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Chapter One

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Vivani Tyrea had never seen a drakkin in their true form before—not until now, when she stared up at his massive draconic head adorned with a crown of horns as he swiveled around to meet her stare. His eyes were bright, like the licking orange of a flame. 
Scales like ruby glinted in the late morning sunlight. Three imperial enforcers restrained the shifted hybrid with vytherium chains, pinning his long serpentine body to the street’s asphalt. Vehicles lined up on either side, corralled to a stop by the enforcers that had created a blockade around the fifty-foot drakkin.
Vivani’s twin brother, Valyn, stood beside her, scrutinizing the creature with a pinched expression. Despite his apparent disdain in his look, she could not imagine the thoughts that ran through his head. Whatever they might be, she could sense that he did not feel pity and concern for the hybrid as she did. 
The drakkin seemed in pain from the restraints, but the enforcers were keen to keep the chains tight around him as Valyn looked up the drakkin’s records through his tablet.
“Captain,” one enforcer said. “He’s refusing to shift back.”
Vivani and Valyn had turned their heads at the title, both holding the rank, then shared a look. Valyn’s icy blue stare darkened when he caught her expression; for whatever he saw in her disapproving gaze, he did not argue with her.
“We can’t continue to hold up traffic with this.” Valyn sighed after a moment of thought and tucked his tablet under his arm. Then he said to the drakkin, “We will have to force a transformation if you refuse to comply, Crausya.”
“Do it then,” the drakkin hissed through his sharp teeth, grunting when the enforcers tightened a length of chain that held his head to the asphalt. His reptilian eyes flickered in discomfort, then settled on Vivani.
“Comply, Kraven Crausya,” she insisted. “If you do, we will only press minor charges for shifting within capital city limits.”
“What point would it make to yield to you now?” Kraven snarled.
What point?
Vivani glanced at her brother and, upon finding him just as confused, she approached the drakkin. Since she and Valyn happened upon the scene, they had remained several yards away to keep out of his reach; just in case, the drakkin thought about becoming a tad more violent than before.
Sighing, she knelt beside the drakkin’s head, which in this form, was proportionate to her entire body’s height. But she leveled herself with his darkening gaze.
“What’s the point of this, Crausya?” She asked. “You have held up traffic in a major intersection for an hour now, ruined the street, and are forcing a bunch of enforcers to deal with a shit-ton of paperwork. Not only that, but you have dragged two imperial captains into this.”
He huffed in response and rolled his giant eyes.
“I imagine that this isn’t that comfortable for you, either.”
“What do you purebloods care about our pain?” Kraven moved his head, snarling words in such a way that he nearly clipped her side with his bottom jaw. Several enforcers shouted at him to desist, but Vivani made no movement. Somehow, she knew he had no intention of harming her.
“You cage us with poisonous metals and restrain us from being our true selves,” the drakkin continued, raising his voice for the bystanders to hear. A murmur ran through the crowd that had gathered outside the blockades.
Vivani glanced at Valyn. He crossed his arms and glared at the drakkin, but remained silent. Briefly, she wondered what he would do if she was not there, no matter who watched.
Sighing, she leaned forward and said, “Do you truly believe this is the place to start a riot?”
Kraven’s giant drakkin eyes glanced around, and Vivani followed his gaze as it stumbled across several bystanders whose wrists bore the metals he mentioned.
All hybrids were required by imperial law to wear these vytherium bracelets within certain Arrethean provinces. They were not poisonous to the touch, so they did not mark the skin. But the bracelets restrained the hybrids’ magicks, keeping them all from shifting into their true forms and dampening their abilities.
Vivani glanced down at his scaly arms and found them bare. Somehow, Crausya had gotten his bracelet removed. Only certain imperial enforcers had the keys to unlock the bracelets.
“Clock’s ticking, Crausya,” Valyn piped up, glancing at his wristwatch. “I’ll give you one more minute to decide if this little protest was worth the pain you’re about to endure if you don’t comply.”
“Go on then,” Kraven grunted. “Punish me, and everyone around us will hear my cries of pain.”
At that, her brother chuckled. “If you thought the emperor cared about what people thought of these laws, you are sorely mistaken.”
That minute passed too quickly. Valyn rushed forward and grasped the drakkin’s horn in one hand and spread the palm of his other hand across Crausya’s forehead. Vivani stumbled away, a quick rebuttal at the tip of her tongue.
A current of magick pulsed once, a quick burst of energy originating from Valyn, and it rang in the air like a flick of a bell.
Crausya’s ear-splitting roar erupted a second later as he contorted within the restraints. The three enforcers struggled to keep the chains tight, cursing when their hold loosened. The drakkin’s tail slammed into the one furthest down the length of his body, and the enforcer soared through the air several yards before making a dent in one of the imperial vehicles.
Vivani sucked in a breath, then shouted for her brother to cease. All around them, the crowd continued to grow as bystanders climbed out of their vehicles and came to the blockades. Other enforcers stood on the inside, growing restless as more people approached.
This drakkin would get what he came for. 
Valyn shot her a warning look. He had not moved from where he stood, despite the drakkin squirming underneath his touch. Once more, he sent a resounding current of energy through the hybrid, this one strong enough that Vivani’s stomach turned under its weight.
She moved away, grasping her pendant in her palm, and closed her eyes.
Finally, after what felt like too many minutes, the drakkin fell silent.
Vivani turned around and watched as the drakkin shifted. His long, serpentine body contorted as the sickening noise of bones cracking and muscle ripping filled the otherwise silent space. The imperial enforcers sagged with relief when seconds later, only a man lay unconscious on the asphalt.
Valyn wiped his hand, as though touching the drakkin had dirtied his palm. He turned away, ordering the enforcers to cuff his wrists and tag him with another vytherium bracelet.
Angrily, Vivani approached him and grasped his shoulder.
“You went too far,” she whispered, surveying the crowd. Their audience had fallen utterly silent, watching as the imperial enforcement dragged the drakkin away to one of their vehicles.
“That drakkin wanted a spectacle,” Valyn said, unbothered to lower his tone. “So, I made him a spectacle.”
Then her brother turned to the crowd and said in a louder voice, “Return to your vehicles.”
Most of the crowd lowered their gazes and walked away, but three remained. All wore metal bracelets, the golden-opaline sheen a clear indicator of vytherium. Two men and a woman, who Vivani vaguely recognized. All had the pointed ears that marked them as other than human, but only the two men had the distinguishable marks of drakkin in their slitted irises and their sun-kissed skin. 
The three watched the enforcers shove Kraven Crausya in the back of their vehicle. The slam of the door jerked the woman out of her shock and, silently, she tugged on the two men to follow her as she led them away from the scene.
Vivani had caught the stare of the woman and felt a shift in the air, just as she did when Valyn used magick. A soft breeze swept over her face, pulling at her pale hair. Then it was gone as the three disappeared through the mass of vehicles.
As soon as they were out of sight, Vivani’s anger renewed inside her chest. She turned toward her brother, finding him surfing through the criminal records on his tablet once more. The other enforcers that had gathered to put up the blockade now worked to disassemble the scene. 
“You’re angry,” Valyn said before she could speak. “But you know, I had no other choice but to use force.”
“You could’ve reasoned with Crausya,” Vivani replied as she ran a hand through her hair. “He was not unreasonable.”
“To you, Viv,” her brother muttered, absently swiping at his device’s screen. Then he stopped, smirking at what he read on the screen. “Come. We must return to the precinct.”
Vivani briefly caught a few words on the screen before Valyn grasped her hand. 
Whatever he read, it had to do with Civel, one of the southern provinces of Arreth.
Within seconds, she felt the tugging as Valyn ported them away from the scene. It was as though sharp gales dragged her corporeal body through thin gaps of reality.
A rare magick, the ability to travel through the realms’ spatial and temporal dimensions made Valyn a coveted asset to the Arrethean empire. Though Vivani did not have such a magical ability, her superiors desired her for other reasons. Together, they made the twin captains of Cylad. From the moment they were chosen from the prestigious Imperial Academy of Magi in Lytherea, they had the favor of the emperor, and rose through the ranks at an alarming rate.
Vivani and Valyn appeared in the lobby of the capital city’s precinct seconds later. Though the trip disoriented her briefly, as soon as his feet touched the tiled floor, her brother was off to the stairs. 
The precinct was separated into three levels, the first being the entrance and where the imperial enforcers did most of their work. Downstairs led to the basement’s holding cells, where the precinct would keep Kraven Crausya until they completed his charges. Up the stairs were the offices of high-ranking officials such as herself and her brother.
Vivani knew her brother expected her to follow along. She hesitated, clenching her fists at her side, and with a slow exhale, maintained a steady pace as she followed him. When she reached the second floor, she found Valyn had halted at the secretary’s desk. He leaned over the counter, his flirtatious smirk broad across his face as he spoke with the young elven woman sitting below. 
Vivani caught the secretary’s look as she approached. Her cheeks flushed, and she dropped her gaze down to her computer. Vivani could taste her embarrassment like soured fruit on her tongue and rolled her eyes. 
Why people were uncomfortable around her, she still couldn’t quite understand. Not emotionally, at least. Intellectually, she knew she intimidated others once they discovered she could sense emotions as well as she could magick and energy through the air.
Maybe it was because of her empathic abilities that she could sympathize with the drakkin rebels, and why her brother couldn’t.
“I’ve rung for the commander,” Sera said with a nod, then began to absently shuffle papers from her desk. Her compliance was a clear dismissal of the twins.
Vivani rolled her eyes again and then caught Valyn’s glare.
“We will wait for him in the conference room,” her brother said to Sera before turning on his heels and walking away.
Sighing, Vivani turned to the secretary and said, “Please advise Captain Tyrea that I will be in my office until the Commander arrives.”
Vivani walked down the hall until she reached the door with her nameplate nailed to the wood. She glimpsed at the door opposite hers to find that Valyn had left his office door open, though he hadn’t returned to the room. Although she hadn’t followed her brother, he still went directly to the conference room. Still expecting her to show up and wait in silence with him.
It was hard to resist the age-old habit of following her brother. In their younger years, Valyn had protected and guided her through trouble and loneliness. Valyn was all she had in the world for most of their life, and that was true even today. But while they’d climbed through their careers together, she had different interests than his desire to become a high-ranking imperial official at the Arrethean palace. 
What those different interests were, Vivani had yet to discover, but she knew that politics was not one of them.
She closed her office door behind her and released her breath. In the soft silence of her room, the drakkin’s pained cries rang in her ears. 
This was not the first rebel that she and Valyn had encountered recently. Lately, several had appeared in protests throughout Cylad, the capital of the Arrethean empire; so much so that Valyn’s kindness dwindled with each encounter.
But this was the first time he used such brute force, as this was also the first time that a drakkin rid themselves of their vytherium bracelet within provincial limits.
It’d been sanctioned several hundred years ago by the previous emperor that hybrids were required to wear these bracelets while within the Arrethean empire. If they wished to get rid of the magick-dampening metals, they’d have to leave the imperial provinces.
But throughout the current imperial dynasty, the empire warred with the hybrids’ homelands, depleting them of land and resources until an armistice was struck in the last hundred years. 
Already, two human generations had come and gone since the truce, but elves and hybrids lived ten times as long as the average human. Vivani and Valyn were young children when the wars raged throughout the empire’s borders. 
Vivani sat down at her desk and leaned back, closing her eyes.
Since the protests began, their commander had tasked Valyn and Vivani to investigate and quell the rebels. Her brother meticulously recorded each event and criminal, attempting to make connections, leading to one line between them all: the southern province of Civel.
Valyn had yet to clue Vivani into his speculations, but she had heard enough to sense a change within the hybrid populations. The rebel groups were mostly drakkin, but she noticed lately that valkyr and ravisi were joining in as well.
Vivani chewed her bottom lip as she turned her attention to her computer. Quickly logging in, she sent a message to the receptionist downstairs, instructing that she should be notified when Kraven Crausya was detained and woke up.
Then she set to work looking up records within the Civel province.




Chapter Two

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Valyn Tyrea didn’t have to ask their secretary to know that his sister wouldn’t join him in the conference room until Commander Gyres appeared, though Sera still advised him so moments after he settled into his chair.  
One could call it twin instincts or empathic intuition, but really, he knew his sister better than anyone. He’d made her angry with how he handled the criminal Crausya, further cementing her recently growing distrust with him.
But he endured her frustration and ridicule, knowing that it was for the better. All the things he’d done were for her.
Vivani was too soft, too sympathetic, even without her rare gift. From their childhood, when they were discarded from their last living relatives and deposited on the front steps of Cylad’s social services’ headquarters, Valyn undertook the supreme role of her guardian and protector. 
After all, he was the older of the two by a mere three minutes. 
Besides, if the emperor knew what dwelt in their shared blood, he might take the freedom they’d been given once they left their foster homes and entered the Arrethean Academy of Magi. 
The imperial government had been sympathetic to Valyn and his sister, having been the remaining heirs of their royal bloodline of Tyrea, but entrance to the Academy was as far as the pity and welfare had taken them.
It was then, when they’d both passed the first exams to become martial magi, that he’d decided the safest place for them was as near to the emperor as possible. There, they could hide in plain sight.
Emperor Gellum III was young, only a few decades older than Valyn and Vivani. They could even become friends, and the emperor was unmarried. Valyn contemplated the darker sides of his plans with disdain, but it was not out of the realm of possibility that his sister could become the imperial consort.
Valyn was aware of his ambition and arrogance, and how it sometimes took him to far-off places. What often grounded him from these dreams of grandeur was Vivani’s disgust with politics, and her flourishing discontent with the government. She rarely cooperated with him as it was. But he was so close, he could taste the power that may happen upon him in merely a few years.
The two things that stood between Valyn and his goal were the hybrid rebel group and Commander Gyres. If he quelled the rebellions, the emperor would take an interest in his abilities and promote him.
The bottleneck to his success was his superior. Faerow Gyres was a stone-faced, cold asshole that lorded over him, knowing that Valyn worked this case specifically for the promotion.
Now was a prime example of Gyres’s spitefulness. It’d been an hour since Valyn returned from Crausya’s arrest. He sat at the end of the table in the conference room, hands clasped under his chin as he waited in utter silence. His teeth set, jaw clenched, and lips thinned as he eyed the door.
Gyres was the one that called the meeting. Maybe Vivani had the better idea of doing other things while they waited, but Valyn had assumed when Sera said the commander had wanted to receive an update on their case, that he meant right away.
One might defend the commander with the fact that Gyres didn’t have the magical ability of porting like Valyn did. It wasn’t nearly as rare as Vivani’s abilities, but out of the four hundred magi graduates from their class, only one other could teleport, and she later became an imperial physician employed within the imperial palace.
But Gyres’s office was across the street, in another governmental office building. It would take him ten minutes to walk across the road, enter the precinct, and go up the steps to this conference room.
As always, the commander liked to flaunt his authority over Valyn, to put him in his place.
To pass his time, Valyn read the latest reports of riots throughout the empire. His jurisdiction was only within the capital city and even then, his duties spread his patience and attention thin. While he was called to the scene to take care of Kraven Crausya, two enforcer squads dealt with disturbances several blocks away.
Rebelling hybrids were popping up like weeds in summer, all centered on a movement that called themselves the Drakari. 
When he first heard the name, Valyn rolled his eyes and scoffed. Clearly, the drakkin hybrids led this rebellion. He quietly sympathized with the hybrids, but the imperial government did not, so he wore his mask well. Maybe he could change the inherent racism in the future, but for now, he would bide his time well.
Valyn messaged Sera for a coffee run when another twenty minutes passed, and then he walked across the hall to the bathroom. He’d only been in there for a quick moment before he heard footsteps clacking on the hallway’s hardwood floor.
It would be his luck that Gyres would catch him walking out of the bathroom. Sighing, Valyn waited until the footsteps halted and he heard a door clicking shut before he exited the room.
Briefly, he smiled and contemplated whether he should make Gyres wait, just as the commander had done to him. But then he saw Sera enter the hall from this floor’s break room with two mugs of coffee, and then Vivani emerged from her office.
Valyn waited for both. His sister looked away from him as she took a deep breath and entered the conference room. Sera frowned nervously and followed her in. Only then did Valyn enter behind them.
Gyres had taken his spot at the end of the table, gazing absently at the door with his hand propping his head up. He was a middle-aged pureblooded elf, the stereotypical bureaucrat that had settled his gluttonous ass firmly in his position and hadn’t moved for as long as Valyn had been alive. 
He exuded impatience and entitlement, as though it was Valyn that had made him wait for almost two hours, when he’d only had the time to sit down before his sister entered the room.
Valyn caught a knowing look from Vivani before she sat opposite Gyres. His sister disliked the commander almost as much as he did. Her sky-blue eyes were as sharp as chiseled ice as she surveyed the commander, then turned to wait for Valyn’s lead. 
Sera‌ had set the two mugs of coffee down on the table for Vivani and Valyn, and asked Gyres if he’d like one as well. The commander nodded and dismissed her with a wave of his hand, then turned his swivel chair to face Valyn.
“Report” was all the arrogant bastard said.
Valyn schooled his expression, tightening his jaw as he grabbed his tablet and unlocked the screen.
“We’ve apprehended three drakkin today,” he began as he scrolled through the notes. Once he’d found what he wanted, he handed the tablet to Gyres. “The first two—”
“The shifted drakkin was all over the news an hour ago, Tyrea,” Gyres interrupted, baring his teeth in agitation. “I don’t give two flecks about the other two.”
Calm, Valyn, calm.
He drew in a slow breath. “His name is Kraven Crausya. His arrest record is minimal, but I’ve noted several reports prior to today that have mentioned his appearance at several mass rioting events, along with his uncle. However, Kyran Crausya has several minor arrests with no convictions. Only detained from these riots and questioned, but always released a day later.”
“The Crausya’s are a prominent drakkin family,” Gyres said as he skimmed Valyn’s tablet screen. “They own a trading company on the southwest coast.”
“Near Civel?” Vivani asked, her sudden question drawing both their attention. Valyn glanced at Gyres, tensing at the commander’s intrigue.
He hated how Gyres scrutinized his sister, as though he sensed something off about her but couldn’t quite figure it out.
“Yes,” the commander said. “Right between Civel, the Zakayrn mountains, and the Sovari sea.”
Vivani nodded and looked at Valyn, saying nothing else. As always, she sensed more than she said.
But Valyn had also noticed this clue and only needed to interrogate Kraven to confirm. Even if he wouldn’t admit to being part of an organized rebel group, Valyn only needed him to spill a different secret, that the Drakari were moved by the command of the long-lost bloodline of Civel.
The last lord of Civel was drakkin and the enemy of the second emperor of Arreth. Once the empire had captured Lord Civel, they’d put the royal bloodline to rest. But through the years, a legend leapt from the Arrethean cities’ ghettos, where most hybrids lived, being too impoverished by their citizen status.
Somehow, the Civel bloodline lived on, and now, the legend became a beacon of hope. Once upon a time, the lord of Civel had nearly ended the emperor’s tyranny and restored the provinces’ monarchs to their rightful place. A second Civel lord could succeed where he did not.
Valyn had found mentions of Civel throughout the reports, but never had he had confirmation that tied this rebellion to this legend. But he knew that something had changed in the hybrid populations in the last two years. 
He’d find it out, unveil it, and eagerly receive his promotion.
“We’re waiting for Crausya to be processed and to wake up,” Valyn said. “Once he’s awake, we will interrogate him.”
“Be sure you do.” Gyres sighed. “Shifting in city limits should be a misdemeanor, but it’s only a fine. How did that scale-skin get his bracelet off?”
Only Valyn caught his sister’s wince at the derogatory term. He grabbed his mug and sipped the coffee before answering Gyres.
“Given that there are only a few allowed key holders to the vytherium bracelets, I imagine he has a contact within one of those departments,” he said. “Most likely doubled as an informant.”
“Be sure that you get that information as well.” Gyres cut a look at Vivani and frowned as he said to her, “Don’t be afraid to use some force.”
Vivani met Valyn’s stare and nodded mutedly.
The commander knew of Vivani’s knack of persuasion, as did a few other superiors, but they all thought it was a kind of magick she’d learned at the Academy. Neither she nor Valyn said anything contrary to that belief.
There was a pause between the three, only lasting for a quick moment before Gyres drummed his fingers on the table impatiently.
“You should know,” the commander began, “that I’ve mentioned your case with General Lytherea. I wish to arrange a meeting with her within the next few weeks.”
Valyn straightened, his fingers tightening around his coffee mug’s handle. “Interesting. What has prompted you to do this?”
“I find your persistence and eagerness refreshing,” Gyres said. His chair squeaked as he leaned back and stretched his legs. Now, formality fled out the window. Valyn couldn’t tell if Gyres wished to rub his nose in the dirt or to clap him on the back.
“I’ve always thought you’ve had potential,” the commander continued as he glanced between the twins. “Not just Valyn, but you as well, Vivani.”
Gyres paused, most likely for effect, then deliberated with another lazy sigh.
“If you wish to gain the emperor’s favor, you’ll have to prove your worth. Squishing a rebellion, huffing out the flame of defiance, is the way to go. But ‌you’re just at the beginning.” The commander stood and straightened his uniform. “These things take years to beat down and they’re terribly risky. One wrong move, and you could incite a full-blown civil war.”
Valyn resisted a scowl and nodded.
This was why he put up with Gyres. Despite his intolerable presence, he proved to be useful occasionally.
“I’ll leave you to it,” the commander said and left the conference room without another word.
They waited a minute as they heard his footsteps fade before they spoke.
“That couldn’t have been a video call?” Vivani asked, exasperated.
“It would’ve been an email if it wasn’t for the last thing he said,” Valyn replied as he relaxed into a chair beside her. “He wanted to put pressure on us to move faster.”
She pursed her lips, running her thumb over the rim of her coffee mug, then said, “I feel unease and dread from this recent development.”
Her words brought out the same emotions in him. He noticed her pallid expression.
“I need you to question Crausya when he wakes,” Valyn said. “We must confirm connections between his family and the Drakari.”
Vivani stiffened at his insistence, keeping her stare trained on her coffee.
“I don’t enjoy doing this,” she said. “I wish you wouldn’t insist. They have cameras in the interrogation rooms.”
“You are clever, Viv.” Valyn stood with a sigh. “You know how to hide your abilities, even while using them. Cameras won’t notice a difference.”
“Not unless Crausya reacts violently to it,” Vivani muttered and stood as well with her mug in hand.
A few seconds later, a knock came to the conference door, and Valyn turned to his sister with a smile. “Right on time.”
Sera opened the door and halted. She held a coffee mug in one hand, scowling with frustration that Gyres had run off before she could deliver the drink he’d requested. Sighing, she said to the twins, “Crausya’s awake and pissed.”
“Splendid.” Valyn grabbed Vivani’s hand and, without another word, ported to the cells in the basement. As always, she hissed a curse in alarm. No matter how many times he’d ported her away with him, she never got used to it.
Seconds later, their feet landed on concrete. They stood at the mouth of the long hall of cell doors, separated by a locked chain gate. To their right, several enforcers congregated around a desk, their eyes glued to a computer screen. A few glanced up and nodded at the twins, unalarmed by their abrupt appearance. The enforcers of the capital precinct were used to Valyn’s magick by now.
To their left stood two doors, one leading to the interrogation room and another to the observation chamber that hid behind a two-way mirror in the other room. Through the window that peered into the interrogation space, Valyn saw Crausya sitting at the desk in the middle of the room, his wrists clasped within golden vytherium chains tied to the table. Two enforcers stood on either side, speaking to the drakkin.
“I’ll be observing,” Valyn said to Vivani, urging her to enter the interrogation room as they neared the two doors.
With a sigh, his sister reluctantly entered the interrogation room while he went through the other door.
For a moment, Valyn felt years of fatigue weigh on his shoulders.
This day seemed so long, and it wasn’t even lunchtime.
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Several minutes had passed since Vivani entered the interrogation room. She’d sat down across from Crausya in silence and nodded to the two enforcers to dismiss them. Once they left, she leaned back in her seat, crossed her arms, and stared at the drakkin. 
Kraven Crausya was handsome, even though he looked like they had dragged him through the four hells before being cuffed to this table. His eyes were dark, his black pupils slit against burnt amber. A mess of black hair hid his sharp ears, its length crudely cut around his nape as though done with a pair of kitchen shears. He wore a tank top, now stained with blood around the collar from his busted bottom lip and his nose. His build was athletic, and his bare skin showed a collage of tattoos, all distinctively drakkin tribal.
Vivani’s first impression of this unshifted Kraven was that he was the stereotypical grunt of one of the many gangs that ran throughout Cylad. Every aspect of his appearance spoke to him growing up in the rough streets of the hybrid ghettos. So many hybrids like him had passed through her precinct that they all blended.
But as they continued to stare at one another—Kraven, appearing uninterested and waiting on her to make the first move, and Vivani, scrutinizing him with a blank expression—she noted a gleam in his eyes that she’d not seen in others like him.
He guarded his emotions. She couldn’t taste his disdain like bitter fruit peels on her tongue, nor could she smell his agitation like burning rubber in her nostrils, though she saw both in his expression. The hum of his thoughts was absent.
Often, when she could make out emotions in a person’s body language but not in the surrounding air, it was because they had a strong fortitude of mind and knew of her talents.
Did Kraven know who she was and what she could do? She had sensed that he recognized her when she first happened upon his arrest scene, but when he became guarded toward her, she thought it was just because he distrusted enforcers.
But now, she second-guessed that assessment.
This drakkin unnerved her to where she didn’t know how to start her interrogation.
As minutes passed, Vivani felt her brother’s growing impatience through the windowed wall behind her and paid him no attention.
Valyn had hit on something when he suspected Kraven. If they rushed this interrogation, they may miss pertinent information about the rebel group.
Finally, she sighed, making the first noise between them. Kraven awarded her with a tilt of his chin, a slight show that he felt victorious not to be the one to give in first.
“Do you know why you’re here, Kraven?” She asked, dispensing formalities by using his first name.
“I imagine it has something to do with shifting in the middle of the street this morning.” His voice was almost as deep as his shifted form, but didn’t hold the same rumbling growl in the tone.
Vivani nodded slowly. “How’d you get your bracelet off?”
The drakkin grinned, revealing sharp white canines. A brief mumble wafted through the air from him.
Kraven thought she was an idiot. While this bothered her, she knew she could use it to her advantage. Arrogance led to sloppiness.
“That’s my secret to keep‌,” he said.
“Only authorized departments keep keys to these bracelets,” she continued, ignoring his quip. “Do you know anyone in Immigration?”
“Maybe.” Kraven shrugged. “Maybe not.”
Vivani watched as his tension eased. He leaned further back in his chair, stretching out his legs, and crossed his arms.
“I can’t imagine how, though.” She drummed her nails on the table surface and began mulling aloud. “What do you do for a living?”
“You seem awfully interested in me, Captain Tyrea.” Kraven sneered. “Are you into hybrids?”
A crude move, trying to get a rise out of her. Instead of appearing embarrassed, she shrugged, and silently wondered how far they could push each other.
“Maybe,” Vivani said. “Maybe not.”
She had dated a few hybrids throughout her younger years. A female valkyr in her adolescence, and then a female ravisi and a male drakkin during her Academy training. Then she’d dated a few pureblooded elves in between. Lately, she’d ditched dating altogether, becoming jaded from her previous relationships.
No matter what race or gender, they all ended the same.
“You’re very athletic,” she continued when Kraven shrugged and said nothing else. “You must work in a very labor-intensive job.”
“I work for my uncle,” Kraven said. “He owns a trading company, so I deliver his products to his clients.”
“What ‌products?”
He sneered again. “Very legal things, Captain Tyrea, I assure you. Just building materials for general contractors, like wood and metals.”
Vivani nodded, appearing disappointed by his answer, and paused.
“Kyran Crausya?”
“What?” Kraven seemed stunned for a moment before he recovered and asked, “You mean my uncle?”
She nodded. “I thought I’d known your last name from somewhere. Doesn’t he own a company out in Civel?”
The next few seconds were exactly what Vivani waited for since she had walked through the door. He fell utterly silent, as though processing her words and schooling himself to generate the correct response.
It didn’t matter what he did or said.
Like a shark scenting blood in open water, Vivani caught the rancid stench of shock and fear as the emotion shot through him. 
“He does,” Kraven deliberated slowly. “We’re originally from Civel, but when he expanded his business, we moved to the capital.”
“I’ve met your uncle.” She bluffed, of course, but it was based on the truth of his uncle’s arrest records. “He’s come through here a few times. Picked up during some hybrid riots.”
The drakkin squinted. “And?”
It wasn’t technically illegal to protest, and those arrested from these events were often just charged with a fine and released a few hours later–just like how they’d release Kraven after Vivani finished speaking with him.
“There are reports that the rebel group Drakari arranged these riots,” she said nonchalantly. “Your uncle was at these events.”
“Could be coincidence, Tyrea.” Kraven shrugged. 
“So your uncle doesn’t support the Drakari?”
“You’ll have to ask my uncle.” He smiled, feigning innocence. “I don’t know his political alignment.”
“But I know yours.”
“Oh?”
Vivani smirked. “You know my name, but do you know who I am, Kraven?”
“You’re Vivani Tyrea of the Cylad Twin Captains.” Kraven narrowed his eyes, speaking cautiously. “You and your brother are the last known descendants of Orin Tyrea, the last monarch of the Tyrean province.”
She hummed, briefly impressed that he knew that. All she was looking for was that he knew of the rumors of her strange magick.
But his words revealed more to her than she knew he intended.
“How’d you know that?”
“Everyone from Civel knows who you are, who Orin Tyrea is.” The spoiled stench of disgust filled the air then as he continued, “Orin Tyrea, the traitor of Civel.”
“Sounds a lot like what the Drakari say.”
Kraven squinted at her. “Many people from Civel say that.”
“Are the Drakari from Civel?”
He frowned. Another rumbling of unintelligible noise filled the air before a distinct silence shuttered his thoughts away from her.
“I don’t know that.”
“A lot of our drakkin citizenship in Cylad is native to Civel,” Vivani said. “You just said you and your uncle are from Civel. Why would the Drakari say the same things you just did if they weren’t from Civel?”
“I don’t know.”
Painful silence grew between them.
“Do you know what I can do, Kraven?” Vivani circled back, now hoping to scare him into rashly revealing more.
“I’m getting quite annoyed at your informality, Tyrea.” He leaned forward suddenly against the table. “Would you like it if I called you Vivani?”
“I don’t quite care what you call me.” She smiled, ignoring how his eyes glowed under the ceiling light now that he was directly underneath. He’d cut their distance by half and now was close enough that she could smell his dried sweat and blood.
“I have nothing to do with the Drakari.” Kraven lowered his voice. “Nor does my uncle.”
“I think that’s a lie.”
“How would you know?”
“Lies smell and taste like rust.”
The drakkin paused, his gaze flickering as he scrutinized Vivani.
“Ah, you’re iirosi, then.” Kraven eased back into his chair. “Of course you are.” 
Iirosi, a mage gifted with mental and emotional manipulation. Vivani hadn’t heard that term used in a long time, as it originated from the drakkin tribal language. 
“Something like that.”
“Well.” Kraven sighed. “I have nothing to give you. Are you finished yet?”
“Not just yet.” Vivani smiled. “What moved you to shift today?”
“I already told you.”
She frowned. “I don’t recall you ever mentioning your reason to disturb traffic for an hour and ruin public property.”
“It was a peaceful protest,” Kraven said with a half-shrug. “Nothing more, nothing less.”
“I thought you said you had nothing to do with the Drakari, so why protest at all?”
“I have my own grievances that have nothing to do with anyone else.”
Vivani crossed her arms. She already knew he lied about being involved with the Drakari, but she couldn’t prove that until he slipped. Nothing he said was concrete, but she knew that there was enough for Valyn to continue his investigations elsewhere.
Now, she would satisfy her own curiosities.
“Do you believe in the rumors the Drakari are spreading?”
“Which ones?” Kraven asked. “There are many.”
“That the bloodline of Civel lives on.”
He rubbed his chin. “It’s certainly inspiring many people, isn’t it?”
Yes. Vivani frowned. “But do you believe it?”
“I’m not sure there’s much to believe in, a bunch of lies.”
“Certainly, there’s some truth to their rumors,” Vivani insisted. “Or else no one would follow them.”
“Maybe.” That was all Kraven said. He seemed to be at the end of his patience.
But then, the sugary fragrance of curiosity filled the air, so much so that Vivani knew he intended her to notice it. She tilted her head, waiting for him to speak.
“Do you believe in them, Vivani?”
“The rumors?” Instinctively, she glanced out the clear window at the enforcers that paid half their attention to them. Was Valyn alone in the observation room?
“Yes,” Kraven coaxed. “You seem way too interested for an enforcer.”
“Well, I am interrogating you, so…”
“Maybe.” He waved a dismissive hand. “But you asked if I knew you and what you could do. Yes, to both. I think I might know you better than you think I do. You’re hiding a lot of things in that little head of yours.”
He fell silent, as if waiting for his words to settle in, and as they did, ice slowly fed into Vivani’s veins. Behind her, she felt a fresh anger burst from Valyn.
Their time was up.
Vivani stood, walked over to the door, and knocked. A moment later, the same two enforcers entered.
Kraven watched her quietly the entire time.
“We have no reason to keep you, Mr. Crausya,” Vivani said as the enforcers unlocked his cuffs from the table and led him to the door. “You’ll receive a fine for public indecency and go on your way. I hope to not see you again.”
As she said this, Kraven briefly paused before her and smiled. Then the two enforcers escorted him out of the room.
Somehow, she knew that this would not be the last time they crossed paths.
And somehow, so did Kraven.
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Vivani left the interrogation room and as she made the trek back to her office, Valyn fell into step beside her. Silently, he stewed, and she wondered what brewed in that thick skull of his.
Sighing, she asked, “Did you get what you needed?”
“I got something.” Valyn cut a sharp look at her. “But you didn’t push on him at all.”
For her brother, “push” was another word for “invade his mind and manipulate him.” Vivani refused to do such a thing if she could avoid it, as the very act went against her morals.
But it wasn’t beyond Valyn’s, and that bothered her.
“I didn’t feel like I needed to.”
“If you had, he might’ve actually admitted his connections with the Drakari.”
Gods. Vivani had such a headache, and her brother was only making it worse. They’d climbed the steps to the main floor when she stopped and turned to him.
No one paid attention to them—or rather, everyone averted their eyes and widely walked around the twins.
“Crausya’s uncle has something to do with the Drakari,” Vivani muttered. “He may even know something about this long-lost lord.”
“That’s a lot of speculation just from that small conversation.”
“He admitted just enough for me to connect the pieces but not enough for concrete, legal evidence.” Sighing, she rubbed her eyes. “We need someone to tail him.”
“I’ll arrange that when he’s released.” Valyn glanced over their shoulder and they both watched as those two enforcers marched Kraven up the stairs and to the cubicles past the main lobby. There, the clerks would require payment and then he’d be released.
“Better jump on that now,” Vivani said. “I’m having a long lunch. Don’t message or call me.”
Valyn rolled his eyes in response and headed for the rows of offices behind them, most likely to find a detective without a lot of work to task with tailing Kraven before he left the building.
Vivani climbed to the second floor, passed Sera without a word, and shut herself in her office. Collapsing into her chair, she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples, replaying her interrogation over in her head.
Her brother knew about Kraven’s connection to Civel before she did, though when she had looked through recent reports of rebellious activities, she had seen no mention of Civel. She concluded Valyn kept his own records from previous interrogations and arrests of other drakkin, who may have also been from Civel.
But now, her attention turned solely to the uncle and nephew.
After calling Sera to order her takeout, Vivani logged into her computer once more and looked up Kyran Crausya in the imperial database. Once she’d pulled up his files through a few tabs, she searched his name in her browser’s primary search engine, wondering what public information was available.
Both attempts brought up his company, simply named Crausya Trading Co. There were no records of any nefarious or suspicious activity for his company, but she found that the company had been established several years before the end of the last war, making the business older than her.
Several articles pronouncing Crausya’s success filled the public arena, but other than that, Vivani only ran into his few arrest records, and while they mentioned events connected to the Drakari, there was nothing else.
Maybe there wasn’t anything there in Kyran and Kraven Crausya. Maybe she made up those ties just to grasp onto something to give to Valyn. It’d been almost two years since they assigned her and her brother on this case, and after so many riots and arrests, they hadn’t been able to pin down a suspect.
Vivani was almost at her wit’s end with this case—better yet, this job. But her brother kept tugging her along with promises that they’d get promoted to a comfortable position. While she couldn’t care less about holding authority or power, she wanted peace and solitude.
Several moments later, Sera knocked on her door. Vivani had reclined back in her chair and rested while she waited, and the sound had jolted her out of a half-sleep.
“Rough day?” Sera asked as she placed the plastic bag full of food on her desk. “Maybe, go home. Valyn can fetch you if he really needs you.”
“I’ll think about it.” Vivani looked over at her secretary and noticed she seemed just as tired. “Thanks for the food.”
Sera smiled and left the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.
Vivani unpacked the food. While she ate, she turned on some soft music to fill the silence of her office, and clicked around a few more files.
Then, an idea popped up. She opened a new tab and searched for Civel’s history. There was a lot redacted, as the empire filtered a lot of public information. She stumbled upon a few forum sites that were less monitored and, after several minutes of digging, she found a thread of a popular social media website, all with anonymous users commenting on external links. The timestamps of all the comments were from the previous years, and the user profiles seemed to be deleted when she clicked on a few of the posters.
Likely, Valyn had their intelligence department find these users and force silence, but none of their remaining content seemed to show any evidence for convictions. Knowing him, Valyn must’ve not deemed it worthy enough to bring up to her or Gyres.
But Vivani found enough information to add more pieces to the puzzle. On the notepad she’d already half-filled from the previous searches, she scribbled down a name: Kaithirin Civel.
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Kraven Crausya wanted to punch the shit-eating smirk off Valyn Tyrea’s face after his twin sister had finished interrogating Kraven— a joke, in his opinion. The two enforcers had dragged him to the desks to be fined and then released. Valyn had followed him after bidding goodbye to Vivani, and now he hovered by the desk where Kraven sat.
He knew their next strategic action: having him tailed. In fact, he relished the fact that he knew this, and returned Valyn’s shit smile with the same amount of snark and arrogance.
The pale-faced, platinum-haired elf curled an eyebrow at him, but remained silent. 
If Kraven knew any better—and he did—then Valyn would wonder why a delinquent was smiling like he knew the winning numbers to a lottery.
And Valyn would continue to smile—as he did—because he’d think, “This dumbass doesn’t know that when he leaves, we’ll tail him.”
The joke was on the imperial captain and that was why Kraven smiled just as much as Valyn did.
Several minutes passed before the desk jockey stopped rattling at his keyboard and turned to Kraven to announce, “Your fine is five hundred arnes.”
Just that?
Kraven grinned wider as he pulled out his wallet and counted out five slips of a hundred arnes. He glanced at Valyn as he handed the bills to the desk jockey and noticed the captain’s grin falter, just a smidge.
Cocky asshole.
The desk jockey didn’t bat an eyelash as he counted the money and deposited it in his till, then motioned for an enforcer to unlock his cuffs. 
Not all of them, though. One gold band remained around his forearm. Still, he rubbed his wrists as the enforcer freed him.
Kraven stood and deposited his wallet in his pocket. The same enforcer handed him his jacket, and after quickly checking that his switchblade remained in one of its pockets, he nodded at them and left without another word.
