rae had a clear view of his back. Small, faint marks trailed along his back. The pinkish scars faded over the years, but still a reminder of what he survived as a child. Had the healers not removed the majority of them, Gavriel’s back would have been fully covered in the burn scars. He had only been able to hide a few from the palace healers, allowing them mark him permanently before they had the chance to heal them properly. They were hard to see now unless you were really looking at his back.

      “What are these from,” Rae whispered, trailing her fingers delicately along his back.

      “My father’s punishments as a child, this was how he insisted I gain control over fire.”

      “He burned you?” the horror in her voice did not surprise him.

      “We are more alike than you think, Azala,” he shifted to press his forehead to Rae’s. “I hid these marks and kept them as a reminder, that I will never let anyone overpower me like that again.”

      With that, she let go, her walls dropping and her desires taking over. This is what Gavriel had been dreaming of every night since the ball. Within a second, she threw herself forward and kissed him hard. There was a desperate need to do it, a want that could not be satisfied by just one kiss.

      Pulling back for a moment he asked, “are you sure you want this?” Sitting bare in front of him there was nothing to hide the attraction they felt between them.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Rae would not be the first girl Gavriel spent the night with but right now he hoped she would be the last. “Have you been with someone like this before?” he asked as he crawled over, while she was now laying on her back.

      She shook her head, “No, not really. I’ve kissed guys before, but nothing more.” Panic crept onto her face and he quickly reassured her.

      “That’s okay. There’s nothing wrong with that. We will take things slow.”

      Allowing him to touch her was a big step for tonight. He did not want to rush her into anything. With no nightgown in the way, he was able to move his hands freely along her body. Giving a playful bite to her lip, he moved to cup her breast. She breathed a small laugh against his skin and deepened their kiss in response.

      As he continued to caress her, she moved her hands down, starting at his chest and drifting to the pants he was still wearing. Pressing against her, she could likely feel how badly he ached for her. Her fingers danced around his waistband.

      “Not yet,” he growled in a low voice. She gave a little tug in protest. “I want you to know the pleasures of being touched, before I receive it myself.” His hand slid down her body to the top of her thigh. She moved into his touch, begging for him to continue further.

      “Please,” she whimpered to him.

      Their kissing intensified again, and he slid her undergarments aside with his fingers. Her legs moved further apart, inviting him to go further. Rae slid her fingers through Gavriel’s hair and grasped at the back of his neck. There was a slight pinch as she squeezed in response to him finally sliding his fingers along her apex. She arched her back in response, moving her hips, desperately begging for more.

      Their tongues collided, and he swore he would taste every inch of her one of these nights. After teasing her and forcing her to wait, he gave in and pushed two fingers in. She gasped in pleasure, moving her hips to try to match his movements.

      “You drive me crazy,” Rae managed to say.

      “Shh, I want to hear how badly you want me, Azala.” His fingers quickened their pace to keep up with Rae’s own movements.

      “I want you,” she moaned breathlessly.

      “Show me.” His forehead pressed to hers and a mischievous smile was forming. He could tell she was close to release. Any moment and she would be thrown into pure bliss. Her movements were more desperate and as he thrust his fingers again, she arched and let out a deep moan. She was trembling, but no longer in fear. This was entirely pleasure.

      “I have never felt anything like that,” she struggled between breaths.

      “I told you I would show you the pleasures of touch, and I always keep my word.” Beside her, he nipped at her ear playfully after pressing a small kiss to it. Again, her hand moved for his waistline. Before it made it, he grabbed her hand into his own. Holding it to his chest, he said, “Slow, remember. I think for now we should get some sleep before travel tomorrow.”

      Her eyebrows closed in to each other and she frown. “I promise we will get the chance to do more soon.”

      “Well, I’m glad I know you keep your promises,” she teased, winking at him. Gavriel moved his own bedroll next to hers, so they were able to sleep cuddled up together. He pulled her tightly into his embrace, and the pair drifted into sleep easily. Exhausted from a day of travel and a night of pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      A few more days and nights passed, the group continuing to make good time on their travel. Each night Gavriel spent with Rae he found himself longing for her more and more. They slept entangled in each other’s arms, a perfect fit. There was no opportunity for much more to happen between them than what had on the first night. On the fifth day of travel, the group approached the Dark Lands borders. “Everyone stay alert. We are close to the Dark Lands,” Gavriel warned. Being this close to shadow territory also meant they would be in the mountains before night. They just needed to stay undetected for the next few hours.

      The border to the Dark Lands looked like they could be in the territory itself. There were no homes or cities within their site, and it was eerily empty. Trees and shrubs grew here, but beyond that there were not many signs of vegetation, or life for that matter. “I will honestly be much happier once we make it out of here,” Rory said with a shiver.

      Every sound or feeling had the group on edge. They needed to hurry through without making any stops. Soon, in the distance, they were able to see the mountains they were aiming for. Large peaks reaching for the sky which were stained with a reddish tint. It was why they were named the Bloodred Mountains.

      Luckily, they had not encountered any shadows while passing through the bordering territory. Gavriel notice that ahead of him Rae was finally speaking briefly with Erza and Benji. They had barely talked over the last few days. As much as he still did not trust them, he knew it pained Rae to not be speaking with them. He was happy she was trying to make things right between them all.

      The Bloodred Mountains moved closer and closer, and finally after five full days they made it to the base. With night rapidly approaching, they would need to camp here and make the climb come morning. Dismounting their horses, they found an area to tie them off and build their tents. Gavriel could feel that everyone was on edge, knowing that tomorrow they would find the answer to their questions. Tomorrow, everything would change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tonight’s dream was different from what all the others had been. This time Rae was not alone. There was a presence beside her, keeping pace and running to the same girl she always was trying to find. The presence felt large. She did not dare to risk the time looking over. If she was too slow, she would not make it to the girl in time. Even though the presence felt powerful and dark, Rae was not afraid. She somehow knew deep down it was not here to hurt her. The storm that was chasing her however had other intentions. If she was too slow and it caught up, there would be no escaping its grasp. Coming upon the field, she knew all too well she flew through it without hesitations, and breezed her way to the other side. It was only a short distance now to where she always found the girl sitting on the edge of the water. There was little time left. Rae had to make it before whatever was chasing her found them. When the water finally came into view, she halted after bursting through the trees. The girl was not in her usual spot, nor was she anywhere to be seen. Panic and dread washed over Rae. What if she was too late and the thing hunting her got to the girl?

      A noise beside her snapped her back to attention. The dark presence that had followed her was growing and shifting. It was hard to make out what it was at first. Then the vague form of an animal became more apparent, four strong legs and black fur that was made of wisps of shadow. The creature was dark as night besides two piercing red eyes. As the shifting shadows settled, Rae realized she was face to face with a wolf. She took a slow step backwards out of fear that she had misjudged this animal not wanting to hurt her. Holding its gaze, she did not dare look away in case the predator struck. As she was about to turn and run, the wolf did something she least expected. Moving its front paws forward, it leaned into a low bow with its head down. It was showing respect and obedience to her. Before she could even question why, she suddenly felt like she was being shaken.

      Her eyes flew open immediately and settled on the prince who was hovering over her. His hair was slightly messed up, and he still was wearing the shirt he had slept in. As his stare met hers and then fell to her lips, his own mouth broke into a small smile. Before he could act on his desire, Rae sat up and kissed the prince.

      “What was that for?”

      “Oh, you know the usual. Our lives are in danger. The Shadows hunting us, a scary beast of a shadow goddess might be awaiting our arrival today,” she shrugged. “I just would not want to die today knowing I did not get to kiss a handsome prince this morning.” Rising from her bedroll, she got to work cleaning everything up and getting changed into different clothing.

      “So you admit it?”

      “Admit what?”

      “You think I’m handsome.” His arms were crossed in front of his chest and a smug look plastered his face.

      “Don’t go getting a big head now,” she stopped right in front of him, moving only inches away from his face. Close enough that if either moved even the slightest, their lips would brush. Rae loved toying with the prince. They had both teased each other and bantered back and forth since they met. Now there was an added level of intimacy to it. Hovering with barely any space between their mouths, Rae found the prince’s eyes watching her, waiting for her to make a move. Instead of giving in to what he wanted from her, slowly she spun away from him and tried to make the movement as seductive as she could. She wanted to leave him longing for her. It felt good to have someone want her.

      The prince’s stare could have burned a hole straight through her as she strode out of their tent, leaving him to wonder when she would next give in to what they both ached for.

      Outside the tent, the others were already packing up the horses and preparing to depart. The highest peak of the Bloodred Mountains was towering over the group. They would take the horses as far as they could up the incline, but would have to finish the rest on foot if it became too steep. Rae had her head lifted to the sky focused on the task that lay ahead of them.

      “This isn’t even the tallest mountain in the kingdom. Can you believe that?”

      Rory was beside her also now staring upwards. “This is the first I have ever seen one in person.”

      “It should take us only half of the day to make it to the top where the cave would be. There are some mountains in Apricus that take multiple days to climb, or at least so I’ve heard. I’ve never actually done it.”

      “Well, I suppose we should get going so we can get up there faster.” Before she could turn away, Rory grabbed onto her hand and gave a light squeeze of reassurance. They did not need to exchange words to know they were both anxious about what awaited them at the top. Instead, they both untied their horses and mounted ready to continue forward with the rest of the group.
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        * * *

      

      The climb was brutal even on horse back. Cold autumn winds continued to brush over them the further they made their way up the mountain. The narrow and rocky path was slowing the horse’s pace; if the path closed in even further, they would have to start on foot. Up close, the land was less red than it appeared from afar. It looked more like amber tinted dirt than blood when they were on top of it. It was almost easy to forget they were marching to the peak where who knows what type of creature could be guarding this crown.

      Gavriel was keeping a watchful eye on Rae as she trotted ahead with his sister. Curls tumbled down her back and he could not get enough of her. The ache for her was almost unbearable, especially after the way she had left him this morning. He would have to teach her a lesson for that one once he had his way with her. Gavriel pushed those thoughts down, deep down. They were only creating more problems for him right now.

      “Prince,” a low feminine growl came from beside him as Erza slowly positioned herself to carefully walk next to him.

      “Erza,” he nodded unsure what the spy could want with him.

      “I know that you and Rae have become involved with each other. I just wanted to remind you Rae is my best friend, regardless of this rough patch we are in right now. I will do anything to protect her from getting hurt, including by you.” Her face was hardened and her tone deadly. The earth beneath Gavriel’s horse gave a little shake in warning. Erza was showing she meant her threat. She would use her powers against him if he did anything to hurt Rae.

      “I would never hurt her nor let anyone hurt her, not that it’s your business.”

      “It is my business. You have no idea what she has been through,” Erza snapped.

      “Actually I do,” he retorted annoyed that his intentions were being questioned at this precise moment.

      “No, you don’t, prince. Whatever you think you know about her, I promise you still know nothing. I love Rae for everything she is. We will see if you can say the same.” With that, Erza urged her horse ahead of the prince, leaving him to puzzle over what she meant. He thought he knew everything about Rae, especially after she opened up to him about her scars. Was there more to her he still had yet to learn?

      “We need to continue by foot the last bit of the way up. Tie the horses off to these boulders before it becomes too narrow to leave them somewhere,” River called from the front of the group. There were two large but thin boulders on each side of the path, like an ominous gate. Gavriel was a bit nervous about finding out what the gate led to.

      They easily tied the horses up to the boulders and grabbed only what was necessary to take with them. Everyone was armed with their own weapons, or at least Gavriel assumed they were. He never saw what weapons Erza and Benji carried, but it was doubtful they would go into this unarmed. Even with how strong they were, powers were not going to be enough if the Shadows turned up.

      Forging on, the group continued their mission to the top of the mountain. They would be there in only an hour or two if they kept this pace. The path only narrowed as they went on, more and more disappearing every few minutes. Soon, these conditions would become dangerous and they may have to reevaluate whether they could keep going… Gavriel hated the thought of that. There was no way he could return to Veena with another failure. His father would kill him, or at least close to it, if he did not show up with crown in hand.

      After another hour, with things continuing on the same, his fears started to become reality. The path was now barely wide enough for one person to stand, and they had almost reached the peak. There was no cave to be seen anywhere up here and judging by the looks on everyone else’s faces they knew it too.

      “Where is it?” Rae whispered, pacing, almost too close to the ledge. “Where is it!” She burst shouting into the sky. No one dared to answer, nor did any of them have an answer. Disappointment was spreading through the group, as their travels amounted to nothing.

      “It was supposed to be here,” Rory spoke into the air, softly. “Why is there nothing here? It makes no sense?”

      “It was a sound plan. All of it added up perfect, I have to agree it makes no sense,” River comforted the princess. Gavriel still had nothing to say. What could he say? He had led them all here, certain they would find a crown. Instead, they found a useless dead end after days of travel. Erza and Benji kept quiet, observing the others from against the side of the mountain.

      Gavriel notice Benji was running his hands along the side, ignoring the rest like he could not hear them. “What are you doing?” he asked, shocking everyone out of their growing panic and turning their attention to the mountainside. No answer came. He only continued feeling the rocks and dirt that composed the side.

      Walking over to beside him Gavriel grabbed him by the shoulder, “I asked what are you doing?” His tone was coated with frustration and anger. He did not take kindly to being ignored.

      “There’s something here.” Was all Benji provided.

      “What do you mean something there?” Rae was already hurrying over to the wall.

      “It’s hollow behind this, as if this earth isn’t meant to be here.” His brows were furrowed as he puzzled over what this meant. “Can you help me Erza?”

      The two took a step away and raised their palms. In unison, they separated their arms into a wide position and as they did, the mountain side split open. The rock and dirt kicked up dust shrouding the group’s vision.

      As the dust settled, they were able to get a clearer view of what lay in front of them. An entryway tunneled into the side of the mountain. It was dark inside and hard to see how deep the tunnel ran.

      “The cave,” Rory gasped unable to believe what she was seeing.

      “We need to check it out.” Gavriel was already making his way to inside. “I can use my fire to help light the way.” As he said it, his palm filled with a small orb of fire. Without any protest, the group silently followed his lead, entering the cave. Inside, they could barely make out what was in front of them, as it was pitch black, only lit by Gavriel’s flame. The temperature was even colder than outside, and dampness hung in the air. Rory went to step ahead of Gavriel and stumbled as she put her foot down.

      Gavriel caught her before she completely fell and held his flame towards the floor. In front of them was a set of stairs they had not been able to see. Looking side to side he notice hanging on the wall were three torches. Passing them around to the others he used his own power to light them. The additional light revealed the steps further and showed the narrow walls that surrounded them.

      “Should we go down?” Rae asked.

      “We have to,” Gavriel trudged forward, grabbing her hand with his own free hand and leading her ahead. She gave a small smile as a thanks.

      Carefully making their way down the stairs, it felt like forever before they finally found the bottom. The stairs were endless, and they were now deep in the heart of the mountain. It made sense when Gavriel began to consider why the cave was down here. It made the perfect spot to keep the crown.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a large open cavern that was empty, with only the same stone cold walls. There was no altar or spots to hide a crown, not even any indication the crown was here. “We should spread out. Make sure there are not more hidden caves or markings on the walls,” River made a gesture signaling to spread out.

      Gavriel immediately found an empty section to examine and got to work. They had to be sure they did not miss a single detail or clue. Glancing around, he found the others were all doing similarly at every corner of the room. Erza and Benji were walking along the edge of the room with the hands running along the wall. They would check for any hidden spaces behind the earth built walls.

      “Anything?” Rory asked hopefully as they closed in on each other move over areas they checked. Gavriel shook his head solemnly. “There has to be something. Why was the entry hidden? If there isn’t, we have to be missing something.” She said the last bit like she was whispering to herself.

      “There’s nothing hidden behind the walls,” Erza reported as she and Benji stood in the center of the room.