Behind him, Kraven heard Valyn’s whispered voice and, though his words were unintelligible to him by the time the captain mumbled, he knew what it was for.
As Kraven stepped out of the Cylad enforcer precinct, he paused. His sharp ears picked up rushed footsteps behind him, muffled by the closed metal doors. Whoever Valyn sent to tail him halted when they saw him through the glass.
The surrounding city was chaotic, with hectic traffic and fast-walking pedestrians. Across the road were more imperial offices. To Kraven’s left, the road led further into the cityscape and to his right; it guided drivers and walkers to the lower ends of the capital city.
Casually, Kraven turned right and began the trek down the sidewalk to his side of the city. A few miles down that way were the docks and wherein one warehouse there belonged to his uncle.
But he had no intention of going there right away, as his uncle had told him to take the rest of the day off. First, he’d grab lunch at a deli a few blocks from the warehouse, and then he’d visit the pharmacy next door that his uncle also owned. 
Kraven walked only a few yards before his ears perked at the precinct doors closing behind someone. With a swift glance over his shoulder, he saw a familiar elven man in civilian clothing walk down the steps and look around.
He recognized this detective as someone his uncle had paid off for information a few times.
It was almost comical how accurate Kyran had been when he described the events of this day to Kraven. He’d have to question his uncle about his foresight, but for now, he’d focus on the task at hand.
By the time Kraven entered the deli, it was an hour past midday. People who’d sat down for their lunch period were filing out of the restaurant as he went to the counter and sat down on one stool. 
A moment later, a server approached him and asked for his order, and then disappeared through the kitchen door.
Right on time, the detective that followed Kraven sat to his right. He cocked his head to observe him, and the elf did the same.
“You’re Detective Hekryn, right?” It took a minute to jog his memory, but Kraven remembered his name.
Hekryn raised his eyebrows in surprise, but nodded.
“Pass on my regards to your uncle for me,” the elf said as the server returned with Kraven’s drink. She took the detective’s order as well and walked away just as quickly.
“Not sure why you need me to do that for you when you know where to find him.” Kraven took a sip of his tea. “Did you have something else, or was that it?”
“Yes.” Hekryn looked over his shoulder. Once he’d scanned the few tables full of customers, he turned forward. “Captain Tyrea is closing in on him. If he’s not careful, he’ll pin him as the rebel leader, arrested, and sent to the palace prison.”
“I’ll let him know that.” Kraven glanced at him again, finding the elf growing more anxious by the second. “Anything else?”
“He’s sent me to tail you. I’ll need information to feed him in the meantime.”
Briefly, Kraven closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he turned to the detective and repeated what Kyran had told him earlier that morning, after an immigration agent had unlocked his vytherium bracelet, and an hour before he’d shifted in front of dozens of vehicles.
“Tell Tyrea that they’re planning an event in front of the capitol building in exactly a month.” Kraven paused, then backtracked. “But wait a few days. Give it some time, like you’ve been tailing me this entire time and eavesdropped on this.”
Hekryn nodded slowly as he processed Kraven’s words.
“Do you know what kind of event?” The elf asked. “Fireworks, concert, or something else?”
What the detective really asked was whether Kyran planned to bomb the capitol, cause a massive riot in front of it, or something worse. 
Kraven shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Hekryn drummed his fingers on the counter, but said nothing else.
Once the server returned with their orders, they ate their meals in silence. Kraven waited for the elf to ask more, but he didn’t, and when he’d finished eating and paid for his meal, Hekryn left without a word.
Kraven remained at the deli for a few more minutes, savoring the moment alone while he could. He knew when he left the deli and entered the pharmacy to its right, he wouldn’t have a moment of solitude until he went home late that evening.
The only redeeming quality of the rest of his afternoon was the pretty valkyr that worked next door. 
Sighing, Kraven left the arnes on the counter for his food and headed out the door. He walked only a few yards before entering another door.
They used the term pharmacy in the loosest sense. It carried modern medicinal solutions and old alchemical ones. Once upon a time, it’d been called an apothecary, but the elven couple who co-owned the business with his uncle had wanted to rebrand it to fit the new times.
The wife stood at the counter, talking to a customer. Upon Kraven’s entrance, she looked up and waved, then quickly returned her focus to her customer. In low tones, they were having a minor spat about the age-old sore spot of whether modern medicine or old alchemy was better.
The valkyr woman stood with her back turned, focusing on inventorying their drawers of bottles and ingredients. 
Nailah turned as Kraven stopped at the counter across from her, as though she felt his attention. Her gaze brightened at the sight of him, and he couldn’t help but feel the same about her.
She was gorgeous, for a valkyr. Her eyes were a shade of icy gray that reminded him of a cold winter’s day, and her hair was a pale mauve. Her skin was darker than the common fair hue of the pureblooded elves, but not the redder, sun-kissed tint of drakkin. The valkyr came from the mountains, just as the drakkin did, but their climate was wintry by nature.
Truthfully, he’d never thought he could love outside of his hybrid race. The Arrethean drakkin of the current imperial period were filled with generations of resentment of other kinds, and unless they grew up in a diverse city like Cylad, that resentment remained steeped in the fiery heat of their anger. The drakkin of Civel were the most angered of them all.
But Nailah and her employers were sympathetic to their plight, and secretly aided in the Drakari’s cause. Other hybrid kinds were treated with a level of the same discrimination and second-class citizenry, but not to the extent of the drakkin race.
“I was worried about you after watching what happened this morning. I hope the enforcers didn’t give you too much trouble,” Nailah said as she leaned across the counter and planted a kiss on his cheek. “You may find a visit with your uncle will make it worse.”
“It’s been…” What? Déjà vu? Kraven couldn’t even call it that.
Was it a strange sense of replaying a memory when it was his uncle who’d told him all that would happen today, and not his own mind?
“Something, I guess.” Kraven finished his sentence, and Nailah grimaced.
“Then ready yourself,” she said with a nod toward the back rooms of the shop. “Kyran and Eirel are deep in discussions right now.”
He scowled. Eirel was about the only pureblooded elf that he could stand, maybe even respected to an extent. He and Kyran knew each other for hundreds of years now, ever since they were very young. 
Kyran would say that he met Eirel as soldiers in the most recent war, but if someone asked Eirel, he would say that they grew up together at his father’s estate—Kyran being the son of his father’s head butler, and Eirel being an aristocrat brat. 
The one thing that remained true between their two stories was that the war had changed them. Kraven was a young boy when it ended. He remembered the two returning, and shadows haunted their gazes.
Only a few years later did Kyran introduce Kraven to their secret project: the Drakari. Kyran still refused to tell him how it began or what its end goal was.
Either way, Kraven didn’t care. He wanted his vytherium bracelet off and to be treated like the purebloods. With the dampening of his magick, he couldn’t do more than childish tricks. But the elves had full range of their magical abilities, and could go to the Academy, become enforcers, and go into other magically inclined professions, and therefore, always maintain a level of power over those who had the golden metal wrapped around their arm.
With a sigh, Kraven leaned his elbows on the counter and bent his head toward Nailah. “I think a kiss could get me through the rest of the day.”
Nailah cast a look at Eirel’s wife, Nynra, and snuck a brief kiss. As she tried to pull away, Kraven caught her jaw and deepened the kiss, savoring the sweet taste of the mint candies Nailah often ate throughout her workday.
Then he broke away from her and, with a wink, retreated to the back of the store. He passed through a storage room and a hallway before entering the farthest room from the shop.
There, Kraven found Kyran, Eirel, and two other elves. He halted at the sight of the strangers, apprehension locking up his muscles.
“Relax,” his uncle said with a sigh, and motioned for Kraven to sit down beside him. There was a couch and several chairs lined in a circle, all facing the large whiteboard that covered half a wall.
Kraven sat with his arms crossed and studied the two elves. They were both middle-aged males with blonde hair, one with green eyes and another with brown. 
“Who are they?” He asked his uncle.
“Informants,” Kyran replied curtly. “That’s all you need to know.”
They looked like enforcers.
As though Kraven hadn’t interrupted them, Kyran continued speaking to the elves.
“Now that he’s given Hekryn his information, we need to wait for signs of Tyrea’s response. If our information is right, he will arrange for the capitol building to close to visitors that week and set up more enforcers to patrol that area of town. We need to use our followings so that we can overpower the enforcements that night and raid the building. Once that happens, the target will appear with the twin captains to fight back.” Kyran paused when he caught Kraven’s raised brows.
“Target?” Kraven asked.
His uncle looked away from him as though he didn’t speak and focused his attention on the two elven informants.
“We’ll make sure that the Serpent remains where he’s kept,” the green-eyed elf said. “But if the emperor becomes spooked, he may move him.”
Kraven stilled, his eyes widening at their conversation. 
His uncle nodded and remained silent when a knock came at the back door. Two drakkin entered then, and Kyran excused the informants.
The elves left where the drakkin entered, and everyone turned their questioning stares toward Kyran.
“Ilyan and Harkon, please go help Eirel move his stock,” the older drakkin said and silently, everyone but Kraven vacated the room.
“What in the four hells is going on?” Kraven asked as he stood.
Once again, his uncle didn’t answer him and instead asked, “Did you meet her?”
Hesitantly, he answered, “I did, and you were right about her ability, but she didn’t use force.”
“She’s sympathetic.” Kyran sighed. “We could sway her, if given enough time.”
“Vivani is an enforcer captain, Uncle. She’s too deep to be swayed.”
“If we can sway immigration agents, palace prison enforcers, and detectives, then we can sway a simple girl like her.”
Simple. There was nothing simple about Vivani Tyrea. Maybe, to Kyran, who psychologically dissected people to move them like pieces on a game board.
But his uncle was right. They have swayed imperial agents closer to the emperor than Vivani Tyrea. If it wasn’t for her brother, Kraven was sure that Vivani would help them with the right associations and introductions.
Then again, he may have read her wrong. He’d only known her for a few hours, having met her at his arrest scene, and then spoken for several moments in the feigned privacy of the interrogation room.
“It doesn’t matter, I suppose,” Kyran continued. “We need her for later.”
Kraven frowned and readied himself to question his uncle upon the intricacies of his foresight when Kyran went on.
“I need you to be utterly prepared for what we will do next.” Kyran stood and clasped Kraven’s shoulders. “Do you trust me?”
“With my life,” he replied reflexively, though with the amount of secrecy his uncle kept, he wasn’t sure how well placed that trust was.
Kyran had his trust all the same.
“Then I want you to listen closely to everything I’m about to tell you.”
Kraven nodded, and his uncle unleashed a month’s worth of actions and events. By the time he’d finished, Kraven stood before his uncle, trapped underneath his intent stare and his hands on his shoulders. He’d soaked up all Kyran’s words and as he did so, dread brewed deep inside his stomach.
He should’ve told his uncle no, should’ve turned away and walked out the door. But even knowing this, he silently prayed to Athaera for forgiveness for what he’d soon do.
“Fine,” Kraven groused out through his teeth. “I’ll do it.”




Chapter Five
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It’d been seven days since Vivani interrogated Kraven, and since then, her daily life had returned to the same hum-drum routine. 
Wake up, eat, shower, and then port with Valyn to work. Sit through updates from enforcers, then listen to Valyn plot and brainstorm out loud.
She’d get lucky and have a call for rebellious disturbances, but she could count on one hand how many of those happened for the rest of that week, and none resulted in a drakkin shifting in the middle of the streets. Those activities didn’t waste her whole workday away, unfortunately.
Nor was there even a sniff of the Drakari throughout it all.
Vivani felt a little resentful when she realized that, like her brother, she waited with bated breath for any news about the Drakari. Yet after Kraven walked out of the entrance of their precinct, everything had gone silent.
She enjoyed the quiet, mundane days at work, where she sat in the silence of her office from midday to late afternoon, responding to calls and messages, but mostly, she researched.
After catching the last Civelan lord’s name, she’d set off onto the imperial databases and found that where there were any signs of information on the drakkin, there were large black marks across all scanned-in paperwork, clearly marking all intelligences on the lord as redacted and top-secret.
That did not aid in the imperial government’s image, if one should ask Vivani. But she couldn’t say that out loud. She hadn’t yet gone to her brother about the discovery either, caught between whether he knew and intended to keep the knowledge of the lord quiet, or whether informing him of the hint would send him and the whole precinct into a witch hunt.
By the middle of the following week, Vivani was sure that things had calmed down enough for her to slink away from Valyn’s watch for an afternoon at the nearest cafe. She’d packed up her portable devices and files into her satchel and made her way to the shop, hesitating at the door to survey the crowd.
Vivani was always a little hesitant to walk into an unfamiliar location. She’d been to this cafe several times for a quick caffeine run, but she’d never settled in a seat for a time.
The precinct was too stuffy, and she couldn’t stand Valyn’s air about her now. Since nothing extraordinary had happened since Crausya’s release, her brother suffocated her with his frequent visits, rattling off his most recent findings or revelations of the Drakari—which didn’t amount to much. He seemed to run his wheels in no distance.
Vivani, however, felt as though she’d found a missing thread that had been overlooked, and ‌she couldn’t find it in her to let her brother in on her own findings. Every time she opened her mouth to speak, she found a reluctance that tightened her throat.
Maybe a different scenery and atmosphere would aid in inciting revelations and inspirations; at least, she hoped.
Vivani went to the barista’s counter and ordered a latte and a pastry, then waited in line for it to be finished. Once she had her drink and food in hand, she made her way to the sitting area. There, she found a cozy table and chair in the restaurant’s corner, and set up her workspace.
Moments later, she dusted off the remains of her pastry and sipped her latte while scrolling through more documents on Civel. She’d found that though many documents had either been redacted completely or cut up to pieces with black marks, there was enough information that slipped through the cracks. It took hours to decipher the remains, but it was enough.
Kaithirin Civel was a lord in the first imperial era of Arreth, when the minor provinces still acted as kingdoms, loosely tied together by the first emperor. By the second emperor’s reign, a civil war among the provinces and the empire had reached its climax. Civel, among three other provinces, had lost their lords in the last battles of the war, Kaithirin being one of them.
And yet there were logs in the imperial prison that showed a Civelan royal had been detained and processed. According to the documented genealogy of Civel, the lord’s family had no heir. 
Who was the Civelan royal if Kaithirin was dead?
Stranger yet, Vivani found that there were logs as recent as three months ago, mentioning a Civelan royal prisoner, going only by the name “Serpent.”
Vivani sat back in her seat, drumming her nails against the table’s surface.
There was a long-lost heir of Civel, and the Arrethean government hid him away in the palace’s prison only a hundred miles away from where she sat now.
Now, she had a moral conundrum presented in front of her. If she mentioned this finding to her brother, Valyn could surely get them clearance with Gyres’ help to visit the prison. But if she learned the truth about the missing heir, and found more evidence that the government she served was nefarious in their secret workings, what would she do?
She could not lead unwanted attention to the missing heir without learning more about the situation. Not only would she be furthering the Drakari’s agenda by confirming his presence, but Valyn’s as well.
What if Valyn killed him to silence the Drakari? Then it’d be as though she killed the missing heir herself.
Vivani had to visit the prison by herself, without involving Valyn in her investigation.
With this discovery, Vivani stood to get more coffee. Her cup was empty by then, and she had more rumination to do before she ended her work for the day. Closing her laptop, she set it on top of her files and headed for the barista bar. Between the time she’d sat down and then, the line at the counter had grown to crowd the area, and she shoved her way through people to get to the back of the line.
Frequently, she glanced back to her seat through the crowd, making sure that no one approached her items. As the line went forward, someone bumped into her from behind, and she turned around to retort.
“Watch yourself, feather bitch,” a man growled at the woman who’d bumped into Vivani. She was petite, with a short, slight frame, and caught Vivani’s look before turning to the offending stranger.
“You’re the one that pushed me, asshole,” she retorted, her singsong voice matching her appearance. The woman was a valkyr, beautiful, with icy-blue eyes and sharp features. Her mauve hair cut in a pixie crop, revealing her slender neck adorned with traditional tribal valkyr markings.
Vivani looked back to the man, stereotypically a pureblooded elf lording over hybrid strangers. Just as he bolstered up to respond aggressively, Vivani moved in front of the valkyr and crossed her arms.
“Mind your own damn business,” the elf hissed, and moved to walk around Vivani when she stepped once again in his path.
“Apologize to her,” Vivani said with a nod toward the valkyr. “You’re the one in the wrong.”
The elf drew up to retort, but froze when he looked over Vivani’s attire. She was not in her armor, but she wore a jacket with her precinct patch embroidered over the right breast, and her badge dangled over her chest. The medallion was small, about the size of a double cent, two inches.
Though Vivani wouldn’t stick out in a crowd, she was noticeably a licensed mage and enforcer.
The elf bowed his head and quickly apologized to the valkyr woman before rushing out of the cafe without another look.
“You didn’t have to do that for me,” the valkyr said, and Vivani turned to look her over. She was familiar, though Vivani couldn’t pin where she’d seen the hybrid woman.
Valkyrs and drakkin were alike in that they valued their heritage above most else. The tribal markings adorning her neck and down her back told Vivani that she was most likely opposed to the imperial government.
The Drakari were not just made up of drakkin, but they made up most of its membership. Valkyr and ravisi joined the rebels as well. Though Vivani couldn’t stereotype every hybrid she came across, she couldn’t help but suspect those that caught her attention.
But Vivani smiled and said, “Don’t worry about it.”
The valkyr glanced down at her medallion, then cleared her throat. “Are you an enforcer captain?”
“I am,” Vivani answered hesitantly. “But I don’t quite like the attitude many enforcers have, so don’t mind me. I won’t bother you.”
Vivani intended to leave the valkyr woman alone after that, but that didn’t seem to deter her attention.
“Then let me buy you a coffee, as thanks for stepping in,” the valkyr insisted.
Blinking, Vivani nodded. Turning down her desire to show gratitude would be just as insulting.
“My name’s Nailah by the way,” the valkyr said. “What’s yours?”
“Vivani.”
“Oh?” Nailah blinked. “Tyrea?”
Swallowing, Vivani wasn’t sure whether to confirm or deny. By proximity, her brother gained her a reputation that she did not like. But if Nailah was familiar with her, then there was no point in denying it, so she nodded.
“Didn’t quite expect a Tyrea to come to my rescue,” Nailah joked with a smile. “Glad that the rumors aren’t true, then.”
“Thanks for not blindly accepting gossip.” Vivani smirked.
“I firmly believe there is more to people than they let on.” Nailah winked, and they both turned when the barista called them next. They gave their orders, then Nailah paid, and together they walked to the other end of the counter to wait for their drinks.
“Do you often frequent this cafe?” Nailah asked, obviously filling the time, and Vivani felt relieved at her effort.
“Rarely,” Vivani said, then added, “But it’s a pleasant change of atmosphere.”
She glanced away from Nailah when the valkyr smiled at her. It was then that Vivani looked back at her table, and found her items not how she left them. Quickly excusing herself from Nailah, she rushed through the crowd to her stuff, and halted to a stop when she found her folders opened and emptied.
Nailah came up behind her and asked, “What happened?”
Vivani grabbed her bag and looked through the contents, finding that other papers and folders were missing. Her laptop was all that the thief had left behind.
“Someone stole my case files,” she hissed through her teeth, and ran her fingers through her hair in distress. “Gods, Valyn’s going to kill me—”
“Don’t tell him then,” Nailah said. “I can ask around to see if anyone saw anything suspicious.”
Vivani looked over the valkyr woman, wondering why she was suddenly willing to help—and why she was so friendly to begin with.
Nailah’s expression dropped, and she said, “I’m just trying to be nice. It’s suspicious and criminal that someone stole from you.”
Slowly, Vivani nodded, and they exchanged contacts so that they could stay in touch.
“I better get going,” Vivani said as she packed up her laptop. She slung the bag strap over her shoulder and turned to Nailah. “Sorry, I couldn’t enjoy that coffee with you.”
Nailah smiled. “Don’t worry about it. We can meet another time.”
Vivani excused herself then and rushed to the precinct, checking her watch for the time. It was nearing the end of the workday, which meant Valyn was likely frequenting their office halls with other captains and managers. For now, she would not tell him anything about her case research, at least until she found out where her papers went.
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Valyn had waited all week for a tip from Detective Hekryn, and received it as a midnight wake-up call. A shrill noise jerked him out of sleep, and he quickly sat up in bed at the disturbance. 
A flashing slip of vibrant paper hovered inches before his face. Cursing, Valyn grabbed the paper, abruptly cutting the screeching off upon contact, and read the message. 
Hekryn had sent it through the Veil, where it would be untraceable and immediately find its intended receiver. 
Valyn rushed out of bed and dressed in a rage, cursing the detective the whole time. According to Hekryn, he’d tailed Crausya to a secret meeting late this evening, and eavesdropped on a plan to riot at the capitol building.
As soon as he slung on his boots, Valyn ported away toward Hekryn’s anchor. 
Sheol rippled around him, tearing at his body, tugging at his soul. He could feel the strands of the Veil deconstructing him, piece by piece, as he shifted through space. The splitting pain lasted only seconds, and his feet steadily settled on concrete as he landed on the sidewalk of a dark back street.
Hekryn jumped, startled by Valyn’s sudden appearance, and cleared his throat. The detective stood off in the shadows of a backyard’s looming tree branches.
“That was quick,” the detective muttered, clutching his enforcer’s medallion in one hand. 
Every enforcer, no matter the rank, received the enchanted pendant, so that those higher rankers that had the teleportation ability could find them no matter where they were. 
Valyn knew the moral indecency of the power he held over those who had these medallions, but it was a control that the empire forced upon their servants. It was another thing to the list of things he tolerated so that he may change them when he came into the right position. And for instances like this, it proved useful.
“Where are they?” Valyn asked.
Hekryn pointed down the street, toward the warehouses clustered along several blocks. “They are still back there, walking east. I enhanced my hearing to catch their discussions.”
“Let us follow them and see where they lead us.” Valyn waved his hand over them, and the Veil shimmered as light bent around their bodies. As the caster, he could see Hekryn, though Hekryn could not see him.
The detective shuddered at the influx of magick in the surrounding air, but said nothing more. With a swift nod to Valyn, they began toward the warehouses.
Within a few moments, Valyn caught sight of the group of drakkin Hekryn mentioned. There were five of them, gathered under a streetlamp, smoking, and mumbling to themselves. Their appearances looked darker at night, their skin a deep amber lit by the fluorescent light hovering above them. Two were females, their forms shorter and leaner than their male counterparts. Luckily, all wore their vytherium bracelets.
Valyn knew that his invisibility spell only worked because their magicks were restricted. Otherwise, the drakkin would easily sense the shift in the Veil as they approached their group and moved around them. Those with trained eyes could even catch the light bend around their shapes.
But the drakkin neither sensed Valyn and the detective nor saw the shifting light. Steadily, the two stood within yards of the five drakkin, listening as they spoke.
“Kraven’s pissed,” one male said. “Kyran shut him down several times before this meeting.”
“Is that why he wasn’t there?” A female with a short haircut asked.
“Yeah,” the male replied. “He’s with his girl tonight.”
There was a collective sigh, and a few looks at the comment, but no one said anything else. 
Valyn crossed his arms, getting more agitated as the minutes passed with no useful thing said by the half-breeds.
But during that time, he picked out who they were going to tail, and grabbed Hekryn by the hand. The detective jumped, but held his tongue for any noise, and went rigid when Valyn moved his wrist to point at the drakkin they would follow.
Valyn caught Hekryn’s disapproving look and ignored it.
When the group finally split, some heading back into the warehouse to start their shift, and others going home to sleep, Valyn and Hekryn followed the shortest male.
The short, stocky drakkin walked at a slow pace, agitating Valyn. As though he could sense Valyn’s frustration, Hekryn wrung his hands as they walked several feet behind the drakkin. Valyn clenched his hands at his side, glancing over his shoulder to check for any witnesses. 
When the drakkin had rounded a corner and entered a dark street, Valyn lunged for the half-breed, shoving his front against a brick wall of a commercial building. The drakkin shouted in surprise, the sound quickly silenced as Valyn wrapped his palm over his mouth.
The spell broke upon contact. Valyn restricted the drakkin’s movements by pinning his arms against his back, then gave a look to Hekryn.
The detective grabbed his shoulder seconds before Valyn ported away. Another moment, and three sets of feet landed on the marbled floor of the enforcement precinct. 
Hekryn stumbled away from Valyn as the drakkin fell to his feet and vomited. 
“ID him,” Valyn commanded the detective before he could speak, but Hekryn hesitated, his face turning red.
“You didn’t tell me we’d be kidnapping the man.”
Valyn shot him a look before glancing around the precinct. It was only a few hours until dawn, and only three others filled the space. Two night guards and another detective. The three eyed them, and once Valyn met their stares, they looked away.
“I have full jurisdiction to do what needs to be done,” Valyn said, watching as the drakkin shuddered through the aftereffects of his first teleportation experience. Then he snapped his fingers at one of the night guards. “Clean up this mess. And then cuff him and put him in an interrogation room. Hekryn, ID his vytherium bracelet.”
Without another word, Hekryn grabbed the drakkin’s wrist and pulled out his device to scan the barcode. Then, once he pulled up a match, the detective dropped the half-breed’s arm like the touch burned him, and stomped toward Valyn.
“Here.” Hekryn shoved the device screen at Valyn’s face. “Harkon Tovrikah.”
“Thank you, detective,” Valyn said as the night guard approached them. “You may leave now.”
Hekryn pinched his lips closed, hesitating, then he turned and left out the front doors.
As Harkon recovered, the night guard grabbed his wrists and cuffed them behind his back. The drakkin groaned as the enforcer dragged him to his feet.
“Ruthless,” Harkon hissed, spitting at Valyn’s feet. “Just like your fucking traitor father.”
“I’m uninterested in your personal opinions, Tovrikah.” Valyn grabbed the drakkin’s arm and towed him toward the interrogation rooms, dismissing the guard. “You have information we need, and I will do whatever it takes to receive it. You might as well give up fighting me.”
Harkon openly cursed Valyn as he shoved him inside the room, shutting the door behind him. He briefly unlocked one side of the cuffs to link Harkon’s wrists to the table in the middle of the room, then re-secured the shackles.
“I will be back in a few minutes,” Valyn said before porting away. Seconds later, he landed in Vivani’s living room, and found her asleep on her couch.
Gently, Valyn nudged his sister until she blinked awake, then she shot upward.
“What in the hells are you doing here?” Vivani hissed, glaring at him incredulously.
“It’s faster to come here and wake you up than to call you.” Valyn sighed and pulled out his mobile device to check the time. “Get dressed. I need you to interrogate someone.”
Ignoring his sister’s curses, Valyn walked into her kitchen and dialed Gyres’ mobile. Begrudgingly, Vivani stood and entered her bedroom, slamming the door behind her, just as Gyres answered the call.
“What is it?” The commander demanded groggily.
“I’ve caught a rebel coming out of a private meeting,” Valyn said. “I have him detained in an interrogation room. In a few minutes, Vivani and I will interrogate him.”
That seemed to wake Gyres up. Valyn heard a lot of shuffling and grunting on the other end before the commander spoke again.
“Do you need me to come down there?”
“Not yet,” Valyn said. “But I needed to make you aware. I may have a report for you come dawn.”
“Great work, Tyrea.” Valyn rolled his eyes at Gyres’ words. “Do not disappoint after this inconvenience.”
“I won’t, Commander.” With that, Valyn hung up the call and waited for his sister to emerge from her bedroom.
A moment later, Vivani flung open her door and walked out, dressed in typical trainers and her precinct hoodie. She had pulled her platinum hair into a high ponytail, revealing her sharp-ended ears adorned with piercings.
Without a word, Vivani held onto Valyn’s arm, and he ported away. Their feet hit the solid floor within seconds, and he stepped away from his sister.
“You want this to go quickly?” Valyn prodded at Vivani. “Then do the hard thing first. Don’t waste our time.”
Vivani glared at him with arms crossed as he went to the opposite wall and leaned back against it. This time, he would be an active participant, and ensure that she did what must be done.
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Vivani had prayed another situation like this wouldn’t have happened. For three years now, she had avoided using her abilities, traumatized by her last use. Pretending to use them or finding other methods to produce the desired outcome had been her scapegoat. 
But now her brother watched her like a hawk from the corner as she sat down across from the drakkin. He looked visibly ill, as though just their presence had made him sick.
Did he know who she was—what she could do? Obviously he was with the Drakari, otherwise her brother wouldn’t have dragged her out of sleep so early in the morning.
Was this drakkin acquainted with Kraven? Did he know about the Serpent of Civel?
Vivani cut a sideways look at her brother and grimaced when she met his hard stare. There was no way that he would let her go without using her terrifying magick.
Taking in a breath, she began her interrogation.
“What’s your name?”
The drakkin blinked at her, taken aback by her approach. Sympathy had somehow worked on Kraven, though he hadn’t revealed as much as she’d like during the interrogation. It was only afterward that she began piecing together his information.
When he didn’t respond, Valyn sighed. “His name is Harkon Tovrikah. He’s an associate of Crausya’s.”
Harkon scowled, his instinctual response of displeasure a confirmation of Valyn’s words.
“How long have you worked with Kraven?” Vivani asked, and frowned when he turned his head away from her.
She glanced at her brother, raising a shoulder when he nodded his head toward the drakkin, as though urging her to continue.
“Look,” she said, changing tactics. “My brother will not release you until you’ve given him information. If you cooperate, you can walk out of here before dawn and return to your family. If not, they’ll eventually start wondering where you are, and will not understand where to look.”
Harkon looked at her then, meeting her stare with a darkened expression. A mention of his family was a veiled threat, and he’d picked up on it.
“You Tyrea’s think that you can walk all over everyone else,” he hissed through sharp teeth. “Just wait, you’ll get what’s coming to you.”
“Being nice is doing nothing for you, Viv,” Valyn snapped. “Just do it and be done, or I’ll find other means to get what I want out of him.”
Vivani knew her brother did not casually make empty threats. Swallowing, she reached out and grasped Harkon’s hand, tightening her fingers around his when he tried to pull away.
“I suggest you cooperate now, Harkon,” she said. “You could save yourself a lot of pain if you did.”
“Fuck you, you pureblooded pig,” the drakkin snarled through his bared teeth.
Vivani winced at his harsh words. Even at his insult, she didn’t believe he deserved what would happen next. With one last accusatory look at her brother, she felt the swell of power gather in the pit of her stomach, and slowly exhaled.
The air shifted. Harkon halted at the sudden change, sensing the atmosphere despite the dampening effects of the vytherium bracelet.
Like a parasitic worm invading one’s body, Vivani forced her magick into the drakkin’s spiritual channels through their physical connection. He jolted at the sensation of the icy touch bleeding through his veins, inching up his arm, across his chest, and toward his head.
Harkon grunted, baring his teeth once more as he withstood the pain. The longer she prodded into his mind, the more he shuddered under the weight of her power.
Even with his extreme reaction, Vivani held back the full brunt of her power. She could have the drakkin reeling on the floor if she wanted.
“What—the fuck—are you doing?” He ground out through tightly clenched teeth. His face turned red, blood vessels protruding at his strain as he endured the increasing agony.
“You could’ve chosen the easy way, Harkon,” Vivani whispered, wincing as he bowed his head toward the table. The drakkin tried wrenching out of her hold, but her grip was unyielding.
When Harkon had ceased his writhing, Valyn approached the interrogation table. The drakkin leaned against the desk, sweating and trembling, his forehead planted on the table’s surface.
“Who’s involved with the Drakari?” Valyn asked, and before Harkon could shut down his thoughts, an image erupted into Vivani’s mind through her connection. Three familiar faces among a sea of strangers startled her.
Two were not surprising, but the shock of the third made her question last night’s interactions with the valkyr.
“Kyran and Kraven Crausya,” Vivani said. “Drakkin and valkyr mainly, some ravisi. A few purebloods.”
Harkin groaned, shuddering through a bout of searing pain as Vivani dug past the weak barrier he had quickly constructed in his mind.
“Get him a bucket,” Vivani said, and Valyn poked his head out of the interrogation room to yell for a night guard to bring one. She laid off the invasion momentarily, bringing relief to the drakkin, until her brother came back to her with the bucket.
Valyn slid it underneath Harkon, then motioned for her to go on.
“What day is their attack on the capitol building going to take place?” He continued.
The drakkin quivered and slammed his forehead against the table as Vivani prodded once more.
“The fifteenth,” she said.
Valyn crossed his arms. “What will they do?”
Now, Harkon put up more than a fight. He jerked upright, revealing bloodshot eyes and a pallid complexion as he glowered at Vivani. His thoughts were a chaotic force, derailing Vivani’s cohesion to his mind.
And then he whispered to her through his thoughts.
“You’ll regret feeding your brother this information,” Harkon thought to her. “You’ll be forced to reveal knowledge of the Serpent before you’re ready for it.”
Vivani caught her breath, reeling backward from him before catching herself. The drakkin used that moment to lean over the bucket and vomit into it.
Valyn noticed Vivani’s reaction, placed his hands on the table, and leaned forward. “What was that?”
She kept her gaze on Harkon, and he eased back in his chair as the pain subsided, wiping his mouth with the back of his other hand. Her grip on him had slipped from the shock of his telepathic message, but she kept her hand on his.
“Nothing,” Vivani said eventually. “He just showed me some grotesque thoughts to throw me off.”
“Stubborn rough skin,” Valyn snapped at Harkon, who turned to glare at him with flared nostrils and bared teeth.
“Stop fighting and you’ll leave before dawn, I promise you,” Valyn continued. “We will find out the truth.”
Harkon stared at her brother for a moment before turning to her.
A quiet whisper slithered through their connection.
“They warned me of your abilities,” Harkon thought to her. “But I was also told that you are sympathetic. I will tell you what I know of the Serpent, but you must repeat what I say out loud.”
Vivani leaned toward him, anticipation brewing in the pit of her stomach. He followed her movement, jerking as the pain increased with the strengthening of their connection. Perspiration gathered on his brow as he took slow breaths, steadying himself from the onslaught of sensations.
“What do you know?” She asked out loud, her brother forgotten after the drakkin’s proposal.
“Nothing,” Harkon replied, then his thoughts trickled in, “The Drakari are searching for a man under the palace and will find any means necessary to break him out. Now, say ‘what is Kyran planning’?”
“What is Kyran planning?” She repeated.
“There will be a riot on the fifteenth, and nothing you can do will stop it,” Harkon thought. “Now say ‘a riot? At the capitol?’”
“A riot—at the capitol?”
Valyn looked between the two, clear suspicion outlined in his expression. “What will they do during the riot?”
Harkon answered, and Vivani repeated his words out loud. “It’s a huge assembly of hybrids that are going to protest on the steps. Bigger than ever before.”
“Not an attack? I need names. Who’s going to be there? Where can I find them?” Valyn demanded, placing his palms on the table to lean over Harkon. “If you do this and do not show up for this riot, I will make sure that your record is clean, and will never be picked up or identified by my enforcers again.”
Intrigue and apprehension sounded from Harkon, but was quickly shut down when another thought came through.
“Nothing I say to you will stop this from happening. The Drakari will sacrifice everything for this protest. You two and your superiors must show up to stop it.”
And instead of Vivani relaying anything else, Harkon finally began speaking out loud for himself.
“Look, I know nothing else,” he said, facing Valyn. “I just know that everyone’s gathering there. The higher-ups are making a big deal of this giant assembly.”
Valyn looked at Vivani for confirmation, and when she nodded, he stepped away from the table to pace the length of the room.
“What time?” Her brother asked.
“Midday,” Harkon replied.
“You can confirm that Kraven and Kyran Crausya are arranging this and will be there?”
“Yes,” Harkon said and glanced at Vivani.
Hesitantly, she withdrew her hand, severing their connection.
“I know where their warehouses are,” Valyn said. “I will arrange a warrant for their arrest.”
“They are not in Cylad right now.” Harkon’s chair squeaked as he leaned back. “They left yesterday. As far as I know, they’re not planning to return until the protest.”
Valyn cursed out loud, and Vivani and Harkon watched in silence as he continued his pacing as he mulled.
“You’re excused, Harkon Tovrikah,” her brother said after a moment. “I do not want to see your face again. Are we clear?”
“Crystal clear, Tyrea.”
Valyn called for a guard to come into the room and release Harkon. He and Vivani waited in silence as the drakkin left without another look, then Valyn turned to Vivani.
“What wasn’t said?”
“Nothing.” Vivani stood and stretched, feigning indifference. “He knows little to nothing.”
“There were a lot of pauses between questions and answers.”
She shrugged. “He fought me.”
Valyn scrutinized her before he said, “You’re too gentle and hesitant. You have this power for a reason, Viv. You need to use it properly.”
“I have no interest in torturing people, Valyn,” she replied coolly. “Sorry if that bothers you.”
He sighed, his expression softening. “I know you don’t, sister. You have a soft heart. I don’t begrudge that. I fear for our security and positions if we do not use the tools at our disposal.”
Vivani knew her brother well enough to translate the meaning behind his words.
If they didn’t continue to prove their worth to their bosses, they’d be forgotten or discarded.
But Vivani didn’t care about their bosses. This was a job to her, not a career, and the longer she engrained herself in this world of politics, the more she hated it.
“Fine,” Valyn continued when she didn’t reply. “Let’s go home and get some rest. Take the morning off. I’ll report to Gyres, so expect a meeting this afternoon.”
Vivani nodded mutedly as her brother grasped her hand. Once they’d ported into her apartment, he bid her a good rest, and left for his own.
Now alone, she collapsed on her couch, exhausted. Tears swelled, and she rubbed her face, hoping to quell her emotions. Minutes passed as she took deep breaths and clumsily ran through her memories of the interrogation.
Everything led to the mysterious lord imprisoned underneath the emperor’s palace.
Whatever happened next, Vivani had to find a way into the imperial prison.




Chapter Eight

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Kraven paced the length of the room, checking his mobile every few minutes as he waited for the news. Harkon’s spouse sent a group message out at dawn that morning, saying that he was missing. 
Kyran had been right about every action of the enforcers down to the day. Valyn Tyrea had picked Harkon up last night after Kraven’s uncle had gathered the troops to prepare them for the next few weeks, while Kraven hid away at his girlfriend’s house, per his uncle’s instructions.
When he received the message, he was livid, and arose in a rage that sent him pacing. Nailah had gotten up with him and instead of trying to calm him down or talk sense into him, she’d gone straight into the kitchen and made him breakfast.
There was no way to talk sense into Kraven when he was this upset, and Nailah knew this. The only way to him was through his stomach. 
He feared for his friend’s life at the hands of that nut job at Cylad’s primary precinct.
When he’d argued this with Kyran, his uncle had said, “Harkon is safe with Vivani Tyrea. Your job is to lie low. The enforcers need to think we’re not even in town.”
Which was why Kraven was bunking with his girlfriend and while he enjoyed it for many reasons, it meant that he couldn’t act.
Nailah knocked on the open door, alerting him to food, and he followed her in brooding silence. Two plates were set at the kitchen table, one stacked with sausage and scrambled eggs, and the other a few over-easy eggs and a buttered slice of toast. 
They sat down together, and Nailah continued eying him in comfortable silence as he chowed down on the food she made for him.
“Thank you,” he eventually groused, flickering a gaze at her as she watched him over her cup of coffee.
Nailah smiled. “It’s no use in digging yourself a hole in my bedroom worrying about it, Krav.”
“I can’t help it,” Kraven said. “What if that fucker tortures him?”
“Doubt it.” Nailah munched on her toast, flicking crumbs from her fingers. “First, Tyrea nabbed him off the streets illegally. If they caught him torturing information out of him, he’d be tried for abuse.”
Kraven grumbled around a mouthful of eggs and rolled his shoulder in a half-shrug.
“Besides.” Nailah sipped her coffee. “Vivani will keep her brother in check.”
He paused, eying his girlfriend with a quirked brow. She said the female twin captain’s name like she knew the elven woman.
Before he could ask, Nailah said, “I met her at the coffee shop across the street from the cop-shop.”
“When was that?”
“A few days ago.”
“And?” Kraven finished eating and leaned back in his chair, watching as Nailah sighed and mirrored his movement. She clutched her mug in one hand, drinking the rest of the coffee before setting the cup down on the table.
“She’s nice. In the wrong place.” Nailah paused. “Someone stole her case files. Would you know anything about that?”
“No,” Kraven said. “Could be my uncle behind the scenes. He doesn’t tell me much, unfortunately. Or…could be an imperial lackey.”
“Why would they want it?”
He hesitated, not sure how many secrets he was ready yet to divulge to his lover. Nailah was unfortunately already involved with the Drakari, so no matter what, she was in some level of danger. But the more she knew, the more she’d not only be at risk of harm, but the more of a weak spot she would be.
Kyran wouldn’t want him to tell her, but Kraven needed to let someone know the things he held deep inside. Who else could it be besides the one that he loved the most in the world?
When he took a while to reply, Nailah sighed and got up. “I get it. Big mafia secrets, and whatnot.”
He watched her as she got another cup of coffee, eying the sway of her hips and the curve of her neck, exposed by the short length of her pixie hair. 
Kraven sighed. “She’s on the trail of the Serpent.”
Nailah halted in mid-pour of her coffee and set the pot down before she could make a mess.
Everyone in the Drakari knew they were seeking to break the Serpent out of the prison under the imperial palace, but not everyone knew why or who he truly was.
Only three people did: Kyran, Eirel, and now Kraven. Though he wouldn’t tell her the deepest reach of this secret, he would tell her about Kyran’s plan.
Nailah sat down across from him, her coffee now forgotten, the shock of his words enough to fully wake her up from her sleepiness.
“And?” she urged.
“Kyran is hoping that if he exposes her enough to the empire’s injustice—to how cruel the emperor truly is—that she will ally with us and help break him out. But I’m not sure.” Kraven paused, rubbing his stubbly chin. He needed to shave, badly. “I think her brother is too far gone to the emperor, and that he has her wrapped around his finger.”
He looked out the window, watching the sun hit mid-sky as morning drew on. Nailah mulled in silence, drumming her nails on the table.
His mobile dinged then, and he grabbed it to find a text from Harkon’s wife, saying he arrived home, shaken but unharmed. He replied with a quick text asking her to send him over after he’s rested a bit.
“I have an idea,” Nailah said after a moment. “But it may fail. First, can you ask your uncle if he had anything to do with her missing files?”
Kraven hesitated, and the pause was enough for Nailah to sigh and spill her thoughts.
“If we can prove that it was the imperial intelligence agency that took her files, watching both her and us, then we may sway her enough. I told her I’d help her find out, so I already have an excuse to meet with her. What do you think?”
“No,” he quipped. “Absolutely not. The moment you involve yourself is the moment you risk your safety.”
“But you’re all risking yourselves—”
“No, Nailah. No, please.” Kraven rubbed his head, taking deep breaths as he gathered and locked down his temper. “I would feel better if you didn’t.”
She huffed, but backed down. Her fingers continued to drum on the table’s wooden surface.
Then Nailah asked, “Well, can you still ask? I can at least send a message about it.”
“Fine.”
A moment later, Kraven held his mobile to his ear, listening to the ring as he waited for his uncle to pick up. He was sure Kyran wouldn’t answer until the line clicked and his voice sounded through the receiver.
“What is it?” His uncle asked.
“Nailah ran into Vivani the other day and said that her case files on the Serpent went missing,” Kraven said. “Did you have anything to do with that?”
There was a smile in his uncle’s voice as he replied, “No, but I’m not surprised. Their lackeys will scrutinize any information on the prisoner.”
Kraven frowned, but thanked his uncle and ended the call.
“No, it wasn’t us,” he said to Nailah. “Happy?”
His girlfriend grinned. “Yes, very much.”
He watched as she grabbed her own mobile device and sent a message to Vivani Tyrea. 
“That is all you’ll do, right?” He stressed.
“That’s what I said,” Nailah replied as she set down her mobile, then she stood and began cleaning up their plates.
Sighing, Kraven stood and went into the living room, where he dropped onto the couch and turned on the television. There, he sat for hours, his legs jumping restlessly as he waited for a call or text from anyone, absently eying the local channel playing news on the screen.
In mid-afternoon, Kraven received a text that Harkon was heading over, and an hour later, a knock at the front door alerted his arrival. Nailah had left for work by this time, which gave them privacy to talk about what had happened early that morning.
Kraven let him in, glanced out the door to see if anyone had tailed him, and closed the door behind his friend.
“Well, what happened?” He asked Harkon as they settled in the living room.
Harkon spent moments recounting the events this morning, from the moment he left the warehouse and was ported to the precinct, to the minute he got home and fell asleep.
“She was terrifying,” the drakkin said, his tone weak as he swallowed past the dryness in his throat. “And she held back. No one should have that power to worm their way into someone’s mind. What if she tried to control me?”
Vivani Tyrea could do much worse than control someone through mind manipulation. She could read their every thought, scan their memories, scour their past—and erase every bit.
“There hasn’t been an iirosi alive in three thousand years,” Kraven said. “This must be destined. I think that’s why Kyran is moving now. The Drakari have been around for hundreds of years now, so why didn’t we do anything before?”
“Can Kyran read the future?” Harkon shook his head and dug his fingers through his hair, his wary gaze eying the space as though he expected the place to be bugged, listening in on the doubts he now spoke out loud. “There’s no way…how did he predict all of this? He told me what would happen today, and I didn’t believe him. He told me what to say to her once she’d connected with my mind…can he see the future?”
“That’s impossible,” Kraven said with a quick chuckle of disbelief—though he’d had the same thoughts the last few weeks now. “Only the gods can see the rivers of time.”
“The rav’la have been gone for a long time now,” Harkon muttered, now staring off at the carpeted floor in thought. “What if…what if they’re back, and he knows one? What if he is one?”
“That’s impossible,” Kraven repeated, though he couldn’t deny his friend’s logic. There was no reason to assume the gods had truly left Thraes unattended. Rav’la, or the avatars of the deities, were embodied spiritual beings that worked as mediators between the mortals of Thraes and the gods. They could possess any person to perform their duties.
The drakkin had a prevalent history with the rav’la of Arreth. Most of their bloodline ran back to the second era, when the drakkin were rav’la to the fire god, Irki. Even the drakkin today had traces of the avatars’ divine nature in their blood, no matter how diluted.
But it wasn’t enough to fight against the dampening power of the vytherium bracelets. That metal seemed to be crafted by the gods as well, to restrain powerful entities.
“That can’t be,” Kraven mumbled. “If there were rav’la all these years, why haven’t they done anything? Would the gods really let us experience the empire’s subjugation?”
“I don’t know.” Harkon shook his head, just as dumbfounded and as deep in thought as Kraven. “You’d think they wouldn’t, but…I don’t know. I feel like blaming them is wrong to do too, but…”
They both nodded in thought as they fell silent. A moment later, a loud honk outside broke their trance, and Kraven sighed and leaned back in his seat.
“You hungry?” He asked Harkon, who nodded. “Great, I’ll order takeout. Nailah should be home in a few hours, too.”
“I’ll have to leave at dark. Thara is waiting for me.”
They’d ordered food and an hour later, a valkyr teenager knocked on their door. Kraven handed the boy a couple of arnes in exchange, and he and Harkon chowed down on the food as they watched a sports game on the television. When dusk came, Harkon left, and Nailah arrived home not long after.
“Eirel is nervous,” Nailah said as she recounted her day to Kraven. She sat beside him on the couch, eating the takeout he’d ordered for her a few hours before as they watched a movie.
“Why?”
“There are more enforcers on their street than normal,” she said. “I think they’re preparing for the riot on the fifteenth.”
“That’s still two weeks away.”
“Maybe.” Nailah nodded and took a sip of water out of her plastic bottle before screwing the cap back on. “But if Valyn Tyrea is as vigilant as they say, he’s probably looking to round up some known Drakari members before it happens. To break up the crowd.”
“That’s why my uncle wants me to stay low.” Kraven shook his head. “I wish I could beat the shit out of that captain.”
“To his defense, he’s just doing his job,” Nailah said, and waved a dismissive hand at him when he opened his mouth to argue. “It’s the emperor we should be blaming.”
“I’m not so sure of that.” Kraven grimaced. “Valyn acts like he enjoys his job a little too much.”
Nailah frowned and shrugged. “Who knows?”
Kraven sighed, but dropped the topic, his stomach turning sour at the thought of the riot. When Nailah finished eating, he gathered her in his arms and held her as they watched the rest of the movie.
Toward the end, he began peppering kisses along her exposed skin. Nailah giggled at the caresses of his lips, turning in his arms to fully embrace him. Her lips were soft against his, her skin supple and flushed with heat.
Kraven leaned her across the couch, gentle with his weight, and caressed his hands along the length of her lithe body. She squirmed under his touch, moaning when his hand dipped into her pants, parting the way for the wet warmth that waited for him. Her thighs squeezed around his hand, her moans growing in volume as he rubbed her most sensitive place, then he slipped his finger inside.
Nailah quickly came for him, breathing his name between the clashing of their lips. She reached down to unbutton his pants, to reciprocate in kind, and moments later, she led him to the bed to finish the job.
Their bodies writhed on top of the covers, their bare skin slick with sweat as they collided. Kraven parted her legs, revealing the lush valley below, and quickly drove himself into her. The bed shook as he stroked faster and faster. Her nails digging at his bare back, and they climbed the heights of pleasure until they fell apart together.
Moments later, when their rapid hearts had slowed and their breaths had calmed, he held her in his arms, stroking her bare arm as she rested in the crook of his body. Their lovemaking had worn out what energy they had left of the day, and Nailah dozed.
But Kraven lay awake, staring at the dark corners of her bedroom. The living room light was still on and the television buzzed at a low volume, a muted sound that any other night would’ve comforted him to sleep.
The coming riot captured his mind, ensnaring his heart in fear.
Eventually, he sighed and nudged Nailah awake. She rolled her head, her eyes blinking away from the sleep.
“I love you,” Kraven said.
Nailah replied, “I love you too, baby.” Then she paused. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing—I…” He sighed. “I’m worried.”
“About?”
“What if—” Now, he regretted waking her up. Sighing, he continued. “I’m worried about the fifteenth. What if something goes wrong? What if—”
The words caught on his tongue. He couldn’t say anything more, else he would reveal Kyran’s true plan for that day.
So instead, he said, “What if I mess up? Would you forgive me?”
“Oh, baby, of course. There’s danger in what we’re doing, sure,” Nailah said as she brushed his hair out of his face and caressed his cheek. “But your uncle knows what he’s doing. He’s run this group for a long time now. Everything will be fine.”
Kraven nodded, too much of a coward to tell her the truth.
That his uncle planned to do the worst, and Kraven was the main character of Kyran’s plot.
But he held his tongue and laid there with Nailah until she fell back asleep. Hours may have passed before slumber dragged him roughly down.




Chapter Nine

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Vivani sat in the main conference room of her precinct, rigid and uncomfortable under the scrutiny of her superiors. Valyn had been right that a meeting would be called, but was wrong about the timing. It was the day after the incident with Harkon Tovrikah, at the end of the shift, when most of the clerks were leaving the building. 
Her brother sat beside her, both eying the general sitting at the end of the conference table and their commanding officers by the wall. Gyres stood to the side with two other commanders, arms crossed and chin up. 
They organized piles of rebel reports across the table, all leading the general to meet with them.
Her name was Cerisa Lytherea, and like Vivani and her brother, the general came from one of the royal bloodlines of the old provinces. Unlike the Tyrea twins, she was as pureblooded as the next imperial officer within the proximity of the emperor, and just as devoted to him.
General Lytherea sat back, her chair creaking with the motion, and placed a thoughtful finger delicately underneath her chin.
The overly sweet stench permeating the air and her frequent looks at Valyn told Vivani everything she needed to know about the general.
Cerisa was driven by her passions more than her intellect, and Vivani knew, with how quick-witted Valyn was, that her brother had already picked up on that.
With a flickering glance at him, Vivani eased back in her chair and sighed. Neither of them arrived in full uniform today. As Gyres had said this was a quick, impromptu meeting that would start a series of the same. Valyn wore a shirt with the precinct logo on the left breast, and the short sleeves revealed his hard-earned results at toning his body. Cerisa eyed his every movement.
The joke was on her, as while Valyn knew of his assets and utilized them to get what he wanted, he had no interest in sexual or romantic relationships. They’re distractions I don’t need. He’d told Vivani once when she’d asked why he never dated or played around.
“Now that everyone is here,” Cerisa started after eying the fourth commander, who’d just slipped in through the door. “I’d like to first say that after reviewing all your reports, I am impressed by your progress. We have narrowed down prime suspects for leaders within the Drakari, dates of their next attack, and their goals. It is with my great pleasure to announce that His Majesty sends his regards toward your efforts, and that he looks forward to discussing these with you later.”
Her words perked up Vivani and her brother, and they straightened and leaned forward in their chairs.
“Thank you, General Lytherea,” Valyn said with a bow of his head. “We should snuff this rebellion before it gets more out of hand. Now that their assaults have become more organized, it has been easier to connect their dots. We are planning to set up a trap for them on the fifteenth, to turn their riot against them.”
The general nodded her approval, then glanced at Gyres.
“What do you think their goal is, Valyn?” Cerisa asked coyly.
He was quick to respond, and Vivani jolted upright at his reply, shocked by his words.
“The Serpent of Civel, General,” he said and nonchalantly leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms almost as though he was in deep speculation as he spoke. “The Drakari have this bizarre belief that there is a lost heir of Civel that could save them from their blights. It is quite a strange conspiracy—that Emperor Gellum II has the heir imprisoned in his palace’s basement. They wish to break him out so that he can claim his birthright and continue the war from three-thousand years ago.”
All eyes were on him as he finished, and the silence thereafter hung painfully in the air as they contemplated his words.
Valyn had pieced together and summed up what took Vivani weeks to conclude. She turned away from him then, her stomach plummeting at the thought.
She’d tried to keep these things from him, thinking this information would put more power into his hands. All this time, he was holding his cards close to his chest, waiting for this very moment.
“Do you believe them?” Cerisa asked next.
“I know that there are some strings of truth in it, though I’m sure much is overly embellished,” Valyn replied. “I reviewed the palace prison’s record for anyone from Civel around the time the last Civilian lord lived until now. There have been mentions of a prisoner, but not much else. I’m assuming that the emperor wishes to keep secret whatever happened to the last lord.”
Vivani’s breath caught in her throat at his bluntness, and she heard Gyres grunt behind her. One would think such an honesty would get him in trouble, but the general smiled at him.
“You’re a clever one, aren’t you?” Cerisa leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table, and clasped her hands. “Your commanding officer has recommended both of you to be given access to the palace prison. However, His Majesty still has not decided if he can trust you with this government secret. So, we’ve come to an agreement. If you can successfully manage the riot on the fifteenth, you will be given commander-level clearance to the palace prison, where you have full range to question the prisoners about the rebel group.”
Cerisa stood and waited for the twins to stand with her before continuing.
“His Majesty wishes for the entire rebel group to be captured and tried for crimes of sedition, so it won’t do to stop at those captured during the riot. He wants a complete search of rebellious civilians until the Drakari are so squished underneath his toes that they will not rise again afterward.” The general crossed her arms, glancing between the twins. “Understood?”
They both nodded and bowed their heads in deference, and with a quick goodbye, Cerisa Lytherea left Vivani and her brother alone with the commanders.
Gyres took the general’s seat, and the other commanders joined them around the table. Quietly, they gathered the reports and returned them to their folders.
Warryn Fallovax, Cindor Illusyr, and Firren Velyneur were the other commanders. Fallovax oversaw the palace prison, Illusyr, the imperial navy, and Velyneur, the army. Cerisa Lytherea was Gyres’ and Velyneur’s direct general, and General Timas Olathea commanded Fallovax and Illusyr. Tulyen Duryal, the last commander that oversaw their military in the sky, was several provinces away, and since they had no need of the imperial air force, his authority was not needed.
“It is necessary that we succeed on the fifteenth,” Gyres began. “His Majesty is expecting much from us, and has promised rewards for success. Once Fallovax receives the orders, he will accompany you two to the palace prison. There are several inmates that Vivani will interrogate there. Before that, though, we have several things to do.”
“Lytherea gave us several warrants to inspect Cylad’s ports,” Illusyr said.
“And we will interrogate government officials,” Velyneur added. “We had reports that Kyran Crausya has returned to Civel for some business, so we will look for him both here and there.”
“For the time being, continue as you were,” Gyres said pointedly at Vivani and Valyn. “We are certain there are rebels hidden among our enforcers. If they know we know, they will be more careful. We need them to slip up.”
Vivani nodded, and Valyn rubbed his chin.
“What about Kraven Crausya?” He asked. “We were told he was out of town with his uncle, but I received a report yesterday that they saw him at his girlfriend’s apartment.”
“He’s not a priority at the moment,” Velyneur said. “Kraven is just a lackey. Lytherea is concerned about capturing his uncle.”
Vivani was relieved at that bit of information, but Valyn grimaced. Luckily, he said nothing more, and they continued the strategy meeting until the commanders stood and excused themselves.
Once alone, Valyn sighed and sagged in his chair.
“Satisfied?” Vivani asked, and caught his confused look when she stood.
“In a few ways,” he replied. “But about what specifically?”
“You’ve got the attention of the emperor,” she said, crossing her arms. “If we have any luck at all with the riot, you’ll get to meet him.”
“Finally, acknowledgement of my achievements.” Valyn smiled.
Vivani rolled her eyes and pursed her lips, struggling to contain her growing anger.
She didn’t know what to truly think of her brother, but now, there was a hint of hatred coursing through the putrid rage. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she took several breaths, then stood. It was better to be gone than to start a fight with him.
But he stood as she walked around him and grabbed her elbow.
“What’s wrong?” Valyn asked. “Aren’t you happy? We’re almost to where we wanted to be—”
“How long have you known that the lost heir was their goal?” Vivani interrupted.
Her brother paused, his eyes flickering as he contemplated his response, and then said, “A while.”
“And you failed to tell me this?”
“No.” Valyn let go of her to cross his arms. “But you knew anyway. Why did you not come to me when you learned of this?”
Vivani balled her fists at her sides, taking another deep breath.
It felt as though she was cornered. If she told him when and how she discovered this, he may use that information to hunt down the Drakari members in question.
But he’d already planned to do that. Per their strategy discussion, the weeks leading up to the fifteenth were to be spent rounding up known rebels and shipping them off to the palace prison.
She sighed and looked away.
“A while,” Vivani said. “I wasn’t sure if it was useful information to give to you, so I didn’t bother. Besides, you seemed to do just fine with the case without my help.”
“I was,” Valyn groused, now edging to the same level of anger as Vivani, though she deflated quickly with fatigue. “But you weren’t interested to know what all I had uncovered.”
Vivani crossed her arms, pouting her lip as she side-eyed her brother.
“Whatever is going on with you,” Valyn continued, “You need to sort it out right away. We can’t have any slip-ups with this. Not only is our reputation on the line, but so is our livelihood.”
“I didn’t want to be a part of this in the first place,” she spat. “You forced me to help.”
“Forced?” He laughed. “We’ve always done things together. It’s such common knowledge that everyone pairs us for cases. Gyres put us both on this one.”
“And I was fine with that,” Vivani began, then paused when he furrowed his brows at her. “But now that we’re knees-deep in it…I just, I don’t feel like what we’re doing is a good thing.”
She paused. For a long time, she’d held that thought inside, and now that it was let out, she felt the consequence boiling within Valyn as he processed her words and their meanings.
“You realize that if anyone else knew of your sentiment, they would detain you, don’t you?”
Vivani exhaled. “Yes.”
She knew well that the facade of imperial democracy was a poorly constructed mask. The true form of the empire was dictatorship that crushed any whisper of dissent to its authority.
Just as they were doing to the Drakari. The rebels grew more organized with each passing day. Public displays of displeasure in their “peaceful riots” were humored because there were no apparent threats to the empire and its ruler.
Since its activity had been so scattered, the empire’s response had been the same. But now that the Drakari grew more organized, they were threading their own trap.
Shortly after the fifteenth played out, there would be no Drakari if the emperor had his way.
“We are safer if we do as they say, Viv,” her brother said, his tone and gaze soft and sympathetic. “We are benefiting from our cooperation, securing ourselves among the favored.”
“What’s the point?” She snapped. “You’re having me hurt people for information, and the people that work under us are capturing and imprisoning innocent people.”
“They’re delinquents.” Valyn sighed and leaned against the table, propping himself up with his hands, appearing exasperated, as though he was tired of her qualms but unable to move forward without finishing the conversation. The permeation of his thoughts felt the same.
Vivani narrowed her eyes at him, anger stewing once more, as he continued.
“These people may be ‘peacefully protesting,’ but their records and involvement with the rebel group says something different.” Valyn tapped one of the report piles. “Most that we’ve ticketed have records of petty theft, drug trafficking, and other mild defenses. Kyran Crausya has employed the lowest of our society, not just to bulk his membership, but to have the immorality to fight us.”
“You’re talking about poor hybrids found in the ghettos of our empire, just trying to feed and clothe themselves and their families,” Vivani hissed through her clenched teeth. “Because of the emperor’s grudge against the hybrids of the past, these minorities are treated as second-class citizens. The vytherium they’re required to wear bans them from any first-class professions, so their forced to criminal actions or jobs in low-level services. What more do you expect from them when we oppress them like this?”
“If any of them had half a sense, they’d know their resistance makes their lives harder.” Valyn scowled at her, his gaze flickering across her face, her body language, and the air about her. “What is going on with you? Why are you acting like this?”
“Do you really care?” Vivani moved, now making her way toward the door. “It doesn’t matter. We’re now stuck in this situation, thanks to you.”
Valyn followed her, reaching out once more to catch her before she slipped away.
“I care about your feelings, Viv,” he said, though the lack of emotion in his voice told her it was a sweet lie to get her to comply.
Her eyes stung, and the swelling in her throat told her she was about to fall into his trap of vulnerability. She sucked in a deep breath, fighting against the urge to cry, and jerked out of his grasp.
“If you did, you’d consider the consequences of your actions before you took them,” she whispered to him.
Stunned, Valyn stared at her with wide eyes, and in his momentary shock, Vivani walked away.




Chapter Ten

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Valyn spent the next few days painfully aware of his sister’s absence. The following day, after she’d stormed away, he received a message from her stating that she could take the day off. Responding with a short confirmation, Valyn decided it would be best to give Vivani some space, and proceeded without her. 
They spent those few days gathering profiles of known Drakari members and signing arrest warrants. Luckily, most of them were in the Cylad area. Valyn spent most of his time at the precinct, only returning home to his apartment to fall asleep and then wake up a few hours later to port back to the precinct.
It took some time, but by the third or fourth day, his enforcers were bringing in Drakari members every few hours. He oversaw their processing, memorizing names and faces.
Not once did a Crausya appear through the doors, cuffed, and towed by Valyn’s men. Each passing day that Kraven or Kyran evaded their arrests, Valyn grew more irritable.
Vivani had returned to the precinct a week later.
It surprised Valyn to see her that morning as he made his rounds to the cells in the basement. She had entered quietly, ignoring surprised looks, and went straight to the break room to start some coffee. He’d watched her bustle around once he’d returned to the main floor, wondering if she had noticed his presence, then ignored her for the rest of the morning.
Once again, as he recorded the most recent arrests, they had arrested no one of notability. It was almost as if the Drakari leaders were handing over nobodies to appease the government as they prepared their number for the fifteenth.
Now, the day of the riot was coming quickly upon them. They were four days away and no closer to shutting it down than they were before they started.
Valyn interrogated a few unfamiliar faces, not just to fill his time on duty, but to see if maybe a notable member had slipped through the cracks. 
By the time lunch arrived, Valyn had left the interrogation room, ready to break something. He wished it could be the drakkin he just left, who spat in his face and told him to eat demon shit.
When he stepped onto the main floor, he found his sister conversing with a female detective, and approached them.
Vivani stiffened at his appearance, her face screwing into a scowl that told him she was still angry with him.
Valyn sighed and asked, “Would you like to get lunch together?”
She crossed her arms and quirked an eyebrow. “What’s the catch?”
“Nothing.” He frowned when he caught their associate glancing between them. “I’ve just not seen you this last week, and I’ve had a terrible morning.”
Emotional sincerity often won his sister’s sympathy, and in anyone else, he’d take advantage of that weakness. But this time, he genuinely missed Vivani.
After all, Valyn only truly had his sister in this dark world.
When Vivani seemed satisfied with his attitude, she gave a faint smile and nodded.
Moments later, Valyn had grabbed his jacket, told Sera they were leaving for lunch, and met Vivani back down by the entrance. They walked out together and down a block to a bistro.
Valyn had waited for them to be seated and receive their drinks before starting a conversation.
“Are you feeling better?” He asked.
Vivani had been absently observing the surrounding activity. She glanced at him when he spoke, her lips down-turning.
“I’m fine,” she mumbled. “I’ve just had a lot to think about.”
Valyn raised an eyebrow, trying not to show his anger at her response, despite the emotions that tumbled within.
For so many years, he had fought for their security. She’d followed along as the little sister, without goals or desires of her own. But now, they seemed to near a divergence from their relationship.
Whatever Vivani questioned about her life or morals, she also questioned Valyn’s. He couldn’t imagine to what conclusion she’d arrived, and he wasn’t willing to find out. The moment she broke from him and gained independence was the moment he lost the only good reason he fought for power.
“I hope you’re not still mad at me,” he said, instead of all those brewing thoughts.
Vivani averted her eyes, her own emotions toiling behind her blank mask. 
“I’m sorry for hurting your feelings,” Valyn continued. “We’re in quite a bind.”
She looked at him then—or around him, as though she was dissecting whatever her abilities saw.
Maybe once upon a time, she could see right through his facade, but Valyn had learned how to manipulate his aura to trick her. It all was about presenting a semblance of genuine emotion on the surface that blanketed his true thoughts and feelings underneath.
Whatever Vivani saw satisfied her. The tension eased in her shoulders, and she relaxed back into her chair.
“Everything’s a mess, Val,” she said carefully. “I. don’t know what to believe anymore.”
“What do you mean?” Valyn coaxed, but they paused when a server stopped by their table to refill their drinks and drop off a breadbasket. When he left, Valyn leaned his elbow on the table, propping his chin curiously.
“I mean—” Vivani paused again, as though she struggled to say these things out loud. She looked around before leaning forward, mimicking his actions so that she could whisper to him across the table, but appear as though they were in a deep, stimulating conversation. Valyn glanced around too, wondering why she seemed so skittish.
“I found out about the lost heir,” she began. “And I had printed off all these papers to look over one day, and I went to the cafe down the road. I got up to get more coffee and came back to find that someone stole my papers.”
Valyn paused, watching the anxiety swim in her expression.
“You think someone is following you?” He asked.
“Maybe.” She huffed, exasperated. “And if they are, maybe not just me.”
“You think we’re both being watched,” Valyn stated.
“That’s what it feels like.” Vivani glanced around once more. “Seems like.”
He studied his sister as the server deposited their entrees in front of them. Hers, a fish and vegetable medley, and his, a slab of steak and steamed vegetables. Vivani moved on to eat her meal, glimpsing at him as he mulled.
“You think the emperor has eyes on us?” he ruminated out loud. “To see if we do what he wants us to do. Which is why the commanders and General Lytherea have been communicating with us closely.”
“I got too close to question his secret prisoner,” Vivani said with a nod. “And yet you knew everything I discovered. Why is it important if I don’t find out?”
“Because you’re unsure of what you want,” Valyn replied. “But Gellum knows I want power and authority within his confidants. He has me wrapped around his finger, but you’re a loose cannon. So, it’s either that he keeps you away from the truth, or secures your loyalty before you learn of it.”
“He did the first when he stole the papers,” she muttered as she set down her fork, food now forgotten. Valyn had cut his steak into pieces, eating slowly as they talked.
“And he’s doing the latter now by promising a reward for shutting down the rebellion,” Valyn continued for her.
“I don’t appreciate being played.” Vivani looked around absently, and had set her hands onto her lap.
“But what if we both get what we want if we play his game?” Valyn asked. “You get your answers, and I get my promotion.”
“But what will we do once we have these?” She crossed her arms now, frustration showing in the tension of her shoulders and the pout of her mouth. “If I get the answers, will I enjoy the truth? If you get your promotion, what will you do with it?”
Valyn sighed. Always with this moral quandary. Always, she questioned his ethics and doubted his intentions.
“I will make sure that we are secure, that nothing and no one can harm us,” he said, his tone low and pointed. “And no matter what, you will be by my side and under my protection. Understand?”
Vivani’s brow bowed, her lips down-turning.
“I understand,” she drawled. “I think I’m done eating.”
Valyn glanced down and found she’d barely eaten anything. He met her stare, frowning when she sat patiently waiting to be excused.
“You may go, sister,” he said after a moment. “Obviously, you are done humoring me for conversation.”
“I am.” Vivani gathered her things, and without another word or look at him, she got up from her chair and left.
Valyn sat quietly for a moment, gazing around the restaurant absently, until their server returned with the receipt. He paid in arnes and ported away from where he sat.
He appeared in his office, still calm and collected, despite the disaster of their conversation, and he waited out the rest of his shift. His employees sent emails with reports of a few arrests, and he tracked the changes on his case board that took up the length of one wall.
Slowly, the enforcers etched off the known numbers of the Drakari, but it wasn’t enough. The riot would happen in three days, no matter how many people they arrested.
When Sera knocked on his door to let Valyn know she was leaving, he gathered his things and ported home. There, he sat at his desk, with all his work programs opened, and stared at his devices.
Waiting, always waiting. He repeatedly looked for those names that plagued his thoughts.
Then Valyn paced his apartment. He turned on his television, just to have some noise playing outside of his head.
Dusk came, and Valyn stood at his front door. He’d left work a few hours ago, but had yet to hear Vivani’s apartment door open and close with her arrival home. 
One benefit of living in government housing—not only are the homes of nicer quality, but Valyn and Vivani could choose places close to one another. She lived in the apartment across the hall. Valyn had memorized her gait, the way she fumbled for her keys every time, and how she slammed the door behind her.
After another hour, and no sign of Vivani arriving home, Valyn sat down on his couch and turned off his television. 
He closed his eyes, took in several deep breaths, and concentrated.
Vivani wasn’t the only one with a special gift. While teleportation was a rare ability to have, Valyn took his proficiency in it above and beyond anyone else that he knew could also port.
With enough focus, Valyn could skim his mind and locate people or objects through the Veil. It was easiest with the locator medallions that enforcers wore, but each person had their own individual marks in Sheol. The more familiar Valyn was with one’s mark, the more he could sense their location.
He did so with Vivani. She wore a medallion like all the other enforcers, but Valyn could find his sister even without one. They were of one blood, after all. 
Vivani was nearby, slowly making her way up the street to their apartment complex.
Valyn relaxed into his chair, though he still held a portion of his paranoia that his sister was up to no good now that they were at odds. Despite his instinct, he knew that attempting to control her now would just lead to pushing her away.
For now, he’d wait her out and see what became of it.
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Vivani couldn’t bring herself to return to the precinct. When she left the restaurant, she walked around aimlessly for a few hours until she stood before the cafe she frequented. Luckily, she had thought to bring her messenger bag, so once she stepped inside and ordered a drink, she messaged Sera to let her know she’d be finishing work there for the day. 
Stress weighed down on Vivani from every direction, and she found it hard to shuffle through the volatile emotions and thoughts brewing through her. 
For years, she’d allowed her brother to guide her through her education and career, proverbially with his hand tightly wrapped around her wrist.
Never had she discovered a desire or passion strong enough to wrench her from his grasp. But now, she’d discovered that she wanted most to be free of restraints. No compass guided her, but one thing repelled her: the insidiousness of the emperor and his lackeys; of which her brother wanted to become. 
The precinct embodied the corruption—but her brother was right about one thing. No matter how much her place of employment disgusted her, the moment she quit or spoke out was the moment the hidden cabal behind their facade of democracy would deem her an enemy. 
If her instinct was right, she was already being closely watched, and her brother seemed to delight in that thought. The emperor, watching him? He must be a person of importance.
Instead of doing any actual work, Vivani sat at a table in the cafe’s corner, with her laptop open, and browsed the internet. Frequently, she checked her emails, the precinct’s group chats, and her dashboard of the governmental database. Usually, there were updates to the feed when there were new arrests, announcements from government agents, and the likes, but she found this feed to be lacking that afternoon.
When dusk fell, Vivani knew her brother would be home, waiting for her to walk down the hall and into her own apartment, so she remained at the cafe. A small defiance and a tiny glimpse of what she truly wanted to do.
It wasn’t long after then that a familiar face stepped into the cafe.
Nailah went up to the register and ordered before scanning the restaurant. Her attention seemed to home in on Vivani’s presence, and the valkyr smiled when she met her stare.
Vivani flushed and waved at her. There was a small part of her that wanted the woman to sit with her, but a greater instinct of distrust stifled the desire for companionship.
And yet once the valkyr picked up her order, she beelined for Vivani’s table.
“This seat taken?” Nailah asked jokingly as she sat down across from her.
“Not at all.”
Nailah took a sip of her cappuccino, then remarked. “You look tired.”
“Ah,” Vivani said weakly. “Do I?”
Nailah nodded. “Rough day?”
Rough life. Vivani wasn’t sure how much to divulge to her new acquaintance, but the valkyr gazed at her intently with gray eyes, sharp and bright. Nailah’s interest in her both troubled and excited her, and Vivani couldn’t help but to look away from her stare.
Nailah was a part of the Drakari. She couldn’t forget that.
But maybe she could use that to her advantage.
“My brother and I have been arguing.”
“Oh, no.” Nailah’s expression fell, genuine concern replacing anticipation. “Why?”
“Just some disagreements on some things.” Vivani paused, taking a measure of Nailah’s response, before continuing. “I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing.”
“Ah, about the rebel group?”
Vivani nodded. “You’ve been paying attention to the news?”
“And then some.” Nailah hid her sly smile by taking a sip of her drink, but the fresh bloom of her emotions did not sneak past Vivani. 
With a raised eyebrow, Vivani leaned forward. “What do you mean by that?”
Nailah sat down her cup, then took a bite of her pastry. While she chewed, she studied Vivani, who got the distinct feeling that the valkyr was deciding whether to divulge her secrets to her.
Vivani wished the valkyr would, but Nailah shrugged her shoulders.
“Did you find those papers?” Nailah asked instead.
“No.” Vivani sighed. “But I think I know who took them.”
“Ah, I hope that is a good thing.” The valkyr took another bite of her pastry, then said, “I had looked around for you but had no news.”
“Who did you ask?”
“Just some friends.” Nailah sipped her drink.
Vivani watched her the entire time, studying the emotions circulating through both the valkyr’s body and the surrounding atmosphere. Trepidation, adrenaline, curiosity, and hope permeated their space, all coming from Nailah.
“You’re hiding something,” Vivani said.
Nailah shrugged. “I’ve only just met you, Captain Tyrea. What would be there for me to tell you?”
Vivani mimicked the gesture and crossed her arms. Clearly, Nailah was leading her onto something, but what, she was not sure.
So instead of pushing, she looked down at the time and remarked, “It’s getting late. I think I’ll be going.”
“Of course.” Nailah nodded. “I’ll see you later.”
Then the valkyr left with her empty plate and cup, and Vivani stood to gather her things, all the while watching Nailah from the corner of her eyes. The valkyr deposited her dirty dishes at the cafe’s bussing station, then left.
Obviously, the valkyr had only come for Vivani, and she knew Nailah was a part of Drakari, even if Nailah didn’t know that she knew.
She had the upper hand, then. Whatever the valkyr planned to pull over on her, she’d be prepared.
Vivani returned home that night, pausing at her door, ears perked for her brother’s movement. She’d noticed him pacing by his heavy footsteps and his frustration filtering through the rest of their floor, and once she’d walked through the hall and to her apartment, his movements and stopped.
He’d waited for her, for only the gods knew how long. Would he confront her? She had done nothing wrong—yet.
But she planned on confronting Nailah tomorrow and suspected that she would show at the cafe.
[image: image-placeholder]Vivani was right that she’d find Nailah there at the cafe the following day. When she’d gotten there that morning, Vivani took the same table and waited there for hours, absently scrolling through various tabs on her laptop. Like the afternoon before, she’d informed Sera that she’d be at the cafe, and by midday, she received a report from one of the team members, and a terse message from Valyn, wondering where she was. 
Her brother had waited for her the night before, yet hadn’t had the guts to knock on her door and ask where she’d been so late, but had asked today. Vivani gave him a brief reply, the inflection of her words just as indifferent as his own, and continued waiting.
By mid-afternoon, the valkyr walked in, and Vivani immediately caught her stare wheeling toward her spot.
Nailah seemed stunned that Vivani waited for her, and took her time approaching her table as she ordered her food.
When the valkyr sat down, Vivani leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.
“So,” Nailah started, rather boldly. “You know I’m following you.”
“Following?” Vivani shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe wanting to catch me here, but I don’t think you’re legitimately following me.” 
Unlike the emperor’s spies…
“Well,” Nailah said, then paused. “I mean—I guess—”
“Let’s not continue this game.” Vivani leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table and clasping her hands together. Closer to Nailah, she said in a lower tone, “What do you want from me?”
“I want nothing from you,” the valkyr said. “I want to help you.”
Vivani frowned. 
When was the last time she ran into someone that wanted to give instead of taking from her? She couldn’t remember.
“What help could you possibly provide me?”
Nailah sucked in a breath, and Vivani caught anxiety permeating from the valkyr like a sour sweat. She drummed her nails on her coffee mug as she nervously looked around, and then she took another deep breath.
“Do you want to go somewhere else?”
“You think we’re being watched?” Vivani asked.
“I know we are.” Nailah leaned away, taking a long sip of her drink, then said, “Besides, I think you’ll like what I need to show you.”
“Is it safe?”
“Of course,” the valkyr said quickly. “Why would I take you somewhere unsafe?”
“Because I know your affiliations, and I’m not the best person to be involved with it.”
“You are.” Nailah smiled. “You just don’t know it yet.”
“How do I know I can trust you?” Vivani fidgeted in her seat, glancing around to catch any onlookers. No one seemed to pay attention to them, but magick made it possible to remain unseen and unheard. Anyone could watch, even her brother.
She sucked in a breath, her own anxiety rattling in her chest.
“Because,” Nailah said slowly, deliberately, “I know that you have no one that you can call a friend, that you can truly trust, and that makes you horribly lonely. I want to be your friend, and I want you to trust me. So, I promise nothing bad will happen to you, and maybe you’ll get some answers you’ve been looking for.”