      “This can’t be it, it has to be here.” Rae was on the edge of panic and was growing in frustration. Gavriel could tell the pressure was getting to her as well. They all moved to the middle of the room to reconsider what they might be missing here. As they did, a cool breeze blew down into the space.

      “Not now Rae,” Rory swatted at her arm.

      “That wasn’t me.” She sounded confused and Gavriel believed her. Everyone tensed, looking around the room, half expecting to find who was responsible. There should be no way for air to blow through there like this.

      At that moment, a larger gust of wind flew into the room, each of them stumbling to regain balance as it slammed into them. The air swirled around the room, circling them. The cavern was already dark, and it was only growing as the air turned into a storm of darkness. Each member of the group was now back to back with their weapons drawn. Alert to whatever threat had arrived.

      “What is it?” Benji whispered, but no one responded. This was unlike anything they expected.

      The air began to die down, moving into one specific spot of the room, drawing in darkness and shadows. They were beginning to shift and take form, but what Gavriel could not yet tell. As the shadows and darkness merged, they began to form an animal. It was larger than all of them and as dark as an abyss. Two glowing eyes emerged, staring them down with a promise of deadly power. The large creature took the form of a wolf, with the darkness and shadow continuing to shift along its body and billow like a flame blown by the wind.

      “Who are you?” Gavriel demanded hoping this creature understood the common language.

      It only tilted its head, eyeing them over never once peeling its stare from them. Gavriel risked a glance at Rae and found that instead of fear there was curiosity painted on her face. She stepped forward, approaching the beast.

      “You were in my dream last night. How is that even possible?” Her words barely escaped her mouth in a quiet whisper. The wolf unexpectedly lowered into a bow aimed in Rae’s direction. She continued her approach until she was standing in front of it.

      “Princess,” he said in a low and ancient voice. Rae turned around to look at Rory, confused as to why he was addressing her now. “Not her, you.” He corrected still only meeting her gaze and ignoring the others now. Gavriel was in disbelief. Was this what Erza meant when she mentioned what he did not know about Rae? Why was she able to speak with this beast in such a casual manner?

      “I am Garmrot,” the wolf finally addressed the rest of them.

      “You’re the Garmrot? Nyxenya’s beast?” Gavriel asked. “I am indeed. Garmrot is my name. I am a loyal servant of the shadow goddess.”

      “So you know where the crown is?” River was now moving ahead of the group, determined to receive more answers.

      “I do.”

      “Then can we have it?”

      “No.”

      Gavriel had not expected the crown to be easy to take, but now face to face with Garmrot he was unsure they would be able to take it by force. “Why not?” He dared to ask.

      “I will only speak with the princess, and only after will I decide whether to give the crown to her.” Rory moved toward the beast. She obviously assumed he was speaking of her based on the title used.

      “Again, not you. I will only speak with her,” it nodded its head towards Rae whose mouth was opened and she looked like she might protest. Shadows traveled across the room and, as they gathered on one wall, they melted it to reveal a doorway.

      “Come princess, the rest will wait here.”

      “I, I’m not who you think. I am not a princess.” Rae looked stunned, and Gavriel wished he could be beside her to comfort her.

      “There is much you do not know, Rae, or so they call you. You are a child of the prophecy. I will only speak to you. I have no loyalties to the rest. I know what you are and only you are permitted into where we are going,” Garmrot finished and moved towards the shadow doorway. Gavriel wondered what it meant by knowing what Rae was. It made no sense. He would have to ponder on it later. Right now, he was only concerned where it was bringing her.

      She looked back towards the group, “I will be alright, just wait here.” Then she followed into the shadow doorway without hesitation.
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        * * *

      

      The room Garmrot led her into was nothing like the cavern they had just been standing in. As they entered, Rae noticed the dark stone walls had turned into shining deep grey walls that had a shimmer to them. The floors were no longer made of dirt and stone, instead they were a black marble, much smoother than what she had been standing on a moment ago. This looked like a smaller version of a throne room for a dark ruler. Yet, there was no thrown or any other indications that anyone resided here. There was only a small altar on the far side of the room, which displayed what looked like a small black gem.

      “Where are we?”

      “A shadow pocket.” Garmrot answered like the location should be apparent to her.

      “What do you mean? How is that even possible?” He was standing directly beside her and towered above her.

      Looking down, he continued, “shadow pockets are small spaces that exist between this realm and the shadow realm. Those who have powerful shadow abilities are able to access or create them. This particular one was created by Nyxenya and I remain here to guard it.”

      “Why?” Ignoring her question, Garmrot took powerful strides across the room until he was standing in front of the gem displayed on the altar. With a nod of his head, wisps of shadow conjured and swept the gem through the air and carefully into her hands now outstretched. Looking down, she puzzled over the object, turning it over to inspect. “What is it?”

      “That is what you have come for, Azala. That is Enya.”

      “Enya?” she whispered the question still unsure what she was looking at. “Why do you keep calling me princess and now that name, Azala? I am certainly not royalty.” Never in her life had anyone referred to her as royalty, and she was sure Garmrot had to have confused her for someone she was not.

      “Azala, princess they are interchangeable. One and the same. Azala is an ancient name given to princesses of darkness. In time, you will learn. I cannot give you all the answers you seek. I only know what my master told me of the prophecy and what she forbade me from telling you if this day came.”

      “Your master?” Slowly, she was piecing together what the wolf meant. “Nyxenya told you of this prophecy and that you could not speak further of it to me?”

      “Yes, however, I am able to share what the prophecy spoke.” Rae honestly was not sure what to think of all of this. There were no prophecies she had ever learned that referenced her, and it was absurd to think she would be important enough to be in one.

      “A seer long ago predicted the ruin or the rise of the kingdom in a prophecy. When shadows sweep across the land, two halves a soul joined hand in hand. Sisters lost to fire and death, once again found with another last breath. Only once darkness couples with the light will the kingdom once again rise to full might.” Garmrot finished, pausing to let her think over what he had just shared with her. There was no clear mention of her in those words and they were vague enough they could really apply to anyone.

      “What does that have to do with me,” thumbing the gem in her hand she added, “and this for that matter?”

      “I am afraid I cannot interfere in your fate, Azala. That is for you to discover on your own.” Even with the shadows that shrouded the wolf’s features, Rae thought she almost saw and sensed a sadness.

      “Why are you helping me? You are clearly powerful. You could have wiped out my group and I, and we never would have seen it coming.” She gave up on trying to pry why Garmrot thought she was a princess.

      “I am loyal to Nyxenya. There is much you do not know still, but you will learn soon. Our fates are intertwined now. It is my duty to serve you as well. What you hold in your hands now is what you sought by coming here. The crown lost to time is named Enya. It is the counterpart to the dagger, Nox. The daggers’ name over time and through legends retellings have changed…” It was all beginning to make more sense. The shadow goddess had left two dark artifacts for her people. It would only be right they would be named for her.

      “Nyx.” Rae let out softly, finished Garmrot’s sentence.

      “Yes, the dagger’s true name is Nyx.”

      “But how is this small obsidian, Enya? I thought Enya was an actual crown, like how the dagger is a dagger.”

      “Nyxenya wanted a way to protect the powerful weapons she left her people. Only someone with shadow abilities is able to call on the true nature of that obsidian and wield the crown to their will. It is the same with Nyx.”

      Of course, there would be a challenge to using the crown once they found it. The king would be furious that he could not bend this weapon to his own will and use it against the Shadows. At least they had found it first, and it would be out of the Shadows’ hands now. Even with the relief of finding the crown, Rae could not help but feel she was leaving with more questions than she had arrived here with. On top of trying to figure out who the girl in her recurring dream was, now she also had to learn why a shadow goddess was so invested in her fate.

      Before Rae was able to ask Garmrot whether they could go back to the group now, his attention snapped to the doorway of shadows they had entered through. His red eyes were deadly focused, like he was viewing something she could not see beyond the swirling shadows. As she followed his gaze, she swore that the shadows around the doorway began to swirl a little faster and deeper in their shade of black, if that was even possible.

      “You and your group need to leave now. They are here for you.”

      “Who is here for us?” The question was answered before Garmrot even had a chance to respond. Shadows poured through the doorway, filling the room with darkness that made it harder to see, the same way they had at the temple in Atarah.

      “The Shadows,” she whispered in utter shock, “but how?”

      “I do not know how they have found you and this cavern, but you need to go now. They cannot take hold of Enya. Together with the dagger, you do not stand a chance of stopping them.”

      “Stopping them from what? Do you know they are planning?”

      “There is not time to explain. Go back through the doorway to your friends and get them away from here. I cannot interfere in this fight. I am afraid this is a battle you must face on your own, princess. I will leave you with this one favor.” With that, Garmrot completely vanished from where he had been standing only a moment ago and left her wondering what that favor meant. Rae hurried back to the entry to the shadow pocket and hoped she was quick enough to help her friends. Sticking the gem in her pocket, she leapt through the entry. She did not want to fail them like she felt she had back at the temple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a while since the group watched Rae disappear through the shadows, painting the cavern wall. Gavriel’s heart had not slowed down since he watched her vanish through the wall. The entire group was on edge, waiting for her to return, and he could sense many were growing worried.

      “Do you think she’s alright?” Rory asked, stress and worry making its way onto her face.

      “She will be okay. She’s powerful and knows what she is doing.” The prince was not sure if he was saying this to reassure his twin or himself.

      “I’m worried it has been a while.” Stepping to the princesses side, Erza offered a comforting hand on her arm.

      “I will go in after her if she does not return soon.” This seemed to calm Rory down ever so slightly. Garmrot had said only Rae could enter without any further explanation. What would happen to Erza if she walked through those same shadows?

      “I hate that we are trusting a shadow creature. One that should not exist, for that matter.” River was pacing back and forth in the cavern. Sitting back and allowing someone else to take on the burden for the group is something Gavriel imagined he was not used to. River always assumed the role of loyal protector, and he never sat aside when a challenge arose. Out of the corner of his eye, Gavriel watched as Benji approached and tried to offer words of comfort to River. He hoped the two could put what had happened behind them. River deserved to have a good friend looking out for him like Benji.

      “Do you guys feel that?” Rory suddenly blurted, terror lacing her words. Everyone stopped and suddenly stood very still, their full attention set to figure out what Rory was referring to. As Gavriel was about to ask his sister what she meant, a small gust of cold air brushed the back of his neck, and his guard immediately went up. There was something here, a dark presence announcing its entrance into the cavern. Could another beast like Garmrot also have access to this place?

      “What is that?” Erza had a dagger drawn now and was looking around wildly, trying to pinpoint the source of the dark presence. The answer did not come in the form of any person or beast. Heaps of shadow rolled down the stairs they had taken down here and filled the room quickly, submerging them into complete darkness. Gavriel and Rory both called on their light to see through the shadows, their torches completely extinguished now.

      “The Shadows,” River was already moving to Gavriel’s side. They had seen this same tactic before back at the temple.

      “How did they find us here? How did they know this place existed?” The prince had been careful not to mention where they were going to anyone besides those necessary. Had they been spotted when they moved along the Dark Lands border?

      “We didn’t close off the entrance,” Benji reminded the prince. They had left it open in case they needed a quick escape.

      “Don’t use too much power trying to clear these shadows. Wait until they get down here. They are trying to weaken us before they even attack.” Foot steps sounded from the stairs, getting closer and closer. There were whispers that filled the cavern, they were trying to throw the group off. Gavriel could tell it was working. He could sense the rest of the group was growing more and more unsure.

      Then there was complete silence, no movement or voices, and only the sound of the group’s own breathing to fill their ears. They were all standing back to back in what Gavriel assumed was the center of the cavern. He had a feeling they were surrounded, but still could not see where the Shadows were even with his small light drawn.

      As if someone had called a large and powerful light into the space, the darkness disappeared all at once, finally revealing the Shadows. There were four of them spread throughout the room, surrounding them. As the Shadows that had filled the room disappeared, Rae came barreling through the shadow doorway and as she did it vanished. The darkness lifting and her returning could not be a coincidence. Gavriel imagined the Garmrot had something to do with it. He silently thanked the shadow beast for this one small blessing.

      Immediately, one of the Shadows turned their attention to Rae, throwing a stream of water her way. Before Gavriel could run to her aid, another shadow threw a blast of air straight through their group, knocking them apart. Gavriel was shoved even further from Rae and the same Shadow was moving in on them.

      “Take care of this one, I got her,” his twin sister met his eyes, and he nodded, knowing he needed to hurry before this shadow caught him off guard again. Rory ran to Rae’s side, and the two began throwing alternating blows of air and water at the other Shadow.

      After throwing a line of fire toward the Shadow approaching him, Gavriel risked a quick glance around the room, assessing the fight. River and Benji were working together to fight off a Shadow who was throwing both darkness and fire at them. Close to them Erza was head to head with the last Shadow who had earth abilities. Again, the Shadows had sent one of each elemental ability to give them as much of an advantage as possible.

      Gavriel was tangled in blow after blow of abilities against his current opponent. They alternated between light versus darkness and air versus fire. He had drawn his sword the moment he had a chance to. It was now swallowed by his flames, giving it even more range. The Shadow had drawn out a short blade that was as dark as night. Gavriel guessed that it was meant to pair with his shadow abilities. His suspicions were confirmed only a moment later when their blades met and fire now entwined with shadows each trying to dominate the other.

      They clashed over and over, and Gavriel was no closer to stopping the Shadow than before. They were more powerful than the last ones they met and more skilled. All around him, he could hear sounds of his companions deeply engaged in battle. Currently, everyone was still alive and fighting strong. If this went on much longer, he was not sure they would all be able to continue on like this.

      Gavriel needed to find a way to break through his opponent’s defenses soon. They were both slowly growing weaker, but neither would be completely drained for a while. Gavriel took a step back and throw a ball of fire in the Shadow’s direction. It was easily met and deflected by a gust of air. Again moving forward now he threw two more balls of fire one after the other. The first was destroyed, cut through by air. The Shadow tried to dodge the second and managed to avoid the main force of the attack, but was still caught in it slightly.

      Gavriel took this chance to advance with his sword, taking a swing at the shadow. They dodged again, but were thrown off balance. The Shadow was struggling to regain control and was barely managing to block each of Gavriel’s strikes. Just as he was about to go for the ending blow, the Shadow used the full force left of his control over the darkness and projected towards the prince. The shadows wrapped around his body and took hold of him. They began to squeeze, depleting his own power and suffocating him in darkness.

      He reached deep down to call on his light, but as the shadows crawled over his skin, he could not manage to bring any power to the surface. If he did not find a way out of this soon, they would consume him completely. He writhed against the grasp the shadows had on him, trying to break his arms free. Just one arm was all he needed to call on his light.

      Time was running out, he could feel his power and strength slipping away. He was failing, as his father said he always did. Maybe he deserved to die here if he wasn’t even strong enough to take on one shadow. How would he defend his own kingdom against them someday?

      As his hope and determination slipped away, he started struggling less against the shadows. Giving in to the pain and suffering plaguing his body. This would be where it would end for him, his final failure. A moment away from losing consciousness Gavriel heard a shout from across the cavern. He was able to turn his head slightly and could barely make out who had shouted. Begging his mind to focus, he began to make out what was happening. Rae had been knocked to the ground by another shadow and was now picking herself back up.

      Something in Gavriel ached to race to her and protect her. She was why he needed to keep fighting. He could not give up. If he did, he would be letting her down and breaking his promise to never let anyone hurt her again. His power flared deep down in response, trying to push its way to the surface. One last time Gavriel tried to call on his light, one of his hands barely able to move. With a push, light burst from every inch of him. It obliterated the shadows holding him and raced straight for the Shadow across from him. Within a moment, the Shadow who had been standing there collapsed to the ground, no longer a threat.

      Gavriel heaved with exhaustion. This had taken all of his light ability to break free. He could feel every last drop was drained. He doubted his fire would be much help either now.
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        * * *

      

      The groups were engaged heavily in battle each against their own opponent. River and Benji were fighting side by side against a shadow with the fire element. They each alternated, striking with water and earth. River moved on the defensive using his water to effectively block fire attacks. Benji used his own abilities to throw vines and earth towards the Shadow.

      River had to admit the two worked well as a team, in this moment he was easily able to pretend that what happened in the past was insignificant. If they made it out of this mess, River promised to make things right with Benji. This was showing him that losing him as a friend was not worth staying angry.

      “We need to find a way to take him out. This back and forth is getting us nowhere,” Benji said side stepping a fireball thrown their way. Raising a chunk of rock out of the ground, River watched as Benji threw it towards the Shadow.

      “He is strong. We are going to have to find our opening. We may only get one shot, so stay vigilant.” They nodded in agreement and went back to throwing their full strength at the Shadow. River slowly began to move around the Shadow trying to get behind him. This way, they could attack from both sides. The path was immediately blocked by a wall of flames the Shadow threw up to stop him. Heat slapped him in the face, making him stumble back.

      River lashed out with water but the Shadow easily dodged. Their moves were like a dance of the elements. Circling each other, powers flowing back and forth, and each of them moving with a certain grace to their step. It would have been quite the show of power to behold for someone watching them.

      River was growing anxious, feeling they may never be able to beat their opponent. This was only one Shadow, and they were able to hold their own against the two of them. With a quick look at Benji, River could not help but feel a small bit of pride, seeing how he had his back and was fighting with everything he had to stop the Shadows. It made no sense to him, never had he cared like this about what someone was doing before. Not even Gavriel. There was just something different about Benji, and River could not place it.

      “My power is beginning to weaken. I don’t know if I can hold out much longer,” Benji said. If River was being honest, he could feel his power beginning to drain as well.

      “Just a bit more.” Another stream of fire lashed like a whip at them, knocking them back. Benji fell to the ground and cried out in pain.

      River only had a moment to glance and check that Benji would be okay. He was breathing heavily and grasping his side. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. Just need a second.”

      He would do anything to give Benji that moment. Throwing himself straight back into the battle, he swirled the water around until it formed a small tornado and launched it straight for the shadow. It consumed him in the center and was drowning him.

      Unfortunately, the moment of relief was short lived. Shadows broke through the tornado of water and devoured it. As the Shadow emerged, he was backed by tendrils of darkness waiting for their command. Immediately he sent one for River, grabbing his arm and yanking him forwards. River sent a small blast of water, causing the Shadow to let go of his grasp on him.

      This only annoyed the Shadow and caused the surrounding tendrils to flare outward. Benji was finally rising to his feet beside River now. He was clearly exhausted and low on power, yet he refused to abandon River in this fight.

      “You should rest. Let me fight. You are in no shape to continue.”

      “I will be fine.” Was all he said in response and then sent vines soaring towards the Shadow. Each shadow tendril ripped them to shreds before they even made it.

      River followed with another stream of water, slashing it like a giant sword through the space. Finally, this strike hit its intended target, and the Shadow was knocked off balance. Benji’s vines grabbed his ankles and dragged him to the ground. This was their chance. They finally had the advantage.

      Before either of them could make another move, the Shadow burst into flames, an explosion of power. It flew outwards, burning everything in its path. The vines disappeared as quickly as they had grabbed him. River was out of the way of the path of the fire, but within a second he realized Benji was not. The fire was moving fast and barreling straight for him. There was no way he would be able to move away in time.

      River had to do something fast. He barely had seconds to think of a solution. The only thing that would stop that fire was water. Without a second though he threw a shield of water in front of himself and dove in front of Benji. The flame swallowed him his water only barely keeping it from burning him alive. The heat was unbearable, and his body ached with excruciating pain.

      He collapsed to the ground, his power drained, and his body was in so much pain he could barely move. The Shadow approached to finish the job and all he could do was watch, helpless. This was it. River had no way of defending himself now. Patiently waiting for the Shadow to put an end to his pain he did not notice Benji moving to his side. Benji’s fists were clenched and something about him had changed. He seemed almost colder, more brutal in this moment.

      Out of nowhere, he threw a bundle of vines hurtling toward the shadow. As they were burned by fire, he threw two more sets immediately following. These grabbed hold of each of the Shadow’s arms. Rock flew across the cavern and slammed into the Shadow. The vines dropped him and he fell flat to the ground. Another vine snaking across the floor wrapped itself around the Shadow’s neck. Grasping at his throat, the Shadow could not pull free and was too weak to use more fire or shadows. At the last second, the vine loosened up, and River watched as Benji brought a section of the wall tumbling down and piled it on top of the Shadow. There would be no recovering from that.

      River met Benji’s stare, and they both sat in silence neither ready to discuss what they had just done for each other. Gratitude filled River. He would never be able to repay Benji for saving his life. Benji helped him move to sit rested against one of the walls and sunk next to him drained of power now. The two could only sit and observe as the others continued on in their own battles.
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        * * *

      

      Garmrot had thrust Rae straight into the heart of fighting, sending her back when he did. As she rushed through the shadows, darkness had been lifted from the cavern. She suspected this was the favor he had referenced. When one of the Shadows had immediately targeted her, Rory had joined her to help her fight them.

      They had been battling for what felt like an endless amount of time, their opponent using water abilities against them. At some point their own fight had merged with Erza’s, who was holding off a Shadow with earth abilities. The fight had become three on two, and they were working tirelessly to try to take down the Shadows.

      “Switch with me,” Erza nudged from behind her. They both turned at the same time and swapped places. They had been alternating targets, trying to work to keep the upper hand. Rae used what she had learned from Aramis to kick up dust from the ground with her air, hiding her next move. Then, in a swift movement, she sent a strike of air straight at the shadow. It met its mark perfectly, and they slammed into a wall, dropping limp.

      “That’s one down. Now just one more to go.” Rory panted from behind her.

      The three girls worked as a team to try to overpower the last Shadow. Rory’s own water abilities helped subdue the strikes thrown towards them, but also meant the Shadow could do the same with hers. She was mainly their defense now.

      Rae glanced around the room, seeing many members of their group injured and drained of power. It was up to them to finish this fight so they could get out of this cavern, and back to Veena.

      Darkness reached out for them as the Shadow switched from attacks of water to ones of shadow. Rae used her own air to knock them to the side before they could grab any of them. Erza sent vines back at the shadow, but they were easily deflected.

      The same back and forth continued on, each side barely getting in a hit on each other. Even with three of them the Shadow remained strong and continued fighting on. “We need to combine our power, it's our only chance.” Erza shouted to the other two.

      “If we do that we risk draining all three of us.” Rory countered. Rae knew she was right, but if all three of them threw everything they had at the Shadow at once they might actually win. “I think we should try. It's our best hope.”

      Moving side by side, the three girls called on the well of power deep down in them and pulled it up. Erza sent a line of earth debris straight for the shadow. A stream of water combined with this as Rory unleashed her power. Last, a blast of air with the strength of a hurricane joined with the powers. They continued to push all of their strength into it. The Shadow was barely holding them off with a shield of darkness that was weakening.

      “Almost there, keep going,” Erza breathed out in a struggle.

      “Just a little more,” Rae added.

      Suddenly Rory’s water disappeared and Rae worried that she had exhausted her power. A moment later, it was replaced by light. The most intense flow of natural power sent straight into the shield of darkness. It immediately broke and all three powers slammed into the Shadow. He was thrown back and Rae felt confident he would not rise again after that.

      Sighing in relief, Rae turned to the two other girls. “We did it,” she moved to hug them. “You did great,” she said to both of her friends. They both smiled at her partly in relief to see they were all still alive and part in pure happiness. Rae turned to the group to tell them they should get moving. That was when she noticed Gavriel no longer was resting where he had been. Instead, he now stood by the stairs, a black dagger held to his neck.

      “Hand over the crown,” the hooded figure behind him said. They wore a mask of silver and shadows were consistently swirling around them like an essence. The shadows seemed to shroud their voice as well. When they spoke, it sounded unnatural and inhuman.

      “I won’t do that,” Rae said sternly, and realized the rest of the group turned to face her as they had not yet learned what Garmrot gave her.

      “You will hand it over or I will slit his throat,” the stranger demanded. Staring straight into the mask, Rae still could not find a person behind it. Was this another creature belonging to the shadow goddess?

      The dagger pressed to Gavriel’s neck looked different from any weapon she had ever seen. It was dark as night and seemed to have its own presence. Before she could question it further, the dagger did something unexpected. Shadows burst from the dagger and swirled around the prince, imprisoning him in darkness.

      “He only has moments before these shadows consume him and kill him. Hand over the crown now and I will release him.” Rae realized now too late the dagger she was staring down was Nyx, the counterpart to Enya. This hooded figure must be the Prince of Darkness if they had Nyx.

      She needed to help, but her air was useless against this weapon. Gavriel only had seconds or minutes left to live. The Shadow would carry out their threat. They would do anything to possess both of Nyxenya’s weapons. A feeling of dread washed over her. She was not strong enough to help the prince. No one in the cavern possessed the power needed right now to do so. If she did not make a move, the prince would die here in front of them.

      Her heart was racing and mind swirling with thoughts. There was only one way she was going to save Gavriel, but it meant giving up everything she had come to love recently. Would the group forgive her if she did this?

      It would be entirely selfish to stand by and do nothing as the man she came to care for so deeply died. Her heart would not allow this. Everything in her screamed at her to do something, save him. “Please, don’t,” desperation coated each of her words. The Shadow only intensified the shadows, quickening the process.

      It needed to be now or it would be too late. Rae had to make her move and save Gavriel. Even if it meant giving him up and never finding out where their relationship might go. He would hate her for lying and hate her for what she was.

      Her hand dipped into her pocket and closed around Enya. She pulled it out and closed her eyes. Drawing deep down, Rae began to tug at that power that slumbered within her. It had been a long time since she even dared use it. Opening her hand, she let darkness flow through her palm and into the obsidian gem. It began to interact with her shadows and as it did, it floated up to her head and shadows flared from it, forming a crown of darkness that she now wore.

      Anger consumed her, and she sent darkness flying towards the hooded figure. Caught off guard, the Shadow stepped away from the prince and released their grasp on him. As he choked in relief, Rae saw Rory run to help him to the side while the Shadow turned its attention to her.

      Around the room, each member of the group’s eyes were wide with disbelief watching her. She knew they would be disappointed in her and despise her. Some even had disgust and terror starting to creep onto their face.

      Rae needed to focus on the Shadow and worry about apologizing to them later. She would save her friends regardless of how they felt about her now. Throwing everything she had left into the crown, a large wave of darkness drove towards the Shadow, met by darkness from the dagger. Neither side made it to their intended target.

      Rae rushed forwards throwing strike after strike in front of her. The Shadow was still off balance not expecting her to match them in shadow ability. One of her strikes hit the Prince of Darkness and they stumbled. Her rage was building up and needed to be released. It came in the form of darkness. As the Shadow was knocked down, she exploded with power. Throwing the room into endless darkness and knocking down the Shadow again. The amount of power she was exerting was taking its toll and any moment she knew she would collapse.

      Darkness trickled into her vision and the shadows slowly sank back into the crown. As they retreated fully, she fell to the ground and lost all consciousness. The last thing she saw before the world went dark was the look of horror on Gavriel’s face as he just stared at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rae was back in the forest she knew so well, but this time she was not running to the pond. Instead, she was moving in the opposite direction towards a small house set on top of a hill. The house was placed out in the countryside barely any neighbors nearby. Rae remembered this day all too well. It was the worst day of her life. The day her parents died. She had suppressed this memory deep down, burying it so she would never face this pain again. Now she was forced to walk through it all again.

      As she approached the house, a woman opened the door, who she recognized as her mother. “Esmerae, I am glad you are back. Dinner will be ready soon.”

      She could smell the food even from outside. It was her favorite meal her parents made when she was little, beef stew. Sometimes, if she was lucky, her mom let her help prepare all the ingredients.

      “Go wash up. You are all dirty from playing out at that pond.”

      Rae obeyed and went inside to wash her hands before dinner. She would need to change into clean clothing as well. Her father joined from another room, “mhm that smells delicious, dear.” Her mother just giggled. The two were so happy together.

      “Where is your sister?” he asked, turning to her.

      Sister? Memories were still flooding her mind and one tugged at her, begging her to remember. She had a sister. Rae could not remember her name or what she looked like, but the memory was there, blurry in the distance of her head. The girl she kept dreaming about every night. It must be her sister, her memories way of telling her what she needed to know and get her to find her again.

      “She must still be at the pond.” Rae shrugged as if this was a normal occurrence. Some vague feeling told her it was. Her parents confirmed this when they only nodded, as if they already knew the answer. As Rae finished cleaning her hands, she looked out the window in front of her, hoping to see her sister running home. Instead, she saw someone much different.

      Down the hill, a stranger dressed in all black was marching toward their house. Behind them were two more men following only a few steps away.

      “Mom, someone is coming.” Rae had an awful feeling taking over her. These men did not seem like they were here for good intentions. Looking out the window, she noticed as fear took over her mom’s face.

      Careful not to scare Rae, she turned to her and softly said, “Rae, I need you to go find your sister and I need you to take her to Greta’s.” Greta was the older woman who lived nearest to them. Her house was a very short distance from the pond her sister and her played at every day. “You are going to have to go out the back door. I need you to be very careful not to let the men out there see you.” Rae nodded in understanding.

      “Esmerae this is important, do you understand?” Her mother was beginning to worry her. She was never this frantic.

      “Yes, mom.”

      “We love you dearly,” her mom said, placing a kiss on her head, and her father rose to hug her tightly.

      As the men made their way to the front door, she snuck straight out the back. The men did not even knock and she could hear as they broke the door open. Running as fast as she could, she ran towards her sister. Rae did not dare look back, and hoped none of the men followed her. Racing for the forest near their house, she could hear a fight break out inside her house. Tears stung her eyes as she was terrified for her parents. Just as she made it to the edge of the woods, a blood-curdling scream pierced the sky. She recognized the scream as her mother’s. Her heart broke and tears streamed down her face. She knew she needed to find her sister, and fast. They needed to make it to Greta’s if they were to survive. As she ran, the smell of smoke from a fire filled her nose. Rae knew why the men were here. They were the knights of the royal family, sent town to town to slaughter all the Shadows, and her parents were Shadows.
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      Anger and betrayal seethed through the prince, like a plague consuming every inch of him. How could Rae hide this from him and how did he not know? Rae was one of the Shadows. She had just used immense ability in front of them. Granted, she had saved all of their lives, especially his own, but she had also lied to them this whole time. They would never be able to trust her now. There was no way to know if she had only wanted the crown for herself this entire time. The Shadows were selfish and vile and this would not be different. They would have to do something about her. They could not allow her to continue on with them like this.

      The Prince of Darkness had taken the crown after Rae collapsed unconscious and then vanished, likely back to the Dark Lands. The group had to continue after him and get the crown back before the Shadows were able to wield it. They had left the cavern, and River had carried Rae back to their horses while she was still knocked out. Now Gavriel led Rae’s horse while she was slumped across River’s horse, his friend holding her up so she did not fall off. They needed to make their way down the mountain to camp for the night before heading to the Dark Lands.

      The group was silent no one daring to speak of Rae or what she had just done for them. As Gavriel poured over every detail, trying to find a way for this not to be true, a sinking feeling filled his body. His thoughts were filled with hatred and disgust for the Shadows and what Rae was, yet there was something else there, too. Gavriel knew Rae would never hurt them. She was not that kind of person. A small part of him still wanted to love her and still ached to be with her. It was tearing him apart.

      When they reached the bottom of the mountain, they solemnly set up camp. Rae was still not awake and River placed her in one of the tents to rest until she awoke. Gavriel sought out his sister, he needed the comfort of his twin right now.