Vivani mulled over her words as Nailah finished her food, and when she still hesitated, the valkyr continued.
“You want answers, don’t you?” She leaned toward Vivani to lower her voice. “To find out the Drakari’s goals? To know if you are on the right side?”
Vivani nodded slowly.
“Then come with me to a place, and if you’re not comfortable or don’t like what you hear, you can leave. All I ask is that you don’t tell anyone where you’ve been.” Nailah paused, then whispered, “I’m giving you trust with this, so there’s mutual destruction if either of us breaks our trust. How does that sound?”
Vivani looked around one last time before meeting the valkyr’s stare.
“Fine,” she said, and Nailah visibly relaxed. “But only for an hour, then I go home.”
“Deal.” The valkyr glanced over her shoulder, then said, “We’ll leave in an hour to shake off suspicion, and once we get there, your hour starts. Agreed?”
“Fine,” Vivani said again. They both eased back into their chairs, and Nailah changed the topic to the latest sports, of which Vivani had no experience, but played along, asking basic questions and carrying on the conversation. Apparently, Nailah’s partner enjoyed such things, and so she’d gained a genuine interest in the topic.
Once the hour was up, they cleaned up their table, and Vivani followed Nailah out of the cafe.
Now she was on track to get the answers she’d been looking for.
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Kraven noticed something peculiar about his lover over the last few days. Usually, Nailah would go into work by midmorning and return home by late afternoon. But lately, she stayed out past dusk, and her excuses were poor. 
“Eirel had me take care of some errands,” Nailah would say. Or, “Got caught up helping Eirel prepare for the riot.”
They were accurate enough excuses, considering that Eirel was Kyran’s partner in leading the Drakari. But Kraven knew better than to assume that Eirel would continuously expect Nailah to assist him like that.
He and the pureblood apothecary owner had come to an agreement a while ago, when Kraven and Nailah became a couple. And that was that she’d be kept from the Drakari’s business as much as possible.
But now, Kraven’s love had taken part, against his wishes and without his knowledge.
Today, when she’d messaged him she’d be late coming home, Kraven called Eirel, and questioned her stories.
“Oh,” the elf had said. “I—no, I’ve not had her do anything. She’s left on time every day this week, though.”
“Then where in the four hells is she going?” Kraven groused.
“I don’t know.” Eirel paused, and muffled speech distorted the connection. “I—I got to go, Kraven. I’ll let you know if I see her again today.”
“Fine,” he spat, then hung up before the elf could say anything else.
It was dark out by now, and Kraven was ready to leave the apartment and hunt Nailah down. He’d put on his shoes and gathered his keys and wallet, and approached the door when out of the window he caught Nailah’s pale hair—and the sheen of Vivani’s platinum head as she towered over the valkyr, walking behind her.
“Fuck.”
Kraven watched from the window as Nailah and Vivani walked up the steps to the second floor and approached the door. Then he sighed, dropped his keys and wallet on the coffee table, and sat down as he heard Nailah dig around for her keys while muttering to Vivani.
When Nailah swung open the front door, he leaned forward on his knees, clasping his hands together, and stared at them as the two women halted at the doorstep.
“So, this is who you’ve been bothering with the last few days?” Kraven asked before they could speak, and Nailah sighed and came into the living room.
Vivani followed, her body language rigid and her facial expression confused.
Nailah closed the door behind her, then checked the windows before shutting the blinds. Then she turned to Vivani, who stood uncomfortably by the door, and Kraven, who remained where he sat.
“I ran into her by accident weeks ago,” the valkyr explained, her cheeks flushed. Usually, Nailah turned red when embarrassed or angry, but this time, Kraven was sure it was because of her anxiety. There was a cop standing in their living room, whom which Kraven had a less than preferred interaction with the last time he saw her.
“But I knew who she was, and we talked, and…” Nailah rubbed her cheek anxiously. “I think we can trust her.”
“Before anything else is said,” Vivani inserted. “I don’t trust either of you, knowing what I know now. And imperial agents may follow my movements, so this may have not been the greatest idea.”
The captain looked pointedly at Nailah then, who shrugged and clasped her hands, fidgeting on her feet.
“It doesn’t matter now. My idea was having you two talk it out and come to an understanding. Maybe Kraven has answers for you. Maybe you can clear your guilty conscience—”
“Gods-dammit, Nai,” Kraven hissed as he shot to his feet. For the last few minutes, he’d fumed silently, trying to reconcile his anger with his love for the valkyr.
But this was probably the stupidest thing he’d ever known her to do.
“What did you think was going to happen?” He snapped, flinging his hands in the air. “That Vivani and I would get along, and she’d decide to quit her job, join our side, and fight the system with us?”
“Yes—”
“Well, that’s not how this shit works,” he continued, though Nailah stood with her arms crossed and a no-nonsense look on her face. “She and her brother are tied in knots with the government, and she doesn’t know us.”
“She is right here and can speak for herself,” Vivani interjected, annoyed. “Let me come to my own conclusions, Crausya.”
“Yeah?” He turned to her, rolling his judging stare over her. She wore civilian clothes, and though her platinum hair and bright blue eyes stuck out even among the pureblooded elves, she at least looked less like an enforcer than normal. Who else recognized her? Could some of his people have caught sight of Nailah and her walking down their streets, and alerted Kyran and Eirel to her presence on their side of the city?
“I think you’re in over your head,” he continued. “Both of you. You should’ve never brought her here. Now, the enforcers could find me, and then everything we’d planned would be completely undermined.”
“I left my medallion at home,” Vivani said. “No one can track me without that, not even my brother.”
“But you just said that someone may be watching you.”
“‘Maybe’ is the operative word.” The captain sighed and sat in one of the decorative chairs by the television, her posture sagging with fatigue. “I could be wrong. But someone stole my case files, and though in the beginning I thought the Drakari did it, I’ve now concluded that Gellum’s agents did.”
Kraven glanced at Nailah, grimacing when she smiled knowingly at him and waved at a hand at Vivani, silently saying, “I told you so.”
“That doesn’t change the fact that you’re an enforcer captain, and we shouldn’t be interacting.”
“I really don’t think this is the first time that an agent of the government has interacted or negotiated with your underground organization.” Vivani leered at him. “In fact, I know we have double agents, and you should thank the gods that my brother hasn’t found them out yet.”
“But he will, eventually.” Kraven turned on his heels, pacing the length of the living room. “And we all know it. That’s why Kyran devised this riot.”
“Oh?” Nailah stepped toward him, curious. “I’ve never heard why.”
Kraven glanced at Vivani, who eyed him, expectant. “And you won’t hear why now, especially with her here.”
Vivani stood. “Then what’s the point of me being here?”
Nailah went up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Viv—can I call you ‘Viv’?” Nailah didn’t wait for the elven woman to respond. “Anyway, Viv, please listen to me. I know deep down that you are unhappy with the situation you’re in. The injustice that the emperor doles out to all our people, the valkyr, drakkin, and ravisi alike, and those elves that are sympathetic or related. I know you feel stuck in the situation. Wouldn’t you want to break free of these tight bonds Gellum has wrapped around you and your brother? Don’t you want to know why he’s done all of this to us, for all these years? It’s not because of some valid objective truth between the hybrids and the purebloods. It’s because of what happened centuries ago, before you or I were born.”
Kraven leaned against the front door, watching out the blinds for any suspicious characters loitering the streets below. But he also hid his expression from them, growing angrier by the minute as Nailah tried to get sympathy from the enforcer captain.
He knew, because Kyran had told him, that Vivani Tyrea was an integral part of their grand plan, but that didn’t mean that she had to know about it. In fact, maybe it was best that she did not know what she would end up doing for them, as she could try to change it.
And Kyran’s plans, no matter how much Kraven protested or questioned them, always seemed to work out the way he foretold.
“You think Gellum is holding on to something from his father or grandfather?” Vivani asked.
“I know he is. They’re afraid of us—Gellum, and his people,” Nailah said. “Our different creator deities blessed hybrids, but elves don’t have that. And…”
Nailah glanced at Kraven and caught his stare. Whatever she saw seemed to spur her on. Though, Kraven wished she’d shut her damned mouth and get Vivani out of their apartment before people got curious.
“Something happened with the war at the beginning of the empire,” she continued hesitantly. “And we’ve been punished for it ever since.”
“And what’s that?”
“This isn’t the first rebellion, and I know you know that, but listen.” Nailah began pacing, speaking as she walked back and forth. “When the first civil war broke out between Arreth and the different provinces, there were several provinces that had the support of our home kingdoms, and that gave them advantages over what the empire had amassed. Right? So, the emperor at the time became envious and sought to cut down the hybrid connections with these different provinces. He went on an inquisition of a sort, cutting down temples to the different lesser gods, and only keeping temples to Athaera and Theron, and this upset the different hybrid clans throughout the provinces—”
“Nailah,” Vivani cut in. “I know all of this—”
“But it didn’t stop there, Viv,” the valkyr said. “Emperor Gellum the First, the son of Tuletaran, the first emperor of Arreth, continued with his father’s work, and began infiltrating our home kingdoms to destroy our spiritual grounds. Was that taught in your little pureblood schools?”
Vivani frowned and glanced at Kraven. When she found no empathy in his gaze, she shook her head.
“Exactly. I bet you them pureblooded schools only taught you about how our peoples resisted the emperor’s ‘desire for peace and cooperation’, yeah?”
“Yeah.” Vivani scowled.
“So, if they didn’t teach you the truth of our history, why do you feel so bad about what’s going on?” Nailah asked, halting her pace to approach Vivani. 
“It’s just not fair. I don’t like how purebloods treat hybrids, and I don’t like the rules about the vytherium bracelets or the segregations put in place.” The captain shrugged. “Just doesn’t feel right to me.”
“It shouldn’t, as it wasn’t fair to begin with.”
They fell silent then as Nailah and Kraven watched Vivani mull over Nailah’s words.
“So, why am I here now?”
Nailah smiled. “I had hoped that you would change sides.”
Kraven scoffed. The love of his life had guts.
“It’s not that easy, Nailah,” Vivani said, her gaze sympathetic. “I’d destroy everything my brother has built for himself, and I could risk our lives by defecting.”
“Then…” Nailah glanced at Kraven. “Then can you promise not to interfere with us?”
“Why should I do that?”
“Because everything the Drakari is doing is to fight the emperor’s injustice and to make a world where all of us can live peacefully together. If you want that too but can’t change where you are, the least you could do is do absolutely nothing at all.”
Vivani looked away, her jaw clenched and eyes squinted, as she thought over Nailah’s words. Then she stood.
“The hour’s up,” the captain said to Nailah, then nodded to Kraven. “You’re correct. I can’t do anything to help you, but I can do absolutely nothing. I won’t fight you, nor will I aid you. So do what you need to do, and I’ll do what I need to do to survive this. That’s all I can promise.”
“That’s all I can ask for, I guess.” Nailah shrugged, and when they fell silent again, she sighed. “Alright, when you leave, go out the opposite way where we came, and go down those steps. There’s a back exit that will take you down an alley, away from the major streets where we walked.”
Vivani nodded, and without another word, she left out the front door. Kraven watched her as she followed Nailah’s instructions, and once she was gone, he turned to the valkyr woman.
“I hope nothing comes of this, Nailah,” he snapped. “Because I swear to Irki, if something does, I can’t protect you from the consequences.”
“Ah, I seem to have an abundance of what you lack,” she said with a wink. “Faith.”
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For a month, the Drakari had hyped publicly and deliberately that the riot would take place at midday on the fifteenth. They’d plastered it on every social media platform, sent juicy leaks to every press and news-publishing company that they could, and audibly announced it on every public property they trounced across. 
Willingly, the Drakari footmen made a show of it, and accepted that they’d get arrested for it.
And it was all on purpose—much to Kraven’s frustration. Being the leader’s nephew meant shit when he had no control of all the moving parts.
When Harkon and Ilyan knocked on Nailah’s front door that evening, Kraven left with them. Nailah swore she’d stay home, faithfully bound to the television to watch it all play out.
Kraven promised to see her the next morning, lying through his teeth.
Before the sun set that evening, he made love to Nailah when she got home, savoring her taste and warmth. He treasured that last moment to prepare for what was to come.
His friends’ knocks at her door was the bell tolling for his sentence, though they didn’t know.
Instead, their veins pumped with adrenaline, overexcited for the event of the evening. If no vytherium shackled them, they’d shed their mortal form, take to the skies, and roar their elation. But as Kraven followed them down the steps and into their van, anxiety fueled his adrenaline.
Utter terror coursed through his veins, and since he couldn’t run from the inevitable, he’d fight.
“You ready?” Harkon nudged him. “You’ve been quiet this entire time.”
They were sandwiched with six other drakkin, all Kyran’s close entourage. An elf drove the van, taking them to a point near the capitol building.
They’d told the entire empire that the riot would happen midday, but they intended to start it at midnight before. While Kyran knew that Valyn Tyrea would plan for anything, he also knew that he’d still arrange for fewer guards at the building than at midday. With the Drakari members Kyran hid away during the last month, they would easily overwhelm the night shift, and once the way was clear, the riot would be in full swing.
Those drakkin in the van with Kraven were trained warriors from Civel, some even fighting in the same wars with Kyran centuries ago. While the younger ones were bouncing with energy, the older ones sat in rigid silence, their nerves and focus set for the task before them.
“I am ready,” Kraven replied.
“Why aren’t you excited?” Ilyan quipped. “We’ve waited for this for years.”
They obviously didn’t know the entire plan.
Kraven gritted his teeth, but held back his lashing anger.
“We should stay focused on the plan,” he said instead. “The more energetic we are, the more unfocused.”
Harkon nodded in agreement and calmed in his seat, but Ilyan rolled his eyes and turned to talk to the drakkin next to him.
Moments later, the van slowed to a stop, and the drakkin filed out from the back.
Kraven paused when he stepped out onto concrete and looked around. They were along a steep decline, and he could see the capitol building’s entrance up the hill and around the bend. To those guarding the property, he and his comrades would be out of sight.
The elf in the driver’s seat waved for him to come over. When Kraven was close, he noticed another elf sitting in the passenger’s seat with two devices balanced on his lap. One had a myriad of camera shots, and the other had what seemed to be a coding program.
“Nyhall is tracking all the guards currently on the premises,” the elf in the driver’s seat said. “When he’s found them all, he’ll cut and loop the feed, then the nine of you are to go into three groups to capture and incapacitate them. Once you have, you’re—”
“I know the plan.” Kraven crossed his arms. “Do the others?”
The elf grimaced, unpleased to be interrupted, and nodded.
“Then let us know when.” 
Before the elf could respond, Kraven walked away and waited, observing their surroundings for any mishaps. The others began gearing up.
Kraven joined them, grabbing a dagger to strap to his thigh, a gun and its holster to one hip and a line of vials to his other hip. Most likely, the potions were supplied by Eirel and his wife, the only magick that gave the hybrids any advantages against the purebloods’ magick at all.
Luckily, they were on an old service road not frequented this time of night. Even as twenty and thirty minutes passed, no one drove past them. Finally, the elves in the van motioned for them, and the nine drakkin set out in teams of three.
Harkon, Ilyan, and Kraven prowled along the south side of the property, sticking to the small forest that surrounded the outer perimeters. Through the trees, they counted five guards walking the concrete paths.
Silently, Ilyan pulled out a cotton cloth from his pocket while Harkon and Kraven kept watch. He took one vial from his belt and unplugged its top, then doused the cloth with its contents. The sickly sweet scent burned Kraven’s nose, and the three opted to keep their noses away from the wet rag.
This stuff, once fully inhaled, would knock an average elf out for several hours.
Ilyan did the same to two more cotton clothes before giving Kraven and Harkon their own.
Then they crept closer to the property. There were gardens ordaining the outside of the capitol building, and on their side, the concrete paths looped around a pond as it led to the two sets of entrances into the building. 
To the rest of the paths that crept along the east and west sides, the distance was long enough that each enforcer was out of earshot. The lights focused on the concrete paths and didn’t shed any light on the surrounding flora, so once the three crossed over into the gardens, they stayed low and out of sight.
The first three guards they had happened upon fell quickly.
Harkon took the first enforcer, stripped him of his gear, and quickly dressed in the enforcer’s outfit behind a large shrubbery shaped like an elk. Ilyan took the clothes of the second, and Kraven, the third.
By the fourth enforcer, the three of them walked confidently across the concrete paths. The elf stopped in his tracks, opened his mouth to greet them, and got a mouthful of wet cotton. He collapsed within seconds, and they deposited his body underneath a horse-shaped shrubbery.
The last one gave them the most trouble. He had caught the commotion from far away, but wasn’t close enough to truly make out what had gone on, so he ran toward them with a taser gun.
Just as he raised to shoot, Kraven caught him by the jaw, and he heard a distinguishable crack as he went down. The only noise that the elf gave was a groan of pain before receiving the wet cloth, and Kraven and Harkon dragged him to a bush. A small trail of blood followed, but they didn’t have the time to check him.
Besides, Kraven couldn’t give two shits about how much he hurt the elf. It was his fault for becoming an enforcer. He should’ve chosen another career.
When they cleared their side, they buzzed the others through their mobiles, then waited for their next movement.
“If they have magick,” Ilyan muttered, “Then why do they need guns?”
“Most elves don’t,” Kraven replied. “So, they get regular weapons, like us.”
Harkon rolled his eyes. “They think they’re so fucking special, yet a few of them actually can do anything at all?”
“Why do you think they put these bracelets on us?” Kraven looked down at his own, scowling. “All hybrids have magick, but not all purebloods do.”
“They’re just afraid of us,” Ilyan said in his quiet tone.
“Gellum is.” Kraven met their stare, their lips curling in disgust at the emperor’s mention.
Their mobiles buzzed, alerting them that the other two groups secured their sides. They deemed to meet on the east side, and so the three walked along the paths there until they met up with three other drakkin, two older ones and one their same age.
Once the last three joined them, Kraven messaged the others, alerting their readiness for the next step.
Now, it was time for Kyran and the others to show up. His arrival at the front would alert the enforcers to the start of the riot, and the remaining guards would find themselves surrounded.
When one elf in the group messages said that Kyran arrived, the nine of them walked toward the front. Silently, they prowled through the gardens that led them to the long steps toward the entrance of the building. There, on the platform, stood the remaining enforcers.
Kraven and the other drakkin scaled the stone walls to the platform, and crept behind the five remaining enforcers, who turned and blanched at the sight of them. One of them lifted their taser gun at the drakkin, but his friend hissed at him to not make a move.
Behind them, climbing up the steps, were Kyran, Eirel, and three other leading members of the Drakari, Tyriel, Nomaen, and Byril. And behind were dozens of rioters gathering to begin their protest.
Once Kyran and his councilmen stood at the top, one enforcer stepped forward.
“What do you want?” He asked, his voice trembling.
“Call your captains,” Kyran said.
“How can we?” another enforcer spoke up. “You took the others out!”
“Call them,” Kyran repeated calmly, then he nodded to Eirel. The apothecary owner turned toward Kraven’s group with Nomaen and Byril, and Kraven watched as six of his drakkin warriors walked off down the steps with the three pureblood Drakari.
Silently, Kraven, Harkon, and Ilyan watched from above as the three Drakari councilmen started rallying their rioters. Their voices grew loud, ringing with chants for the things the Drakari desired. Freedom from the vytherium, equality for career and status, and their lost lord.
To their left, Kyran stood before the five enforcers, watched with arms crossed as they called their captains on their mobiles. Kraven heard one call for Vivani, another for Valyn.
The uproar was overwhelming, pounding in tune with Kraven’s blood rushing in his ears.
His people yelled for reprieve, their song a chorus of the oppressed.
But to Kraven, they sang for his damnation.
He watched as the enforcers ended their call and shuffled closer together. Sweat gathered on their brow, and their hearts beat so loudly that Kraven could hear it among the melody of his own and the riot below.
It took only two minutes for the captains to show.
Kraven counted, and his gaze caught Vivani’s wet, vibrant eyes seconds before he caught a movement to his right.
Valyn had ported right away with his sister, and he appeared swinging.
Kraven dodged his fist, catching the captain by his wrist and wrenching him forward. Valyn fluidly moved with the deflection, twisting on his foot to plant his other hand on Kraven’s back.
A shock ran through his body, and he dropped Valyn’s wrist just as quickly, turning away out of his reach.
In those few seconds, Ilyan had pulled another vial from his belt, and flung its contents toward Valyn. The captain narrowly avoided most of the liquid, but enough of it splashed across his face in an arc that he reeled back from the contact, clutching his eyes.
“Son of a—”
Vivani grabbed her brother, towing him behind her while he endured the potion. It was unfortunately a simple irritant that didn’t blatantly blind the elf, much to Kraven’s chagrin, but it was enough to distract him.
“Alright, Crausya,” Vivani began, and though her eyes were wet and her cheeks were flush, her tone was solid and unwavering. “You’ve avoided our capture and got your riot. What do you want?”
“We’ve got what we wanted,” Kyran spoke up, and they all turned to focus on him. The Tyrea captains came in ready to fight, taking their enforcers’, Kraven’s, Harkon’s, and Ilyan’s attention away from the Drakari leader and the riot below.
But now there was a pause. They took in everything around them. The riot was in full swing below them. Torches lit the crowds. A chorus of chants grew together in volume, so loud that Kraven could hardly hear those closest to them. They had to shout over the crowd.
Everything happened so quickly. Kraven was stunned by the progression. They filled the stairs and the stone paths below to the brim, and the crowd spilled out onto the street.
“No negotiations?” Valyn asked from behind his sister. He glared at them all with his eyes squinted, and red marks spotted his forehead and cheeks. Magick brewed in his clenched fists, but he withheld from attacking once more when he realized the situation.
Drakari members, armed with weapons and potions, surrounded him. Valyn hadn’t listened to his enforcer’s warning on the phone. That rioters swamped the area as they spoke. Instead, just as Kyran predicted, the captain was blinded by his rage and acted out of pure emotion.
“None,” Kyran said over the crowd. “I expect you to call for your commander now.”
“Oh?” Valyn chuckled darkly. “You wish to speak with Gyres, of all people? He is not sympathetic to your movement at all, Mr. Crausya. You’d do well to negotiate with me.”
“I think, if you want your sister to see another dawn unscathed, that you will call for your commander.”
Kraven whipped his head around, staring sharply at his uncle. Kyran had told him nothing of using Vivani as a ransom.
His uncle ignored his stare, keeping his eyes on Valyn as the captain fumed. Vivani stood between them and her brother, expression blanching as she glanced between all those that stood among her.
Her gaze fell on Kraven, wide and tearful. He remained still, taking in slow breaths, as he waited for Valyn to make his next move.
“And what then?” The captain had the audacity to press on. “What will you do if I don’t?”
Kyran moved with a surprising speed, catching Vivani by the throat before Valyn could react. Her brother moved, but froze when Kyran raised his other hand. His claws were elongated, way past the typical drakkin influenced by vytherium.
Kraven calculated the same thing that the captain did at that moment. Kyran could slit the elven woman’s throat in the mere seconds it would take for Valyn to wrestle for her.
Vivani remained still in his grasp. Kyran hadn’t held her so tightly that she couldn’t breathe, but one movement could damage her. 
“You’re going to call for Commander Gyres,” Kyran said his words deliberately.
Suddenly, the crowd’s volume increased to an earsplitting level. Kraven glanced down the stairs, stiffening at the sight of enforcers happening upon the riot on either sides of the street. They were on a steep incline leading up to the capitol building, so the rioters had the advantage of the hill, but already the enforcers brought violence to an otherwise non-violent gathering.
At least, non-violent for those below. The worst that had happened was the screeching volume of the crowd. But now, on the edges of the crowd, enforcers fought to get through the masses.
Slowly, Valyn nodded, and dug his mobile out of his pants pocket. Steadily, the captain dialed for his commander, and they all waited in silence as the mobile rang.
When Gyres picked up, Valyn said, “Port to me immediately.” Before the commander could respond, Valyn hung up and stuck the mobile back into his pocket.
“Satisfied?”
“Not yet,” Kyran replied with a smile.
Minutes painfully passed. Vivani remained clasped in Kyran’s palm, his elongated claws pressed softly into her throat’s flesh. Kraven and his two comrades stood beside his uncle, and the five enforcers trapped among them had fled off the edges of the stairs.
Valyn stood with his arms crossed in front of the five drakkin, his stare glued intently on Kyran. 
Kraven wasn’t sure what the captain was doing, but Kyran didn’t break his stare. Sizing his uncle up? Intimidating him? He’d never seen his uncle intimidated before, and some punk-ass, snot-nosed pureblood would not be the first.
Finally, two people ported a few yards away along the top of the stairs. An elf Kraven vaguely remembered seeing on the news once, months or years ago, stormed up the remaining distance before he stood beside Valyn. The other elf hovered behind him, glancing between the group on the platform and the riot below.
“Let my captain go, Crausya,” Gyres hissed. “Your negotiations should be with me.”
“They should.” Kyran nodded, but didn’t let Vivani go. “We want the vytherium bracelets off.”
Gyres leered between the Drakari leader and his captive, remaining silent, even as Kyran curled the tips of his nails more against Vivani’s throat. She winced at their sharpness, but Kraven’s uncle had yet to puncture her skin.
“That’s a big ask, Crausya,” Gyres said, finally.
“For her life?” Kyran frowned. The first show of emotion tonight: disappointment. “Do you not value this, captain?”
Kraven caught Vivani’s flickering gaze. Her lips pursed, and a fresh line of tears pooled in her eyes.
This wasn’t what he wanted her to experience of the Drakari. He’d promised her safety and peace. Instead, she was the ideal bargaining chip.
That was if she was valued. Likewise, proving to her people did not value her meant she’d turn away from them.
Despite his methods, Kraven couldn’t help but respect Kyran’s wit.
“I value her,” Gyres said. “But it is not me you should sway. The emperor decides these things, and this trifling matter will not bother him.”
“Trifling?” Valyn hissed. “That is my sister—”
“Quiet, Captain,” Gyres snapped. “Do not lose your composure.”
Valyn bared his teeth, but said nothing else.
“What else?” The commander asked Kyran.
“The Drakari wish to be equal with those of pureblood. We’ve been relegated to second-class citizenry, and it restricts us from certain careers, professions, and rights that pureblooded elves have. All we want is equity.” Kyran tilted his head to one side, glancing to the crowd behind them. “They are so passionate about their rights to freedom and happiness. Should they not have this?”
“The hybrids I have spoken with are happy with their lives,” Gyres said nonchalantly. “I’ve not experienced this oppression you’re speaking of. How can you convince the entire empire of this reality?”
“Don’t you realize that they already are convinced? Nothing you’ve done has stopped the riots and protests.” Kyran notched a finger under his chin, slyly eyeing the commander. “Though, I guess it would be hard to tell, considering there are no hybrids in the senate.”
“That is up to the voting class.” Gyres crossed his arms. “Once again, something we can’t control.”
“Oh, but yes, you can. Or rather, your emperor, the one that controls the voting districts and appoints the governors of the provinces.” Kyran smiled. “Why don’t we take this to him, then? Since it all relies on your self-proclaimed ruler.”
Gyres’ eyes flashed at the comment, but his expression remained like stone. Instead, he said nothing.
Behind them, a battle raged on. The rioters had turned on the enforcers called to quell the crowd. Fire spread out among the masses. Blood and smoke tinged the air.
A moment passed, and Kyran continued.
“Your enforcers will not stop the Drakari, Faerow Gyres. The only thing that will stop us is giving us what we want.”
“I can provide you with nothing, Kyran Crausya,” Gyres said. “I am but middle management of the enforcers.”
“So be it,” Kyran said, then with a soft nod, the drakkin around him sprang into action. Harkon and Ilyan dove for Valyn, corralling him away from his commander.
Kraven lunged at Gyres, his dagger unsheathed in a swift upper arch from his thigh. The commander narrowly avoided a slash up his throat, dodging the attack to deflect Kraven’s armed hand with the side of his left arm.
But Kraven remembered from days ago, when Kyran told him how to kill Faerow Gyres. The commander had an old injury to his right hip, which he protected. He would be sluggish on that side.
Kraven twisted around and kicked a foot out to catch Gyres at the back of his knee. The elf grunted at the impact, crumbling on that side but raising his left arm, his palm outstretched. Light burst from his hand, but Kraven had been warned of that as well. He dipped low, avoiding the blast of magick, and slammed his dagger to the hilt in Gyres’ right side.
The commander howled as Kraven ripped the blade out of the elf’s torso, and Gyres fell to his knees, clutching his abdomen.
Kraven’s heartbeat filled his ears. Red swam in his vision, and those next few seconds slowed. He glimpsed his uncle as the elf that had brought Gyres there placed his hand on Kyran’s shoulder, and with Vivani still in his grasp, they ported away.
Valyn’s shout for his sister was distorted along with the crowd below them.
Kraven didn’t hesitate. 
In that next second, he grabbed a fistful of Gyres’ slimy blond hair, pulled on his head, exposed his throat, and sliced his dagger across its soft flesh. 
Kraven let go, turning away from the commander in utter disgust as he watched the elf bleed out on the stone steps before him.
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Valyn existed in a state of surreality. In a matter of minutes, the riot he’d spent a month preparing for played out in an entirely unforeseen way. They held his sister hostage before his eyes, an agonizing tease of his desperate need to protect her from everything and everyone. 
And now, when the two drakkin kept him at bay, he watched as Kraven Crausya cut his mentor down like the elf was nothing more than a weak, defenseless calf. Not only did Kraven fight like a seasoned warrior, but he seemed to know Gyres’ weaknesses, and sought to end him in the swiftest way possible.
The agent that had brought Gyres in appeared by Kyran and Vivani seconds ago, and before Valyn could do anything but scream for his sister, they disappeared.
He allowed rage to consume him. Overwhelmed by his emotions and fueled by adrenaline, magick exploded from him like the blast of a bomb. The force flung the two drakkin back, falling off both edges of the platform, and Valyn leapt for Kraven as he stepped away from Gyres’ body.
Valyn slapped him across the face, and Kraven’s head knocked to one side from the blow. He fell backward, landing on his palm to shove forward with a quick recovery.
But Valyn caught the drakkin by the throat, raising his other with magick violently pooling in his palm.
Blood dribbled down the drakkin’s nose. His left eye already swelled from the slap, and his lip was split.
But Kraven smiled at Valyn and halted, waiting for his next move.
“Well?” Kraven laughed, blood bubbling across his teeth from the breath he exerted to speak. “Are you going to kill me?”
Valyn heaved his breaths and glanced over his shoulder at the chaos below. Slowly, his enforcers were cutting through the crowd, and the violent energy of the riot dissipated. People either ran to save their skins or surrendered to his enforcers.
“No,” Valyn hissed through his teeth. “You’re coming with me.”
Without another look, he ported away with Kraven, landing seconds later in the basement of his precinct.
Ignoring surprised looks from the enforcers that had remained behind from the riot, Valyn dragged Kraven toward the end of the hall and opened the barred door, shoving the drakkin into the cell.
Valyn shut the door and turned the lock, securing it with a swipe of his fingers on its sigil.
Then he stormed out of the basement and into the lobby of the precinct, stopping at the top of the stairs.
Deep breaths. One in, one out. One in, one out—
He ported back to the capitol building, shouting orders at the enforcers. They were to gather what they could of the crowd, arresting them as swiftly as possible. For the rest, they were to attack until the remaining rioters fled the scene.
It took an hour, but he remained at the top of the steps to the capitol building with his arms crossed until the area was secure. A small group of his men came up to him, providing a brief report of the aftermath.
“We have two dozen rioters injured,” one said.
“Send them to the hospital with escorts,” Valyn said. “Once they’re patched up, they are to be taken in for questioning.”
“What of Gyres, Captain?” Another asked, looking pointedly behind Valyn.
He’d stood in front of the body, contemplating his next moves.
Kyran had run off with his sister. Would he use her as a ransom, like he’d done tonight?
Valyn squeezed his eyes shut, pinching the bridge of his nose, and then said, “I’ll take care of it. Finish the job.”
The reported numbers were in Valyn’s favor, but Gyres was dead.
He could say that he caught the commander’s murderer, and present him on a platter to the emperor.
But…what about his sister? She failed where he didn’t, and while he didn’t see it that way—as they used her as a bargaining piece, a victim—would Gellum see it that way?
Valyn turned around and picked up Gyres’ body, carrying it over his shoulder. Warm blood pulled across his shirt, and he sighed before porting away.
He returned to the precinct and ordered an enforcer to take the body to the morgue. When he handed Gyres to one of his men, he turned to leave the precinct, clutching his temples as his head pounded.
But when he stepped outside, he halted, blinking at the sight before him.
Vivani stood a few steps below him, halted as he was, her eyes wide, wet and red. She sagged with the weight of exhaustion and grief from the event, every bit of her out of place. Makeup smeared across her face from tears. Her hair fell crooked to one side out of her ponytail. Her body quivered.
“What in the four hells happened to you?” He hissed. “Where is Kyran Crausya?”
“He ported me three blocks from here, then left me there with the traitor agent,” Vivani said, tired.
Valyn paused, glancing over his shoulder through the windowed doors behind him. The precinct was bustling with activity from the night as enforcers pulled into the back parking lot with their vehicles filled with cuffed Drakari rioters. He’d advised them to continue processing and that he needed to rest before he’d returned to the precinct, so they were expecting him to be gone.
But he knew that his superiors—those other than Gyres—would want to hear all about the event.
Sighing, he approached Vivani and grasped her hand.
“I’m glad you’re safe,” he whispered. “Let us return home. We will have hells to pay for in the morning.”
Without protest, Vivani nodded, and he ported them to the hallway between their apartments. He watched her enter her apartment before he went into his. Once inside, he bee-lined to his bed and laid down, still clothed in his disgusting gear, and stared at his dark ceiling until he couldn’t keep his eyes open.
[image: image-placeholder]Somehow, Valyn had fallen asleep, and it wasn’t the daylight filtering through his curtains that woke him, nor the noise of construction happening down the street. 
His phone rang, its shrill sound piercing his ears. He jerked upward, hands fumbling for his pockets until he found the device, and saw an unknown number across its screen seconds before he answered.
“Hello?” He said into the receiver. He had the numbers of every enforcer in his precinct and of his superiors, to always know who called him.
His stomach turned, an omen of what would come.
“Valyn Tyrea.” The male voice had a deep timbre and was unfamiliar to him. Yet, somehow, Valyn had his suspicions.
“Yes, this is he.” He paused, waiting for the man to return the favor and give his name. When he didn’t, Valyn pressed on, “Who am I speaking to?”
“It’s rare that I call those outside my council, but I felt, with the pressing matters at hand, that it was warranted.” The man paused, then said, “I assume you know who you are speaking to by now.”
“Yes, of course, Your Majesty,” Valyn said, his thoughts scrambled. “How can I help you?”
He winced at his response and chameleon behavior. Something deep down twisted, anger surging, but he gritted his teeth and smiled as he waited for the emperor to shed some light on the meaning of this call.
“I feel that despite what we’ve lost from this event, you’ve pulled through and showed your competence.” Gellum sighed, pausing a moment—seeming to collect himself, but Valyn knew better. “I want to reward you for this effort. And your sister, despite her failing in the crossfires of the riot, I would like to extend mercy and compassion to her, for you.”
“I—thank you, Your Majesty.” Valyn grinned, his heart thundering, and thoughts racing. Everything was coming together. “I definitely did not expect to wake up to this call.”
Gellum laughed, to humor and patronize Valyn, but he chuckled along.
Then the emperor said, “I’d like to meet you and your sister for lunch today, at midday exactly.”
“Of course,” Valyn agreed, too quickly.
“Excellent. I will see you then. When you come to the gate, show them your badges, and my servants will know where to direct you.”
“Yes, of course.” Valyn winced. “Again, thank you for this call and this opportunity.”
There was a slight pause, so small that it would’ve gone unnoticed if Valyn didn’t dissect every single detail around him, no matter their sight, scent, sound, or touch. 
“It is my pleasure, Valyn,” Gellum said before hanging up.
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Once Valyn had left her alone to return to her apartment, Vivani collapsed on her couch upon entering her home, fatigued and plagued by the horrors of the last several hours. Kyran, using her as ransom. Kraven, who’d she promised she would not interfere, letting his uncle bargain with her life. Her brother, unable to help her, his distraught palpable in the air and souring her stomach.  
She’d watched Kraven slice her boss’s throat, a quick and smooth execution as though he’d done it many times before. It was then that she regretted ever associating with him. Would things have been different if she hadn’t met with him the night before?
And Nailah—what in the four hells had she been thinking? Did she condone this?
Vivani had watched the complete scene play out in utter terror from the uncomfortable position from Kyran’s clutched claw. Below, the Drakari’s attempts at revolution had fallen flat in the face of her enforcers. The imperial government had overwhelmed them. Surely, lives were lost, as she’d tasted pain as tart as soured berries on her tongue mixed with the smokey rot of death.
Yet, when Kyran whisked her away, they’d ported just blocks away from her precinct in an alley. The drakkin’s claw still clung to her throat, a silent threat that she should not move too quickly.
The traitorous teleporter stood behind him, anxious gaze flickering to the opening of the alleyway behind them.
“I apologize for the uncouth manner in which I had to act, Vivani Tyrea,” Kyran said. “I will let you go in a moment, but before I do, you must hear me out.”
Vivani had strained against his grip for long minutes, and her muscles shook from the effort. Steadily, Kyran released her, though kept a hand on her shoulder. Still, a thread of distrust that she may retaliate with magick and book it the moment they were distracted.
But something in her gut told her to listen. She glanced down at his hand, but rubbed her neck from where he’d gripped her, easing the bruising that had already begun.
“I’ve already made the wrong choice to trust a Crausya,” she muttered, gritting through the anger. “Why should I make the same mistake as you?”
“It was not Kraven you trusted, but Nailah,” he replied. “And she has a good heart and equally good intentions. There are many things that neither of them knows and for good reason.”
Kyran glanced behind them, sucking in a breath through sharp teeth, then turned to her fully to place another hand on her other shoulder.
“We are not the enemies, no matter what that looked like.” His brow furrowed, concern and something else crossing his expression. It was a flash, so abrupt that Vivani couldn’t grapple the sensation before it disappeared.
“Tomorrow, the emperor will call you and Valyn to his private meeting chambers.”
When Vivani opened her mouth to retort, Kyran shook his head.
“It is fine if you don’t believe me now, but when this comes to pass, remember this: the emperor intends to repeat the past, substituting you and your brother for old friends. Take advantage of this. Follow his wishes, and you’ll find your answers in the imperial palace’s basement.”
Kyran reluctantly pulled away from her and ran a hand over his face, and now the last several hours caught up with him. Fatigue sagged in his shoulders, and when he glanced at her one last time, the deep sorrow in him struck her in the pit of her stomach.
“He has waited for us for so long, suffering so much,” the drakkin whispered. “We must, no matter the cost, get him out of there.”
Then the imperial agent behind him grasped his shoulder. Vivani reached out, yelling for them to halt, but before she could touch them, Kyran and the agent had ported away.
She stumbled forward into the space they were a second ago, and cursed.
The rest of the night was a blur. She’d met Valyn at the precinct, and now she laid on her couch, eyes blurring with fatigue as she studied the pattern-less marks of white paint on her ceiling.
Replaying constantly until she couldn’t hold her eyes open any longer. The next moment she was awake, Valyn stood over her, shaking her out of sleep.
“Hurry, get up,” he said and once she was blinking away her drowsiness and turning on her side, her brother pulled away.
“Get ready as soon as possible—dress the best you can.”
“Why?” Vivani asked, groggily.
“Because we just got an audience with His Majesty,” Valyn said. “We have an hour to get to the palace.”
Before she could respond, he’d ported away, most likely returning to his own apartment to get dressed. He’d seemed fresh out of the shower.
Vivani halted, the events of the night before rushing back.
“Fuck.”
She flung herself up onto her feet, running toward the bathroom in a mad rush to take a shower. The entire time, her thoughts raced, colliding with one another.
Kyran was right—he’d told her about the future. But how? She’d never heard of the possibility of such a thing. Surely, there were astrologers and seers that she’d met throughout her time at the academy, but they were never so accurate as to tell the exact future that would play out. The best they could do was to predict the general outcome of weather, or things like draughts and floods. The stars foretold omens of the future, but never could a mage interpret the gods’ wills with pure certainty.
Who was this drakkin? A fabled demigod? One of the long-lost rav’la of the gods? Or something else entirely?
And what did it mean that the emperor wanted to meet them? Kyran described how Gellum wanted to repeat the past. What could Vivani or Valyn have to do with that?
And who waited for them—whatever “them” meant to Kyran? Did he think Vivani would help him? He’d spoken of her as though she were a part of the Drakari.
But how could she be with what they did yesterday? Faerow Gyres was dead now, his throat sliced like bread by the very hands who’d promised her a better future just a day before.
Vivani had gone through the motions of her shower as she toiled through her thoughts, and stood in her closet when she came out of the contemplation. There wasn’t much in her closet she’d call formal or elegant, so she looked through her collection of work attire. 
Aside from the various armors for differing hazardous occasions, she found a uniform that would pass as formal, and quickly dressed. Then she returned to the bathroom to wrangle her hair into a braid and applied makeup to her face.
Just as she finished, she heard Valyn port to her living room. His boots clattered along her floor as he approached her bathroom, and then he knocked.
Vivani came out, and he gave one look up and down before nodding with approval.
“What is all of this about?” She asked before he could grab her to port away. 
Valyn paused, gaze shifting with uncertainty.
“His Majesty called me himself this morning and invited us to a luncheon. But other than that, I do not know.”
“Is he upset?”
“No, definitely not,” her brother said with a sly smile. “I think he intends to praise us.”
Vivani nodded and swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. Then she checked the time on her mobile.
“I…I’m confused—”
“We don’t have time for you to change your mind, Viv,” Valyn snapped. “Are you ready or not?”
She shut her eyes for a brief second, taking in a few calming breaths, before nodding.
Valyn grabbed her hand, and they ported away. 
When Vivani opened her eyes next, they stood in front of the towering gates that separated the imperial palace from the rest of the world. Their heights loomed over the hill that preceded the property, wrought iron twisting and curling in an elegance that she found quite menacing. Stone walls lined up on either side, so high that she couldn’t even see the tops of trees in the fields beyond them.
Two guards stood at their side of the gates. One of them approached, bowing briefly before asking about their business. The elf seemed to recognize them and kept his gaze from lifting to meet their eyes.
Vivani found it strange and noted the tangy scent of apprehension that permeated from him like body odor.
“We are here to meet with His Majesty,” Valyn said, then presented his badge to the guard. Vivani followed suit, and once he’d seen their symbols of the office, the guard nodded and pulled out a mobile device.
They waited as the guard called someone, confirming their arrival, then he said, “Come this way.”
Vivani and Valyn followed the guard as he pushed one side of the gate open wide enough for them to slip through, then he led them up the road that circled around the large courtyard that decorated the entrance.
This was the first time that Vivani had been to the palace, though Valyn had been there a few times to meet with Gyres and Lytherea. The short distance of the walk from the gate to the front entrance surprised her, though once she took in the palace’s vastness, she could understand why.
The home of the emperor sat at the top of a cliff, overseeing the west sea below. While there were fields surrounding the inner property and gardens looping around its buildings, the palace was enormous enough to be a small city. The welcoming courtyard in the front was the first of many, and once the guard guided them up the first few sets of stairs, they were stopped by an attendant who took over for the elf.
“Follow me,” the attendant said to Vivani and her brother, and quietly they obeyed, sharing looks.
They walked for several more minutes, winding between buildings before entering one on the east side of the property. The extravagance of the palace increased as they ventured further in, and soon enough they walked through halls of old works of art.
Vivani’s pace slowed when she caught the still gaze of a portrait. Her stomach twisted at the sight, though her reaction confused her. The subject of the painting was a beautiful elven man. Details softened with youth, though his expression hardened with reservation. His eyes were nearly as dark as his hair, and his fair skin spoke many words of his pure heritage.
She read the painting’s title and quickly turned to pick up her pace. The first emperor, Gellum of Arreth, was handsome, but that was the only outstanding trait she could agree to him.
Finally, they stopped walking after what felt like an hour. The attendant halted before a set of double doors, their design intricate and hinting at the company hidden behind them.
Vivani exhaled. Valyn stood beside her, his face turning more like stone as the attendant knocked to alert the inhabitants within.
Another attendant opened the door and stepped aside to let them enter. They followed, halting once inside, stiffening at the sight before them.
A long, ornate table sat centered in the room, and Vivani saw all the generals and commanders seated together.
Poised in the only chair that resembled a throne at the end of the table was an elven man that closely resembled the portrait at which Vivani had just boggled. The air about him felt heavy and magnetic, and all attention gravitated around him as though he were the sun, and everything else merely orbited his space.
His dark eyes had immediately met hers, and she found herself ensnared.
“Finally,” the man, who could be no one other than the emperor himself, said. “The famous Tyrea twin captains. Come and take a seat, as lunch is almost ready to be served.”
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Vivani and Valyn obeyed the emperor, taking seats on either side of the table by Commanders Fallovax and Velyneur. Between them and the emperor were Commanders, Illusyr and Duryal, and across from Lytherea had to be the second general Timas Olathea, whom Vivani had yet to meet. 
The elephant in the room was the missing commander. Vivani wasn’t sure if they were pretending he didn’t exist, or if the commanders and generals had already discussed his death with Gellum before their arrival. Either way, there was a heavy weight hanging over all of them.
Yet the emperor seemed pleasant. Cheerful, even. He’d welcomed Vivani and her brother to the table, and immediately began discussing something about a procedural matter with Lytherea and Olathea that Vivani immediately glossed over.
Instead, as they waited for lunch to be served, she watched Gellum. There was a remarkable resemblance to the painting she just observed, so much so that she was certain that this Gellum was the spitting image of his grandfather.
And he seemed smug because she watched him. Every so often, he’d look up over his drinking glass, stealing a glance to meet her gaze as he took a sip before continuing his engagement in menial discussion while they waited to be fed.
Vivani was almost certain he was drawing on the suspense of the small talk, and she was stunned when the emperor spoke to her brother, mentioning Gyres.
“Valyn,” Gellum began, changing the subject. “I had heard great things from Faerow about you and Vivani and am so glad that we are now meeting one another. Hopefully, you can take up his mantel and make him proud, even as he rests peacefully in Aev’Alona.” 
Everyone at the table turned their gaze to Valyn—and Vivani. There was a hanging but in there, somewhere, waiting to drop.
“And Miss Vivani.” Gellum set his drinking glass down, resting his hand on the table as he leaned back in his chair. “I’ve heard great things about you as well. Yesterday’s turn of events was unfortunate, but I am glad that you are safe and sound.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Vivani said, her hesitation showing in the waver of her voice. She cleared her throat. “I am glad for this as well, for obvious reasons.”
The emperor smiled, a sly tilt to his full lips as he looked down at his hand on the table. The pause, though a few seconds, seemed heavy with something else as he sighed.
“I was disappointed that you were indisposed, thanks to Mr. Crausya and his antics.” Gellum glanced up, his gaze sharp and penetrating as he turned his full attention to Vivani. For a moment, she’d been relieved that he seemed to be taken by Valyn’s achievements, but she realized then it was a facade.
She was his target, but for what reason, she was unsure. Swallowing, she held his gaze and waited for him to continue.
“But my people praise you, so I think I should not put this against your character.”
Hesitantly, Vivani said, “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
Gellum tilted his head, then glanced around the table. “Lunch is taking a while.”
An attendant rushed out, taking the hint that he should check on what was taking so long.
The emperor chuckled, and everyone joined in.
Finally, someone else joined in the conversation.
“Our twin captains were Faerow’s favored, Your Majesty,” Cerise Lytherea spoke, her tone sorrowful. “It is unfortunate that he could not be here today.”
“I agree,” Warryn Fallovax said. “It is a great tragedy.”
“But it is because he is gone that they are here now,” Gellum said as he propped his elbows up on the arms of his chair, crossing his fingers before him in a contemplative manner. He glanced over at Vivani and her brother, and smiled. “I wish that they together take the place over the enforcers. They’ve proven to be a force to be reckoned with, and I can only trust them to carry out this duty now that Faerow is gone.”
Vivani sucked in a breath, and Valyn leaned forward in his chair. The abrupt motion told her he’d been expecting this outcome, and she could tell by the quiver in his lip that he restrained a victorious grin.
But all she felt was unease and distrust.
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Valyn said, a little too eagerly. “I appreciate your consideration and am here to fulfill whatever role you wish of me.”
Vivani refrained from an eye roll, sickened by her brother’s immediate response to roll over belly-up for the emperor.
But she thanked Gellum as well, dropping her gaze when she found his intense stare gravitating back to her.
“I have high hopes for you two,” the emperor said. “Do not disappoint me.”
Like Faerow Gyres did. Vivani heard the unspoken words hang in the air, and a quick glance around told her she wasn’t the only one to catch what the emperor didn’t say in his words.
“We will not, Your Majesty,” Valyn said. “I swear this to you.”
Gellum nodded, taking another drink of his tea. 
A moment later, the attendant returned and announced that lunch would be served in five minutes.
The emperor thanked his servant and sighed before turning his attention back to Vivani.
“You look so much like your mother,” Gellum said. “It’s a shame that she too is no longer with us.”
Vivani blinked, stunned by the change of topic, and glanced at Valyn. Her brother seemed just as confused, though remained reserved.
“You knew our mother?” She asked.
“My father did,” the emperor said with a faint smile. “Our fathers were good friends, and mine had showed me a photo of her once upon a time. Truly a beauty.”
“T-thank you.” Vivani covered her unease by taking a sip of her drink. “Our parents had died when we were very young, so we were distant from them.”
“A tragedy.” Gellum perched his chin on his palm, his lips softly tilted up. “If events had happened another way, I like to think we would’ve grown up together.”
She nodded with a faint smile, acquiescing to his intention.
Though, a question burned on her tongue, threatening to loose itself.
If your family had cared so much about mine, why hadn’t your father taken us in when our parents died?
But she kept it inside, burying it deep within, and felt relieved when lunch was finally served.
Those at the table dug in earnestly, also thankful for the reprieve.
She wondered how many of them actually enjoyed the emperor for his personality, and not his position and willingness to reward his subjects. Many times, she snuck glances around the table as menial discussions continued while they ate.
Once, Vivani caught her brother’s look, a warning to not stir any drama, and she returned her nosy gaze to her own plate.
After several minutes, the guests finished eating, and Gellum waved for the attendants to clear the table. After-meal drinks were distributed moments later.
Vivani gingerly held her porcelain cup of coffee, thankful to have something busying her hands as she begged for the gods to end this meeting soon by whatever means necessary.
Vivani and her brother were the guests on the pedestal at this luncheon, but it felt like an interview, rather than a display of sympathy—or rather, pity. She was quite certain that the commanders and generals were placating the emperor, and even more certain that whatever events had led up to these moments, Gellum had been involved.
Valyn seemed ecstatic that his so-called schemes to get close to the emperor were successful. But if the emperor liked them as much as he went on, then why hadn’t he acquainted himself with them before?
There was an idea formulating in her thoughts as she scrutinized everything around her, and that was that it seemed the forces at play were more than mortal. There was no way that she had found herself here by her own devices.
A time had passed before the commanders excused themselves, leaving Vivani and Valyn alone with the two generals and the emperor.
Gellum had waved them goodbye, smiling but waiting for them to leave before dismissing the attendants in the room.
When they were alone, the emperor once again turned his scrutiny onto Vivani and her brother.
“For your first task as the new commanders of the enforcers,” Gellum began, “I wish for you to investigate those criminals rounded up from the capitol riot. I want reports from all of them, about everything they know about Kyran and Kraven Crausya, and the goal of the Drakari at large. We need to know where their headquarters are, what their true numbers are, and who else heads their rebellion. Kraven is the only one we’ve captured, and I don’t believe that to be luck.”
Both Valyn and Vivani nodded their heads and shared a glance.
Gellum then turned to Vivani and said, “I know you have a talent. Some may call you iirosi, and while the drakkin have folktales of such magi, I can only trust what I have learned about you. I want you to use your ability to carve out every detail. Leave no stone unturned, no mind untouched. We cannot allow the Drakari to continue to grow, as it threatens the safety and sanctity of all of Arreth.”
He paused, glancing between her and Valyn.
“Do you accept this task?” Gellum asked.
Her brother agreed right away, but Vivani’s tongue felt thick in her mouth, her throat dry and swollen.
If she accepted, she would be forced to torture many people for their information. In the worst cases, she could corrupt their minds, driving them insane.
But she couldn’t say no. Gellum put her on the spot, forcing her to concede because of his authority and the location. Steadily, she nodded, dropping her gaze, and said, “I do. We will finish this task as quickly as possible.”
Vivani would do as he asked, but she would be as swift as she could be, to cause the least amount of pain. That was the only way she could defy her fate.
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Kraven didn’t realize how fucked up the imperial justice system was until he sat in the back of an enforcer’s transporter vehicle with those who’d also been arrested at the riot. They were squished into the cab like a can of fish and tied to the same chain of cuffs. A few looked a little too young to have been at the riot at all. 
They hadn’t even given him a hearing, like the legal statutes required. Instead, they received a written verdict from the emperor himself, and there were dozens of other enforcer vehicles filled with the rest of the captive rioters.
He hadn’t seen Valyn or Vivani since that night, either. It was now two days after, and the driver took them to the palace on the hill. He’d known the moment they turned off on a road away from the city, winding up the inclining levels to the extravagant castle. It took nearly thirty minutes to arrive, and they could see their destination from the start. 
Kraven’s solitary time waiting for the inevitable was spent in silent contemplation. Everything that Kyran had told him nearly a month ago had panned out exactly as he described, straight down to how Valyn would react. It was so uncanny that Kraven was sure that his uncle was influenced by the gods.
The gods, of whom the modern Thraesian civilizations hadn’t heard hide nor hair from in many millennia. Not since the founding of the gates between worlds, when the living sun goddess and her children had passed from this world to return to their own. Kraven’s own drakkin ancestors had crafted tales of Irki’s own disappearance, coinciding around the same time.
As far as the mortals knew, that was the last of the gods to interact directly with them. Foresight and future-speaking were divine gifts, whisked away in the same breath. Never had there been reports of another in history.
If Kraven could write off every other occurrence that Kyran described, he could not with this one. Now, he arrived at the gates that led to their salvation as a man shackled many levels below the surface of this cliff, just as his uncle said.
Kraven couldn’t deny it any longer. It was as though he made history with every footstep and breath, painting the story as foretold.
Slowly, his thoughts turned away from his incredulousness of his uncle’s foresight and toward the god that may be behind it all. He couldn’t help but to pray for the first time to someone other than his forbearing deity.
Whoever you are, all I ask is that you fulfill my people’s wishes, keep me safe, and return me to Nailah. I will do anything you ask of me to make sure this happens.
The enforcers had dragged him and the others out of the cab, shoving them into a line across the concrete. The palace’s front building loomed over them, and though extravagant and pompous, life seemed leeched from its walls. 
A soft breeze kicked up around him as he waited in line. It combed through his greasy hair, unwashed for several days now, then rolled across his face. The breeze was so strong that it felt almost tangible, and the sensation brought his attention away from the enforcers and prisoners around him.
It was an answer—it had to be. The wind touched him as though to alert him to its presence.
And once it had, the current moved away from him, tugging at his bland uniform and loose hair toward the palace.
Come and find me, it said.
Kraven had lost his breath with it. So distracted, he hadn’t realized that the line of prisoners began moving until a drakkin shoved him from behind, cursing at him for not walking at pace.
He stumbled forward, shaking his head to clear the muddled thoughts, and focused on scrutinizing his surroundings. The enforcers were gone, replaced by the prison guards that would take the mass of captive rioters to the bottom levels of the palace.
But they had to walk through the emperor’s luxury first. The entrance to the prison was in the center most building on the property, crafted through a maze of gardens and buildings.
As Kraven walked, he realized the path spiraled further in, and that there were no allowances for shortcuts through the property. Tall walls of stone and briar separated the buildings, leading a person from the entrance to the very center of the palace complex. Maybe one could cut through the buildings, but not someone like him.
Escaping would require flight.
Finally, the parade showcasing the last sight of the surface to most captives ended at the prison entrance. Several guards stood at the front, and Kraven and the others waited in line as the real processing began.
The palace agents would only process two or three at a time, having a guard change their cuff locks from the long chain that connected them to the rest to a much shorter line, and then the guard walked them down to the lower levels. Another guard replaced the one before, and the process repeated.
Kraven stood for hours with the others, working his way to the front painstakingly slow. Finally, he was processed, and he and two others were dragged inside the building. There, they entered a sterile white room where the guards had them strip, wash, and change in front of them.
That was about as degrading as the procession to the palace and the long wait outside, though it was much quicker.
When all that remained from the outside was their vytherium bracelets, the guards towed them from the washroom down several flights of stairs.
Kraven could sense when they were underground. The atmosphere was noticeably colder and weighted, though he noted giant vents lining the ceilings to circulate the stiff air.
But it wasn’t just the air that was different. As they traversed down the stairs, he felt as though he could no longer bear his own weight as he had before. It was as though life itself was leeched from the air.
He cursed at the realization that not only were they changed with magick-deafening bracelets, but the underground sectors of this property were warded with energy negation. 
What more could they take from him and his people? Did they want to bleed them dry of their blood? Suck the breath out of their lungs?
Kraven grew more agitated as they journeyed into the prison. Finally, the guard led them out of the stairs and into a lobby, long and narrow. There were more prison guards lined up in a formation at every closed door, and an elven woman sat at a desk in the center of the room.
They approached the woman, who appeared young and utterly bored. She rested her heels on the desk surface, leaning far back in her office chair, as she studied the three prisoners and their escort.
“Names,” she barked when they halted before her desk.
The other two prisoners stated theirs, and once Kraven provided his name, the woman eyed him up and down with a quirk of her lips.
Then something flashed in her eyes. A glint, sharp and sudden, blinked across his vision, and he cursed out loud in surprise.
A fucking tracker.
This was it—he would die here. Whatever his uncle had promised him before, he agreed to this plan was moot. This woman could track him to the exact geological location and place, no matter what from now. Even if he escaped, the imperial enforcers could port to wherever he hid.
His shoulders drooped, and he looked away from the vicious smirk the woman held for him. She must’ve seen the hope die from his eyes, and enjoyed it.
Their escort bid the woman goodbye and tugged them along, and they progressed to the next stop on their journey.
Kraven had expected another step in the processing, but the guard took them each to their cells.
Luckily, they received their own rooms. It was as sterile as every other room he’d come through to get here, but he thanked the gods that he had privacy. The doors were metal, with one small window at the top for guards to look through. The toilet and shower were separated from the rest of the room by a plastic curtain. A twin-sized bed was tucked into the other corner, and at its foot sat a desk and chair. Across from the desk was a cabinet and a narrow sink with a small mirror atop it.
Kraven went straight to the bed and sat down, checking the comfort and spring of the mattress. Then, he laid back and stared up at the ceiling. The walls were taller than a standard room, which meant there was no way that he could reach the ceiling. Maybe that was the weak point of the room.
Not like it mattered. The wards sucked the strength out of him. Since he’d entered the underground prison, he’d struggled to keep himself awake.
But now, Kraven closed his eyes, and let sleep take him. At least there, he could feel the warmth of his lover once again.
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That next morning, Vivani and Valyn ported to the front gates of the palace. After showing their new badges, the guards quickly escorted them through the expansive property, winding through manicured paths outside and halls inside until they’d reached what Vivani assumed was the imperial armory. 
Warryn Fallovax met them just within the entrance and led through several more halls that showcased centuries of royal armaments until they entered a room full of uniforms.
It turned out that a new office meant new gear and, coincidentally, Warryn had two commander uniforms already laid out for them.
The design was a cut-and-paste of what Warryn wore, which now was stark black blazer and matching slacks, with his commander insignia embroidered into his shoulder pads on either side, and an emblem signifying the imperial palace guards pinned to his lapel.
But Vivani’s and Valyn’s bore the emblem of the enforcers, just as Gyres’ uniform had. 
Warryn advised them to dress quickly, as they were scheduled to begin interrogations in only a few minutes.
Vivani eyed her uniform as Valyn picked his up, and with a nudge from him, she gathered hers and headed to the bathroom across the hall. Her brother let her go first, and with a clenched jaw, she traded out her old uniform for the new.
The attire fit snuggly, as though they’d taken her measurements beforehand. With a sigh, she deposited her items into the pockets of the new slacks, and slipped on her badge and its lanyard over her head and across her shoulders.
After she exited the bathroom, she waited outside the door for her brother, and once he finished, they returned to the armory where Warryn had remained.
They found him seated at a desk off in the corner, looking over a collection of reports. He didn’t return his attention to them right away, and that gave Vivani time to study the room and the commander.
Warryn Fallovax wasn’t much older than they were, and as far as she knew, his house and hers were at odds with one another. Luckily, that didn’t bleed into their relations, as he seemed to be as unbiased as anyone else when they interacted.
And now, they were equals. She had to remind herself of that, to stop giving him deference. That was the same for any other.
Yet the commander still held seniority over them, which he lauded now.
Valyn seemed to pick up on that as well. He sighed, checked his wristwatch, then when Warryn hadn’t reacted as he expected, her brother cleared his throat.
“Let us get on so that we may get to work, Warryn,” he said.
The commander looked up at the use of his name, brow raising in surprise. His eyes flickered between Vivani and her brother, and some thought resolved behind his shifting gaze.
With a sigh, he scooted away from the desk and stood up.
“Tomorrow, you’re going to have to manage on your own,” Warryn said. “Can I expect that to be a problem, Valyn?”
“Not at all,” her brother said with a smile. “We appreciate your help today.”
Warryn huffed his reply and took off.
Vivani and Valyn followed, not missing a beat. The commander intended to rush through this so he could return to his own work, and Vivani couldn’t blame him for that.
Though, it seemed the special treatment ended with the uniforms. Warryn didn’t say one word as they walked through the palace and into the prison underground. Nor did he instruct them where to go once they arrived in the lobby.
Instead, the commander waved them on and blandly wished them good luck before returning to the surface.
Vivani had noticed the shift in the wards as they walked down the several sets of stairs. It was as though they were crawling their way down into one of the four hells. The air was stifling, even for those not restrained by the vytherium bracelets.
From what she knew of warding, the strength of these proclaimed advanced techniques. Not only had it likely required many magi to construct it, but they had to have been expert magick users. Frequent reinforcements would’ve also been required.
Momentarily stunned by Warryn’s swift exit and the weight of the prison, Vivani hadn’t noticed the woman sitting at the desk in the middle of the room.
Valyn had, though. He nudged Vivani, pulling her out of her stupor, and cleared his throat.
“It is impossible to port down here,” he said as they walked once more.
“I’m not surprised,” she replied. “I’m unsure how well my abilities will work under these conditions.”
“You have no choice,” Valyn said pointedly.
Vivani shrugged, and they fell silent once they approached the attendant. She’d watched them from the moment they entered the lobby, most likely the most exciting thing to happen all day for her.
She was pretty, but a pureblood, and the scrutiny she held in her bored, hooded gaze turned Vivani off from any curiosity.
“You’re the new commanders, then?” The woman asked, her tone monotonous.
“Yes,” Valyn replied immediately. “And who may you be?”
“My name is Lieutenant Erya Netanya, sir,” she said, and though she spoke formally, her posture hadn’t changed, nor did she make any attempt to move her feet off the table.
The air about her was just as stale as the prison. Vivani decided the job had just sucked the life out of her, and for that, she couldn’t find a reason to be angered.
Though Valyn did. He crossed his arms and asked, “And what is your position here, Lieutenant?” 
“I’m the favored tracker on site, Commander,” Erya said, her lips twitching. “I scan every prisoner here so that if there is ever an escape, we know where to find them.”
Ah. That was why she was given such freedom. Favored meant chosen by the emperor.
“Impressive,” Valyn said, covering up Vivani’s horror with a smile and a gesture. “Let us get started then. Where are we to interrogate the rioters?”
Erya waved her hand to the left, lazily pointing a finger at the fifth door from the end. “That door will lead you to the interrogation rooms. They are already expecting you.”
“Perfect.” Valyn headed that way, and Vivani followed closely after, gritting her teeth as anxiety swirled in the pit of her stomach.
“What in the hells have we gotten ourselves into, Val?” she hissed under her breath at her brother, who shot a warning look at her as they passed through the door and into another hallway.
So many damned halls were in this place. There was no way they wouldn’t get lost. The architect had to have done this on purpose, which meant that the emperor who commissioned the palace and its underground intended it to be a pit of hopelessness and despair.
The only upside to this hall was that there was only one door at the very end.
Through that door, they found themselves in another lobby of sorts. The doors that lined up the opposite wall seemed to be arranged as interrogation rooms, as the doors were set up in pairs, with wide windows in between.
Vivani counted six sets. There were several guards moving around the lobby. At the sight of the twins’ arrival, they halted and saluted Vivani and Valyn, and all but one went back to what they were doing.
The one, a female guard, ran up to them and began briefing them on their activities.
When Vivani and her brother arrived at the palace, attendants alerted the prison that they were to arrive soon and that they should begin preparing rioters for interrogation.
“If you need anything while you’re conducting these questionings, let me know,” she said. “And if I’m not around, ask for Lieutenant Mora, and they will fetch me.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Vivani said with a smile. “We’ll get started now.”
Mora bowed, and began walking away, before stumbling back around.
“Before I forget, sir—there are eighty-nine rioters logged in the prison. We’ll cycle through six at a time. If you spent thirty minutes on each, we should be done in a few days.”
Vivani blinked, stunned at the information, as Mora rushed away.
Valyn gripped her shoulder and said, “If you do not hesitate with the interrogation, this will be done quickly. Then, in a week’s time, we can return to the emperor with this information and receive the next step.”
The next step. What horrors awaited her in this unknown?
What did the emperor plan?
Vivani rubbed her eyes and took several breaths.
“I’m going to need coffee,” she muttered as she made her way to the first room. Valyn instructed one guard standing by, and they rushed off to fulfill their request.
The moment they entered the first room, Vivani went straight to the point. At first physical contact, the drakkin across the table crumbled, and it only took five minutes for the man to spill all that he knew.
Which wasn’t much.
Vivani thought the first one was a fluke, but by the time they’d gotten to the twentieth rioter, she realized how intelligent and cunning Kyran truly was.
No wonder the emperor was so determined to find out anything about the Drakari’s leaders. Not one of their footmen knew about their plans, nor where to find the leaders. They hid their tracks in such a way that their rebel grunts only knew when and where to meet mere hours before the event. 
Most of the rioters Vivani interrogated only joined through word of mouth, and the lines of those origins were so blurred that the rioters contradicted each other, one who organized them, or who broadcasted their next move.
By the evening, Vivani was exhausted, and couldn’t think straight. Valyn quickly took her above ground, where they ported to their apartments, and retired for the night.
The next few days were much the same until Vivani finally came face to face with Kraven.
She walked into his room, not knowing he sat at the interrogation table until she caught sight of him. The drakkin looked disheveled and disheartened, his expression bland and eyes glassy.
“I would say it’s nice to see you again,” she began as she sat down. “But I’d be lying.”
Kraven didn’t rise to her sarcasm, but only swiveled his hallowed gaze over her before leaning back in his chair and closing his eyes.
Vivani sat back in her chair as well and crossed her arms.
“Well?” the drakkin barked after a few minutes. “Are you going to do your job or just continue to stare at me?”
She scoffed, “What? Do you actually want me to do it?”
“I want you to get what you have to do over with so I can return to my cell.”
Vivani blinked. Her experience of this drakkin was always of him being brash and impassioned, but now his rage had no heat to it. He was cold and removed, unyielding differently than before.
It was as though he was resigned to death and, therefore, had no reason to be elusive and coy. The air about him scented of melancholic yearning and despair, so palpable that Vivani’s throat grew dry and thick.
She swallowed, turning her scrutiny away from him and to the blackout window behind him. Valyn had been in there the entire day, only coming into the interrogation room when he had some threat to give the rioter in question.
Vivani was so attuned to her brother that she could sense his emotions at a distance, but for some odd reason, he was quiet with his thoughts and feelings.
“You actually want to subject yourself to this?” She scowled. “Didn’t your friend tell you how it felt?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
Vivani’s scowl deepened until her nose scrunched. “I’m not going to, Kraven. I don’t think you’d yield the information I need anyway, no matter how much pain I inflicted on you.”
“It’s your loss,” Kraven snapped. “What if your tyrant finds out that you didn’t—on me, Kyran’s nephew?”
Vivani dropped her gaze.
He had a point. If she could slack at all, it shouldn’t be on a high-profile criminal. But she knew him, and she considered Nailah an acquaintance. Maybe in some context, even a friend, though she wasn’t sure if what she’d cultivated with Nailah was enough to call friendship if asked.
“You should thank me,” Kraven said, and Vivani turned her head up to meet his stare. His dark amber gaze hardened as he sneered. “If it wasn’t for me, you and your brother wouldn’t have gotten a promotion.”
“I’m not as thrilled about it as he is.”
“Does it matter?” His sneer deepened. “You’re where you are now because of me. How does that make you feel?”
Vivani furrowed her brow, tilting her head to the side. Aggression and agitation cascaded off him like dripping syrup.
He expressed so many emotions, whereas the last time she interacted with him, he was as tight-lipped as a sealed chamber.
“Gyres was easy to kill,” he continued. “Didn’t even see it coming. You purebloods let down your guard just because we wear these fucking bracelets.”
“If you think you’re going to get a rise out of me, you’re wrong.”
Kraven snarled, slamming his cuffed hands on the table as he lurched forward to whisper, “You should do whatever to show those bastards that you’re doing your job, so none of these sacrifices are done in vain.”
Vivani paused, her eyes widening at their sudden proximity. He smelled of unscented soap and sterilizing alcohol. The prison guards had scrubbed any hints of the outside from him, though let him keep the length of his hair. That was uncommon for prisons that found it easier to maintain their prisoners’ hygiene when they had short hair.
“Do you seriously call murdering a commander a sacrifice?”
“It got me in here, didn’t it?”
She blinked, and Kraven returned to his seat as she studied him in shock.
“Did your uncle put you up to it?” Vivani asked.
“No one’s put anyone up to anything,” he retorted. “We do everything willingly, with full knowledge of the consequences. Take what you will from that.”
“So, you’re saying you knew you’d end up here?” 
When he didn’t reply, Vivani sighed and rubbed her eyes.
“Why?” She prodded.
Kraven dropped his hands on the table, palms upright. “Find out yourself.”
Vivani hesitated, entirely averse to using her ability on this drakkin. 
“Do it now, before your brother takes matters into his own hands,” Kraven muttered. “He will make sure that the emperor’s orders are carried out when you can’t.”
“Fine,” she groused, and grabbed his hands. With a swift push of energy circulating deep within her, she opened the valves that restrained the brunt of her power and flooded him through the contact.
Kraven grunted, his lips peeling back to show his sharp teeth gritting against the pain.
For the quick seconds of contact, neither spoke, and just as quickly, Vivani let go of him.
She shook from what she saw. Trepidation and anticipation flooded her veins like the shot of a drug. Shoving to her feet, she rushed to the door and swung it open, commanding the guards to take Kraven away and fetch the next.
In those moments, as she waited for the drakkin to be taken away and replaced, she met his stare. He had slouched against the table, exhausted from the volatile magick she’d pulsed through his body and left the residue behind once she’d broken the connection. His complexion was drained of color and sickly, just like every other rioter she’d interrogated the last few days.
But Kraven had been different. He was the only one with information she had wanted—not just to fulfill her duties, but to satisfy her yearning for the truth.
All paths seemed to lead to a man that lived in the lower levels of this prison.
Someone she would meet in just a few days or sooner, if fates aligned more readily.
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Valyn was hesitant to trust his sister when she said that Kraven had revealed nothing to her. He’d watched from the dark confines of the viewing room, scrutinizing every detail of Vivani’s interaction with the drakkin. 
They seemed acquainted—and it appeared more than just the fact that they’d run into one another at Cylad’s precinct, and at the riot when his sister was held hostage.
No, they were casual with each other. 
Valyn would even venture to say comfortable.
He hated it and refused to let this detail go unnoticed.
But when Vivani rushed to get Kraven out of the interrogation room, she seemed spooked. Terrified, even. After they finished for the day and Valyn marked down the eightieth rioter interrogated, he questioned her.
“Nothing,” Vivani had said without meeting his eyes. “He just wanted to fuck with my head.”
“Looks like he succeeded,” Valyn retorted, gruff and angered by her dodge.
His sister hadn’t responded to the quip, and when they retired for the night, she entered her apartment without another word.
The next day, they finished their interrogation. Every other prisoner caved under the onslaught of her ability, and no one yielded any relevant information. Angered, Valyn returned home before dusk with his sister in tow, and he dismissed her for the rest of the evening.
That night, Valyn wrote a report and sent it to Lytherea, who he knew would forward it to the emperor once received and read.
Anticipation for the next morning kept him awake all night. Once exhausted, his sleep was staggered and unproductive. By the time he rolled out of bed, dawn filtered through his blinds.
Valyn hovered around his apartment, checking his mobile every few minutes for responses. By the start of the workday, he messaged Vivani to ensure she was awake and ready at a moment’s notice, and when she returned with a curt response, he stifled his fury.
He hated being a sitting duck, a fish on the line waiting for it to be pulled out of water.
Finally, by mid-morning, Valyn got the call.
Lytherea’s name crossed his mobile as it rang, and he answered quickly.
With no greetings, the general said, “He wants to see you both at his lunch table today.”
Gellum surely enjoyed entertaining over a meal.
Valyn called his sister after the general hung up, and then he hurried to get ready. Within twenty minutes, he ported into his sister’s kitchen, calling for her to hurry as he paced the length of the room.
Vivani exited her bedroom dressed in her uniform, her platinum hair down and cascading straight down her back. 
Tension filled the air as she glanced over at Valyn and looked away.
“What can we expect at this meeting?” She asked as he walked up to her.
“Given that we’ve found nothing out by interrogating the prisoners, it is most likely that Gellum will be upset.”
Vivani nodded curtly, dropping her gaze to the floor.
The longer they went on, the more at odds Valyn was with his sister. He hesitated then, his chest tightening with a sudden flood of guilt, before he ground his teeth and dashed the emotion away.
He held out his hand to her, and she placed hers in his palm.
Seconds later, Valyn and his sister appeared at the front gates of the palace. The wards still restrained anyone from porting within its perimeters, and though he understood why, he hated the inconveniences it caused.
Like guests, they waited at the entrance to be let in, and then they trekked the property to the same dining room where they’d first met the emperor.
The wards served more than one purpose, Valyn realized. Forcing magi who could teleport to walk lauded control over them.
When he and Vivani entered the dining room, they discovered they would dine with the emperor alone. This caused Vivani to falter in her pace, and Valyn had to nudge her forward.
Gellum watched from the end of the regal dining table. His elbows were planted on its surface, hands clasped and cradling his chin. A mischievous gleam glinted in his eyes as he smiled and welcomed them to the table.
Valyn and Vivani sat on either side of the emperor, and he called an attendant to bring out the food.
“I’m so glad that you could join me on such short notice,” Gellum said as they waited for the attendants to return with lunch. “I know that you have been hard at work on your tasks I gave you last week.”
“We have, thank you,” Valyn said, then looked pointedly at Vivani to speak as well.
She cleared her throat and added, “It is not a trouble for us to visit you on such a fine day, Your Majesty.”
Gellum’s smile deepened at her feigned politeness, and Valyn watched as the emperor glanced between him and his sister as he leaned back in his chair.
He soaked in every move Gellum made, not allowing any details to go unnoticed. 
The emperor clenched the arms of his chair, fingers curling and turning white around the wooden frame. Anger, vaguely concealed.
Valyn met his sister’s look, her complexion paling as the seconds of silence drew on. He knew she experienced the emperor’s emotions in a way that he would never understand.
“Let me cut right to the chase,” Gellum said, deliberating his words slowly. “I have reviewed your report, as well as watched the interrogation recordings of the high-profiled rioters, and I’ve decided your findings are quite lacking.”
Vivani visibly shook at his words, and Valyn watched as she dropped her hands into her lap and straightened her shoulders, stifling her fear so the emperor couldn’t prey on her weakness.
But Valyn decided the best course of action was to run with it. With a deep sigh, he nodded and said, “I completely agree, Your Majesty. I am not satisfied with what little I have found, and I intend to rectify this failing.”
Gellum tilted his head, brow raising at Valyn’s words. “And how do you plan to do this?”
“Aside from having a full sweep of the residences of our prisoners, which I have drafted the order and intend to broadcast to all imperial precincts this afternoon,” Valyn began, then paused briefly to take a deep breath and side-eye his sister as he continued, “We have one last place that we have not looked.”
He sensed his betrayal wreaked through his sister at the insinuation. She knew where he was going before he pronounced it. Rigidly, she sat back in her chair and glared at him.
And the emperor noticed. Not only did he catch the shift in Vivani’s behavior, but he seemed to know as well where Valyn intended to go.
“Are you wishing to seek access to our lowest level, Commander Tyrea?” Gellum asked. “To learn of this so-called Serpent of Civel, their intended savior?”
“I do, Your Majesty.” Valyn leaned forward, planting his elbows on the table and clasping his hands together. Engaging, insistent, and passionate, as he went on. “We must snuff out their beliefs from the origin.”
“Neither of you has proven that you’re trustworthy with that level of clearance, Valyn,” the emperor said bluntly. “What can you swear to me to prove your worth?”
“From the very beginning, I’ve intended to destroy the Drakari. They are a scourge on our society, a nuisance and a danger not just to our government but to our people. No one can rest easy when there is upheaval.” Valyn leaned back, confident in his words. “I intend to cripple the very thing that gives them strength.”
Gellum nodded slowly as he spoke and then glanced at Vivani.
She met the emperor’s stare with no veiling of her inner turmoil in her gaze. Valyn gritted his teeth at her impertinence, but held his tongue as she drew in a breath.
“And what of you, Vivani?” Gellum asked. “All you’ve shown me is that you are weak-willed and soft-hearted, sympathetic to the rebels who seek to destroy our peaceful government.”
Vivani frowned. “I intend to learn the truth of the Drakari’s defiance of our empire’s peace, so that I may right these wrongs, Your Majesty. I apologize if that appears incompetent.”
The emperor hummed a brief acknowledgement without a retort as he canted his head to one side in thought.
“I accept your apology, Commander,” he began as he shoved away from the table and stood up. “But I need you to make amends for your failures.”