      “What are we going to do with her?” he asked, unsure he even wanted to hear the answer.

      “I don’t know, brother, but I do not think we should make any rash decisions before she wakes up. She deserves a chance to explain herself.”

      “Explain herself! What is there to explain? She is one of them!” Fury was building in his chest again. He could not tell if he was more mad with Rae for what she was or with himself for not realizing sooner. They had become close. She had let down her walls with him and still he did not realize. Erza was right he knew nothing of the girl he thought he loved and he was not so sure he could love her for all she was. He spotted Erza nearby speaking in hushed whispers with Benji and he began to storm towards her ready to take out his rage on someone.

      “You knew!” he shouted at her. “You knew what she was, and you said nothing! How dare you! How dare you lie to your prince!”

      “I do not owe you an explanation.”

      “You said I knew nothing of her. You said you loved her for all she was and asked if I would love her the same. You were right. I knew nothing of her. I would never lie for such a vile person! I would never love a Shadow. It is treasonous that you would even admit to me that you care for her!” As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew he did not mean most of them. He was only looking for somewhere to place blame and release his anger before it drove him mad.

      Flames danced along his arms, as he lost control over his temper for a moment. As she stepped back, Gavriel saw fear in Erza’s eyes. Like she was unsure if he might direct the fire at her. Then something else seemed to catch her attention.

      “Rae…” Erza’s eyes were wide and staring straight past the prince. Turning, he found himself facing Rae who had just stepped out of a tent. He could see the tears welling in her eyes, but she managed to stand tall and keep her features composed.

      “Rae I…” Gavriel started, but had no idea what to say. Would he have said all of those things if he knew she was listening? Wishing he could take it all back, he struggled to find the words to say to her.

      “I understand.” Was all she said, hanging her head in defeat. “Just know I never meant to hurt any of you. I only wished to help.” She began walking away from the tent and away from the camp. Where was she going to go?

      “Rae, wait, please don’t leave.” Erza called after her friend, running to grab her arm and stop her. “No one wants you to go.” Searching around to see each of their faces, Rae looked to see if this was true.

      “Do you want me to stay?” No one dared to answer first. The silence was long and excruciating. Then River was first to speak.

      “I think it would be best if you left.” He was still injured pretty badly from the fight, his body covered with many burn marks. It was a miracle he had lived through the attack.

      Gavriel knew there was a chance Rae would go, but he had not realized how desperately he wanted her to stay until now. How could he speak against his best friend’s wishes? He was a coward and continued to say nothing. Rae was waiting for his answer, the one that truly made a difference. Yet, he had nothing to offer to her. No matter how badly he wished to apologize and to go to her side now, he couldn’t bring himself to move.

      Benji moved to stand by Rae, “if you leave I will leave with you.” Erza nodded her agreement. That only left the princess. Everyone’s eyes turned to find her waiting for her answer. As it stood, it looked like two wished for her to go and two wished her to stay. The choice fell on his twin sister now. Rae and Rory’s gazes were locked and he could see the heartbreak consuming Rae now. Rory had been a good friend to her and the two had grown close. The prince could only imagine how badly it pained Rae to break that bond keeping this from her. With every second that passed, it seemed like Rory would send Rae away.

      “You’re a Shadow…” The declaration looked like it physically had struck Rae. She winced away from the comment and began to turn and walk away, thinking she had her answer. “But that does not mean you are also not my friend. I wish you to stay.” Rory moved across the camp and embraced Rae in a hug. The two immediately began to cry as they just held each other.

      Finally breaking apart Rae turned to the two men opposite her. “I will keep my distance and leave the camp for a bit. I do not wish to make you uncomfortable with my presence, and I think we all just need some space right now.”

      It was growing dark, and the sun was now setting over the Bloodred Mountains, illuminating their reddish tint. It would be unsafe to go out alone once darkness settled. Gavriel had a feeling the threat of darkness did not scare Rae. As he watched her walk away, he almost shouted after that she should not go off on her own, but before he did Benji and Erza trailed right behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Within minutes, everything had fallen apart. The life she was building for herself, the new friendships, and the new found love she thought she felt was ripped from her. It only took moments to ruin everything she had been working so hard to have for herself. A life of freedom. One where she was not afraid to be who she was. Except that she had always been afraid of who and what she was. She knew that if anyone found out about her powers, they would kill her for it. From the day she was dropped at the orphanage, she had hidden that side of her from the world. Pushed it deep down where no one would find it. That had all been ruined the moment she let the prince in. He made her vulnerable, and she cared enough about him that she would have done anything to save him.

      Walking out of her tent, she had not known what to expect. She had only regained consciousness moments before and had no idea where she was. There was the fear that the moment she woke up she would be thrown into a prison to await execution. And then there was Gavriel, who she had no idea how he was feeling, until she walked outside and found him yelling.

      His words stung and burned through her straight to her heart. Letting her walls down had been a mistake. The wound his words would leave would be a scar she carried with her forever now. Knowing she let down the one person she thought she might have a chance with. A chance at happiness and love stolen from her all because of a power she never asked for. She didn’t even want it, they could take it from her.

      Now, after having to stand in front of the group and listen to them decide whether to force her to leave, she was walking away to get some distance before rejoining them. The hatred on River’s face when he voted she should be sent off was enough to make her sick to her stomach. Reality sinking in, Rae was struggling to breathe. She was hyperventilating and tears clouded her vision. Picking up her pace, she made her way into the nearby forest and just began to run. No idea where she was going, she did not care. She just needed to get away, the disappointment suffocating her.

      Benji and Erza were not far behind her, and Rae knew they followed her in silence, waiting for her to allow them to approach. There was no longer a reason to be upset with either of them for lying to her when her deceit had been much worse. Finding a small clearing in the forest, she sank to her knees. Hands on her legs and head hung Rae began to cry. Death would have been a mercy right now, compared to the agony she felt.

      A hand rested on her should and she glanced up to find Erza behind her, Benji by her side.

      “I’m so sorry, I am so incredibly sorry,” she cried into her hands. Erza knelt down and just hugged her friend. Benji moved to do the same thing. The three of them stayed like that for a while, not speaking a word.

      “We knew,” Erza eventually whispered. Shock chased away some of the sadness consuming Rae.

      “You knew? How?”

      “Maxim told me.” This made sense, as Maxim was the only person in the world Rae had ever told. She trusted him with her life and knew he would protect her. He had helped her learn to control it and hide it when they also worked on her air abilities outside of the city border. Before his help, the darkness threatened to lash out in moments of fear or anger. They were hard to tame, it was not in their nature to stay hidden. “He needed someone he trusted, and he knew you trusted to look out for you. Maxim asked me to always be listening for any whispers or rumors that would point to you having the shadows. It was the only way he knew he could really protect you. Benji is my closest and most trusted spy. When we accepted this mission, I told him so he knew exactly what he was heading into.”

      Rae was not angry with any of them. She completely understood. Instead, she was shocked that neither of them shied away from her in fear. They had both willingly chosen to come on this trip knowing what she was. Neither was afraid of her and they both saw her fully for who she was.

      “We will never abandon you Rae,” Benji offered. “You are my longest friend. I know you are a good person. You would never hurt the kingdom. We both know everything about you and we still love you for it.”

      Never in her life had Rae realized how truly terrified she was of being abandoned and left alone. After her parents’ death, she could not face that type of loneliness again. It was not until Benji just spoke these words that she realized she was afraid of being abandoned. In this moment, she also realized how furious she was that Gavriel and River had given up on her so easily. They assumed the worse of her and did not even give her a chance.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “I think I just need a moment alone. I will be back soon I promise.” Her friends looked hesitant to leave her, but they respected her wishes.

      Rae needed to reflect on what happened on her own and piece together how she felt. Her anger and sadness were fueling the shadows within her and in this moment she just wanted to let them wash over her. Shoving them down for so long had taken a toll. It almost constantly drained her overall powers, and it only made the shadows more restless to break free. Now they wanted out again.

      Giving in to temptation, she let the shadows crawl over her skin. It felt good, like building tension finally released. They swirled around her and tempted her. Rae felt frustrated. How could River and Gavriel turn on her so fast? Did they not realize how hard it was for her to hide this, for her to keep the shadows away, and how much she gave up letting them out to save them all? It was infuriating, and she felt like she could scream.

      In fact, she did scream. Air and shadows flared from her, swirling around the clearing, creating a small storm that reflected her emotions. She screamed as loud as she could with everything she could muster, and it felt good. She screamed for how unfair this power was. For the pain she felt losing Gavriel and River. She screamed for how terrified she was of the Shadows having the crown now. For all the years, she was forced not to mourn her parents and hide who she was. Letting everything that sat on her shoulder finally out. There was nothing left to hide of who she was. She was Esmerae, daughter of the shadows, wielder of the darkness, and fated to fulfill a prophecy of the goddesses.

      As her power ran its course through the clearing, she struggled to tame it. It had been too long since she could use the full force of it. Now that it was out it had no desire to be held back. The dark shadows washed over her body and she began to panic. Her own abilities were going to consume her, pull her into a darkness she could not come out of. She needed to stop. With deep breaths, she focused on settling her powers, willing them to die down. Over and over in her head, she repeated I will not let the darkness consume me. A mantra she had learned from Maxim to give her a focus when reigning in her shadows. It was working. The more she repeated it the more she believed it. Soon, the clearing was void of any powers and she was left standing alone in the center.

      A snapping behind her had her spinning on her heels. Instantly she knew she would regret giving in to her powers as she found River watching her wide eyed. He looked terrified and had his hand on the hilt of his sword. There was no way to explain the display of ability he had just witnessed.
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        * * *

      

      River was pacing back and forth in the camp, waiting for Rae to return. There was so much he needed to say to her, and yet he had no idea where to begin. In the past month, he had thought they had grown to form some sort of friendship and understanding. They both knew they would do whatever was necessary to protect the prince and princess from harm. River had respected Rae for her power and skill and even had begun to trust her. Now everything was different learning: she possessed the shadows. That was not a risk he could take, especially when he felt he was responsible for protecting Gavriel and Rory.

      Benji and Erza had returned to the camp avoiding everyone. As River continued to wait for Rae to return so he could try to reason with her to leave, a blood-curdling scream rang out from the forest. It set everyone on edge, each of them knowing the voice belonged to Rae. Gavriel moved in the direction of the woods. There was no way River would allow his friend to go in there alone after her.

      He caught Gavriel’s arm, “I will go. Stay here in case there is something else out there.” River knew he would likely just find Rae alone out there, but still he wanted to protect his best friend. Until he knew Rae was not a threat to Gavriel, he would do whatever he could to keep them apart.

      Striding through the forest, he could feel the presence of darkness ahead. Would Rae attack him if he snuck up on her? In his current condition, he would not be able to defend himself. Walking through the forest itself was painful. His burns felt like they were on fire. It would take a while for him to fully recover. Yet, he would do it again, jumping in front of Benji to save him. He reminded himself of that as he continued on, a slight limp forming.

      When he found Rae, she was almost entirely shrouded by darkness. There were shadows filling the clearing she was in and her air abilities whipped around, forcing him to keep his distance. Then all of a sudden they vanished, like she had just turned her abilities off. Shifting where he stood, he accidentally snapped a twig, and she turned to see him. His hand had automatically found the sword at his side, although he knew he could barely manage to draw it right now.

      “What were you doing?” he said, moving slowly into the clearing to face her.

      “I just could not stand it. Feeling like this. It's going to destroy me.” Sadness replaced the surprise on her face, and she looked like she had given up completely. This was not at all what River had expected to find out here. The Shadows were cruel and heartless. The girl in front of him was none of those things. It was easy to forget for a moment the power she possessed. Except that he had just witnessed it only a minute ago.

      “It looked like you were losing control of your power,” he said cautiously.

      “I almost was,” she admitted. “Keeping it hidden and locked up so long takes a toll on me. I have no desire to use this power, but it demands to be let out.”

      River could not believe the candor she spoke with. This was the girl he had taken to the ball. The one who had introduced him to Benji. He knew she loved his best friend. In the cavern, she had given this secret up to save his life. Rae could have easily let him die and kept this secret safe. She was no monster, and she certainly was not the evil villain River was trying to convince himself she was.

      “You can’t change what you are, Rae. No matter your intentions you’re still a Shadow.”

      “I am not a Shadow. I will never be one of them and I will never be one of you truly. I love Veena as much as all of you. I would never support the Shadows stealing away everything I care about there. Please, you have to believe me.” Rae dropped to hear knees in defeat, barely able to hold herself up with the weight of all of this crushing her.

      “I do believe that Rae. It is going against everything I believe in saying that, but also you have to understand I have seen what horror the Shadows can do. You barely just regained control of your own. What if you lose control and hurt one of us?” Rae looked like she might be sick just thinking about the possibility.

      “I would never intentionally hurt any of you. My heart breaks knowing I have hurt you all by keeping this from you.” Being alone with Rae should have him on edge, and yet the longer he stood out here the more relaxed he felt. His hand had left his sword a bit ago, and his muscles were even beginning to loosen. As his adrenaline faded, a lot of the pain from his wounds crept back in. A wince escaped him before he could regain control.

      “Are you okay? Your wounds. How bad are they?” Sincerity filled Rae’s questions.

      “I will be okay. I just need rest and time.” She huffed as if the word time displeased her.

      “Time is the one thing we do not have now.” River knew this all too well after realizing the Shadows made off with the crown. They both knew they would have to go to the Dark Lands and retrieve it.

      “Why do you hate the Shadows so much? You said you knew too well what they could do?” It was a personal question, one River was unsure he was ready to face. He sat next to her on the ground.

      “They killed my mom.” The memory of losing her was all too clear in his mind. Rae patiently waited for him to continue. “When I was young, my mother was murdered. When they found her, it was like the light had been drained from her. Shadows had consumed her entirely.” It was extremely painful to think about even today. “When they found the Shadow responsible, their only reasoning for killing her was that she was weaker than them. They felt that anyone who was weak should be eradicated from the kingdom and the Shadows were the proper rulers. Since then, I have vowed to do everything I can to stop the Shadows and protect those I love.”

      Rae reached out a hand and grabbed him in comfort. “I lost both my parents when I was young. They were also murdered. I understand the pain you feel,” was all she said in response. Even though their situations were different, River knew her empathy was genuine, and he felt sad that she too had to experience this form of pain and grief.

      “Thank you for protecting Benji today. It was incredibly brave what you did for him.” Rae was trying to hold out an olive branch and regain River’s trust.

      “He is someone I care to protect from the Shadows.” It was the truth. He had only known Benji a short time and somehow had come to care a great deal about him.

      “I can see that. I am glad that he is a good friend to you.” That was just it. Benji was a good friend to him, and yet he could not help but feel there was more to it. Gavriel was also his good friend, and he did not feel these strong emotions about him. It was all still extremely confusing.

      “What’s the matter? You seem lost in your thoughts?” Rae was studying his face, trying to read his mind.

      “Its just Benji. I care deeply about him.” She nodded for him to go on. “Like a lot. I cannot stop thinking about it, actually.”

      “Benji is a good man and a true friend. I am not surprised.” River was not sure exactly what he was trying to say or why he was telling Rae this. Maybe it was because Rae was someone who knew Benji even better than he did.

      “No, I mean I know all that, but it's more than that.” Surprise flashed for a quick second on Rae’s face before fading. “I just… I don’t know…” He growled in frustration unable to convey his meaning. A wide smile grew on Rae’s face.

      “You like him. You care for him more than a friend don’t you?” River was unsure why he had not been able to just say it, but he felt relief as Rae said it for him. Her smile told him she did not judge him for this and was happy for him.

      “I think I do.” He replied softly.

      “That’s amazing. Does he know?” Her excitement was contagious in this moment and River felt unusually comfortable discussing this with her. Only a moment before this all, he had been planning how he would persuade her to leave. Now she was the one person who knew his deepest secret. It was funny how things could change so quickly.

      “No, I haven’t told anyone.” Her face shifted to a more serious tone, and she squeezed his hand.

      “If there is anything I have learned today, it is that time is short. Do not wait to tell him how you feel.” River suspected she was half referring to her own situation with Gavriel. “Come on, I think we should head back. It's about to be dark.” With that, she stood and extended a hand to help him. Standing, he felt lighter than usual. The thing he had been carrying around for a while now finally lifted from his back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The past day had been a whirlwind, emotions were running high, and now the group was traveling straight into the Dark Lands. Rory still had not had the chance to speak with Rae since everything had occurred last night. By the time she returned from the forest, it was completely dark and they all needed a good rest after the battle. Gavriel had swapped tents with Erza and stayed with her last night. Her brother had been tense and unwilling to talk about Rae. This was one of the first times he had ever shut her out like this and she hated it. Hopefully, after they retrieved the crown, he would be able to work through all of this with Rae. For now, she wanted to focus on her own relationship with Rae.

      This morning Rae had shared everything Garmrot told her when they were in the shadow pocket together. Including the prophecy he claimed involved Rae. If a seer had given this prophecy, it had to be long ago, as today there were no known seers remaining. People just one day stopped being born with such a power.

      The roads to the Dark Lands grew darker as they traveled. Life and vegetation slowly disappearing from the path ahead. It felt like the group was marching themselves to their own doom. No one had visited the Dark Lands in a long time and returned to speak of it. They were walking in completely blind.

      As children, they group up hearing horror stories of the lands and the Umbra Palace. A dark and sinful castle that rested in the heart of the Dark Lands. It was where Erix ruled over the Shadows from, and where they suspected the Prince of Darkness would take the crown.

      They had only been across the border a short while and they had yet to run into any shadows or trouble. It was odd. They should realize that they would come for the crown after losing it. Yet, it was eerily empty on the roads. Luckily, the palace was less than a day away from the Bloodred Mountains. They would not be able to risk camping anywhere in this territory or they risked discovery.

      Rory could see Rae trotting alone behind the group. It was like her horse sensed her emotions and knew she needed the space. When she had returned last night with River, it had seemed the two had worked through their issues. Rory had no problems with what Rae was, but she still wanted to talk through it with her. Now might be the only opportunity she got for a while, depending how their mission to the Umbra Palace went.

      Pulling back on her reins, she slowed her horse’s pace until she was riding alongside Rae.

      “Hey how are you doing today?” Rae gave a small chuckle, amused by the question.

      “As good as I can be I guess.”

      “All things considered, I’d say that’s better than anyone expects of you.”

      “Can I ask you something?” Rae turned to her. “Of course.”

      “Why did you stick up for me? You could have sent me away for what I am. Why would you risk it and say you wanted me to stay?” This was an easy answer. Rory needed no time to even think about.

      “Because I already knew what you were.” Her friend only shook her head in disbelief. “I’ve known for a bit now. I am pretty good at reading people. Your parents died when you were young, which would have been around the time of the Shadow executions and you never liked to discuss your past or family at all. I also suspected there was something more about why you snuck away at the temple that day. The shadows were tugging on you to use them weren’t they?”

      “Yeah, they were. I was watching you guys the whole time. I didn’t lie about that. I just left in the beginning because I feared my own shadows reacting to the ones they sent into the temple. It had been a while since I used them and I had no idea how much control I still had over them.”

      “Since then, I slowly put it together and could just sense it in you.” Once she had pieced it all together on her own, it was like she could feel it when she was around Rae. There was a dark power lurking deep in her.

      “And you do not fear me or hate me for what I am?”

      “No, Rae, you are my friend. I would never hate you. I wish you could have told me, but I understand why you did not.”

      “Thank you,” Rae said.

      When they returned home to the palace, Rory vowed she would keep this secret for Rae. She just hoped the others would do the same as well. There was no doubt her father would not hesitate to execute Rae if he discovered what she was.
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        * * *

      

      Traveling to the Umbra Palace was not helping keep Rae’s mind occupied the way she thought it would. The first few hours, she had been distracted by keeping a watchful eye for trouble. Pretty soon, it became clear that there would be no forces coming to stop them. It was almost as if they were letting them stride right up to the palace’s front door.

      At one point, she had been able to catch the attention of River. He gave her a small smile and a nod. Hoping this meant he had the chance to tell Benji how he felt last night she returned the gesture.

      Now that she had relaxed on her look out, Rae continued to worry over the problems her shadows had caused. She had the chance to speak with everyone except the one person she desired to the most. When they woke today, Gavriel continued to ignore her and made no effort to talk about what happened.

      Rae had known he would be upset, but she had thought he would at least allow her a chance to explain especially after she saved his life. It was becoming more apparent she would have to come to terms with the fact this relationship was over before it even started. What she would give to have one more night together in the tent, pressed into each other’s arms.

      That all seemed like a distant dream now, something out of a fairytale. One where the common girl meets a handsome prince and they fall in love against all odds. Instead of a fairytale, Rae woke up to a real life nightmare. There was no escaping from her own fate.

      Soon the Umbra Palace became visible ahead of the group and in no time they would be standing at the front gates. They still had not discussed their plan, and she suspected everyone else was waiting to hear what Gavriel thought they should do. With the promise of death staring them down in the distance, Rae decided it was time she tried to speak with the prince. He was only a few feet in front of her.

      Catching up easily, she said, “Hey can we talk?” The prince would not even look her in the eyes nor answer her. “Please, Gavriel. Let me explain.”

      “There is nothing to explain,” he said his brows coming together.

      “Please, just talk to me. We owe each other that much.” Rae was trying to keep her voice down so the others could not hear ahead of them.

      “We owe each other nothing.” Was all he responded.

      “Please Gavriel I know you cared for me. I can only imagine the betrayal you feel. Do not shove me out. I don’t want to lose you. We may both be walking straight into a trap today. I cannot stand the thought of dying today knowing you hate me.” Her heart was pounding so hard the sound filled her ears.

      “That is the problem Rae. I do not hate you. Far from it.” This was not the response she had expected. She had been prepared for him to yell at her, call her awful things, and be done with it all. “I love you Rae, and I think you know that. I love you and I cannot be with you. We were never destined to be together. The goddesses were cruel in allowing us to think we had a chance.” Rae didn’t want to listen, she didn’t want to hear this.

      “Don’t say that Gavriel you don’t mean that.”

      “Rae, you have shadows in you. I am a member of the royal family with light in me. We are destined to be enemies, and yet I cannot bring myself to hate you. This is painful enough as it is. Please do not make this more difficult. After we find the crown, we need to go our separate ways.”

      It was all Rae could do not to sink into sadness and heartbreak right there and then. She was barely holding herself together. Not daring to push further, fearing she would lose her composure she fell back away from the group once again. A life without Gavriel was not one she wanted to live. It was the entire reason she had exposed her secret to save him. Now, in the end, that only ensured they would be driven apart.
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        * * *

      

      Pushing Rae away and denying her the love she desired from him was driving Gavriel to the edge of insanity. His heart was telling him to do one thing while his mind told him another. He longed to make things work no matter the cost. The night after the ball, he had promised her he would give up anything to be with her and now, standing in front of that decision he had been a coward and pushed her out. There was no way he could be with and love a Shadow. His father would have them both killed for such treason.

      Keeping Rae at a distance was the best way to protect her and keep her safe. Away from his father and away from the prying eyes of the palace. Once they retrieved the crown, he would send her far away, where she could start a new life and forget him. He would learn to move on, and eventually the heartache would subside.

      The group was only minutes away from the Umbra Palace and they still had not yet met any challenges on the road. Gavriel knew better than to think this meant anything good for the group. They were certainly heading straight into a trap. For some reason, he did not care. All he wanted was to get the crown back and be done with this all. Maybe a small part of him wished to be caught, so he did not have to face his father or face ending everything with Rae.

      “We are here,” River announced.

      The front gates to the palace were tall and made of steel. They opened to a singular narrow path of stone with steep ledges on either side. The palace was surrounded by the same ledges, only one way in. There were no guards, and the gates were easily pushed open.

      “Are we just going to walk in and demand the crown?” Rory asked bewildered.

      “Do you have a better plan? Either way, we are going to have to fight for it, and there is only one way in.” Gavriel answered. No one tried to argue with him. They all dismounted their horses and began the climb up the path to the palace.

      When they arrived at the entrance, still no forces met them. Gavriel was beginning to worry he had misjudged. The Prince of Darkness could have taken the crown anywhere. Was it incredibly stupid to think he would take it here? The most obvious choice.

      Walking inside the entire entry way was a much different feeling than that of the Solis Palace. It was everything Veena’s own palace was not. The interior reflected the shadows it housed. All the detailing a mix of blacks and grays, no color to be found. It had a fierceness to it that conveyed power.

      “Be on your guard,” Gavriel commanded.

      They moved through the palace, their steps echoing as they hurried. Gavriel could feel a hovering presence around them, but still there was not a single person to be found. Eventually, they happened upon the throne room and made their way inside.

      “Were we wrong?” Rory was shifting uncomfortably.

      “I don’t know. I really thought they would bring it here,” Gavriel said. The whole group had agreed this was the most likely place they would be. It made no sense for the palace entirely abandoned.

      “We must be missing something. This doesn’t add up,” Rae puzzled. Gavriel had to agree with her. A small breeze swept through the throne room seizing their attention. That was when Gavriel noticed the darkness crawling on the wall. Small wisps were beginning to gather in certain spots. They were increasing in size and forming what looked to be doorways. They had seen this before back at the mountain. Multiple entries to shadow pockets were emerging and surrounded them entirely. There were Shadows here, they were just hidden between realms. They had walked straight into their clutches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The group was wildly outnumbered as Shadow after Shadow emerged through the entries on the walls. Each of them drew on their abilities, calling them to hand. Even as Gavriel summoned fire into his palm, he knew it was no use. There were too many surrounding them now, and they were still worn out from their battle only a day ago.

      “What do we do?” Erza hissed at the group. “We can’t take this many on.”

      “We still don’t know where the crown is. If we make our move now, we may never know,” Gavriel responded, which was not really an answer at all.

      “Are we supposed to just let them take us?” Rory directed angrily at her brother. The group was not going to like his answer, but it was their only option and he knew that walking in here. His silence was confirmation enough for everyone.

      “You wanted us to get caught didn’t you?” Rae asked horrified.

      “I knew we needed to catch up to the crown and fast, but I also knew we were going to be in no shape to fight. Being taken captive forces them to remain here to guard us and allows us to hopefully gain back some strength before we take the crown.” The plan was crazy and only a fool could have come up with it.

      “You’re insane, Gavriel.” Rory gasped. “Your entire plan this whole time was to get us caught?”

      To be honest, Gavriel was surprised no one had figured it out sooner. They were all on such a war path that their anger towards the Shadows blinded them.

      “You better pray to every goddess you’re correct and the crown is here along with Erix and the Prince of Darkness,” Rae muttered under her breath. “Or I will kill you myself in whatever cell they dump us in.”

      “Don’t worry, Azala,” the word slipped out before he could catch himself. Gavriel did not miss the way Rae flinched at the word. One that had become a term of endearment between the two, only inflicted pain now.

      At least a dozen Shadows surrounded them now, each dressed in all black. They all held their position like they were waiting on orders. Out of one of the shadow pockets, a tall man stepped out dressed in an all black suit with an entirely black crown resting on his head and a gold cane in hand. His hair was all the way to his shoulders and was a light brown color. This had to be their leader. It had to be Erix. A man of only stories and nightmares, thought to be gone forever, standing before them here.

      “Ah, you’ve arrived. So glad you could all join us. I was beginning to think you might not come.” Erix moved towards them, and the Shadows all remained ready on the edge of the room to strike at any moment. “You see, I have use for you. Therefore, I will not kill you.” The way he said this made Gavriel think the man truly believed he was doing them a favor.

      “However, I will need to keep you prisoner for a bit,” he shrugged as if it were no big deal. “You can either make this easy or we can do this the hard way.”

      “We aren’t seriously just going to turn ourselves over to this guy are we?” Rory hissed to Gavriel.

      “Some of you are clearly injured. I will provide you with a healer. All you have to do is turn over your weapons and come with me.”

      “Why do you want us?” The prince spoke for the group.

      “All in good time, dear prince. For now, all you need to know is I am being truthful with you. You will be provided medical attention and food as soon as all of your weapons are handed over to my companions here.” He gestured around the room for emphasis.

      “I don’t think we have much choice here, guys,” Rae said skeptically.

      “We are seriously doing this?” Benji said, moving even closer to River’s side.

      Gavriel did not say anything, rather he began pulling out his weapons, placing each on the floor in front of him. River followed his lead, piling his own weapons on top of Gavriel’s. Then the rest of the group gave in as well.

      “Perfect,” Erix said merrily and clapped his hands together. “Now that’s over with, shall I show you to your room?”

      “Did he just say room?” Rae asked wide eyed. This man was certainly nothing like the tales made him out to be.
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        * * *

      

      They had been stuck in this same room for two days now. No further answers and no way out, unless Erix allowed them to leave. He had been serious when he said room. This was a luxurious guest room in the palace, and Rae would have thought it was comfortable if she had not been sharing with five other people. The entire group was forced to share the space, the girls sharing the enormous bed and the guys sleeping on the floor.

      The room was high up in the palace and there was only one window looking out. The moment they had been placed in this room they had ruled out the window as an escape route. All that was out there was a far plummet, to an untimely death. No balconies or landings anywhere within sight.

      “Ugh, I can’t stand this much longer. I am going to die of boredom in this room. We are just sitting around waiting for… for what?” Rory exclaimed for the millionth time that day. The longer they were stuck here, the more restless everyone grew. Gavriel had yet to provide them with any more details about his wonderful plan that landed them here.

      A knock came to the door, and a woman hurried in the door, closing it quickly behind her. Rae even heard the lock from outside the door as the guards set it in place again. The woman was a healer, and she had come over the past two days as well. Her visits were mainly to help River in his healing process. The burns covering his skin were finally fading to small pink patches. His pain was much more tolerable now.

      After she was done running her power across River’s body, the woman left again without a word. Besides this healer, they had not yet seen or spoke to anyone else. Erix was enjoying making them wait and suffer. Food was shoved through the door twice a day, and it would slam shut before Rae or anyone else could even think about leaving.

      “We need to start discussing a plan,” Erza rose from a corner of the room where she had been doing core exercises. There was nothing else to do in this room, besides whatever they came up with to entertain themselves. Training seemed to be a pretty good use of time.

      “I have a plan,” Gavriel grumbled from where he was sitting on a stool. Since they had been locked up, he was back to being the usual brooding and cold prince. The man Rae had started to fall for certainly was nowhere to be found.

      “Care to share?” Erza’s hands were on her hips and she was scowling at the prince. Just as all the other times they had pried at him, he refused to answer. “Thought so.”

      “Erix seemed like he was counting on us being here. How did he know we would come?” Rae asked.

      “Lucky guess,” Benji was lying on the bed hands behind his head.

      “I don’t think so. The Shadows knew where we were yet again. Erix seemed confident we would come, like he knew the king had ordered us not to return without the crown. The more logical choice would have been to retreat and come up with a better plan, while readying Veena for potential strike.”

      “You’re right.” River was applying a salve to his burns the healer had left with him the first day.

      “Do you think someone has betrayed us?” Rory chimed in.

      “It seems likely. How else would they know? There has to be a Shadow working in the palace.” Rae was not familiar enough with all the palace workers to even have an idea who it might be.

      “There’s no way I kept this entirely discreet. Only limited people on the council knew.” Gavriel finally added to the conversation.

      “There is no other explanation.”