Vivani went rigid once more than the emperor walked around her chair and hovered beside her. Valyn watched, gnashing his teeth to withhold his anger, as the emperor clasped the back of the chair and leaned over his sister, drawing his lips close to her ear.
Gellum caught his stare as he whispered to his sister, “I need you to prove that you are loyal to me, and only me, Vivani.”
Disgust roiled in Valyn’s gut as his sister’s name rolled off the emperor’s tongue, as though he spoke to a lover. 
“You’ve used your gift as I commanded, that is true,” Gellum continued, now staring down at Vivani, trapping her underneath his critical gaze. “But you’ve held back once more. You refuse to take what can be so easily retrieved, and that is a pity.”
“I’ve done as you asked, Your Majesty,” she replied, her voice weak. “What more do you expect of me?”
“Everything,” Gellum hissed through his teeth. “The moment I promoted you two is the moment you became mine to command—and to control. You are no longer your own persons, and neither are your gifts your own. Do you understand?”
The emperor looked at the two siblings. Valyn, who sat across from them, his back erect, fists clenched and knuckles white on the table’s surface; and his sister, who stared unseeingly ahead, just inches away from the emperor as he spoke.
“Understood, Your Majesty,” Valyn groused through his teeth.
Gellum nodded, satisfied, and glanced down at Vivani.
“How do you expect me to perform better, Your Majesty?” She asked, faint and wavering.
“Excellent question, my dear.” The emperor smiled and caressed her cheek. Upon contact, Vivani cried out and careened away from his touch.
But Gellum followed, grasping her by the back of her neck, and met Valyn’s stunned, wide-eyed stare as Vivani trembled and shouted in pain.
Valyn shot up, his chair clattering behind him, and yelled for the emperor to stop.
Gellum eyed him, unconcerned, as Vivani convulsed under his touch. Her quivering hands went up to peel him away from her throat, and the emperor growled in defiance, tugging her up to her feet and away from the table.
Vivani clutched at her throat as Gellum held her close. He raised his other hand to Valyn, palm up and fingers straight. A warning.
“Listen carefully,” Gellum began. “What you’ve experienced is just a sliver of what I could do to you, and I’ve held back as a mercy—just as you hold back. I expect no more mercy in the future, as I will not show it to you again. Do you understand?”
Vivani nodded, tears streaming down her pale cheeks.
“Good.” Gellum let go of her then and returned to his seat. She fell forward onto her knees, clutching her throat and gasping for breath. Though Valyn was sure that Gellum hadn’t choked her, the utter weight and agony of his magick had taken the air out of her lungs.
It was then that the attendants entered the room—most likely, having heard the drama the emperor ensured on the twin commanders, they waited for the right moment to appear so that they wouldn’t receive the emperor’s ire.
“Sit,” Gellum ordered. “Let us eat, and then we will discuss your visit with my prized prisoner.”
Valyn sat back down silently and watched as his sister dragged herself to her feet and returned to her seat. The attendants placed their dishes before them on the table quickly and fled the room.
They ate in silence–the emperor eating as though he hadn’t threatened Valyn and his sister; and Vivani and Valyn stirring the food absently around with their forks–and then Gellum ordered the attendants to clean the table and return with coffee.
Once the servants placed the porcelain cups on the table and left once more, Gellum finally spoke.
“I will give you access to him and allow you to visit as needed,” the emperor said. “On a few conditions. The first is that you do not touch him. You must always keep a distance of six feet, no matter what he says or does.”
Valyn and Vivani nodded in unison, now hanging on each word. The moment the emperor finished, they could retreat as the servants had to lick their wounds.
“The second condition is that you give him absolutely nothing. Do not give him food or drink, nor fulfill any other request.” Gellum glanced between the twins, smiling at their darkened expressions. “The last condition is that you report to me anything that he says, no matter the context.”
Valyn nodded, but Vivani hesitated to agree, and Gellum caught the uncertainty.
“Listen to me, Vivani Tyrea,” he said as he leaned toward her. The immediate shift caused her to recoil in her seat, and Gellum smiled once more.
“No matter what is said, you are not to sympathize with him. Do not touch him, do not give him anything, and felt nothing for him.” Gellum leaned back again, and Vivani averted her gaze.
“Do you understand?” He hissed through his teeth.
Shakily, Vivani nodded and met Valyn’s stare as she groused, “Clearly.”
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As soon as Vivani was out of Gellum’s sight, she rushed away, trying to gain as much distance from the emperor as quickly as she could. Valyn followed closely behind, matching her hurried step with the same momentum. 
“Are you alright?” Her brother asked once they’d reached the courtyard in front of Gellum’s private quarters.
Vivani twisted on her heels and got in his face.
“Why do you care?” She hissed. “As far as you’re concerned, I’m just your fucking pawn in this gods-forsaken game.”
She almost felt bad for the words of anger that fled her tongue until her brother scowled disapprovingly and rolled his eyes at her.
“I’m concerned for your wellbeing, and instead you choose to guilt-trip me,” he snapped. 
“Doesn’t matter,” Vivani retorted, and faltered when the words brought her a sense of déjà vu.
Just days ago, Kraven had said the same words to her.
They were both pawns in someone else’s games, their lives as well as the advantages they could give their users. 
Vivani squeezed her eyes shut and turned away from her brother, trying so hard to withhold her tears. She’d been humiliated enough to last a lifetime, and she was certain it wasn’t the last time she’d experience that with the emperor.
Her new master—the very one to which her brother signed away not just her life, but his as well.
“It doesn’t matter how I am,” she continued, grinding out each word through her teeth. “You’ve thrown away any freedom we have to care about our own wellbeing.”
“Viv—”
“Was it worth it?” She continued, throwing a look over her shoulder at Valyn. He stood behind her, fists clenched at his side, jaw set and brow furrowed.
The tang of regret permeated the air seconds before he locked his emotions away from her.
A few tears escaped as she blinked and dropped her gaze to the concrete path.
“Once we get through this, it will all be worth it,” Valyn said. “Please, trust me on this.”
“I don’t think I can,” she muttered, then cleared her throat and spoke louder. “I don’t think this is simply something to ‘get through’, Val. There’s something more to this, and everyone but us knows about it.”
When Valyn didn’t reply right away, most likely thinking through her words, Vivani paced around the courtyard, split between returning home for the day, and heading straight down to the lowest levels of the prison.
“I think the fates are pulling the strings,” she said, halting in her path. Valyn had remained where he stood, but had crossed his arms as he watched her fume.
“I think we need to figure out what all of this means, and I don’t think that our lives will ever return to peace because of this.” Vivani pulled her fingers through her hair, sucking in a deep breath to compose herself.
“You’ve thought and stressed a lot about all of this, Viv. And you’ve been using your magick for days now. Maybe it’s time to rest.” Valyn dropped his arms and moved toward her, but she stepped out of his reach, eying him with a shake of her head. Huffing, he continued, “We’ve gotten what we’ve wanted for now. Let’s take the moment to breathe.”
“I can’t,” she insisted.
The Serpent was within her grasp. All she had to do was walk down the levels of the underground prison to the lowest.
But something held her back. Uncertainty? Fear? 
Or maybe she knew that once she met him, there was no turning back. The changing tides of her life were just poetry to her, but once she crossed that threshold and saw his face, everything that had happened so far would solidify into reality.
The Drakari’s cause was not real to her because she was not a minority, and couldn’t experience their blight. She was an outsider, someone who sympathized and didn’t understand.
Gyres’s death was nearly nothing to her, because Gyres was not someone she cared for. He was a boss, and a shitty one at that.
Vivani hadn’t even wrapped her mind entirely around her promotion yet. She’d been comfortable financially as a captain, and now she would receive more arnes than she knew what to do with. 
She hadn’t yet used the influence of her new position to do anything but interrogate prisoners, which she’d done before as a captain. The only difference was the location, and who’d commanded her to do so.
But seeing this man would be the path to the rest of her life. Could she continue working for the emperor if she found compassion for the prisoner?
Vivani couldn’t and Gellum knew this, which was why he warned her vehemently against such feelings.
And the emperor was right. He owned her and Valyn now. She couldn’t resign, as she knew too much, and so the only way to escape Gellum would be to defect and go into hiding.
Would the Drakari take her in?
“Viv.” Her brother dragged her out of her thoughts, clutching her by her shoulders. “Let’s go home and rest.”
“No.” Vivani pulled away from him and began walking towards the prison entrance. “I need to do this.”
For a few steps, she was certain that Valyn would give up and leave without her, but he quickly fell in step beside her.
“I haven’t even figured out what angle to interrogate him,” her brother said. “We’re going down there without a plan.”
“Then we’ll just go down to introduce ourselves first and see what information we can get from this first interaction.”
Valyn groaned in frustration. “Viv—what do you expect to say? ‘Hey, we intend to torture you for information. Nice to meet you’?”
She glowered at him. “This isn’t a joke.”
“I know it isn’t,” he scoffed.
Vivani rolled her eyes and didn’t bother to add to the banter as they traversed through the palace courtyards, winding through the paths until they reached the inner-most building and entrance to the prison.
They walked through the building and down the stairs, greeting Erya as they passed, and entered the main floor, which emptied into a large space that doubled as a rec area for most of the prisoners. There were dividing barred walls that kept the prisoners inside the room, and guards stood on either side of its gate.
One of them greeted the twin commanders and asked what they were doing.
“We need someone to escort us to the lowest level,” Valyn said, crossing his arms.
The guard called on his walkie for an escort, and while they waited, Vivani observed the activity within the gated room. Lined up on one wall were many doors that led to living quarters. 
Along another wall was a long window that peered into the cafeteria. In the primary space, there were several tables and chairs set about, and a few rough-looking couches where several inmates lounged. A large white screen adorned one wall that was otherwise bare, and a projector from the ceiling cast the early-afternoon news.
Vivani noticed Kraven just as he caught sight of her, and blanched when he made his way over to the bars that separated them.
He took one look at her, catching the red in her eyes and wet streaks on her cheeks that she’d forgotten to wipe away, and glanced at Valyn.
“It’s time,” he said after a contemplative moment. “I hope you tell me how it goes later.”
Vivani opened her mouth to reply, but he turned and walked away without another thought.
Her heart pounded as the minutes drew on. Finally, a guard came up from the stairs across from them, and motioned for Vivani and her brother to follow him.
Together, they fell in step behind him, and for several minutes, they weaved their way down the levels. As they went, the wards’ weight increased in the atmosphere, nearly suffocating by the time they reached the end of the winding stairs.
The hallway before them was long and narrow. There were no other doorways but the one at the very end, but Vivani caught several cameras as they passed through.
Two guards stood at the door, which looked different from others within the prison. It was painted white, and Vivani noted the several series of locks that went up one side. A small square window previewed what was inside, but by the time they reached the door, Vivani was too nervous to look through it.
No, she wanted her first sight of the man of interest to be when she crossed that threshold.
Valyn wavered by her as the guards went about unlocking the door. He waved for them to stop before they opened the door and gently grasped Vivani’s hand.
“Are you sure you want to do this right now?”
“Why has your tune changed?” Vivani retorted. “You’ve gotten what you wanted—even this.”
Valyn’s eyes flickered as he looked between her and the door, then he leaned forward to whisper in her ear.
“I’ve pushed you too hard, too fast,” he muttered, “And I feel horrible about it.”
“Fine.” She pulled away from him and turned toward the door. “Then let me sate my curiosity before you send me off to my room.”
Valyn sighed and motioned for the guards to let them through.
“As you wish,” her brother muttered as the door opened.
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All attention gravitated to the only smear of color in the otherwise white, sterile room. 
The Serpent sat on the one piece of furniture shoved into the corner of the cell; his back leaned against the wall, his arm propped up on his knee, with his other leg dangling off the cot. 
Vivani was stunned by the sight of the man, and the longer she scrutinized the vision of the Drakari’s so-called savior, the tighter the knots in her stomach twisted.
A snare snuck its way around her heart and clenched painfully. She had to suck in a breath before taking a step inside the room. Quietly, her brother followed suit, his usual air of confidence left behind in the hall as the guards closed the door behind them.
Vivani couldn’t determine any logical reason for this man to be involved with the Drakari.
The Serpent looked as though he’d been dragged from a battlefield and straight into this cell, locked away and forgotten for centuries. He wore only pants, which Vivani assumed had been light once upon a time, but was now covered in splattered stains of black, brown, and gold; like a mixture of paint and grime, though something told Vivani it was anything but. Thick bands of vytherium kept him anchored in the back corner, so she was certain there was no way for the man to escape.
What she could see of his bare skin hollowed her chest. He was obscenely pale, something that she found odd for a drakkin, whose skin darkened by their ancestors. Even the drakkin she’d seen in the upper levels of the prison who’d been here for years didn’t come close to the pallid color of the Serpent’s.
And he was covered in gashes crusted with black and gold, glinting in the light as he breathed. Though his head was tilted toward the door, as if expecting a visitor, he hadn’t moved since they entered.
Another oddity was his midnight black hair that hung in long, greasy strands over his body. Drakkin was dashed with hues of amber and red, but his color seemed leeched from him.
The Serpent looked malnourished, though he held some muscle mass that perplexed Vivani. Vaguely, she recalled what the emperor commanded her.
Do not touch him, do not give him anything, and do not feel anything for him.
She wondered why Gellum had advised her that, and the answer was right in front of her.
The most disheartening part of the man’s appearance was his face. A thick band of cotton wrapped around his head, and large dark circles of black and gold stained the wrapping over his eyes. The only thing the material didn’t cover was the upmost top of his forehead and his lips and chin.
Finally, the man moved, his tongue darting out to wet his cracked lips, then they remained parted as though he were about to speak.
Vivani studied his face, catching the sharp angles of his cheekbones, then her gaze halted at his throat. A long gash, black and gold, adorned it, deep enough that she was certain he should’ve been dead.
The Serpent was no mere mortal.
And he was blind.
There was no way this man was involved with the Drakari. How could he be?
Swallowing, she glanced at Valyn, who seemed just as stunned at the sight as she was.
“Well?” the drakkin croaked, his voice hoarse and under-used, as he turned his head away from them. “Go on.”
Go on? With what?
But his urging broke their stupor. 
Vivani worked her jaw, then cleared her throat.
“I—my name is Vivani Tyrea.” She paused, searching for her words. “And this is my brother, Valyn Tyrea.”
He didn’t respond, and Vivani got the impression that he expected this.
It was the way his lips tilted at her voice, though he hadn’t turned his head toward them. Instead, he rested his head back against the wall and sighed.
Vivani realized something then that she hadn’t noticed because of her shock.
The Serpent was completely silent. She didn’t hear nor taste nor scent any emotions permeating from himself like every other person she’d ever met. It wasn’t just that he was hiding himself—it was as though she hadn’t the ability to pry apart the cocoon around his mind.
His mind was an island surrounded by a stormy ocean, so vicious that she couldn’t swim through it.
“Vivani,” the man sounded out her name, and though his voice ground the syllables out, her heart fluttered.
“What is it you want, Vivani?” He asked. “Surely, Gellum wouldn’t have allowed you down here if it wasn’t necessary.”
“We’re here to ask you questions,” Valyn interjected then, and the man tilted his head toward her brother and frowned.
“Do you believe I am a suspect for any crime?”
No. There was no way.
Vivani glanced at Valyn, who grimaced and shook his head at her.
“It is just procedure,” he said after a moment.
The man chuckled, the sound dark. Goosebumps raised along Vivani’s skin, and instinctively she rubbed her arms, glancing away from him.
“Naturally,” the man retorted. “But go on, I have quite a busy schedule and no time to waste.”
Valyn cleared his throat, one of his anxious habits, and pulled out his handheld device to record the questioning.
Vivani glanced around the room, realizing there were no visible cameras.
“What is your name?” Her brother asked as he pointed the receiving end of the device toward the Serpent.
“Oh? Did Gellum not provide that information to you?” The man smiled, revealing sharp, white teeth beyond his dry lips.
Vivani had to drag her stare away from his mouth to shoot a warning look at her brother.
Luckily, whereas at any other time this would’ve provoked Valyn, he was strangely calm and reserved.
“He provided no information about you,” Valyn said, his words slow and deliberate.
“How typical of him.” The man canted his head to the side, as though he looked at them. “He enjoys antagonizing and perplexing his newest slaves.”
Valyn grimaced, but instead of letting himself react, he repeated his question, “What is your name?”
The man sighed. “You may call me Kaithirin.”
Vivani shared a look with her brother, shocked.
“Are you related to the last lord of Civel?” Valyn asked.
Kaithirin shrugged, not answering.
“How old are you?” Valyn tried again.
“Lost count, honestly,” the man said. “What year is it?”
Vivani answered this time, ignoring her brother’s glower. “It is autumn of 17,491.”
“Of the third era?”
She frowned. “Of course. In what other era could we be?”
Kaithirin smiled, but said nothing in response.
“Answer the question,” Valyn said quickly, then eased his tone. “Please.”
“I couldn’t do the math off the top of my head,” the man said with a shrug. “But I definitely am older than I appear.”
“Do you have contact with anyone not authorized to speak with you?”
Kaithirin chuckled again, just as throatily. “No.”
“And have you ever heard of the Drakari?”
“No.”
Valyn paused and took to pacing the length of the room, trying to control his emotions. Vivani crossed her arms and eyed her brother, frowning in disapproval.
She knew it was a dead-end the moment she set her gaze on Kaithirin. They should’ve apologized for disturbing him and left.
Valyn halted in his pace suddenly and rubbed his eyes.
“The Drakari say that you are the lost lord of Civel and that by liberating you from this prison, you will lead their rebellion and rise against the emperor. Is any of this true?”
“I cannot control what others say about me.” Kaithirin waved his hand to himself and the room. “As you can see.”
“If you are so harmless, then why does His Majesty require that you not be touched, or approached?” Valyn stepped closer to him, though kept the six-foot distance demanded by Gellum.
“I was not involved with his decision, so I’m not the right person to ask.”
“But surely, you know why the emperor would restrain you?”
Kaithirin sighed. “I can only speculate that he is so intimidated by my existence that he took drastic measures to pacify his paranoia.”
“And what about your existence is intimidating?” Valyn pressed, taking another step.
The man grinned then, so wide that his cracked lips split and his sharp teeth gleamed in the fluorescent light.
“You tell me,” Kaithirin said. “You clearly see that I am utterly harmless, and yet still listen to Gellum’s command. Are you a thoughtless slave to His Majesty and therefore do not question him, or do you think there is something to his insanity?”
Instead of responding, Valyn shut off his device and deposited it back in his pocket.
“We are done here,” he groused, and headed toward the exit. He knocked on the door for the guard and glanced back at Vivani.
She hadn’t moved, her feet anchored to the floor, and gaze locked on Kaithirin. His head was turned back to her, and despite his obvious disability, she was certain he studied her as she did him.
“Vivani,” Valyn called. “Let’s go.”
She remained where she stood, frantically running her gaze over Kaithirin, dissecting every detail of him before she pulled herself from the room.
“Viv,” her brother hissed, and his touch shocked her out of her trance as he grabbed her arm. She jerked from his grasp, shooting him a warning look, just as the Serpent tutted at them.
“Listen to your brother, Vivani,” Kaithirin murmured. “Surely, he knows what is best.”
Surprised by his words, Vivani let Valyn drag her out of the room. The white, industrial door slammed behind them, shuttering away the effect the Serpent had on her.
The guards cleared their throats, sharing looks with one another before urging them along.
By the time the fog cleared from her head, Valyn had dragged her halfway through the prison. She glanced down at his hand around her wrist, painfully tight and unrelenting, then at the prison cells across the barred wall from them.
Briefly, Vivani caught sight of Kraven as he passed from the living quarters into what she assumed were the restrooms. He seemed to have noticed her and her brother passing by, and had stuck out of the doorway to study them as Valyn dragged her away.
As they trudged up another set of stairs, Vivani jerked out of his hold, and cursed him.
Valyn stopped his procession out of the prison and turned on his heels.
“What is wrong with you?” He groused in her face. “Wake up from whatever daze he cast upon you.”
“Daze?” Vivani stepped away from him, feeling the overwhelming deluge of emotions as they flooded back inside of her, as though she’d been a hollowed chasm the moment she’d laid eyes on Kaithirin.
“I am fine,” she continued, insistent. “I am absolutely, one hundred percent, fine.”
“You don’t sound fine, Viv.” Valyn stepped into her space, shooting a look down the steps as he whispered, “You need to get your shit together. The moment he sees your weakness, he will ruin you.”
For a moment, Vivani thought her brother spoke of the prisoner they’d just seen. But then she looked over her shoulder and saw guards standing at the door at the bottom of the stairwell.
Valyn meant the emperor.
Fuck, he was right. She had to shake her distress, shove down her emotions, and put a tight lid on it.
“He will want us to report right away,” Valyn continued. “Do you need time before we visit him?”
“Are you certain he will call for us?”
“Those who have watched us will have reported that we finished.” Her brother turned away and started up the steps again, and she followed, anxiety coursing deep in the pit of her stomach.
Just as they stepped out of the prison and into the surrounding courtyard, Valyn received a call from Lytherea. He listened to her for a moment before he said, “Yes, General.”
He hung up and turned to Vivani, letting loose a breath.
“We are to visit His Majesty in the morning.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing,” Vivani muttered as she rubbed her temples and snuck a look around them, wondering if they were still being watched.
Most likely.
“It’s rest,” Valyn said with a nod as they began their walk through the courtyards to the front of the palace. “But it is also more time to worry.”
She pursed her lips and fell silent, feeling the worry creep over her like a shade. Every few minutes as they trudged toward the palace gates, from where they could then port home, she glanced at her brother.
Valyn walked stiffly, with his shoulders pinched upward, and his fists clenched at his sides. His own milieu of emotions wafted around them, slowly suffocating Vivani as they weighed down the air. She begged for the moment they could rush home, and she could retreat into her apartment, away from everyone, and rethink her entire self.
Her life, her motives, her decisions, her feelings, and by the gods, what that man made her feel.
Utterly, completely, absolutely—Useless.
Vivani felt like utter trash, rummaged and dug through, pulled through by filthy fingers, and shaped into a person who was unfit to look upon a man who had clearly been at the mercy of the Arrethean emperors for decades, if not centuries.
What could she do? 
Vivani could not rescue Kaithirin. 
She could not face the tyrant who now owned her, body and soul. 
She could not rebel, nor could she flee.
She could not.
Tears swelled in her eyes, and she took a deep breath to swallow the onslaught of emotions.
Gods, she wished she could rip her heart out and burn it, so that she could not feel the evil she experienced.
But then Vivani looked at her brother again and caught his side-eyed glance at her. Through the barbed thicket of his own thoughts and feelings, she saw a vulnerability. A need of her. As though she tethered him just as helplessly, he tethered her.
She was not a religious person. For all the years she’d lived near a temple, she’d never stepped foot inside a sacred space, nor thought to pray to the gods.
But for once, Vivani turned away from her brother, looked at the cloudy sky, its depths foretelling a storm, and sucked in a shaky breath.
Surely, Mother Goddess Athaera watched the mortal tragedies and mourned her children.
And what of Theron? The Father God, from whom all life in Thraes had emerged?
Did he not gnash his teeth at their sufferings?
Vivani and her brother passed the gates then, and Valyn grasped her hand, his hold firm and warm, as he ported them away.
At the hallway between their apartments, he said goodbye, foregoing the usual “see you in the morning” with a pat on her shoulder and an averted look.
She closed herself into her apartment, allowing the daze to return as tears sprung loose.
Moments later, when Vivani had collected herself, she went to her home office and dug around in the drawers to find a set of sticky notes she’d hidden under a bunch of useless things.
Then she pulled out her mobile from her jacket pocket and messaged the number on the sticky note.
Vivani wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but she knew she could no longer remain still.
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Kraven knew the Tyrea twins visited the Serpent the moment he saw them walk through the prison. They were both rigid in posture as they waited, and he couldn’t ignore the urge to prod Vivani. 
His words to her had changed her demeanor, deepening her worried scowl, setting off spiraling thoughts. He had watched the transformation seconds before the two were whisked away by the very guards that would take him to the Drakari’s savior.
Then Kraven had returned to his new spot in the main room of his prison floor, where he could see the expanse of the hall, the barred wall separated from the prisoners. From the entrance of the floor where the stairs leading to the outside stood, all the way to the door that led downward, Kraven could see from his perch, a metal chair set around a metal table anchored to the concrete floor.
A few Drakari prisoners kept him company, talking about their lives outside these walls, of which they’d only been within for a week. Some even spoke of how they would break out with the Serpent’s aid.
But Kraven couldn’t pull himself from what went on beyond the very doors through which Vivani disappeared. What did she experience? What did she see? To whom did she speak?
Did she see the Serpent, as Kyran had foretold to Kraven a month ago?
And if so, how did it change her?
After what felt like an eternity, those doors opened, and Valyn rushed out with Vivani in tow. Her expression was void of emotion, as though the experience had leeched the life out of her.
But somehow, the weight of Kraven’s stare caught her attention. She looked up at him, those icy blue eyes staggering, frozen in a kind of horror with which Kraven was all too familiar. 
There it was—the change in her that Kraven sought after since they’d been acquainted.
She met Kaithirin Civel, and it transformed her. Or rather, it was in those moments after their meeting. Kraven witnessed the metamorphosis within her gaze seconds before her brother tugged her away, and she shook herself out of the daze, and hissed words Kraven could not hear at Valyn.
Kraven hadn’t realized how hard his heart pounded in his chest until the twin commanders disappeared. Someone tapped his shoulder, then grasped it to shake him out of his stupor, and he turned to curse at the irritant before realizing it was one of his closest friends, Harkon.
“Shit,” Kraven said. “I didn’t know you got caught, too.”
Harkon bobbed his head once, then pointed at where the twins left. “What was that about?”
“It’s happening,” he replied. “What Kyran said is happening. I can’t fucking believe it, but he was right.”
“So this is all worth it because that elven bitch met him?” Harkon scoffed as he raked his hands through his hair, tugging. “I hope to the gods that it’s fucking worth it. I can’t see my wife for another three weeks because of this fucking prison’s rules.”
Three weeks. They might not even last that long. 
“Just stay calm and sit tight, Hark,” Kraven said. It was the only thing he could say, given that he and Kyran’s partners were the only ones that knew the truth.
“I swear to Irki, Kraven. If I’m trapped here for years, I will make your piece-of-shit existence here miserable. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
Harkon turned his back on him and walked off, leaving Kraven alone at the table. Those around them had heard the exchange, and put distance between them.
Kraven couldn’t blame his friend for being so upset. None of them would’ve followed Kyran’s commands if they’d known it would lead to this. The Drakari had downplayed the entire event just to get their numbers to show up for it. 
But it had to be that way.
Kraven had to kill Faerow Gyres to get into the palace prison.
Vivani had to witness the extremities of the circumstances to change her mind.
Time passed as he sat there, staring off in thought. Inmates moved around him, and then the alarm for dinner sounded. He got up to join the others, ate in silence alone in the corner of the mess hall, and retreated to the restrooms to wash up for the night.
By the time he returned to his cell, he noticed a piece of scrap paper laid on his pillow. He glanced around the room, noticing nothing else was out of place, then peeked his head out of his door to check the hall.
Oddly, no guards stood in sight, which was not normal. But he heard a noise down the hall, coming from the groups of prisoners that were gathered together in the restrooms and the mess hall next to where his cell was. In his daze, he’d gone through the motions quickly and moved ahead of the others.
Kraven closed his door and picked up the note to read.
At dawn by cell 151.
He read the words over again, memorizing the handwriting, and wondered who wrote it. Definitely, no one he knew wrote this way. It lacked the aggression and a sense of urgency.
A clock was anchored to the inside wall above his cell door. Unfortunately, he had no way to set an alarm with it to wake himself for dawn, but an odd instinct told him it would be unnecessary.
As he heard people coming down his hall, Kraven went to his toilet and dropped the note in the water, flushing it before anyone could knock on his door to check on him.
Then he laid on his bed and waited. After some time, the lights went out, but he kept his eyes open, staring at the ceiling. He traced circles across its pitch black surface in the dark, trying to keep himself awake.
But in the night, Kraven fell asleep. He’d closed his eyes, and drifted off into the darkness of his slumber, and found himself enveloped in Nailah’s embrace.
Gods, he missed her. He would give anything to see her again, to feel her body in his arms, her warmth against his bare skin, her lips on his.
Then a sound came from above their entangled bodies. Kraven turned his head up from the curve of her neck, and she did not protest when he pulled out of her arms and followed the noise.
In the dream, Kraven had laid in their bed at Nailah’s apartment, but as he got out of the bed and walked out of the room, he found himself in one of the prison’s sterile-white halls. The cells lining either side had their numbers stamped boldly above their doors, and Kraven found Cell 151, and a man standing outside of it, his arms crossed over his chest and his back leaned against the cell door.
He was lean but tall, appearing like an elf, but had the extra length of a drakkin in his ears. His dark hair fell over his shoulders, and he wore the same uniform as Kraven, white and pristine.
But what tipped Kraven off to this man’s appearance was the strip of white cotton that covered his eyes.
“You came,” the man said with a grin, revealing sharp, drakkin teeth.
“You called,” Kraven replied. “But I thought the note was real—literal.”
“Are dreams not real?”
“I guess they are, but—” Kraven stammered, lost for words, and swallowed. “How’d you get the note to me?”
“How are dreams real?”
He blinked, surprised, then rubbed his eyes, as though to wake himself. The dream had started off like a sleep-filled conjuration of his desires and longings, but somehow, between his journey from Nailah’s apartment to the prison hall, he’d stepped into a space that felt too real.
“Magick,” Kraven breathed, then questioned himself out loud. “But, I thought magick was negated here. How—”
“Think about it when you have time, Kraven Crausya,” the man interrupted. “For here, we do not.”
Kraven nodded in response, pursing his lips to withhold his growing number of questions.
“You will receive three visitors in the next two weeks,” the man continued. “One you long for. One you expect. And the final one will provide you the means for liberation. Upon the eve of liberation, you must chase after Vivani Tyrea, no matter what happens that night.”
Kraven bobbed his head again, rolling the man’s words over in his mind and committing it to memory.
“Wait—” He sucked in a breath, an epiphany dawning over him. “You…you’re the one speaking to Kyran, like this.”
He couldn’t see the man’s full expression, but his lips tilted upright on one side in a smirk.
“Who else could it be?”
And then Kraven was jolted away to the shrill morning alarm. He jerked upright in his bed, heart racing, breaths heaving, as he glanced around his cell room. The lights had come on, and the clock above his door read early morning, but passed dawn.
The Serpent had visited him in his sleep—had performed magick in the prison to do so. 
For years, Kraven had thought this man was just a simple heir caught up in the tragedy of his ancestors, and that his sway was only political. With his escape, the Drakari could inspire their people to revolt throughout Arreth.
But now, Kraven was sure that no mere mortal could perform such a feat. That no man could overcome the empire and save their people because of himself, what he represented and not what magick or miracle he could perform.
Maybe the gods had answered their prayers.
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That following morning, Valyn waited outside of Vivani’s apartment after sending her a text to get ready for their breakfast with the emperor. She took longer than usual, and by the time Valyn banged his fist on her front door, it was minutes before they were supposed to be in Gellum’s private dining room. 
When Vivani opened the door, she looked ragged and exhausted. As though she hadn’t slept at all, though her hair was wet and slicked back.
Valyn studied her as she stepped out and locked her door.
“What’s up with you?” He asked, and when she shook her head, he protested.
“Just take us there.” Vivani grabbed his hand, and with a sigh, Valyn ported them to the palace’s front gates.
They marched their way through the palace with their escort, and once they reached Gellum’s dining room, they were several minutes late. 
Whatever Vivani had been up to this morning, Valyn had to figure out—but after this. He was certain they’d receive enough of a chewing from Gellum for being late.
The attendant waited for them at the door, and when they moved to enter the room, he held his hand up to Vivani.
“His Majesty requests that only Commander Valyn meets with him today,” he said.
Stunned, Valyn glanced at Vivani, who paled at the announcement and bobbed her head.
“I will—um…I will find somewhere else to go and message you,” his sister said, and then walked off without another word.
Valyn turned back to the attendant, who opened the door and nudged him in before slamming it behind him.
Gellum waited at his usual seat at the table, a drink lifted to his lips and fingers drumming the mahogany surface. He set the cup down and waved his hand at the seat to his right.
“What took you so long, Valyn?” The emperor asked, his tone curious and gaze glinting with mischief.
“I apologize, Your Majesty,” he said as he rushed to the table and sat down. “There is no excuse I could provide you for my tardiness.”
Gellum hmphed in response, and then sighed as the attendant came by to fill Valyn’s cup, followed by two others who brought their plates of fried eggs, grilled poultry, and fresh fruits.
While the emperor ate quietly, Valyn couldn’t bring himself to eat much. His stomach had turned inside out the moment Vivani walked off.
It was a ruse, a power move, that Gellum had pulled. Separating Valyn from his sister took away his support and scapegoat. Weakening him so that he would slip.
Knowing what this was, Valyn clammed down on his thoughts, and remained as calm and still as the stone statues that decorated the emperor’s gardens.
“Eat, Valyn,” Gellum commanded with a frown. “Is there something wrong?”
Prodding. What did the emperor expect him to do?
“Nothing, Your Majesty.”
“Oh, Valyn,” the emperor said again. “Don’t lie to me. You are obviously upset.”
Valyn looked at him then, meeting his scouring stare.
“Tired, Your Majesty,” he said. “That is all.”
Gellum set down his fork and leaned on his palm, drumming his fingers once more on the table’s surface. 
“Of course,” he said. “It was insensitive of me not to realize that. Please take your time here and retire to the precinct after we have finished.”
Slowly, Valyn nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“Gellum,” the emperor said. “When we are in private, you may call me by my name.”
“Alright.” Valyn swallowed.
Gellum went quiet once more, finishing his meal before calling for another round of coffee. Once Valyn had enough of picking at his food, the attendants came and took their plates away, and Valyn sat back and watched the emperor as he sipped on his coffee.
Finally, Gellum spoke. “Play me your recording.”
Valyn dug out his mobile from his pocket and pulled up the recording. Once the volume was set up, he placed it on the table and hit play.
He didn’t realize how short of an interaction they’d had with the prisoner, but he counted the handful of minutes as he studied the emperor’s reaction.
Gellum had remained straight-faced through it all, and once the recording ended and Valyn returned his mobile to his pocket, the emperor leaned forward and placed his arms on the table, drumming his fingers on the wood.
“Message your sister,” he said after a moment. “Tell her to visit him without you.”
Valyn didn’t move, stunned by Gellum’s command.
“Well? Go on,” the emperor said, persistent.
“Wait—” Valyn paused, clenching his fists under the table to withhold his abrupt surge of anger. He could not lose his temper with Gellum, or else he’d suffer a consequence he couldn’t even imagine at this point.
None of this had gone over as he’d originally planned. The moment they were promoted into Gellum’s immediate atmosphere, the pieces of this metaphorical chessboard scattered.
It was like he’d sold his soul to the man, becoming his puppet.
He knew that was how this government worked. A person worked their ass off, slaving away their hours and their morals until they received an adequate compensation for the blood and sweat they’d forfeited.
But this was different. Slowly, Valyn’s fingers slipped their grasp from around his will, and Gellum’s hands slid in their place.
Valyn met the emperor’s eyes then, his stare dark and expectant.
“Who is this man?” He asked, instead of capitulating right away. “Where did he come from? Why is he here?”
“That is confidential, Valyn. All you need to know is that he is the most dangerous criminal we have in the underground compound, and if he is released, the entire empire will be at risk of falling apart.”
“Would he truly give the Drakari the means to fight you?”
Gellum pulled back, as if struck, and Valyn froze, realizing what words had slipped out before he could stop himself.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
“You may question me without consequence in private, Valyn Tyrea,” the emperor said, drawing his words out slowly and concisely. “But do not think of asking such things in front of others.”
Valyn bobbed his head quickly, swallowing down the sudden dry of his throat.
“And to answer your question, this man may look drakkin, may tell you things to gain your sympathy—but he is not mortal.” Gellum sat back in his seat and dug his fingers through his hair, distressed as he spoke. “Kaithirin Civel is a demon, one of the last in Thraes. If he were to be released, we may not entrap him again. Those he’s fooled will do his bidding, and will ruin Arreth for it.”
Demons had been outlawed almost three millennia ago. To hear that one still lived—and Valyn met one—was utterly surreal.
Or preposterous.
Something deep down in the pit of his stomach told him it was a lie. It had to be. Valyn witnessed firsthand that man, who looked as if he was kept at the brink of death constantly. 
Existence was enough torture for Kaithirin Civel.
“If he is a demon,” Valyn started, working his jaw as he thought his words out carefully, “then why do we need Vivani to speak with him privately?”
Gellum took a moment to reply, calling on his attendant to return with a kettle of hot tea. Unsettled, he drummed his fingers on the table.
Briefly, Valyn thought the emperor would not answer him, and was growing more upset as the seconds passed and Valyn still hadn’t done the task he commanded.
But then the attendant returned with tea and fresh cups. Gellum poured himself a cup and sipped on the hot drink.
“Your sister is set on a pendulum, and I am certain that she will fall on the wrong side of things.” Gellum set his cup down and sighed. “Not only that, but he seemed more inclined to her. I want to use that advantage to make sure he has not communicated with the outside. If he lets down his guard around her and tells her, then we will know where the leak is.”
Valyn nodded. While the emperor spoke, he had turned his attention to his cup, realizing the utter chaos into which he’d flung his sister.
Gellum was right.
Vivani did not possess the ambitions that Valyn had. She didn’t want power or riches like he did. She wasn’t driven by what fueled him, the give-and-take of control.
Valyn played politics like a well-loved game. Vivani just floated through the currents, tied to him by the wrist.
Now, Gellum was cutting their ties, and forcing Vivani to swim on her own—or drown.
Valyn could refuse to aid him in setting up his sister, or he could let her take the fall so he could gain the power he’d longed for years.
“Well?” Gellum prompted, pulling Valyn out of his thoughts. “If you do not message her, I will find her.”
Briefly, Valyn thought back to Vivani’s last interaction with the emperor. Him, clutching her throat; her, gasping in pain, clawing at his fingers tightly wrapped around her throat.
Valyn dropped his gaze and pulled out his mobile. Without a word, he sent the message and slipped the device back into his pocket.
“Good.” Gellum said and smiled when Valyn shot him a look. “You saved me the trouble, and her the pain.”
Valyn bit his tongue, holding back the vicious words that bubble inside. The emperor stood then, having gotten what he wanted.
“Go to the precinct,” Gellum said as he straightened his clothes. “Begin the home searches of everyone we’ve caught from the riot. I want to find exactly where Kyran Crausya and his partners are hiding.”
Without another word, the emperor walked off, leaving Valyn alone to collect himself.
Valyn remained, even as the attendants cleared the table, pondering deeply his actions, until his mobile rang. He answered, and spoke with the new enforcer captain, who asked where he was.
Once he ended the call, Valyn stood and left the palace, porting to the precinct the moment he crossed the ward’s threshold.
Leaving Vivani to flounder in the water. Hopefully, she had the strength to survive.
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Vivani had walked away from the emperor’s private quarters with no idea where to go while she waited for Valyn. She could visit Fallovax’s offices and loiter in the lounge on the ground floor of that building. Or, she could go to the cafeteria, which sat between several other offices, of what department she was not sure of. 