      They all knew it was true. Their trust had been betrayed by someone close to them. They just needed to figure out who it was and why. The first thing they would do when they returned to the palace was find the snake living amongst them. Rae would make them pay for all the hurt they had caused each of her friends.
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        * * *

      

      There was no possible way someone at the palace would betray them to the Shadows Gavriel thought. Everyone working in the Solis Palace knew how cruel and harsh the king could be in his punishments. It would have been a fate worse than death to defy him and serve Erix instead.

      “No, no one in the palace would dare betray their king. Never mind it being treason, he would hunt them down and cause them unimaginable pain. It would not be worth it.”

      “Unless Erix offered them protection,” Erza argued.

      “Even then, if the king caught them before they made it out of the palace and to the Dark Lands, it would not just be them who suffered. He would inflict punishment on all of their friends and family as well. I cannot imagine anyone would risk that for their loved ones.”

      There had to be something Gavriel was missing. An easy explanation as to how the Shadows always knew where they would be and when. Having an informant would make all of that possible. They would have to be someone outside of the palace, someone the king did not know.

      “What about you two?” he spat at Erza and Benji. They had joined the group only recently, but they had also admitted to spying on Rae and knew about the crown before she even told them about it.

      “You two were awfully fine with Rae’s shadow abilities. You also knew a lot about our mission and the crown before we even told you about it.” Gavriel had stood and now was face to face with Erza. She was standing in front of Benji, protective of her most valuable asset. Most would have cowered away from Gavriel when he was in a dark mood like this. His darker features helped him look more intimidating, and when he was angry, he could become ruthless. Not letting anyone get in his way. The temper of a fire rising. He had to give Erza credit that she had not flinched or backed down. She stood tall and fierce, daring the prince to make his next move.

      An unlikely ally came to the pair’s aid and placed themself directly into the middle of the fight about to break out. “Back off Gavriel, you know it wasn’t them.” River held out a hand, trying to encourage the prince to step away. “Rae is their closest friend. They obviously care about her and were not going to turn on her over her ability. Everyone is getting a bit worked up being cooped up in here all day. This isn’t the fight you want to start.” Why did his friend always have to be so reasonable?

      “Fine, but I still don’t trust either of you.” He backed down unwilling to challenge River in front of everyone. Even with his suspicions, it was not worth picking a fight with his best friend over at this moment. Gavriel needed more proof if he wanted to convince the others.

      Another knock came to the door. This was odd, since the only person they had seen the last two days was the healer. Had she forgotten something? When the door opened, one of the Shadows entered the room.

      “You,” he said, pointing at Gavriel. “Come with me. He wants to see you.” The rest of the group made to follow Gavriel. The Shadow called darkness to his palms, threatening force.

      “Just the prince.” With that, he slipped out the door and followed the Shadow.

      The route they took was the same one they had taken two days ago, when they were brought to the room. They must be heading back to the throne room, which meant Erix had summoned him. When they walked in, unsurprisingly, Erix was seated on the throne, cane in hand.

      “Ah, Gavriel, so glad to see you. I hope my staff is treating you well.” Gavriel thought this had to be some sick and twisted joke. A charade that would end any moment now. They would be hauled off to some dungeon torture chamber.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “Shouldn’t your question be what do you want with us?” This probably made Gavriel appear selfish, the royal prince who cared about no one but himself. He did not give in to Erix’s slight taunt. Instead, he waited, wishing he had his friends by his side right now. They had become a team, and he needed them now more than ever.

      “I happen to have very big plans for you all. Starting with you of course. That would be why I requested you here. You see, I need something from your father, and I believe you can help me get it.”

      “I would never betray my kingdom and help the Shadows.” This made Erix laugh.

      “You truly are so blinded by the lies your father has filled your head with.” This was just a trick, a way to try to throw him off. Erix would fill his head with lies about his own father.

      “I want to propose a trade with your father for an item he has belonging to me.”

      “What item?”

      “That is not of importance right now. I am going to safely return you to Veena in trade for the item.” Gavriel's brows rose in shock. There was no way the king would agree.

      “Then you do not know my father very well. He would rather let me die out here than give in to your demands.” Erix rose from the throne using the cane for support.

      “That is where you are wrong. I know more about your father than even you do. Trust me when I say this. Your father needs you. He cares nothing for you as his child, but he needs his heir. Without you, his own goals are ruined.” Everything Erix was saying was vague and made no sense to the prince. Why would his father need his heir besides to rule Veena one day?

      “It is in your best interest to cooperate and work with me. I am telling you all of this out of good faith. It is also why my Shadows were on orders to bring you in alive if captured.” Gavriel growled. That was far from the truth.

      “It did not seem that way when your son was seconds away from killing me.”

      “My son would have done no such thing, I promise you that. It was no more than a threat and a means to get the crown as well as draw out Rae’s powers.”

      “You knew what she was?” The prince could not believe what he was hearing.

      “Of course I did.”

      “How did you know where we would be every time?” This was his chance to find out if his own theory was true.

      “Ah, yes I did wonder when you would ask me this. I think that there is someone else whom you should discuss that with. You may come in!” Erix bellowed across the room.

      As the doors widened to the throne room, Gavriel spun to see who had walked in. He had to blink a few times not believing who was standing in front of him.

      “Uncle?”

      “Yes, Gavriel. I am truly sorry. I told Erix where you would be and when, each time you left the palace.”

      “But… but why would you do that? You’re loyal to the crown. You are a member of the royal family. This is treason.” His words were becoming frantic.

      “Gavriel there is so much you don’t understand.”

      “I will leave you two to speak. I trust you know where to bring him Aramis?” His uncle nodded, sending Erix off.

      “Why would you do this to me?”

      “I want to tell you a story Gavriel. Come, let's walk.” His uncle began to leave without checking if he was following.

      “I want answers, not a story.” Gavriel threw flames straight into Aramis’ path. Using his air, his uncle parted the wall of flames and continued his walk. Needing answers desperately, Gavriel hurried after him.

      As they strolled through the palace halls, his uncle began retelling a story. “I told you I would one day tell you about Lyana. I was young when I met her. The most beautiful, carefree spirit in the city. Her mother used to work in the royal gardens. Every day, I would watch as she roamed the garden picking her favorite flowers and helping her mother tend to all the plants with her own earth abilities. I could have watched her spinning through the palace grounds, her long fiery red hair catching the sun, all day. Then one day I worked up the courage, and I asked her to dine with me. From then on, we were inseparable, two young kids in love. That love only grew stronger over the years and we eventually got married.” Aramis had a sad smile on his face. He must miss Lyana more than anything.

      “What does this all have to do with you betraying me?”

      “After we were married Lyana, and I were ready to start our own family. After a while, she got pregnant, and it was the happiest day of my life.” Gavriel never knew Lyana had a child. It was strange his uncle never mentioned a kid. “Then came the executions of the Shadows. It was a horrible period of time in Apricus. Every family feared for their loved ones. Death swept across our lands.” Aramis paused, trying to regain his composure.

      “He killed her Gavriel. Your father took the one thing I loved from me. He slaughtered her while she was pregnant with our child and forced everyone to act like it was a sudden ailment. Forced me to never speak of it! Lyana was unfortunate to be born with shadow abilities. She never really used them, they were just something that was there. She loved Apricus, and never would have hurt a single soul. And your father slaughtered her.”

      Gavriel had never heard this before. Like Aramis said, he was told that Lyana had died long ago of sickness. “I am sorry uncle,” he rested a hand on his uncle’s shoulder, “what you experienced is awful, but why would you betray us?”

      “I want revenge. Your father keeps many secrets from you Gavriel. There is so much more behind this fight not just darkness versus light. Apricus needs to be saved, but not from the Shadows. It is your father that plagues this kingdom.”

      “So what? You just came to the Dark Lands and asked Erix to kill father?”

      “I made a deal with him.”

      “What deal?” Gavriel asked.

      “I hired Maxim to steal a bunch of shadow artifacts before they could make it here. I knew Erix wanted them and used them as leverage to make a deal with him and earn his trust. I handed over his artifacts and in trade he allowed me to be his spy so that he can destroy my brother once and for all. I want to be on the side that ends his reign.”

      “I can’t believe you would do this to me, to Rory.”

      “I never wanted to hurt you two, but without you this plan is not possible. I am sorry for lying to you Gavriel, but I am not sorry for wanting to see my brother dead.”

      “He’s lying to you. Whatever Erix promised, he’s a liar.”

      “Erix may have his flaws, but he is no liar Gavriel. What he wants for this kingdom is much better than what your father has planned.”

      “What does he have planned?”

      “I can’t share that with you right now. Right now, we need to focus on making the trade with your father. I promise I will explain everything after that. Gavriel, please just trust me.”

      There was no way Gavriel would trust a word he was saying, but he also had no option but to go along with what Erix and Aramis wanted right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, the group was getting some answers to their questions, but they were not exactly what they hoped for. When Gavriel returned from his meeting with Erix, he filled them all in on what he had found out. Rae still could not believe Aramis had been working against them. The one person she had truly grown to trust and like having around at the palace. Had Aramis known what she was? Is that why he had been so nice to her? There was no way he could have figured it out, and still she had also thought there was no way he would be working for the Shadows.

      “Now what? This still means we are stuck here.” Rory was pacing back and forth. “You never should have gotten us captured like this Gavriel.” Her impatience for her twin was only getting worse. Rae figured they had only a day left before they were all at each other’s throats.

      “Are we sure there’s no way we can get out that window?” Rae asked.

      “There is nowhere below to climb to,” Gavriel reminded her.

      Without warning, the door flung open and Erix made his grand entrance into their room. If Erix was here, there was a chance they were finally getting out.

      “Have you come to finally let us out?” she asked, daring to look him straight in the eyes.

      “Actually, I’ve come for you. I was hoping you might dine with me tonight, Rae.” There was nothing normal about this situation. Being kept in a luxurious room instead of a cell, given food, and now asked to dine with the leader of the Shadows himself.

      “And if I say no,” Rae was not so sure she wanted to be alone with Erix.

      “It would be your loss. I was just really hoping we might get the chance to discuss your parents.” Her breath left her body, and she froze. If Erix wanted to discuss her parents, then he must have known them. There was nothing Rae wanted more in this world than to know more about her family.

      “You knew them?”

      “Come to dinner and find out.”

      After Erix left the group all relaxed, each of them had been tense and ready to intervene if necessary.

      “I don’t trust him, Rae.” It was no surprise Rory would be worried about her. “I get the feeling that he is not being entirely truthful with you. It’s just one of those things I can feel.”

      There had never been a time Rae knew Rory’s feeling to be incorrect. Erix was keeping a lot of information from them, so it could be about anything.

      “I am going to go and find out what it is he is hiding.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, a Shadow escorted her to a dining room where Erix was already seated at the table. The room was dark, only lit by the multitude of candles around it. There was also a fireplace with a small fire burning and a mantle above. The food was already spread across the table. Boards of bread and cheese and bowls filled with fruit, accompanied the carved meat. Rae took her place in a seat close to Erix.

      “I want to know what you know of my parents.”

      “Luci and Theo Kardama,” Erix said. Rae knew her parents’ names were Luci and Theo, but since she had been so young when she was brought to the orphanage, she had long forgotten her surname.

      “Kardama?”

      “Yes, that is your true name. Esmerae Kardama.” Erix even knew her full first name, which she almost never shared.

      “How do you know so much about me?”

      “Because, my dear, your parents were my good friends. I’ve known you since you were a baby.”

      “You’re lying,” Rae accused.

      “Am I? Your parents lived here in the Dark Lands, out in the countryside. We all grew up together. Theo was my best friend. They were slaughtered because of their support for me.”

      “My parents never would have supported you and neither will I if that is what you’re after!”

      Erix gave a small laugh and smiled. “You are so much like your mother when she was younger. No one could tell her what to do, either. I know you will not just help me, you do not trust me. But I plan to try to earn your trust, show you what is really going on in this kingdom. With you by my side, we can rid Apricus of the vile plague taking over it.”

      “You’re referring to the king?”

      “Yes.” This was at least the second time Erix had mentioned the king as some evil entity.

      Pushing the food on her plate around she asked, “Why do you keep saying the king is the issue? From everything I have heard, you are the one trying to spread darkness through the kingdom and open up this world to the shadow realm.”

      Erix began to tsk. “You should not always believe everything you are told. I thought you, of all people would be smart enough to know that. I do not wish to open the shadow realm and plunge the kingdom into darkness, as the king says. However, I will do whatever it takes to stop him and if that means accessing the shadow realm, I will.” He was serious, his tone had drastically shifted to be more serious.

      “Then what is it you do want, if not eternal darkness?”

      “The king must die. That is the only way to stop what he has planned. I wish to restore balance to this kingdom, bring back the forces of shadows, and restore Nyxenya’s rightful place with the ruling goddesses.” This all sounded like a made-up tale.

      “What does any of that even mean? How does this even relate to me or my parents? Why won’t you just tell me what the king is doing?”

      “Because you are a child of prophecy, Rae. You are the key to this kingdom. I am not just going to hand you over to the one man who wants to tear this kingdom apart. With time, I will fill you in on everything, but trust also goes both ways. I cannot risk telling you all I know for you to run back to Veena and tell the king.”

      Rae’s mind was reeling, and she had no idea what to believe. One thing was for certain, she did not wish to be anyone’s pawn, child of prophecy or not.
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        * * *

      

      While Rae was away dining with Erix, the group devoured their own meal, all seated in a circle on the floor of the room. River passed around a plate of rolls.

      “I wish I had warm butter for this,” Benji said, almost in a daydream.

      “Is that what things have come to? We are dreaming about certain food now?” Erza joked.

      River hoped that once they got back to Veena, he would have the chance to visit Benji’s bakery. He recalled how delicious all the pastries at the ball were, and how Benji had made them.

      “I wish I had a warm pie,” River added, shocking the group. They all just stared at him for a moment and then they burst into laughter. It felt so good to laugh again. It had been a while. So many terrible things had happened recently. At least one positive had come from all of this. River had met Benji.

      The night before they arrived here River had taken his chance and confessed how he felt to Benji. He could not believe it when Benji admitted he already knew, and that he may or may not feel the same way. They had not dared to say too much, knowing how dangerous their next mission was, and they needed to be entirely focused. Of course, River would finally meet someone who made him happy and then end up locked up in a palace of a madman.

      “Do we think Rae will learn anything of use from Erix?” Rory asked.

      “Doubt it,” Gavriel answered a hint of annoyance to his tone. He was not handling the truth of his uncle very well.

      “I just hope she’s okay. That Erix guy creeps me out. The way he acts like everything is merry and well, but also gives off the vibe that he could kill us in an instant if he wanted to.” Rory shuddered. River had the same impression about Erix’s power. He could likely take out any one of them without a second thought.

      While they continued to joke and share the rest of the food brought to the room, time passed on. Finally, after a bit, Rae returned to the room. She looked shaken.

      “What happened?” Gavriel was already on his feet, heading towards her. River wasn’t sure if Gavriel was hoping she would have answers or if he was just concerned about her.

      “We are leaving.”

      “What do you mean, leaving? Erix is letting us go?” Rory had joined her brother.

      “No. I mean I am getting us out of here. I refuse to be a pawn in his game.” Rae stormed over to the one window on the opposite wall.

      “Rae, we have been over this. The window is not an option.” Gavriel snapped, annoyed. “Did Erix tell you anything else?”

      “Nothing that wasn’t cryptic and useless,” she muttered her head now halfway out the window. “There’s a window above us. I think I can use my ability to propel up to it. I had been practicing with Aramis. Once I get up there, I will make my way back down and let you guys out.”

      “Rae that is crazy and dangerous. You could fall,” River said. “Let’s just think this through,” he pleaded with her. River was worried. Rae was not thinking clearly. The likelihood this would work was slim, and River did not want to watch if she failed. With her head still out the window, he could tell she was trying to calculate the jump. Everyone was on their feet but careful not to move too close in case Rae decided to jump out without warning.

      River’s anxiety was increasing, and he was beginning to panic. There was no way for him to stop her. His only chance was to reason with her. Gavriel would never recover if something happened to her. He needed to do this for his friend. “Rae please,” he tried again, the desperation in his voice clear. Benji must have sensed it too because standing next to him he slid his hand into River’s. Benji gave it a slight squeeze to try to comfort him. River flinched a little, realizing everyone in the room could see them. Glancing around, he caught Rory and Erza behind him, both looking directly at their entwined hands. His nerves were at an all-time high, and he wasn’t sure whether he should drop Benji’s hand.

      “What are you all staring at?” Gavriel asked. Turning back around, River saw that Gavriel and even Rae were now also looking directly at them. A wide grin was growing on Rae’s face. Gavriel must have finally figured out what everyone else saw, because he placed his hand on River’s shoulder.

      “I’m happy for you,” he said softly.

      Happiness was radiating from the two girls behind him, and before he knew it, a small smile had even crept on to his own face. He was not letting go of Benji’s hand. Nothing had ever felt so right.

      Rae turned back to the window ready to head out. “Rae, please just wait for one second,” he tried one last time. It was too late. Rae had already climbed onto the window sill and was clinging to the side so she would not fall.

      “I’m done waiting,” was all she said before she disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      For a brief moment, Rae felt like she was flying. The window above was quite a bit away, and she had put all of her power into making this leap. As she propelled towards it, she grew worried. She was still moving upwards, but she was slowing down and had not reached it yet. As she felt her speed decline to its end, she panicked. Reaching out, she barely caught the ledge of the window.

      Dangling from the side of the palace had not been part of her plan. Thankfully, all of her training would finally come in handy. She needed as much upper body strength as she could muster to pull herself up. As a breeze blew by, and Rae dared a glance down.

      The worst decision she had ever made, seeing the endless fall that awaited if she slipped. She also noticed the group had their head out the window staring up at her. “Hold on Rae! Pull yourself up,” someone shouted at her, but the wind made it hard to hear who. Her heart was racing and her hands were turning slippery with sweat.

      With a deep breath, she used everything in her to pull herself up. It took all of her strength to make it up onto the window sill. As she pulled herself in through the window, she prayed no one would be in this room. Once inside, she saw it was an empty bedroom. Rae glanced back out the window and gave a quick wave down to indicate she was alright. Now she just needed to find her way back to them.

      Hurrying from the room, she wasted no time. The halls looked similar to those on the floor below her. She remembered where the stairs on that floor were and assumed it would be the same up here. There was no time to spare, and she began running through the halls. Within minutes, she reached the stairs. No shadows roamed this floor, which seemed like pure luck.

      When Rae reached the room below, she wondered what her plan would be to take out the guards. Once Erix realized they broke out, he would surely come for them. She needed most of her power for when that happened. The distance did not allow her long to think over a plan. Instead, she decided to just make something up once she got there.

      Emerging from the stairs, Rae clung close to the walls as she crept around each corner. She made it to the one which would lead her to the room. There were two guards outside, from what she could see. A thought occurred to Rae, and she called on a tiny bit of her power. Both guards began choking and grabbing at their necks. Since they had not expected an attack, it was easy to rip their air away. She waited until they were unconscious, then moved. Unlocking the door, she threw it open.

      Inside, five sets of eyes just stared at her. “See I told you I could do it,” she stepped back to let them out. “Now come on we have a crown to find.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavriel had to admit he was incredibly impressed with how Rae had just jumped out a window, and made it back to them in no time to break them out. They were now searching the palace for the crown and trying to remain unseen. The crown was likely hidden or locked up somewhere, it wouldn’t just be laying out for them to take.

      Most of the palace was made up of empty bedrooms and endless hallways. The longer they were here the more Gavriel realized it was nothing like the Solis Palace. Every area that had open space had been filled with dark and gothic decor. It was like shadows projected into every inch of the palace.

      After checking many rooms and finding the same thing, it was looking more like they would have to confront Erix directly for the crown. “Where do you think Erix is? I’m surprised he hasn’t noticed we are gone yet,” Rory said.

      “I don’t know, but wherever he is, I am starting to think the crown will be there too,” Gavriel answered.

      There was one main room they had yet to check, and that was the throne room. No one was ready to confront the same space they were captured in yet. With time running out, they may have no other choice.

      “What about the throne room?” Rae said like she had read his mind.

      “I agree. It’s likely he will be there waiting,” Gavriel said.

      Everyone only nodded in agreement. They made their way straight to the throne room. Gavriel did not let himself think much about what would await them. He found something else to focus on. In front of him, he watched Rae’s curls bounce as she strode forward with determination and grace. She was on a warpath and anyone who got in her way would be destroyed. Something about that made Gavriel desire her even more.

      They arrived at the door to the throne room, and Gavriel gave it a small shove. As it creaked open, they readied themselves in case they were met with immediate challenge. There were no Shadows lining the walls this time. Sitting on the throne in front of them was Erix, and he was not alone. Beside him on each side stood the Prince of Darkness, dressed in all black wearing the same mask as before, and Aramis.

      “Looking for this?” He held out his hand, showing the gem. The Prince of Darkness was also holding Nyx in his hand. With the two artifacts combined, they did not stand a chance at winning this battle outright. They would have to be more clever than that.

      “If you would just hand that over we will be on our way,” Rae smiled sweetly at Erix.

      “You know I cannot do that, Esmerae.”

      Gavriel had never heard anyone call her that. He had not realized Rae was not even her true name.

      “Don’t call me that,” she growled back at him to which Erix laughed.

      “Why not? It is the name your parents gave you. I am only trying to do right by them,” he shrugged, “but if you insist. I am afraid I cannot let you walk out of here. It would be no good for my own plans. The crown, along with you all will be staying. This is your one chance to stand down and go back to the room.” There was no turning back now. Not a single member of this group would be backing down and giving up. It wasn’t in their nature.

      Everyone shifted into readied stances, signaling their decision. Slowly, Erix rose from the throne, the gem reacting to his shadows and placing itself as a crown atop his head. Silently, the Prince of Darkness held up the dagger and took a defensive stance. Aramis only remained observant, with a look that said he had no desire to fight them but would.

      They needed to take them by surprise, use the unexpected to gain the advantage. Before anyone could move or speak, Gavriel struck. One quick burst of light aimed directly at the prince. He wanted to settle the score between them after what occurred on the mountain. It was his turn to be the victor. One prince against another.

      This time, Gavriel’s twin stood beside him. He wasn’t exactly sure when she had moved to join him, but he was thankful when her own light joined his. They moved in unison, throwing attack after attack as the Prince of Darkness used Nyx to block each strike.

      Luckily, no back up had been called. Apparently, Erix felt they could handle the situation themselves without the other Shadows. River, Benji, and Erza had moved as a group to take on Aramis. That left Rae to face Erix on her own. Normally, Gavriel would have protested and forced someone to run to her aid. Yet, right now, Rae was projecting a darkness that terrified even him. She was staring straight at Erix, her gaze like a piercing dagger. No one could get in her way right now. It was safer to let her do this herself. Gavriel saw as Erix made the first move with a forceful tap of his cane on the ground. Shadows rushed towards Rae, who easily blocked them.

      Gavriel could not worry about her right now. The Prince of Darkness was going to throw everything he could at them. There was no room for error or distractions. Gavriel and his twin were complementary fighting partners. Their light was stronger together. The prince’s fire and princess’ water gave the perfect balance of attacks.

      With each powerful punch of flames and whips of water, the two pushed the prince around the room. Forcing him to continually move and dodge their blows. Nyx unleashed a terrifying wave of darkness at them. Their light was all that cut through it. Gavriel and his sister were weaponless after handing them all over. For this reason, they had to keep their distance and attack from afar. If that dagger made it in close range, they would be doomed. The Prince of Darkness knew this and took every opportunity to try to push forward.

      A shadow tendril reached out and wrapped around Rory’s ankle. It yanked her down, and she was dragged across the floor. Gavriel sent a stream of light straight for it, causing it to release his sister.

      “Thanks,” she barely got out.

      “No problem.”

      Even with their continual attacks the dagger provided a solid and unbreakable shield for the prince. There had to be a way they could knock the dagger away or break through the shield. Gavriel formed a tiger with his flames and sent it charging after the prince. It was easily smothered by intense darkness.

      Immediately, Rory followed the attack with a whirlwind of water. The prince cut straight through it with Nyx. Gavriel realized the prince had yet to show their elemental ability. It was odd. Why had they only used the shadows and not both? They would have to draw it out of him if they had any hope of tiring him out.

      Strike after strike followed each other. Gavriel alternated flame and light using both equally. He sent a continual burst of light straight for the prince. Rory joined in and together their power pushed the prince back. The Prince of Darkness was struggling to hold up his shield of shadows.

      Then, he dropped it all together, rolling aside to dodge the light and driving the dagger into the ground. Shadows shot across the floor straight for them. As they got close to the pair, they both let light extend beyond them and create a thin layer across the floor dispersing the shadow. Gavriel proceeded to slash his flame like a sword at the prince who was off balance standing back up.

      The Prince of Darkness was too slow to use the shadows again and instead was able to tame the flame and bend it to his own will. He had fire abilities. This made things even more complicated now. If he choose to keep using his flames, Gavriel would be even more useless in the fight. They just needed to hold him off long enough now for Rae to take the crown from Erix.
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        * * *

      

      With a singular tap of a cane, Erix unleashed a burst of shadows, knocking Rae off her feet. Air caught her, easing the blow and cushioning her fall. That one hit could have left her unconscious if she hadn’t been quick to react. The well of power deep within her stirred ready to be released, after all these years.

      The first strike didn’t even leave a scratch on Erix. Power flowing freely from her, shadows crawling along her skin. She struck again, even faster this time. Shadows lashing out, desperate to grab hold of their target. The feeling of using the shadows was freeing. That one part she had shoved so far down was finally able to be used.

      The crown deflected each and every attack her shadows made. It was protecting its wearer, as if its will was determined by the abilities that activated it. From what Rae could tell, Erix was effortlessly wielding it.

      “There is no point, Rae. I am too powerful for you to take on yourself,” with a swipe of his cane a blade of darkness sped for her. A shield of air blocked the attack, and she sent her own stream of darkness straight back at Erix. He easily side stepped, and as he did, air hit the exact spot he moved to. Rae had anticipated his move and planned accordingly. The air knocked him over, but before he struck the ground, a shadow pocket opened and swallowed him.

      There was no way to tell where he would step out of the pocket. Especially with the power of the crown, Erix would be able to move between worlds undetected and reappear anywhere. Rae held her hands up defensively and spun slowly, awaiting his next move. There was fighting all around her. She was able to risk a quick look to check that her friends were alright.

      Behind her, another pocket opened and Erix stepped out, striking with his cane. There was no time to dodge. Rae fell to the ground, crying out in pain. Fire surrounded her in a circle, trapping her as she scrambled to her feet. Then slowly shadows pushed through, snaking across the floor towards her. The crown’s power was truly something to behold. It was working with Erix’s fire's ability to strengthen each attack. No matter how hard she tried these shadows would not bend to her will either.

      With a quick movement, Rae created a small opening in the flames, using air to force them apart. Erix was grinning as if this were a game. Toying with her was amusing him. “I’m impressed. You’re more resilient than I thought. Unfortunately, your power is still nowhere close to mine.” Another forceful slice of shadows slammed into her, and she fell backward. Each time one of his attacks hit she was only growing angrier.

      With a growl of fury, she stood now entirely surrounded by her darkness. She held up her palm and released a stream straight at Erix, taking him by surprise. He had not expected her to still have this much power left.

      “You were saying,” she taunted.

      They jumped back into an exchange of attacks, each of them keeping the other on their toes. For a moment, Rae wondered if her parents had been this powerful. They had been friends with Erix, or so he claimed.

      The crown’s power pushed back at Rae’s attempts to knock Erix down. His skills using a cane were impressive. One might think the cane inhibited his ability, made him weak. Instead, it only made him stronger. He clearly had learned how to use it with his shadows.

      The two squared off both across the room from each other. Erix leaned into his cane, the only sign that her attacks were wearing him down. She was breathing heavy, and the familiar feeling of exhaustion was creeping in.

      An idea came to Rae about how she may be able to take the crown. It was a completely insane idea, one that might exhaust her entire power. At this point, she was willing to try anything. Wind rushed through the throne room, making its way to her. All of her concentration was focused on pulling this off. More and more rushed through the room and swirled in front of her. Everything she had was poured into this.

      Glancing up, Rae found a large tornado of air growing in front of her. It was expanding outward, and close to touching the tall ceiling. The weight of exhaustion pulled down on her, but she pushed on. With a yell, she called on the last bit of her power and the tornado grew. Even the power of the crown would not be able to block an attack of this power. Rae only hoped it was enough to keep Erix down.

      With all the force she could muster, she sent the tornado hurdling to where Erix stood. Shadows built a wall in front of him and grew upward. Not quick enough though, the wind still wrapped itself around him. The moment in collided with the wall of shadows, they danced along the wind and it turned instantly into a dark storm. Rae heard a shout from Erix as he disappeared.

      Then the tornado died out, the air and shadows dispersing. Left on the ground where a storm just stood was Erix. The crown was back to gem form, and lying on the floor. Rae used the small bit of air she had left, before running out, and swept the gem to herself. Letting it interact with the darkness within her, she felt its power as her shadows were refueled.

      She strode across the room and stood directly above Erix. With a weak laugh, he met her gaze. “Are you going to kill me?” A wheeze escaped his chest. “Is that what your parents would want, for you to become a killer? A puppet for the royal family?” Every word that left his mouth was vile. He was desperate and would say anything.

      “Enough! You do not know a thing about me!”

      “I know that you would do anything to learn about your past. You long to be free. To use the full extent of your power. Do you really think the royal family will allow that?”

      “Shut up!” She held out her palm, the shadows dancing along her arm and hovering in wisps at her fingertips.

      “They will kill you for what you are,” he said. “Do you really think the prince will protect you? That he loves you? He is using you.” That was the last straw. She had had enough of listening to him.

      She unleashed her shadows, and they struck Erix in the chest. They would consume him until there was nothing left. He yelled out in pain, trying to fight against it.

      “Rae, stop,” someone yelled from beside her. Glancing over, she saw Gavriel had been knocked to the ground, and Rory was kneeling beside him. She had been the one to yell. Aramis had ceased fighting with River, Benji, and Erza, and they were all staring at her. All but the Prince of Darkness who’s eyes were locked on his target, hands outstretched.

      “If you do not stop, I will kill them,” the raspy and hidden voice spoke from behind the mask. No one dared to move. Rae held the power right now, and whatever she did would decide whether they lived or died.

      “Rae please,” Rory begged teary eyed. Gavriel was only staring at her from where he lay injured. There was no way she could seal their fate like this. These were her friends. No matter how angry Erix had made her. Taking his life was not worth losing them. She pulled back, the shadows retreating back up her arm.

      “I will let him live. Now hold up your end of the deal,” she demanded at the Prince of Darkness. They just held each other’s gaze. Then the prince lifted Nyx and pointed it straight at Gavriel and Rory.

      “No,” was all he said.

      Before Rae could even react, the dagger slashed through the air and sent shadows straight for her friends who were sitting there helpless. It happened in the blink of an eye. There was a small burst of light that met the shadows and they exploded on contact. The darkness that followed blinded her for a moment until it receded.

      There on the ground lay a body unmoving. The light had not been enough to save them. For a moment Rae was overcome, hysterical. She thought that Rory or Gavriel had moved to save the other. Except, now she realized both were still in the exact same positions. They had a look of disbelief on their faces.

      Moving closer, Rae saw who had jumped in front of the attack. Aramis was unmoving on the ground. Kneeling down next to him, she placed a hand on his shoulder. His eyes blinked slowly open. “Rae?” His voice was weak.

      “Why? Why would you sacrifice yourself?”