Instead, she wandered through the courtyards and gardens. For those moments, she was reminded how beautiful the palace grounds were, despite the awful and terrifying things it kept within its walls.
The first cold bite of winter edged the air. Autumn didn’t last long enough.
Every few minutes, Vivani checked her mobile, waiting for a message or call from her brother. When an hour passed and there was nothing from Valyn, she entered the first building she happened upon and halted.
Damn these fates. 
Vivani had stepped into the prison’s entrance after having circled the building several times, just as her mind swirled around thoughts of the man hidden away on its deepest level.
Ignoring the questioning looks of the guards stationed at the stairs, Vivani stepped back outside and began her way back to the front of the palace. She decided she would leave, that she couldn’t be trusted to keep herself away from the levels below.
Not only that, but another person was on her mind. Last night before she retired to hours of restless sleep, she’d messaged Nailah, asking to meet later this week when she had a free moment.
Kraven might be indisposed now that he was captured and monitored, but Nailah had been left out of the Drakari’s mess. Vivani knew it was wrong to involve the valkyr woman, but she had no other means to contact the Drakari, and there was a level of familiarity and comfort that she felt with Nailah that she didn’t with anyone else.
At least, no one outside of the palace prison.
And Vivani knew the Drakari would want to hear about the Serpent—where he was, what he looked like, what the emperor was doing to him.
She would tell them everything she could, because only they would take seriously what was broiling inside her and put it to use. Valyn would listen and warn her to never speak of these things to another soul, and most likely take advantage of that weakness.
And to whom else would she speak of these things? She had no friends, no close relatives; no one to whom she could spill her guts and trust they would not run off to tell the nearest imperial agent of her treasonous thoughts. 
Nailah was the only one who’d promised that safety in friendship, and Vivani needed that.
By the time she reached the gates, her mobile dinged. Sighing, she stopped walking, dragged the device out of her pocket, opened the message, and frowned.
Her brother had messaged, Go interrogate the Serpent alone. Use whatever means necessary to get him to tell you anything.
Confused, Vivani replied to the message, then paced in the courtyard beside the gates while she waited for a response.
Minutes passed before she sent another message, then called him. Within two rings, the call ended—he’d hung up on her.
Her stomach dipped and turned, nausea suddenly overcoming her. The rushing swoosh of her pounding heart in her ears swallowed all other sounds as she stood there, dumbfounded and panicked.
What was happening? 
What was said at their meeting? 
Why was he not responding—why did he hang up on her? 
Where was he? 
What was he doing? 
Why?
Vivani sucked in several breaths, fighting against the constriction in her chest. 
Panicking—she was having a panic attack. 
She fought against the tremors that rolled through her body, squeezing her fists tight and taking more breaths.
And then she forced herself to move, placing one foot after the other as she swiveled around and headed back to where she came.
All night and morning, Vivani had fought against thinking and feeling about that man, and now Valyn wanted her to face the storm she’d stifled within her.
Or Gellum did. 
She realized as she walked that this was most likely a command given by the emperor. Why did he want her to speak with Kaithirin alone? She was certain that she could not use her magick on him. And even if she could, Gellum also forbade her from touching him, and there was no way that she could perform her ability without direct contact.
What game did they play? And why did her brother leave her to fend for herself? This was so unlike him; for this job like any other, they did everything together. 
When Vivani came to the building that led down to the prison, she stopped and looked around. There were no guards outside, no one walking by, and though a part of her wondered if Gellum was watching her now that he’d separated Valyn from her, Vivani couldn’t find actual evidence that this was a setup.
It didn’t have to be a ruse, though. Maybe she was overreacting—panicking for nothing. Maybe Valyn was busy with something else. Maybe Gellum had instructed them to go their separate ways to prioritize their time. What if Valyn was busy with something else while she was supposed to be interrogating Kaithirin?
Vivani ran her hands through her hair, smoothing out the straight strands, and rubbed her face. Luckily, she hadn’t cried, despite what she had felt. Sucking in a deep breath, she forced herself to enter the building and begin down those steps.
Those minutes between blurred as she made her trek through the prison. She’d paused only briefly to look for Kraven on his floor, and when she couldn’t spot the drakkin, she continued, ignoring the looks and greetings from guards as she passed through.
Once she reached the lowest level, she stopped at the bottom step and scrutinized the guards. They were the same from the day before, and both stared at her expectantly. 
Had they gotten word to expect her?
Vivani got the nerve to continue down the hall and when she stopped before the two guards, they both nodded their heads to her.
That was a yes.
Stalling, she clasped her hands and cleared her throat.
“Do you always guard him?” Vivani asked, hoping either of them would answer.
The guards shared a look, then the one on the right nodded. “There are four of us that guard him. Us during the day, and the other two at night.”
“And what are your names?” She prodded.
“Lieutenant Weylin,” the same one said.
The other frowned, as though uncertain that it was the best option to engage. But she was a commander, and though she hadn’t demanded that they tell her their names, not responding could be seen as insubordination.
“I am Lieutenant Cyver,” he said. 
“Thank you,” Vivani said, and then fell silent as she tried to find something else to ask. Anything else.
She was avoiding him and she knew they were aware of this. Looking between Weylin and Cyver, she was certain that they scrutinized her every movement and behavior, and that they would report it to the emperor. Both were lieutenants, which meant that Gellum didn’t have just any guard posted down there.
“His Majesty provided you full access to this floor, Commander Tyrea,” Cyver said when a minute or two passed. “Come and go as you please.”
“Did he provide a reason?” Vivani asked, then clenched her teeth. She shouldn’t have asked in that way—it could be seen as challenging the emperor’s priorities and reasons.
But Weylin and Cyver both shrugged, and then Weylin said with an apologetic smile, “His Majesty rarely imparts his reasons.”
Vivani nodded and absently looked around.
“Does…His Majesty come down here at all?” She asked. 
“Rarely,” Weylin said, then paused, glancing at his partner, who had shot him a warning look.
“That is His Majesty’s business,” Cyver insisted. “Please, Commander. If you are going to speak with the prisoner, proceed. If not, there is no reason to remain down here.”
“Fine,” Vivani groused. Clasping her hands behind her back, she started toward the door, only waiting for them to open it for her.
The door slammed behind her, sealing her inside with the Serpent.
Kaithirin sat nearly in the same position, though he’d turned to stretch his legs out on the cot. He hadn’t moved at the sound of the door, nor her footsteps, nor did he speak after the entrance shut behind her.
Vivani stood there for minutes, soaking in the sight of him much like she did during her first visit. Body dashed with black and gold, skin pale and malnourished, stained cotton hiding most of his face. Everything about him soured her stomach and sent her soft heart pattering at a racing pace.
But there was an otherworldliness to him that made her wonder.
“Have you had enough?”
Vivani jumped at his voice. His lips barely moved, but the sound bounced around the room, and his words were sharp and concise as they stabbed right through her.
How did he know it was her and not someone else? Could he hear them through the door? She was almost certain that this cell was sound-proofed.
She sucked in a steadying breath. “Enough what?”
“I can’t imagine that the sight of me is that entertaining for you to have stood there for this long.”
Oh. Vivani thought he was asking a deeper, more elusive question.
“Sorry,” she said, and then stopped herself. Why was she apologizing to a prisoner?
Kaithirin crossed his arms. “Where is your brother?”
Vivani looked away. “Busy.”
“Oh?” The Serpent leaned his head back against the wall, chuckling. “That is hard to believe that he’d be willing to leave you to visit alone the most dangerous criminal in the whole of the Arrethean empire.”
She opened her mouth to retort, but couldn’t find any words to argue.
He was right. It made absolutely no sense that Valyn would let her go alone, unless there was an ulterior motive.
“It is a test,” Kaithirin continued. “I wonder, what do you think they expect you to find out?”
“They think you’re involved with the Drakari,” Vivani said. There was no point in deceiving him. Not only did Valyn say as much yesterday when they interrogated him, but it didn’t benefit her to lie.
“I already told them I’m not.”
She nodded and then, realizing he couldn’t see it, said, “I know.”
“Maybe they think you’re involved with the Drakari.”
Vivani stiffened. 
Fuck, she hadn’t thought of that. Did Valyn think she had betrayed him? Sure, there were intentions inside of her to do so, but she had yet to take any action on those urges.
“That is preposterous,” she muttered.
“I assure you, Vivani,” Kaithirin said, and her attention caught on how he spoke her name. “They have thought more outlandish things than that.”
She averted her eyes, grimacing at the flush of heat to her cheeks.
“Your guards said that Gellum has visited you before,” she began after taking a breath. “Why is he having us interrogate you if he already knows you?”
“I am no expert on your master, Vivani. Maybe you should return to his feet and grovel for that knowledge.”
He did it again, rolling her name off the tip of his tongue in an intimate murmur.
Followed by an insult.
Despite the poison in his tone, Vivani didn’t feel any anger rise from it. As they’d divulged into a conversation, her tension eased, and now she began pacing the room, scrutinizing every detail. From the cracks in the wall to the dust in the corners. No toilet, nor sink, nor shower, nor any sign of food or drink being provided to him.
It was just Kaithirin and the bed he sat on. She’d noticed yesterday, but now that she didn’t have the pressure from her brother to rush through everything, she soaked it all in.
“How often do your guards come into this room?” Vivani asked.
He shrugged.
“Do they at all?”
“Sometimes,” Kaithirin replied.
“And when did the emperor last visit you?”
“I have no means to track time,” he said with a sigh. “So, I don’t know. It has been a while, though.”
“Why does he visit you?”
“I can only assume he finds my unique point of view refreshing.”
Vivani frowned. Kaithirin liked to use sarcasm and insults as diversions from speaking the truth.
“When was the last time you were given food?”
Kaithirin shrugged again. She narrowed her eyes, catching the way his lips turned down and parted, as though he debated speaking, but decided against it.
“Today?” She prodded again, and he sighed.
“Are you concerned for my well-being, Commander Tyrea?” He tilted his head curiously.
Vivani stepped toward him, then stopped, clenching her fists at her side. 
Yes, she was, and didn’t have the strength to question why. At least, not now.
“If you’ve not been fed yet today, then that is a failure of the prison.” She crossed her arms, feeling vulnerable, although he could not see her. “It is unethical to not provide basic needs.”
“And what would you do about this, if you could?” Kaithirin retorted.
Vivani paused, mulling over that very idea. Then she went to the door and knocked to alert the guards.
When the door opened, she stepped into the threshold, and said to Weylin, “I’m hungry and will be here for a while, Lieutenant. Please deliver lunch and something to drink for me, as well as a chair.”
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Cyver had protested Vivani’s request before Weylin could respond. 
“No food or drink is allowed down here, Commander,” the lieutenant had said, his tone monotonous.
Vivani blinked, churning his words as she glanced over her shoulder to Kaithirin behind her. He had to have heard that.
“You don’t allow anything down here,” she repeated back to Cyver, growing angrier as she spoke.
“No, ma’am.”
“There’s a living person in this cell, and you don’t feed him?” Her voice raised as she spoke, and Cyver glanced away, his first sign of weakness he’d slipped since she interacted with him and his partner.
Guilt.
Good. They should feel remorse for this, allowing inhumane practices to go on without protest.
Weylin cleared his throat. “It is the emperor’s orders that we give nothing to him.”
“Then who takes care of him?”
Both men looked down at the floor.
Vivani crossed her arms. “Get me food and water.”
“Commander—” They both began, then Cyver continued, “We advise against this order.”
“Get it for me now,” Vivani hissed through her teeth. “And a fucking chair.”
When neither moved, though both shifted uneasily on their feet, she slammed her fist on the open door.
“Are you seriously considering insubordination for this simple task?” She asked incredulously. “If so, I will speak to your superior—”
“We only answer to His Majesty,” Cyver inserted.
“Fine.” Vivani crossed her arms and peeked quickly over her shoulder once more at the man behind her. He’d turned toward her and the open door as he listened to every word, his body stiff and alert.
“Fine,” Vivani said again as she turned her attention back to the two lieutenants, taking a deep breath. “Then I will take the blame for this. If he asks, say that I forced you.”
“Forced?” Cyver laughed, and Weylin swatted his arm for the slip in behavior. 
“You think I couldn’t force you if I wanted to?”
The lieutenant laughed again, this time completely ignoring protocol, and in a flash of rage, Vivani lashed out.
She grabbed Cyver by his face, his eyes widening briefly in surprise seconds before squinting in pain. 
Upon contact, Vivani pushed her magick into him without holding back, and through the connection, she burrowed deep into his mind. There was minimal resistance, given she caught him by surprise.
Flashes of color and images erupted in her own mind. A chorus of thoughts murmured along with the deluge, and in those few seconds that she dug deep within Cyver’s mind, she picked through his experience guarding Kaithirin.
Horrified, Vivani let Cyver go, and stepped away. Shaking, the lieutenant fell to his knees and vomited.
Vivani turned to Weylin, and steadily said, “Get me food, water, and a chair.”
“You’re going to regret that,” Cyver growled as he pulled himself to his feet.
“We’ll see,” Vivani replied and slammed the door in their faces, shuttering herself back into the quiet of Kaithirin’s cell.
For a moment, she remained facing the door, taking deep breaths to ease the rage roaring through her body. Then she combed her fingers through her hair and wiped a hand over her face, pausing at the touch of wet as she rubbed her eyes.
When Vivani turned around to Kaithirin, she found him sitting over the edge of his cot, his bare feet resting on the cold concrete floor. He leaned over, bracing his arms against his knees, and faced her as though he watched her every movement.
“Are you prepared to suffer the consequence of that exchange?” Kaithirin asked.
“I am,” she said without hesitation.
His only response was a deep frown.
“I…” she sucked in another shaky breath. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”
“Don’t be.”
Vivani paced, noticing that as she moved back and forth, his head canted in either direction. 
“It is utterly despicable that you are not taken care of,” she breathed. “I just—I can’t even fathom…”
“What do you do when you want something to die but have no means to kill it yourself?”
She scoffed dryly. “You don’t take care of it.”
Kaithirin nodded, then sighed. “What did you hope to accomplish?”
Vivani frowned. “What do you mean? Aren’t you hungry? Thirsty?”
“You don’t see a toilet here either, Vivani.” He sat up then, leaning his back into the wall behind him.
She stared at him for a moment, contemplating.
“What are you saying? That you can’t eat?”
“No.”
“No?” She scowled. “No, that you can’t eat, or no, that you can?”
He chose not to reply again, resting his head against the wall. The rise of his chin exposed more of his neck, and she studied his wounds once more while she waited for him to grace her with a response.
“When did you get those wounds?” She asked, hoping that she could garner more information with another approach.
“It’s been some time.” His throat moved with his words, and she noticed fresh liquid oozing through the cut.
Gold. 
The gold was his blood.
Vivani blanched at the sight.
“Why have they not cleaned your wounds? Why have they not healed?” And why was he bleeding gold?
She’d never heard of such a thing. 
Kaithirin tilted his head toward her. “Why do you care so much?”
“You’re a living person. Why would I not care?”
“You ask too many questions,” he muttered.
Vivani grimaced and looked away. Even if she did ask too many things, he chose which questions to answer, anyway.
Besides that, no one else told her anything about him. Valyn abandoned her to speak to him alone, and those guards outside had no interest in aiding her in sympathizing with their prisoner.
Sighing, she said, “Well, it is my job to interrogate criminals.”
“I notice that you do that well.”
She wasn’t sure if that was sarcasm, an insult, or a compliment, so for once, she didn’t reply to him. Instead, she continued her pacing as she waited for what she had briefly tortured a subordinate to receive.
Kaithirin didn’t speak again, and so they waited in silence together. Frequently, Vivani checked her mobile for the time, and noticed it took nearly an hour for the guards to return with her requested items.
All the while, she anxiously replayed the condemnable acts she committed to get what she wanted. Never before had she so bluntly forced her magick onto another. Part of her said that Cyver deserved it. Her rational mind told her that she would regret that display of unfiltered emotions, and would remorse the fact she’d broken her own moral code, to never impose her magick onto another living being.
But finally, a knock came to the door and a few seconds later, Weylin came in with a foldable chair and a bag of food. Vivani glanced around him, noticing that Cyver’s mess had been cleaned up and that he was out of sight.
Weylin opened the chair and set it down, then slipped her the bag of food before leaving just as quickly.
Vivani scooted the chair closer to Kaithirin, keeping only a few feet of distance between them, and sat down to unpack the bag.
There were two small packs of chips, a sandwich covered in thin plastic wrap, a cold bottle of water, and crumbled wads of napkins hastily shoved into the bag with everything else.
Sighing, she opened one bag of chips, and glanced at Kaithirin. He had sniffed the air as she introduced the smell of the chips.
Vivani already broke one of Gellum’s rules. What was another?
She leaned forward, hesitating only for a split moment, and touched his hand. At the contact, he jerked away from her, leaning up out of his slumped posture.
“I thought you could not touch me?” He muttered, and in any other context, she would have blushed at his question, and the way he said it.
“Did you just want me to throw the chips at you, hoping you’d catch it?” Vivani retorted as she placed the bag of chips into his palm.
“Chips?” Kaithirin repeated as he grasped the bag and brought it up to his face to sniff.
“Try it.”
Frowning, he dug his hand into the bag and paused when he heard the crunching of chips.
Vivani watched, suddenly amused, as he pulled a chip out of the bag and gingerly ate it. He scowled deeper as it crunched in his mouth, but he didn’t spit it out.
Quietly, he continued eating the chips from the bag, and Vivani continued watching him.
This was clearly the first time he’d ever tasted chips—which meant not only did they not feed him like a normal mortal being, but he’d been down here long enough to not have experienced the invention of the common potato chip.
When Kaithirin finished the chips, he returned the empty pack, and she shoved it into the bigger bag.
“Here.” Vivani uncapped the water and handed it to him, and he frowned at the cold as he wrapped his fingers around the bottle.
“Drink,” she urged, and he took a sip, testing the liquid.
Then Kaithirin took a deeper drink of the water, his throat bobbing as he swallowed. Once the bottle was half-empty, he offered it back to Vivani, and she took it.
“Do you want to try a sandwich?” She asked.
“No.”
Vivani frowned. “Aren’t you hungry?”
Kaithirin frowned, not answering.
She dug out the sandwich from the plastic wrap and ripped it in half. When she went to place it in his hand, he pulled back.
“Please, eat it,” she insisted.
“Haven’t you disobeyed enough?” Kaithirin retorted.
Vivani sighed. “Obviously not.” 
Her response must have caught him off-guard, because his mouth quirked up in one corner. Not a full smile, but a change in his usual staunch expression.
She blinked at the sight, and then said, “If you don’t eat it now, I’ll leave it here.”
“Fine.” Kaithirin cleared his throat. “Leave it then.”
Nodding, she returned it to its plastic wrap and set it on the bed beside him, as well as the other bag of chips.
“Why are you being kind, Vivani?” He asked after a moment.
She sighed. “Because I don’t like how they treat you.”
“I’m not your concern.”
But he was. 
Everything revolved around Kaithirin Civel.
The riots, the rebellion, the hopes of discriminated and oppressed peoples. Her position, Gellum’s commands, and Valyn’s ambitions.
And above all else, Vivani’s conscience and her heart.
“Maybe you should be,” Vivani muttered, then she cleared her throat and spoke up. “Besides, I just broke three of Gellum’s rules to make sure you ate a bag of chips and drank some water.”
“Which was stupid to do. You should not sacrifice yourself for me, a criminal you just met yesterday.”
“As far as it looks to me, whatever crime you committed does not fit the punishment.”
Kaithirin frowned.
“I’m not sacrificing myself for you,” Vivani continued. “I didn’t join the imperial enforcement to watch injustices be carried out, even if they are sanctioned by the emperor himself. It is my conscience that tells me that this is wrong.”
“You do not know why I’m here. I could’ve committed mass genocide, you know.”
“Did you?” She asked, crossing her arms.
“No.” But Kaithirin smiled. “I could be lying though.”
“I don’t think you are.”
“And by what authority do you make that judgment?”
Vivani chuckled. “Ironically, the emperor thinks that I have a talent for getting the truth out of people. That may be why I’m here alone.”
“That’s yet to be proven true.” Kaithirin tilted his head again, and Vivani realized this was how he expressed attention, the only way a blind person could look without seeing.
“We’ll see.”
He nodded, smiling still, and shifted, pulling his legs up so that he could rest on his knee.
“How far do those chains go?” Vivani asked.
Kaithirin shrugged. “I’ve never been able to touch the other walls.”
“Does it hurt, being in one place?”
“In more ways than I could express,” he muttered.
“Gellum hasn’t told me why you are here,” she said. “Would you?”
He hummed in thought, and then replied, “Gellum is afraid of my existence. He fears that if it is confirmed that I’m alive to the public, that he could not control the populace’s response.”
Then Vivani needed to confirm his existence to the public–if she could escape the palace. There was no telling what awaited her outside this cell. If Cyver reported to Gellum that she attacked him to get him to submit to her command, then she may well be sent to him for punishment.
“That is the only reason you’re here?”
“For now.” Kaithirin chuckled, and Vivani’s skin warmed at the sound.
“But originally, this was the consequence of losing against him,” he continued.
“Losing what?”
“War.”
Vivani began to ask her next question, but Kaithirin interrupted.
“I am getting tired, Vivani,” he murmured. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me, but take my advice. Leave here and don’t come back.”
“But—”
“Please.”
Vivani recoiled at the plea. The urgency in his voice threw her off, and for a moment, she wondered what he knew she didn’t.
She glanced over at the door and swallowed. “I will be back tomorrow.”
Kaithirin frowned. “I said not to come back.”
“I don’t think you’re able to tell me what to do,” she retorted, then felt guilty for the sarcastic response. Sighing, she stood from the chair.
He said nothing as she excused herself and walked to the door.
She knocked to alert the guards outside and waited for them to let her out.
Weylin was alone on the outside of the cell, the air about him anxious. He let her out and shut the door behind her quickly, and said, “Cyver left to lodge a complaint.”
“Of course he did.” Sighing, Vivani bid Weylin goodbye, and began her long trek out of the prison.
Whatever waited for her on the outside, she would accept without protest.
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Vivani was on the brink of a panic attack for the second time that day as she exited the prison. Part of her regretted her brash actions, confused and distressed at the oncoming consequences she knew she’d be facing any moment. 
The other part of her just wanted to get the punishment over with. 
That side of her dared the emperor to lash out, dared Valyn to throw a fit, dared the world to throw what it had at her so that she could endure the brunt of its force and pick up the pieces afterward.
Then once Vivani survived—if she did—she would tow her broken self to Nailah and Kyran and spill her guts.
But once she’d stepped outside, and saw the figure waiting for her, arms crossed behind his straight back, dark eyes obscured of the emotions hidden within, Vivani almost walked back into the prison.
“Your Majesty,” she greeted him as she approached with a lot more confidence than she had inside.
“Vivani,” Gellum replied, almost purring her name much like Kaithirin did. Though, coming from him, the sound scratched like grinding nails in her ears. She winced and averted her eyes, waiting for what was to come.
“Follow me.”
Vivani startled. The emperor was calm enough, but she wondered what was hidden within that facade. And where he was going to take her.
Gellum walked, and she fell into step behind him without a word. In silence they trekked the courtyard paths carved through the palace grounds, going in a direction Vivani had yet to take since being acquainted with the property.
They headed toward the back of the royal compound, of where she was not sure. In the palace’s front, there were administrative offices, huge banquet halls, servant quarters and staff buildings. In the dead center was the prison entrance, and the emperor’s quarters were near to it, upholding the adage as he liked to do.
Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.
Vivani cleared her throat. “Your Majesty, may I ask where we are going?”
“You’ll see, soon enough.” Gellum paused, casting a dark look over his shoulder at her. “I promise, I am not taking you to your punishment, though I have half a mind to dole one out to you, anyway.”
She pursed her lips. “I apologize, Your Majesty. My emotions got the better of me.”
“And that is why I will not punish you for what you committed against Cyver—and for breaking the rules I gave you in exchange for your visiting him.”
Vivani blinked in surprise, wanting to ask why he ignored her transgressions for the simple excuse of her emotions.
“You are weak of heart, Vivani Tyrea,” Gellum continued, answering her curiosity with insult. “That is something we will have to mend, but that will take time. Violence is not the proper method of correction.”
Then what was?
Vivani suspected she was about to find out Gellum’s method of reparation. 
Minutes passed as they continued in silence before Gellum led her to a building in the property’s corner. She could not make out any lights on from the inside and there were no guards loitering the surrounding area.
Whatever was inside was not of much importance.
Gellum paused momentarily to look around, as if he too noticed the lack of guards, and then he sighed and gestured.
“After you,” he said as he looked back down the path from which they came. “I will have to speak with the groundskeeper about this lack of security. Utterly appalling.”
Vivani frowned, but dropped her gaze as she went up the concrete slab of steps leading to the door. Having only known the emperor for two weeks now, she suspected that meant a severe punishment for the slack.
“It should be unlocked,” Gellum insisted, and Vivani turned the knob, opening the door to reveal the dusty inside.
Throughout it all, she was painfully aware of how alone they were. It unsettled her, as the last time she was in his presence privately, he’d disciplined her with a painful dose of magick.
But the emperor seemed to be in a pleasant mood today. She had yet to figure out how quickly his moods would sour.
Or how well of an actor was the emperor.
“What is this place?” Vivani asked as they stepped inside, and he closed the door behind him.
The light came on a moment later, as Gellum had flipped a switch by the door, illuminating the contents of the first floor. The building itself appeared narrower from the inside, and the tall walls showed paintings old enough to collect thick layers of dust. 
Amid the floor were several half columns, displaying atop their stands various trinkets and antiques.
“This is a museum made up of early imperial artifacts. The first generation of the Arrethean empire, to be exact. Old technologies, simple household items from the old provinces, vacant magical objects, and of course, paintings and sculptures.” Gellum gestured to the first wall of paintings, and as they walked, he pointed out factual tidbits of what they viewed.
A lot of what they saw at first were obviously Gellum’s ancestors. Long-lost relatives from an old time that held the same characteristics that Vivani could parallel in him as he pointed them out. Sharp features in his cheeks and forehead, his elegant nose and dark eyes, and the dark brunette of his hair.
“This is the first Arrethean emperor,” he said, stopping momentarily to appreciate the painting in question. “Tuletaran Arreth was his name.”
“I’ve always found it interesting that we are named after places,” Vivani muttered.
“Our ancestors founded these lands and made them into homes for our people,” Gellum replied. “It is only right that we keep that history alive in our bloodlines. By keeping pure our heritage, we maintain our history.”
His words might have been simple enough to accept as patriotism and respect for his ancestors, and Vivani was sure that if it was anyone else, she could nod agreeably.
But in who Gellum was and what legacy he perpetuated happily, Vivani heard something else.
Pure, undiluted elven blood, dominating those different from those not of these lines.
She’d remained silent after he spoke, and it might have been that Gellum noticed. He looked at her pointedly, brow furrowing when she did not drop her eyes.
He wet his lips then sighed.
“You have a heritage too, Vivani.” Turning on his heels, Gellum walked across the floor to the opposite wall of art, and she followed reluctantly.
He stopped at a painting of a family. A mother clutched the shoulders of her adolescent daughter. The father stood behind them with a broad smile and twinkling blue eyes. 
Vivani’s breath caught as she studied the painting. Dust obscured the minuscule details, but Gellum leaned forward to wipe away around their faces, as well as the name plate at the bottom of the canvas.
“The Aloril family,” he muttered, then steadily touched the daughter’s face. “This is Lycia, your mother, when she was very young. Before her parents died.”
Vivani had seen very little images of her parents, and they were all blurred and damaged. Snapshots of Lycia and Orin, existing in a time where technology such as portable picture-taking was brand new and uncertain.
However, the painting captured a likeness of Lycia that Vivani hadn’t witnessed elsewhere. She was reminded how much she looked like her mother. 
“She was beautiful,” Vivani said. “How did my grandparents die?”
Gellum hesitated, scrutinizing the painting a second too long before abruptly turning away.
“If I remember correctly from my history lessons,” he began as he walked to the next painting. “Quilin Aloril was tried and executed for sedition, and his wife committed suicide thereafter.”
Vivani balked. “What? Are you certain?”
Gellum didn’t look back at her as he settled before the next artwork. Coincident or not, it was the family portrait of Orin Tyrea. His mother and father stood behind him and his sister.
An aunt that Vivani did not know existed.
“Orin Tyrea was very close to my father,” Gellum said, moving on from the top of the Aloril family.
“The drakkin call him a traitor.”
“Perhaps to them, he was.” Gellum hovered there for a moment, studying the artwork in silence before moving on without another word. 
They passed several paintings until they reached the corner of the room, where one painting hung with a thick velvet curtain covering its face.
“I know you are wondering why I’ve brought you here. It was not entirely to remind you of your origin,” Gellum said, his tone solemn and low as he faced Vivani. 
She shifted on her feet, uncomfortably at his scrutiny. He held her gaze a moment longer, before sighing.
“As I said before, there are many ways to change minds. Through violence, through persuasion—but I aim to change minds by evidence.” 
Gellum grasped the velvet curtain and pulled, easing it off the painting so as not to rip it from the wall. The fabric fell to the floor, a cloud of dust puffing out in its wake.
Vivani paled at the sight, her mouth running dry and eyes stinging from the dust particles.
There was no denying that the man in the portrait was Kaithirin Civel. She may write it off as his father or grandfather, if it wasn’t for the ornately embroidered mask painted white and gold that covered his eyes. His hair held the same midnight hue, though was trimmed back to reveal his ears. The length could have passed for elven, but she’d been acquainted with drakkin enough to tell the difference of their ears by the curves.
Her eyes traveled south, scrutinizing his attire, the way he gripped his cane, confidence and authority expressed through the tilt of his head and curve of his full lips.
Vivani stopped at the nameplate and leaned forward to study the engraved letters.
First Lord Kaithirin Civel, Third Era, 12,533.
She recoiled away from the painting, and froze when she met Gellum’s stare, filled with scrutiny and calculation.
“This was your punishment?” Vivani hissed, unbothered to quell her anger. “What are you trying to say? That the man you have holed up underground is almost five-thousand years old?”
“I am showing you the evidence, the truth,” Gellum said as he stepped toward her. She retreated, hitting her back against the stone wall behind her, and cursed.
The emperor sighed, as though fatigued, and ran his hand through his hair.
“You are confused, Vivani,” he insisted. “This is why I gave you those rules, so that you would not let him deceive you—”
“What I don’t get is why you are hiding an immortal drakkin in your basement, G—Your Majesty,” she groused, almost speaking his name. “What does this even mean, that he is…is he one of the old ones? I can’t even fathom—”
“Don’t overthink it, Vivani.” Gellum stepped toward her again, and this time she did not move, couldn’t move. He grasped her shoulders and she stiffened as she looked up at him.
This close to the emperor of Arreth, in a very informal way and alone. Her chest constricted, her heart throbbing in her throat.
“He is immortal by evil means,” Gellum continued, whispering to her, as though afraid that someone watched them from the dark corners of the room and could hear him speak these words. “A demon from the lowest of the hells, unkillable. I have tried, and my father, and my grandfather before him. He turned the hybrids against us during the first civil war and split the empire. So many people died because of him. All we could do in the end was trap and lock him away.”
Was it truly the emperor’s intention to clear her conscience?
If Vivani was confused before, she was absolutely baffled now. 
“Why are you having me question him then?” She whispered. “If he is such a danger?”
“Because you are the best interrogator the empire has,” Gellum said. “And I must find out where the leaks are coming from. Somehow, the Drakari found out about him. They are hard to catch. Like cockroaches, slipping through the cracks. Where one is squashed, five more appear. We must find where they are getting their information.”
Slowly, Vivani nodded in capitulation, though inside she screamed.
She had to think through all of this, and couldn’t with the emperor’s pressure weighing down on her from all directions.
“I—” The words caught in her throat. Gellum looked at her expectantly, brows raised and lips parted.
“What do you want from me then?” Vivani asked.
Gellum sighed as he pulled away from her.
“Take some time off,” he said as he returned the painting’s cover to its rightful place. “Then when you’ve had a day or two to yourself, I want you to return to his cell and continue your questioning. Do away with this confusion and accept that this is the right way.”
Vivani nodded once more, feeling relieved for once by the emperor’s command. 
“Go on without me,” Gellum said. “Since no one has been securing the place, I need to make sure everything is in its place.”
She bobbed her head again, trying to work through the numbing shock, and turned to leave.
“Oh, and Vivani?” Gellum called after her. 
She paused, turning to meet his stare.
The emperor smiled then, and maybe if she’d known him before all of this and hadn’t met his darker side, she may have found him attractive.
He said, “Call me Gellum when we are in private.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


Vivani was certain that the emperor had lied to her about Kaithirin Civel. After taking two days off, listlessly pacing the lengths of her apartment as she mulled over again the last weeks in her head, she could not work out any other viable truths. 
All licensed and practicing magi had learned about demons through their studies at the college. It was a well-known fact that throughout Thraesian history, mortals and demons intermingled in the most unsavory ways. Most often, against the gods’ wills.
In the early second era, the god of chaos Aesdrius had ripped a hole through the realms, unleashing demons known as the Kaevari upon Thraes. These were the first that the mortals of Thraes had interacted with, but they were the only known demons—or the last of their kind to mingle with the mortals.
After the gods had banished the dark god and eradicated the Kaevari from Thraes, many nefarious magi searched for ways to open gates through the realms, and by what many assumed was sheer luck, ways to the four hells were discovered.
Demons could ascend through the paths in Sheol, but only if they were anchored to a mortal’s soul; a vessel, in which the demons became an extension of. To exist in Thraes, demons had to become slaves to mortal masters, binding their spirits like manacles to the souls of magi.
The lie Gellum told would’ve gone undetected by most—or no one would question it, for fear of aggravating the emperor.
And Vivani didn’t, falling for the same sin as she knew others did. 
Could the gods blame her?
Would Kaithirin?
When Vivani felt cowardice and pathetic, she thought of how he’d pleaded her not to return to him, and realized that he would not blame her for capitulating just to escape the palace. 
But Gellum had not excused her from the arduous task of interrogating the immortal drakkin. She had to return eventually, and she had no idea what she would do when she did.
By the third day of her break, Vivani had dragged herself out of her spiraling pit of despair with a plan.
After showering and dressing in clean, civilian clothes, Vivani called the one person she’d considered her friend.
The valkyr had answered after the third ring with surprise in her voice.
“Hi, Viv,” Nailah said. “How are you doing?”
Vivani detected strain in the question, her cheeks heating at the use of her nickname.
“I’m fine,” she replied. “I wanted to know if I could take you up on your offer.”
“My offer?” Nailah paused, and Vivani heard a whoosh of breath through the receiver. “Yes, yes. Are you available today?”
“I am. I’ve been given some days off to rest.”
“Fantastic,” the valkyr said. “I’m going to send you an address. Can you be there midday?”
“Yes.” Vivani hesitated, unsure of what else to say. Clearing her throat, she asked, “How are you doing?”
“I…Struggling but getting by.” Another pause, and then a quick breath. “Look, I gotta go, but please do come when you can. I’ll be there all day, and I—I just. I can’t wait to see you.”
“Oh, okay—”
“Great, good. See you then!” Nailah hung up then, and Vivani set her mobile down on her kitchen counter, scowling.
Rubbing her eyes, she took a deep breath. Did she forget how to communicate with normal people, after interacting with immortals and emperors?
Vivani spent the rest of the morning languishing on her couch, counting down the hours. Two times, she grabbed her mobile and prepared to dial Valyn’s number, then flung the device across the cushions before she could start the call.
Then she texted Nailah when she left her apartment, letting her know she’d be there shortly.
Valyn wasn’t home, most likely at the precinct. Or with Gellum, at his beck and call. 
The address Nailah sent wasn’t too far away, just a few blocks from the precinct, which itself was just around the corner from Vivani’s apartment. 
She took in the minutes of walking with deep breaths and silent contemplation, scrutinizing every detail around her. A large proportion of those that passed by her wore vytherium bracelets. The construction still happening down the road, for what, she wasn’t sure. But the workers too, she noticed, wore vytherium bracelets, of which glinted in the late autumn’s sun.
Vivani hadn’t realized how the time flew by until she walked those streets. She gathered her coat tighter to her person in the frigid air of the looming winter, grimacing at its blistering wind as she walked down the declining sidewalks. 
Just a block away from her destination, she’d stopped at a crosswalk to watch an enforcer chase down a hybrid. The elf yelled, warning him to halt, and when the drakkin didn’t comply, the enforcer flung out his hands, and magick sizzled through the cold air like a shock wave, slamming into the drakkin’s back.
The drakkin fell forward, slamming his skull against the pavement before rolling to a stop a few feet away. Several shocked shouts rang through the onlookers, and a woman squealed at the sight of crimson blood leaking from the drakkin’s head as he lay unmoving on the concrete.
Vivani ran forward and knelt, reaching the hybrid just as the enforcer approached. The elf opened his mouth to warn her, but upon a closer look, the enforcer stepped back and bowed his head.
“Commander,” the enforcer said. “Please allow me to arrest the drakkin and take him back to the precinct.”
She stared up at him, shocked and horrified. “I suggest you call an ambulance for this poor man before you consider dragging him back to the precinct.”
“But Commander—he—I—” By the time the enforcer stuttered for words, a small crowd had formed around them, though the bystanders kept a few yards of distance from her, the enforcer, and the unconscious drakkin.
“Someone call an ambulance,” Vivani said to the crowd, never taking her eyes off the enforcer. “What’s your name, enforcer?”
“I—Officer Jyrill Malla, ma’am.” Malla had given up the fight, realizing that he’d been caught red-handed by her the moment she did not commend him for the abuse.
“Report back to Commander Tyrea that you’ve sent a man to the hospital,” she commanded. “Advise him I happened upon the scene and ordered you to return to the precinct. I will deal with him later.”
“Y-yes, ma’am.” Malla turned on his heels and left, nearly sprinting away from the scene of his crime.
Whispers echoed through the crowd surrounding her. As soon as the enforcer left, two people came to her side, one holding a mobile to her ear as she called for an ambulance. The other checked the unconscious drakkin’s vitals and laid him out on the pavement, careful not to touch his wounds or jostle him too much.
No one thanked Vivani, nor said a word to her directly, as she remained there, waiting to hear the sirens of an oncoming ambulance van making its way through the city streets. As soon as she heard it in the distance, she stood from her crouch, dusted off her pants, and walked away.
Vivani had made it a few yards before halting. Down the street, she caught Nailah leaning against the brick facing of the storefront of a pharmacy, watching the catastrophe play out.
She met the valkyr’s curious, intuitive stare with a frown and continued toward her.
“Look at you,” Nailah said when Vivani was within earshot. “Always coming to the rescue.”
Vivani threw a look over her shoulder, watching as the last of the emergency responders piled back into the ambulance, having gathered the injured drakkin, and drove away.
“For whatever it’s worth,” she said as she stopped in front of Nailah and looked around. “Do you work here?”
Nailah nodded. “Follow me.”
Vivani walked into the pharmacy behind her, pausing momentarily to scrutinize the space before continuing after Nailah. It was arranged as a typical apothecary, with fresh ingredients lined up one wall, and shelves of pill bottles and baskets on another. Mixing the old times with the new, and accommodating both magi and those without magick.
The only other person within the shop was the older elven woman at the counter, who had frozen at the sight of Vivani within the store.
“Nailah—what in the hells are you doing?” The woman hissed.