      A faint smile formed. “They deserve so much better than what they’ve been given. I never wanted to hurt them. I was only trying to help.” His breathing was shallow and already he was struggling to keep his eyes open. “Now I can be with my Lyana again. Everything I did was for her.” With that, his eyes shut and his chest stopped rising. A tear slid down Rae’s cheek. She had not been close with him, but what he had done for Gavriel and Rory would never be forgotten.

      Standing, she made her choice. Once again, the crown gave her the shadows she desired, and she held her palm out towards the Prince of Darkness.

      “No, Rae stop!” Erix was standing now, using his cane for support. He tried to move a step towards her, but she held up her other hand at him. The Prince of Darkness did not move. He only continued to stare through the mask that hid his features.

      “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you both right now.” Her temper was only growing.

      “Rae, please just wait a moment. I have what you want so desperately.” She shook her head. There was not a single thing Erix could have that she would want.

      “And what would that be?” she snapped.

      “Your family.”
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      If there was a chance Rae’s family was still alive, she would give anything to see them. Except she had heard the men who came for parents that day, heard their screams, and she would never forget it.

      “My parents are dead,” Rae snapped sternly.

      “Unfortunately, that is true, however I think you forget your parents were not the only ones there that day.”

      As he said the words, Rae thought about every little detail of the memory of that day. Her parents had not been the only ones at the house that day. Someone else had been there. As the men had approached her house, her mom had told her to run and find someone. Why did it all feel so distant to her? Who had she run to find? The land, the forest, the pond, it all felt so familiar and slowly she realized why. The dream she had been having it was all the same place. In the dream, there was a girl waiting for her at the pond. What was it her mother had said to her before she left? To take her sister to their neighbor, Greta’s house.

      She had a sister, one whom she had forgotten about for a long time. The memory was too painful to dredge up. It was a piece of herself her mind had kept under lock and key until now.

      “My sister,” she half whispered, half asked. Erix only shook his head in confirmation.

      “Seren remove the mask,” he commanded looking toward the Prince of Darkness. The prince obeyed and peeled back the mask as well as the hood that covered his head.

      Only the prince was no prince. The hood fell back and with the mask gone, Rae came face to face with Seren. Seren was a Princess of Darkness. An Azala, like her. Long curly brown hair cascaded down her back, streaked with red highlights that reminded her of flames. They had the same facial features and eyes. There was no denying the relation. This was her sister, here before her, the same girl from her dreams.

      “Seren,” she began, the name feeling familiar as it rolled off her tongue. “How is this even possible?” Her wide eyes dashed back and forth between Seren and Erix. Neither made any immediate effort to answer.

      “All these years, you’ve been here? With him?” The last words came out a bit more harsh than Rae had even intended.

      “Do not be so quick to judge, sister.” The voice that spoke these words was very different from the one hidden behind the shadow mask. It was delicate, and yet fierce conveying confidence with each word. “Erix took me in after our parents were slaughtered like pigs because of this family,” she pointed an accusing finger at Gavriel and Rory. “He trained me and gave me a home, a purpose. And what have you been doing this entire time? Gallivanting through the kingdom with the royal family? It’s shameful Esmerae, our parents would have been so disappointed.”

      “You did not even know our parents,” anger stung like a thousand bees, as Rae grew frustrated that her sister could defend this man. “Gavriel and Rory are not their father. They are nothing like that monster of a king. I blame him for their death, not them.”

      “And yet I feel like I knew our parents. Erix has shared many stories with me about them while you were off living your own life in the palace. Did you ever think to even look for me? Did you ever try?”

      Guilt welled inside her as she realized her sister had a point. Never once had she bothered to look for her. The memories of her past had been shoved as far away as possible, so they would no longer haunt her. This included those of her sister. Every day since they had been split up Rae tried hard to forget the horrors of their past and move on. Unfortunately, in the process of hiding away her trauma she also prevented herself from remembering anything of her old life.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were alive or where you were.”

      “That is all you have to say for yourself? Your family is here, Rae. I am your family. Yet you seem to have made your choice in allegiance.” Flames sputtered to life in Seren’s hands. “I will fight you to protect my family if I must. Hand the crown back over. I will give you one chance to change your mind. One chance to reclaim your place within this family. Together, we will put an end to those with light abilities.”

      Seren’s offer was serious. Rae could tell her sister truly wanted her to be by her side once again. As desperately as she had wanted to get her family back, the group beside her was her family now as well. There was no way she would just abandon them.

      “I’m sorry, Seren. I can’t. We are not your enemy. I hope someday you can see that. Maybe then we can be reunited once more.” Darkness trickled from the crown atop her head. They curled around her body, preparing her for Seren’s attack.

      They needed to make their escape now before it was too late. Rae suspected Seren was not going to let them walk out of here. This should not fall on the other’s to handle. Her sister was her problem.

      “Go! I will catch up!” If everyone else left, she would at least know they were safe and hopefully would soon catch up to them.

      “Are you mad?” Erza shouted at her. “We would never leave you.”

      “I have the crown. I will be fine. I just need you to get a head start on heading back to Veena. I will be right behind you, but someone needs to hold off Seren. I promise,” the two friends locked gazes for a moment. Then Erza motioned to the rest of the group to follow her.

      “Come on, let’s go. You heard what Rae said.” With a small smile, Rae nodded a thanks to Erza.

      The group hurried from the throne room. Even Gavriel was on his feet and rushing out. His injuries did not seem too extensive, rather he had drained through a lot of his power and needed rest. With the whole group gone, it was now up to her. She would face her sister alone.
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      Through the throne room doors, the group rushed to make it out of the palace in the window of time Rae provided them. No one wished to leave her behind, but they were in no condition to continue fighting, and with the crown she was their best chance of getting away. It pained Gavriel to leave her there by herself. His heart ached the moment he turned his back to leave with the group. Today had shown him life was too short to care what others thought about who he should be with. There was only one person he cared for and wished to be with, and that was Rae.

      “I can’t do this,” he froze in the hallway.

      “What do you mean, we have to go right now?” His sister gave him a slight tug to continue moving.

      “I can’t leave her,” he whispered his voice raw with emotion. “I can’t abandon her again when she needs us.”

      “Gavriel you heard what she said. She’s giving us a chance to escape.”

      “I’m going back for her.” The group had all paused and was staring at him. Each torn apart by their own emotions about leaving Rae behind. The sound of yelling reached their ears from the throne room. The sisters were still arguing and it would not be long before fighting broke out. Gavriel needed to make his decision now. No one in the group argued further with him. Erza’s eyes met his, and she gave him a slight nod that she understood. The words they had exchanged on the mountain still clung to him, and he wanted to prove he could love Rae for everything she was.

      “Go,” Erza urged. “I will ensure they all get out.” The prince did not hesitate. Racing back into the throne room to stand by the girl who meant so much to him. The arguing ceased as he entered, striding powerfully across the tiles towards Rae.

      “What are you doing here?” she looked shocked.

      “I’m not leaving you here. I will not abandon you when you need me, Rae.”

      There was no time to continue the conversation. It was implied they would discuss later once they made it out of this mess. First, they needed to tire Seren enough that she would not dare to follow them once they escaped. Beyond that, they would figure it out as they went.

      Pride filled Gavriel as he stood beside Rae ready to take on Seren. She was fierce and incredibly brave, willing to sacrifice herself to ensure they made it back to Veena. This was the true Rae, his Azala.

      “Together?” She was holding out a hand to him, waiting for his response.

      “Together.”

      They both attacked at the same time, the light intertwining with darkness. A beam of light and a tendril of shadow raced straight towards Seren. The Princess of Darkness cut through them with Nyx. The act was not as fluid and easy as she had made it seem earlier. Her power must have been depleting.

      Fire was not going to be an option for Gavriel. Anything he tried with it Seren would easily control and deflect. Light was the only advantage he had over her. The luminous warm power fought hard against the cold, dreadful shadows of Seren’s dagger. There was a clear difference between Rae and Seren’s shadows. The shadows coming from Rae’s crown were welcoming to him, yet they attacked Serene with bold power. Seren’s shadows felt potent and dreadful, like they sought to drag them down into oblivion.

      This was a test of strength and will power. Each sister was determined to come out on top. It saddened Gavriel to have to watch Rae fight her own family. After how desperately she had wanted her family back, and then to receive that only to find out they were working against you all along. That type of betrayal and hurt would cut deep.

      The crown and dagger were equal opponents, like the sisters wielding them. It was a spectacle to behold them battling. Gavriel’s own light was the only thing tipping the scales of balance. Adding a little extra power behind each of Rae’s attacks. Their powers were complementary, as if they were meant to be used together. Darkness fueling light. It was against all laws of nature, and yet here before them it was happening before their eyes.

      Seren was wearing down as Rae continued hit after hit. The shadows never receded or pulled back. They continued to throw themselves into battle. The Princess of Darkness was becoming sloppy in her attacks. Missing more often and having trouble dodging the ones thrown at her.

      Gavriel watched as Rae took advantage of this chance. Calling on the rest of the power the crown would allow her. Darkness filled the entire throne room. Erix had dragged himself to a corner, and was sitting propped against the wall, watching in awe.

      The shadows danced in excitement around Rae, happy to be free once more. There was no way to know if she would have enough control over them to pull back after. Gavriel could only hope she was strong enough to stop herself.

      She yelled as she expelled more and more power. Putting everything she had left behind this last attack. The darkness swirled around her, pushing Gavriel back a step. It was a whirlwind of shadows. Then a streak of shadow launched from the ones surrounding Rae and slammed straight into Seren. Even Nyx could not stop the full force of this power.

      Seren fell to her knees in defeat. The shadows continued to barrel into her with no sign of slowing down. The Princess of Darkness held on as long as she could, but eventually gave in and fell to the ground. Still breathing, Gavriel could tell she was only unconscious.

      The shadows continued to build around Rae. Dragging her deeper into the never-ending darkness. If she did not pull back soon, they would consume her. She would become nothing more than a shell of her old self, lost to the shadow realm forever.

      “Rae,” the prince tried, but she did not flinch. Instead, the shadows towered over him, threatening to lash out if he got too close. “Rae, that’s enough, it's over!” Still, she made no move to acknowledge him.

      “Rae, please I know you can hear me,” desperation laced his words.

      There had to be a way he could break through to her. If only he could reach out to her. The shadows were preventing him from moving anywhere near her. They would soon devour the entire throne room and make their way through the castle. Gavriel only hoped the others had already made it out.

      “If you can hear me, please, you have to pull back! The shadows are too strong.” It was no use. The surrounding barrier was blocking out any attempt to reach her.

      There was only one more thing for Gavriel to try, and it may just kill him. He could not leave her like this. In the past, he had failed her and he vowed never to do so again. With one step, he tested the boundary of shadows. They pushed back at him. Continuing forward he used a small bit of light to shield himself from the darkness attempting to expel him.

      There were only a few inches until he would be able to reach out to Rae. Once he was able to reach her, he would be able to pull her back to reality. With a hand extended, he gave one last push against the shadows. His hand found Rae’s own hand and grabbed on tight. With a squeeze, he prayed to the goddesses to return Rae safely to him.

      “Rae, please come back to me. I am right here. I need you. There is no one else I would rather stand beside,” he continued, not willing to give up what might be his last chance to fight for her. “I am so sorry I failed you. I never should have doubted you. It was always you, from the very first time I saw you at the docks, I knew. You are so strong and brave and I know you can fight this, please. Don’t leave me.” His voice cracked with the last words. Clinging tight to Rae’s hand, he worried that his words had not been enough. Nothing had changed, and the shadows were still trying to push him away.

      “Rae look at me! Azala, please.”

      As he was about to give up and let go, he swore he felt a slight squeeze back. “Rae?” Then the shadows began to die down. Crawling back to the crown that fueled them. The darkness left the room, and the two were left standing together.

      “You brought me back.” Gavriel could not tell if Rae was asking or stating.

      “Yes,” he answered regardless.

      “You didn’t leave me.”

      “I will never leave you, ever again. I will always be by your side, Azala.” The word brought a small smile to her face. He watched as she observed what she had done. Seren was passed out on the ground and Erix was watching from the wall barely conscious.

      “Go to the Northern Tundra. There, you will find the answers you seek. You will see, we are not your enemy to fight,” Erix said, his voice raspy. “The people there are long forgotten and hidden by your own father.”

      “We should leave,” she said. Gavriel only nodded his agreement. Still hand in hand, they ran from the throne room. The two did not stop running until they were safely reunited with the rest of the group a good distance from the Umbra Palace.
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      The days following what transpired at the Umbra Palace passed in a blur. Rae was still in shock after discovering her sister was alive, and raised by Erix. There was still a small part of her that wished and hoped someday she might have a relationship with her.

      The group was already halfway back to Veena, and everyone was looking forward to finally being able to rest after this adventure. In particular, Rae could not wait to reunite with her gigantic bed in the palace. That was if Rory and Gavriel even allowed her to come back with them. She had been afraid to ask yet.

      The group had a lot to discuss and plan when they got back, but nothing that could not wait a day or two for them. After this entire ordeal, they deserved rest. Benji and River had not left each other’s side since the Umbra Palace, and Rae supposed she would see a lot more of Benji at the palace now. Even Erza seemed to make friends with Rory as they chatted on their journey home.

      They had become a close-knit group, like a family. With them by her side, Rae was ready to take on the world and anything it threw at her. Playing over Erix’s last words before they left, she figured she would need that type of attitude to move forward.

      “What are we going to do next?” Rory asked her riding on her horse next to Rae.

      “I have no idea,” she shrugged, “I suppose we need to return to the crown to your father first.”

      “Your going to hand it over? Just like that?”

      “Yes, why wouldn’t I?” Rae asked surprised.

      “I mean you said it could only be used by someone with shadow ability, which my father does not have. It is useless to him. Plus, if you believe some of what Erix said, my father should not be the one to possess such an object.” Rory had a point there.

      “Well, I suppose I have a few more days of travel to think of a better plan then,” Rae winked at her.

      At least on this journey home, they knew no shadows would come for them. Erix had tried to tell them where to head next. Rae doubted after that he would immediately chase after them. She picked up her pace, trotting to catch up with Gavriel.

      “Are we going to go north? To the Northern Tundra?” They had not discussed this possibility yet.

      “I suppose we will have to if we want any real answers,” he said, glancing over into her eyes. His stare was melting her right where she sat. Every piece of her yearned to be with him. The prince had been an anchor for her. Pulled her back from the shadows that threatened to take her from this world.

      “Thank you again,” she whispered.

      “No need to thank me. I am just glad you were okay,” he said nonchalantly.

      “I do need to thank you. You came back for me when I needed you most. I would never have won that fight without you. The shadows threatened to take over, and you pulled me from the darkness. That isn’t just nothing.”

      “I will always come back for you Rae,” he began. “I made a mistake pushing you away. I don’t want to pretend I don’t have these feelings for you. Every single part of me burns with desire for you. The thought of losing you was unbearable. I thought for a moment I had, when the shadows had their grasp on you. I never want to let you go like that. I will stand by your side no matter what. I love every bit of you and who you are.” Rae was blushing, her heart bursting with happiness.

      “I never want to lose you either,” she said. Even with all that was going on around them, Rae was thankful the goddesses brought her to Gavriel.

      “After we go back to Veena, we will plan to head to the ice tundras and find our answers,” Gavriel said. Rae shook her head in response.

      “You have a sister now too,” he said wearily.

      “Yea, I suppose I do.

      “What are you going to do with that information?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I suppose it confirms one thing. I am a child of the prophecy. Sisters lost to fire and death, once again found with another last breath,” she recited the words Garmrot had told her.

      “Aramis’ death,” Gavriel guessed. She nodded in confirmation. There was still more to learn of the prophecy and her role in it.

      Once they recovered, they would finally find out what was truly happening in this kingdom. Rae’s gut told her that there were darker secrets yet to show themselves.
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