“Eirel said it was okay,” the valkyr replied. “I promise, we’ll keep to the back.”
The elven woman harrumphed and disappeared through another door set between the inventory shelves. Nailah shrugged and continued to the door toward the back wall, unbothered by the woman’s clear disdain for Vivani.
Nailah opened the door and waved Vivani through, and hesitantly she walked past the valkyr and entered the back rooms of the shop.
The first space was a stockroom. Nailah continued, not saying a word to her as they traveled through a hallway and another room, before reaching a closed door.
The valkyr paused at this door, leaning toward Vivani to whisper, “No matter what you see or hear, this does not leave this room. Can I trust you?”
Vivani hesitated, but a memory flashed of Kaithirin, hunched over himself in the corner of his white room, blind and shackled to the wall.
She nodded sharply, and Nailah replied in kind.
Then the valkyr opened the door, revealing those within it.
Vivani’s gaze immediately went to Kyran Crausya, who sat in an armchair toward the back of the room, right by a long couch. An elf sat beside him on the furniture, followed by another drakkin she hadn’t seen before.
Nailah rushed her into the room and shut the door behind them, and said, “Go on, have a seat.”
Vivani sat on the chair across from them, getting the sense they’d set it out for her specifically. Nailah went to the wall to her left and leaned against it, arms crossed.
But Vivani’s attention fell on what plastered that wall. Maps of Cylad, of the palace’s blueprints. Photos of her and Valyn, of the emperor. A picture of the portrait of Kaithirin that Gellum had shown her three days ago. And many other photos of unfamiliar people and places.
Kyran cleared his throat, drawing her attention to him. He leaned forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on his knees, and said, “I’m glad you’ve finally joined us, Vivani.”
“Not joined,” she said in a rush. “I’m not joining the Drakari.”
“No, no. Of course not.” The drakkin smiled. “But clearly, you wanted to talk.”
“Yes,” Vivani breathed, then swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “I…”
They waited for her to finish her sentence, but she couldn’t find the words. Her mind raced through everything, just as it’d done the last two days alone at home.
She swallowed again.
“It’s okay, Viv,” Nailah said softly from the side, and Vivani threw her an embarrassed look. “We have some time.”
“An hour,” Kyran added. “Then you must leave.”
“Must?” Vivani blinked.
The drakkin shrugged, reminding her of Kaithirin. She frowned, narrowing her eyes.
“I’ll start then,” Nailah insisted. “How is Kraven?”
Vivani let out a breath and said, “He’s okay. Safe, not hurt. I interrogated him last. He revealed nothing.”
“Good.” Nailah nodded, dropping her gaze to the floor. “Thank you for going easy on him.”
“As long as he stays low, he’ll be safe,” she said, shrugging. There wasn’t much else to say about Kraven Crausya, and they all knew it.
No, this meeting was about the immortal imprisoned in the emperor’s basement.
“What have you learned about our cause, Vivani?” Kyran asked blatantly.
“I…” Gods, she couldn’t even speak what she’d learned.
She knew the moment she said a word to the Drakari, she was an enemy of the government.
But could Vivani go on with this cancer inside of her heart and mind?
No, she could not. 
“I met Kaithirin Civel.”
Her statement presented a mixture of reactions. Nailah gasped, pushing off the wall to approach Vivani.
“Are you serious? He…” The valkyr glanced around at Kyran and his associates. “He’s real?”
Vivani looked around her at Kyran, who remained as he was before she’d spoken those words. Expectant and eager. The elf beside him rubbed his chin in thought, and the other drakkin crossed his arms.
“He’s at the bottom of the prison, kept alone in a small cell at the end of a hallway with no other cells nearby.” Vivani dropped her eyes to her hands in her lap, wringing her fingers anxiously. “No one may touch him or give him anything. No food or water. Only the emperor and commanders may visit him at all.”
“But how—”
“Gellum calls him a demon,” Vivani continued, ignoring Nailah’s sounds of surprise and horror. “That for three generations of emperors, they’ve kept him imprisoned down there, trying to kill him. That he can’t be killed, and so instead, they leave him to languish. He’s covered in black and brown grime, probably wearing the same clothes that he has for decades, if not centuries.”
“Do you believe him?” Kyran questioned, his brow furrowing at her words.
She swallowed; her mouth having gone dry. 
“No,” Vivani continued. “No, I don’t believe him. Kaithirin still has his mind, and he’s kind. And demons, they don’t live in mortal bodies, even though they need a host. If he was a demon, he wouldn’t look like another drakkin, and he wouldn’t be rational at all.”
“Then what do you think?”
Frowning, she glanced at Nailah, who’d taken to pacing the length of the room as she scrutinized Vivani’s words. The valkyr briefly met her stare and nodded, encouraging her to continue.
Vivani had already betrayed the emperor and her brother by coming here and saying this much. Though she couldn’t bring herself to join the Drakari, there was no reason that she should hold back now.
“He’s not mortal,” she deliberated. “But that doesn’t mean he’s evil. Gellum said this to discourage me from caring about him and being sympathetic to your cause. He’s trying to hide his crime so that the public doesn’t get upset.”
“Because if it is let out that the Drakari is right, then this will embolden the hybrid populations,” Nailah added, and they all nodded.
Vivani glanced at Kyran, who’d shifted to lean back in his chair.
“What are you going to do now, Vivani?” The drakkin asked. “What do you expect us to do with this information?”
“I really don’t know, to be honest.” She chuckled humorlessly, her nerves frayed. “I’m winging it at this point.”
“Stay with us,” Nailah said suddenly. “Don’t go back. It’s not safe there. The emperor is a fucking psychopath, and it’s bad enough that Kraven and the others are there. Now that you’ve come here, do you really think you can go back with everything you now know?”
Vivani dropped her gaze back to her hands. 
Gellum could very well know that she’d walked off to tell the Drakari.
So could have Valyn.
In fact, she knew that they’d been waiting for her to make this mistake. Maybe her brother had hoped she would be too much of a coward not to. But he wouldn’t have abandoned her to Gellum that day without knowing the consequences.
The emperor must’ve ordered him to do so, forcing his hand.
“I know. And I know that Gellum most likely set me up to this,” she said. “But I’m going to go on like I was, because I don’t think I can leave that man alone down there…He is alone and broken. There’s no one else that cares about him.”
Kyran stood suddenly, drawing all attention in the room to him.
“I assure you, Vivani Tyrea,” the Drakari leader said. “We will do everything we can to release Kaithirin Civel. We will take over from here, so you don’t have to do anything else.”
Vivani pursed her lips, dropping her gaze from him, ashamed. Then she paused, her stare catching on Kyran’s exposed arms.
Searching for the missing metal.
He seemed to realize she noticed, as he crossed his arms and said, “All you have left to do now is decide whether you are staying or going.”
“What are you going to do?” Vivani asked.
“I can’t tell you that now,” Kyran said.
“Why?”
“Because if you decide to return to the palace, the emperor may interrogate you if he thinks there is something amiss about you, or if your brother thinks that you’re hiding something.”
Vivani nodded. Kyran was right in that if her brother interrogated her, she wouldn’t be able to hide that she’d gone against him.
“Please, Viv,” Nailah said as she grasped her hand. Vivani glanced down and scowled at the contact, her heart thundering in her ears.
“Please stay with us,” the valkyr begged. “Don’t go back. We can sneak you off to Civel, where you can wait for us.”
Vivani pulled her hand out of Nailah’s grasp and turned away, swallowing down a sudden thickness in her throat.
“I can’t,” she groused, blinking rapidly as she stood from her chair. “Valyn can find me no matter where I go. If I leave Cylad, he’ll port to me at one of your hideouts, compromising whoever’s hiding there.”
Nailah turned away, barely containing her emotions.
Kyran stepped toward Vivani, grasping her by the shoulders much like he did the first time they met. Strangely, his touch was not menacing like Gellum, nor was it uncomfortable. She sensed that the contact was to center her focus on him and to comfort her.
Much like she thought a father would.
Vivani blinked again, trying to keep tears from gathering in her eyes, and stared up at him.
“If that’s your choice,” Kyran began, “Then I will not dissuade you from going back. All I ask is that you do not go back to the prison.”
“But—”
“Don’t go back. Don’t get caught up in what will happen.” Then the drakkin muttered under his breath for only her to hear, “Listen to him. He only wants you to be safe.”
Kyran pulled away and said to Nailah, “See her out.”
“But Ky—”
“Now please, Nailah,” he insisted, and with defeat slouching her shoulders, the valkyr motioned Vivani toward the door.
Mutedly, she went, opening the door. Nailah closed it behind them as they weaved their way to the front of the store, and the valkyr said nothing else as she waved Vivani goodbye from the pharmacy counter.
Vivani stepped outside and glanced around the block.
That visit lasted less than an hour.
Her mobile rang, dragging her out of the mess of her thoughts, and frowned.
Finally, Valyn called her back. Most likely to ask where in the hells she’d been.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Valyn paced the length of his office at the precinct, scrolling through the dozens of reports on his tablet. For the last four days, he’d supervised his enforcers’ activities as they’d gone through every one of the rioters’ known properties. Gellum had essentially handed him a blank checkbook of search warrants, ensuring that Valyn would have no restraint as to conducting his searches. 
He’d grown more agitated as time drew on and because his sister had not come to him these last days, he had no one in which to confide his fears and anxieties. After the first day of their separation, Vivani had not attempted to get a hold of him, nor had he tried to contact her. They’d both thrown themselves into their tasks in their various ways, and he knew Vivani had needed the rest away from Gellum’s chaos.
Besides, the emperor had told Valyn as much that very night, after he’d heard his sister return to her apartment, locking herself within in days thereafter. He’d decided then to let her come to him.
The enforcers had made quick work of the searches, to Valyn’s relief. By the second day, they’d walked through all Kyran Crausya’s known properties, and found that the Drakari had cleared everything out. Not only did they clear any traces of Crausya’s business keeping, but he’d as well moved all his products out of Cylad, taking all he owned out of Valyn’s jurisdiction.
Valyn had assumed from their findings that Kyran had run to Civel, and when he’d submitted that report to Gellum, the emperor told him that Commander Lytherea would work to provide him information of Crausya’s properties in Civel within a few days’ time.
It was a hiccup in Valyn’s progress, but at least it was something.
By the fourth day of his task, Valyn had received notice from the enforcer he’d put on to watch his sister’s movements that she’d left her apartment midday. And after another hour, he’d gotten a call from one of his low-level enforcers, Jyrill Malla, stating that he’d been ordered by his sister to return to the precinct and await punishment.
“For what, Malla?” Valyn had barked through his mobile.
“Sir, I was in pursuit of a drakkin that I’d caught vandalizing government property,” Jyrill Malla had stammered in response. “And I accidentally injured him, so she refused to let me take him back to the precinct for questioning.”
“Of course she did,” he groused in response, then huffed. “Fill out the report when you return, then take the rest of the day off. I don’t want to see you in sight when she comes to the precinct.”
“Yessir.” The enforcer hung up right then, and Valyn started pacing once more.
A knock came at his door a moment later, and Sera stepped in to ask if he needed anything.
“I need my sister to cooperate for once,” he snapped, pinching his nose. “But I can settle for a coffee, Sera.”
His secretary nodded and ducked quickly out of the room, leaving him to his thoughts. After several more minutes of pacing, he fell into his office chair and propped his feet up on his desk.
Sera returned then and handed him his cup. “I haven’t seen her in a while. Is she doing okay?”
“She’s fine,” Valyn replied curtly. “Just a pain.”
“The new position must be hard to adjust to,” his secretary muttered. “Maybe take it easy on her and yourself. You’re going to make yourself sick if you don’t.”
Sighing, he waved her on, and Sera rolled her eyes before leaving him once more.
Valyn sipped on his coffee, then set it down on his desk.
As much as he wanted to go easy on his sister, there were more than just their jobs on the line.
Their lives, for one. Vivani had been right when she said that he’d sold their souls to the emperor. Gellum was powerful enough to kill them without recourse if he really wanted.
Valyn grabbed his mobile and dialed her number, drumming his fingers on the desk as he waited.
After the fourth ring, Vivani picked up, and before she could muster a greeting, Valyn said, “Why did you obstruct justice today?”
“Obstruct justice?” His sister parroted. “What are you talking about?”
“Malla just reported that you stopped him from arresting a vandal, Viv.”
Vivani scoffed. “That’s because he bludgeoned the poor man and made a huge scene. The enforcers have a bad enough rapport, what with everything going on. I didn’t think we needed another reason for the public to hate us.”
“Or maybe you just want to rebel.”
His sister paused before saying with much strain, “Did you just call me to chew me out, or did you have something else you needed to say?”
“I have much to catch you up on after you’ve taken the week off,” Valyn said. “I’m going to port to you so that we can return to the precinct.”
“Thanks for the heads-up,” Vivani grumbled, and Valyn ended the call.
Seconds later, he appeared beside her on the sidewalk of a business street, just blocks away from the precinct. She wore civilian clothes with her straight, platinum hair down, and though she’d been given several days of rest, she looked like she hadn’t done so.
“Why are you here?” Valyn asked as he looked around. There wasn’t anything to note, just a pharmacy across the street and a deli.
“I was just taking a walk around,” she muttered. “Tired of staring at my four walls.”
He frowned and sighed, then grasped her shoulder to port away. They landed in his office, in which he walked toward the large cork board spread out across his back wall. Vivani sat down in one chair toward the front of his office.
“Gellum is probably expecting you back in another day or two,” Valyn began. “So, I just wanted to let you know what I’ve been up to.”
“Why does it matter if I know?” Vivani crossed her arms.
He grimaced. “Oh, I don’t know–maybe because we’ve always been on each other’s side, working through our problems together?”
“Really? Then why’d you fucking abandon me at the emperor’s whim?” His sister hissed.
“He ordered me to come back here to conduct these searches, Vivani,” Valyn snapped. “Did you really expect me to go against his wishes?”
“I didn’t expect you to abandon me.” She looked away, hurt in her expression as she gazed at the wall behind him.
“Well, I’m sorry,” he insisted. “Now, do you want to know what’s going on or not?”
“Such a genuine apology.”
Valyn rubbed his eyes, fatigue suddenly overtaking him, and sighed. “Sarcasm isn’t going to get us anywhere.”
Vivani huffed, but said nothing, acquiescing.
“We’ve searched almost all of their listed addresses and properties,” he began, waving his hand over the tacked images and pages on his board. “And of course, we found nothing. We even went through Crausya’s properties in the city, and he’d cleared out everything before we got there. There’s a leak somewhere, and I’ve not been able to find where. But thank the gods, that hasn’t stopped me. Lytherea is searching for any signs that he’s in Civel, and what addresses he owns there, so in a few days, we’ll have a search warrant for those places.”
“And anyone else?” Vivani asked. “What about his nephew?”
“His apartment’s been emptied since before we arrested him,” he muttered, rubbing the sore spot in his neck. “I’m thinking he was staying with a girlfriend or a friend before the riot, but I’ve not found who that may be. Not that it matters. I don’t think his uncle trusted him with much.”
His sister frowned, contemplating the information he presented, and dropped her gaze to her hands in her lap. She wrung her hands, a clear sign of her distress.
“What happened?” Valyn asked. “With the emperor?”
“I visited Kaith—the prisoner that day, like you told me to. And…I, um—I lost my temper, and punished one guard. He told on me to Gellum, and I swear, I thought he was going to do something to me.” She swallowed. “But when I left the prison, he waited for me at the top, and showed me to a building in the back of the palace. He said it was a museum of first-generation imperial objects. There was a portrait of him—the prisoner. Looked exactly like him.”
“You’re saying he’s thousands of years old?”
“The emperor said that.” Vivani refused to meet Valyn’s intent stare.
“Did he say he was a demon, too?” He asked, and Vivani lifted her gaze to him then, squinting.
“Yes.” She pursed her lips. “But I don’t believe him.”
“Of course you don’t.” He sighed. “It’s not yours to question, Viv.”
“I don’t think this is right, Val. None of this is right.” Vivani ran a hand through her hair, tugging at the ends. “I don’t know how much more I can take from this. I—I think I’m going to quit.”
“You can’t quit.” He moved toward her, agitated and apprehensive. “If you try to leave, he’ll eat us both alive.”
“I can’t condone any of this anymore.” She stood from the chair, meeting him halfway across the room. “We need to figure out how to get out of this before it’s too late.”
“No.” Valyn reached for her, but she slapped his hands away. “No, no. We can’t leave this now. We are too far deep, and so close to getting what we’ve always wanted—”
“What you’ve always wanted, Valyn,” his sister growled, shoving an accusing finger in his face. “You’re the one that’s wanted this kind of power. Not me. I’ve just wanted to do good things for people and be happy with life. Not get caught up in a massive manipulation by the leader of this fucked-up empire.”
“Viv—”
Her voice rose as she spoke over Valyn, and he nervously looked behind her at the door, half-expecting someone to come check on them.
“He’s destroying lives, Val. Not just mine and yours. Not just those prisoners under the palace, but every single civilian that lives in Arreth. Controlling hybrids, condemning them to poverty and persecution, and perpetuating prejudice from the purebloods. He’s so fucked this world--”
“Stop it, Vivani. Shut the fuck up now.” He grabbed her by the shoulders then, and she let him. “Lower your voice. Someone could hear you.”
“I don’t care,” she growled as she attempted to shove away from him, but he held fast. “Let them hear me speak the fucking truth.”
“If it gets out that others have heard you say these things—”
“What? Will he kill me? Torture me? Make an example of me?” Vivani laughed. “Let him. I’m already falling apart inside, knowing what I know. Seeing what I’ve seen.”
Valyn scowled, at a loss for words, and she scoffed at him once more. He let her pull away from him then, and she put distance between them as she paced the room.
“Maybe you should take a few more days off,” Valyn muttered. “I’ll request that time from Gellum for you.”
He was almost certain that she’d reject the generosity, but after a pause, Vivani nodded.
“Do you want me to return you home?” He asked.
“No,” his sister said. “I’ll walk.”
Valyn nodded and sighed. “You may go then, if you’d like. I have nothing else for you.”
Vivani moved to leave, taking him up on the offer before he changed his mind and had something more to say to her. As she opened the door, an enforcer ran down the hall and halted in front of them.
Valyn rushed to the enforcer and demanded, “What’s going on?”
“Four drakkin have fully transformed downtown,” the enforcer said, breathless. “Not only are they blocking traffic, but they’ve caused a major riot on the surrounding streets, and tons of damage to property.”
He blinked, stunned at the report, and then glanced at Vivani. His sister stared, wide-eyed and pallid, at the enforcer as she spoke.
“Put all available forces on the scene,” Valyn instructed. “We’ll come down to the site in a few minutes.”
The enforcer bobbed her head and ran back downstairs to deliver the orders, and Valyn turned to his sister.
“I’ll have to report this to him,” he said in a low tone. “Are you going to run away now that the Drakari have made their move?”
Vivani swallowed, her gaze trained on the linoleum floor.
“I’ll come with you,” she said after a moment.
Valyn nodded, satisfied. “Good choice.”
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Vivani was not sure what they’d find at the scene of the riot. Part of her worried that this was connected to her meeting with Kyran, but there was no way that she could confirm or deny that. Especially not with Valyn by her side. 
As soon as the enforcer had run off, Valyn ported them to the precinct’s armory, where they equipped riot gear. Her brother remained silent, but throughout the time spent changing into armor and gathering an assortment of weapons, she felt his eyes on her.
Maybe it was his twin’s intuition, but Vivani was sure that he sensed the guilt weighing on her shoulders.
The gods caught Vivani coming and going. No matter what she did, her feet marched to the foreboding fate of all-out civil war between the Drakari and the empire. 
Once they wore their armor and strapped weapons to their bodies, Valyn grasped her arm and ported them away.
Vivani had always wondered why magi needed weapons at all, given that their own bodies and spiritual essences had more than enough power to overcome any oncoming assault.
But then they happened upon the riot in progress, and the sight of it stunned both Vivani and her brother.
They stood yards away from the circling crowds, immediately assaulted by the ear-splitting sounds. A chorus of protesting voices filled the air, harmonizing with the roars of the four fully transformed drakkin that terrorized the enforcers, both in the air and on the ground.
Two flew around the high-rise buildings around the block, dodging blasts of energy and bullets from both magi and gun-wielding enforcers. The other two trounced around the concrete streets, their massive limbs slamming into any enforcers that had the misfortune of getting within a few feet of their bodies.
Vivani couldn’t help but to marvel at their beauty though. She ignored her brother as his shock wore off and he jumped into action, and watched the drakkin in all their glory. Their long, serpentine bodies whipped in the air, or torrented across the ground as they spun and pounced. Their scales glinted in the sun like shards of opulent metal; one red and amber, another violet and indigo, the third bronze and gold, and the fourth deep silver and teal. 
Screams of pain echoed each of their pointed attacks, and Vivani jerked at the sudden sight of blood sputtering across the concrete just yards in front of her. The crowd jumped out of the way, screaming and shouting as an enforcer’s body rolled away from the hit, slowing to a limp stop in front of her.
Deep gashes scored the enforcer’s body, so deep that his internal organs leaked out from the openings. A civilian nearby fell to their knees and vomited at the sight before someone dragged them away.
Valyn’s voice cut across the noise, loud and pointed, as he shouted, “All civilians need to evacuate the premises immediately! Leave now for your safety!”
The crowd trembled and separated as chunks of the group ran off in a panic. Though, many remained, staying united in a tightly gathered pack, unmoved by both enforcers and drakkin.
Vivani noticed, just as she saw her brother realize, that those that stayed were part of the riot. Though they wore vytherium bracelets, their presence emboldened those drakkin unrestrained and wreaking havoc on Cylad.
In the distance, several more draconic roars filled the city, and she could see across the cityscape three more serpentine bodies weave through the clouds.
Her mobile buzzed in her pocket. Numb from the shock, Vivani pulled out the device and read the message.
Please stay out of this, Nailah had warned. Leave the city while they’re distracted.
The sudden sprint of Vivani’s heart kicked her out of her shock. Breathless, she returned the device back to her pocket and ran after Valyn.
He stood among the groups of enforcers, shouting orders left and right as they tried to organize themselves. The two drakkin on the ground burrowed through nearby buildings, intending to destroy the city as fear paralyzed the enforcers.
At Valyn’s command, the officers split off, drawing their weapons as they organized into groups to focus on the two drakkin on the ground.
Her brother turned to scrutinize Vivani, and whatever he read in her expression angered him. 
Valyn bared his teeth, hissing, “Did you have something to do with this?”
“Why in the hells would you think that?” She retorted, angered but guilted by the accusation. “Are you sending enforcers to the other locations?”
Her brother looked to the sky, balking at the sight of the other drakkin flying in the distance.
“We’re completely fucked,” Valyn snarled. “He’s going to kill us if the drakkin don’t get to us first.”
“We need—” Vivani began, but the sudden shrill alarm of Valyn’s mobile cut her off. Scowling, her brother pulled out the device and answered the call.
His expression blanked at what they said over the mobile, and he said nothing in reply as he returned the device to his pocket. Whoever spoke had hung up before hearing a response.
“We must return to the palace,” he said. “His Majesty involves the other commanders in managing this mess. Lytherea and him are waiting at the prison.”
“The prison?”
“They’ve waited too long to learn what Kaithirin Civel knows, Vivani,” he hissed as he grabbed her forearm and ported away. Seconds later, their feet hit the concrete of the palace gates.
As though they expected them, the guards opened the entrance immediately, and Valyn towed her through the opening and down the path toward the prison.
Vivani tore her arm from his grasp. “I can walk by myself.”
“Then hurry.”
Valyn took off running, and Vivani sprinted after him, her heartbeats skipping up into her throat as they rushed into yet another scene of chaos. Palace employees ran throughout the paths, panicked and crazed but the sudden drakkin attack on Cylad.
As soon as they came into sight of the palace entrance, Valyn and Vivani slowed their pace to a fast walk. The emperor stood by the door, surrounded by the two generals and Warryn Fallovax. As soon as they saw Vivani and her brother, the emperor shouted for them to follow him.
Vivani had a surreal sense of precognition. She knew then that Gellum would take his generals and commanders to the lowest level of the prison and into the small, white room of the supposed demon.
Gellum would interrogate the man himself, and force Vivani to torture him for information. 
She had a choice: do as her master bid her to do, or attempt to walk away now.
The others began toward the stairs leading underground, but Vivani found her feet refusing to follow. She looked down at the floor, unable to meet her brother’s questioning stare.
“Vivani,” he called, turning toward her to grasp her wrist, to tow her along with him. “Come on.”
Gellum stopped, crossing his arms to scrutinize the twins.
She met his stare, finding calculated malice in his dark eyes.
“Vivani,” Valyn hissed. “Let’s go.”
Olathea and Lytherea watched from behind the emperor, anger and suspicion clear in their demeanor.
But despite Valyn’s tugging and urging, she remained where she stood, her gaze held by Gellum.
“If you do not come down there with me and do as I say, I will kill you and your brother where you stand,” Gellum said slowly and deliberately. “You are of no use to me if you have divided loyalties. I will not allow you to have two masters, Vivani Tyrea. It is either him or me.”
Vivani looked away, meeting Valyn’s stunned stare, his mouth agape in horror.
“Listen to him, Viv,” he hissed.
She couldn’t allow the emperor to follow through with his threat, no matter what he had planned to use her for. Kaithirin would live, no matter the consequences. But Vivani and Valyn could die, and she couldn’t risk her brother’s life for a man she’d only just met, no matter her feelings.
Valyn tugged on her again and this time, she let him lead her toward the prison. Relieved, the two generals began the descent, with Gellum moving between them and the twins.
The five of them remained utterly silent as they trekked through the prison. As they walked through Kraven’s floor, the drakkin ran up to the bars and shouted for Vivani, warning her to leave, just as all the other Drakari members had before him.
Gellum ordered the nearest guard to shut the prisoner up, and Vivani didn’t chance a look at Kraven before they descended to the next floor.
Within minutes, they stepped onto the white linoleum of the lowest floor. Cyver and Weylin stood at the door as they had the last time Vivani visited, and Cyver met her stare with a smug smile.
As they approached, Gellum commanded, “Go upstairs and stand watch.”
Weylin shot Vivani a worried look, being the only sympathetic guard that she’d come across, but the two lieutenants obeyed and hurried up the steps.
“You three stay here,” Gellum said, then turned to Vivani. “You and I will speak to him alone.”
“Your Majesty,” Valyn began, then stuttered. “Let me be with my sister, please.”
“No.” Gellum turned away from him and opened the door, waving Vivani to enter first.
Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves, Vivani entered the room and Gellum shut the door behind him.
Sealing her and the emperor inside with Kaithirin Civel, the supposed devil. The cell suppressed all outside noise. Whatever chaos ensued in the outside world, within those four walls, there was silence.
Kaithirin had not turned toward them when they entered. Instead, he sat on the cot, his back propped against the wall, his legs crossed and arms resting on his knees.
Gellum moved toward him until he stood right before him, and then the emperor looked pointedly at Vivani.
“The Drakari have started a city-wide riot today, Serpent,” the emperor said. “You’d do well to tell us everything you’ve done to help them out of their vytherium bracelets.”
“I’ve done nothing.”
“My wards only dampen your demon magick.” Gellum began pacing in front of Kaithirin. “I know you can communicate with the Drakari.”
“I’m powerless against your magick, Gellum.” Kaithirin tilted his head toward Vivani, his lips turning down. “We cannot fight against your power, emperor. Maybe you should begin questioning those you think are faithful to you alone.”
We? Did he yoke himself together with Vivani, or did he mean something else by the inference?
Whatever he meant, Gellum took it that way. He turned to Vivani, his furious scowl deepening. With wide eyes, she shook her head, trying to dissuade him from that thought.
Gellum grabbed a handful of her hair before she could react and dragged her toward the prisoner. A breath hissed through her gritting teeth at the searing pain in her skull, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of her reaction.
But Kaithirin reacted. He lurched forward from the cot, standing to his full length for the first time since Vivani had met him.
The Serpent of Civel towered over Gellum, so tall that the emperor had to lean his head back to look at his face. 
Kaithirin bared his sharp teeth at him and slowly spoke. “Let her be, Gellum. She is useless to you.”
There was little distance between Vivani, Gellum, and the prisoner. She could reach out and touch him, wipe the dried blood from his bare skin. 
But the emperor could touch Kaithirin as well, and though Vivani knew no one could not kill the Serpent, she feared what Gellum would do to him.
“She will be useless to me once she is dead,” the emperor replied, his tone low and threatening. “I suggest you tell me everything you know about the Drakari and what you’ve done to aid them before I do something to her you will regret.”
“To what end?” Kaithirin retorted, stepping forward. Gellum retreated a step, and the prisoner grinned at the emperor’s response. “You cannot hurt me, and I care nothing about what you do to her. She is not a useful bargaining chip.”
“Oh?” Gellum took another step back and jerked on the hold he had on Vivani’s hair. She collapsed into him at the force, and another hiss of pain escaped before she could clamp her mouth shut.
The emperor pulled out a dagger that he had concealed in his jacket and placed the blade along the soft flesh of her throat. Though Kaithirin could not see it, he reacted all the same. Maybe he smelled the dagger’s metal.
The Serpent stepped forward again, snarling through his sharp, clenched teeth, and his chains shivered as they reached their length.
He was at the end of his capacity for intimidation, and the emperor knew it. Whatever cowardice he portrayed fled quickly, and he straightened his back and tightened his hold on Vivani’s hair.
“Tell me what you know, Kaithirin,” Gellum demanded. “Or I’ll slit her throat.”
Gods, Vivani had had enough of this man’s control over her. No matter who he was, she could no longer allow herself to be at his whim.
Taking deep breaths, she slid her fingers around his wrist, glancing up at him to see if Gellum had taken notice. His gaze flickered to her, but he did nothing to retreat from her touch.
“I know nothing about the Drakari, Gellum. I have never spoken to anyone outside these walls. If you are so gods-damned concerned about where the leak is, turn your suspicions onto others more capable than me.” Kaithirin sucked in a breath and continued, “Now, let her go.”
Gellum growled, unsatisfied by his answer, and pressed the blade into her skin. At the scent of blood, Kaithirin jerked against his chains, shouting for him to let her go.
With the emperor distracted, Vivani struck, shoving the force of her mind into the emperor’s, tearing through his internal barriers with little restraint.
Gellum staggered at the sudden onslaught and turned his ire on her a second later. The blade disappeared from her neck, and his hand withdrew from its hold on her hair. She collapsed on the floor, gritting her teeth at the sudden disconnection from the emperor. Like tearing skin from an open wound, the pain flashed briefly through her.
But she was free of his hold. Quickly, she stumbled to her feet, narrowly avoiding another swipe of his hands.
“How dare you—” Gellum lifted his hands toward her, his palms glowing with the sudden surge of magick through his body.
But the door flung open, disrupting him, and Lytherea and Olathea stepped in with Valyn standing behind them. The two generals looked over the three people in the room before Lytherea spoke.
“The Drakari are attacking the wards,” she said. “There are ten of them circulating the property. If we are not careful, they will break through.”
Gellum cleared his throat, pocketing his dagger, and straightened his jacket.
“Fine, then.” He nodded to his generals. “Vivani is to remain here with him until we have cleared the threat. Valyn, you watch the door. Lytherea and Olathea, come with me to stop them in their tracks.”
The emperor moved toward the door, only halting on the threshold to say one last thing.
“When this threat passes, I will try you for your insubordination, Vivani Tyrea.” Then he met Valyn’s confused, wide-eyed stare and said, “Nothing you do will stop your sister from suffering her consequences. She will endure what I give her so that she may learn not to bite the hand that feeds her ever again.”
Gellum walked away then, allowing Valyn to turn on his sister and the prisoner in the quiet of the white-walled cell. The two generals followed their leader out of the room, shutting the door behind them.
Valyn glared at Kaithirin, who remained standing, braced against the strain of his vytherium chains.
Vivani leaned against the wall, gingerly touching the open cut wound on her neck, and released a deep sigh.
“I told you to not come back,” Kaithirin muttered as he sat down on the cot. “I tried to save you from this fate. You should’ve listened to me.”
“He threatened to kill us if we didn’t obey him,” Vivani muttered half-heartedly. She knew he was right, but when she and her brother had arrived at the palace before she’d realized it, their fate had been sealed.
Kaithirin cocked his head, and she noticed that his sharp ears twitched. As though he picked up on sounds that they could not hear.
He loosed a breath, dropping his shoulders, and ran his hands over his face. 
The movement had disrupted the cloth over his eyes, and Vivani leaned forward to catch a peek of what lay underneath. A deep, dried gash ran down the soft flesh underneath one eye, but she could see nothing else underneath before the cotton material fell back into place.
“You need to listen to me this one last time,” he said, deliberating the words slowly. “When you walk out of this room, you need to leave this place and never come back. Return to what remains of the Tyrean province and look for a person by the name of Yelan. She should be in one of the major cities. Check the hybrid districts of the first one you happen upon, and if that search fails, check the next. She hides among them, and once you meet her, she will recognize you and take you to safety.”
“No.” Valyn stepped toward him, his posture rigged and teeth bared. “We will not listen to you, demon. If Vivani must face her punishment, then she will without resistance. We have worked too hard to get to where we are now.”
“Do you really think the emperor cares about your lives?” Kaithirin retorted. “He will destroy your sister and make you watch the entire show. He will peel and pin back your eyelids just to ensure that you do not look away. Then, he will make you clean up what is left of her, just so that he drills it into your mind that you will suffer the same in the future.”
“I don’t believe that—”
“Truth seldom accommodates emotions, Valyn Tyrea.” The Serpent leaned back against the wall and sighed. “Leave now before they return. Never come back here.”
Vivani swallowed down the sudden dryness in her throat, pushing away from the wall. “What about you? Don’t you want to escape? Now is better than never.”
Kaithirin stiffened, tilting his head toward her, and he scowled deeply.
“Stop concerning yourself with me, Vivani,” he muttered. “We are not fated to end well. Care about yourself more than others for once, and we may meet again in better circumstances.”
Valyn paced as he dragged his fingers through his hair, extremely anxious and torn.
“Maybe—maybe he’s right, Viv,” her brother muttered as he turned to meet her wide-eyed stare. “He’s right. Oh, gods. We need to get the fuck out of here while we can.”
Without another word, Valyn rushed to the door and flung it open. But Vivani hesitated at the threshold as her brother began toward the stairs.
Swallowing her fear, Vivani turned on her heels and ran toward Kaithirin. He jerked at her sudden presence and opened his mouth to scold her.
But she placed her hand over his mouth, shivering at the sudden contact, and said hurriedly, “I would punish myself if I didn’t give you a chance to escape.”
Vivani pulled out her keyring and singled out the vytherium key. Her hands shook as she grasped the chain collar around one of his wrists, and she slid the key into place before anything else could stop her. 
Despite her brother screaming down the hall for her to hurry, she quickly unlocked the chains.
Just as Vivani pulled away to leave, Kaithirin gently grasped her hand and leaned into her.
Their lips nearly brushed as he whispered, “Thank you, harethi.”
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Nailah had missed the sensations of magick. She dreamed of being without her vytherium bracelet often. Her feathered wings sprouted from her back and unfurled in the rapid gales of the mountains back in her home country. 
She’d been willing to sacrifice it all to join Kraven in Cylad, her love for the drakkin so palpable that she felt torn in half being without him these last few weeks.
Today, she’d be reunited with her love. As his uncle said, something guaranteed that they would break their comrades out of prison.
After Vivani had left, Kyran had jumped into action, sending alerts to all the Drakari members that had remained out of the empire’s radar. Then he pulled out the stolen key, unlocking his co-leader’s bracelet before handing the key to her.
“It’s time, Nailah. Be free, and when I send drakkin to you, release them from their bondage,” he said before rushing out of the room.
Her heart had thundered with that key held in her palm. Nailah stared at the gold-tinted object and swallowing down her shock and fear, she unlocked her vytherium bracelet, letting it clink to the concrete floor.
Magick rushed through her seconds later. As though a valve popped off a waterspout, it filled every crevice of her being, and for the first time in decades, she took a deep, unrestrained breath, and felt no pressure weighing down on her.
A piercing sensation stabbed through her back. Bones popped, and her skin split open, ripping holes through her shirt as her wings sprung into being. When the transformation finished, Nailah had to sit down under the unfamiliar weight her body bore.
But thick tears ran down her cheeks as she openly sobbed. The new appendages shifted, her body instinctively trying to adjust to them.
Eirel had remained behind with her, watching the transformation with a heavy solemnity that was unbecoming for the elf. He moved toward her, and she looked up, having forgotten he was with her in the room.
“I’m so happy for you, Nailah,” he muttered as he studied her wings. “But that looked painful. How are you feeling?”
“Like I’ve been reborn,” she said. “It hurt, but it was a good hurt.”
Swallowing, Nailah steadily stood, adjusting her balance. Her wings furled closed against her back, their thin, hollow bones aching from the transition. She would have to wait to fly, but gods, she wished she didn’t have to.
“I will allow no one to take my magick away from me again,” Nailah said, determined.
Eirel nodded, his lips pursed. “As soon as he sends others back here, we will have to leave for the palace. Are you ready?”
“I am.” Nailah clutched the key tightly in her palm, acutely aware of its presence. It held a kind of power that she feared to lose, now that she knew the glory of the freedom it provided.
She couldn’t wait to release Kraven from his chains and to see him in his glory as she had months ago when Kyran had his nephew test out the key he’d stolen.
For the next hour, Nailah and Eirel remained in the backroom waiting for drakkin to arrive. She took to pacing the room, using the time to adjust to her wings and move their muscles. Nynra, Eirel’s spouse, provided them lunch and asked about progress, and he gave her a quick summary before she left to return working at the front of the pharmacy.
Several drakkin finally came through, ushered by Tyriel, another of Kyran’s closest confidants. Nailah counted eight, including him, and quickly, she unlocked each of their bracelets as Tyriel gave them instructions.
He turned to Nailah then and said, “Kyran is waiting for us outside. If you’re not ready to fly, you can ride on one of our backs.”
Nodding, she said goodbye to Eirel, and followed the drakkin out the back door to the parking lot behind the building. There, she found Kyran waiting with another drakkin, who had removed his vytherium bracelet beforehand.
“This is it,” Kyran said to his gathered members. “We are to go straight to the palace, where the wards will fall. Once they’re down, attack the center-most building. That is the entrance to the prison. Avoid getting caught up fighting with any enforcers or magi, as they will only slow us down. Speed is our advantage today, my friends.”
Then the Drakari leader turned to Nailah and said, “When we make it down into the prison, I want you to unlock bracelets. Let us take care of all the guards. Once they’re free, inform the prisoners to transform and run. The enforcers cannot handle our true forms.”
Nailah nodded, her voice swallowed by the extreme anxiety brewing in the pit of her stomach. Anticipation vibrated in tandem with the magick coursing through her body, the sensations simulating a high.
“Let’s go,” Kyran said, and a second later he transformed. Light burst from his figure as he roared and fell to his hands and knees. Bones snapped and skin tore as his true form erupted. Within seconds, the mass of his body took up a lot of space.
Nailah stared in awe, her jaw dropped and eyes tearing up once more. Kyran’s form was gorgeous, his scales a darker burgundy to Kraven’s scarlet. Once he’d unfurled to his full length, several dozen feet long, he shook out the stiffness in his muscles and turned his large, elongated head to look at her.
“Hop onto my back, Nailah,” he spoke, his tone a much deeper timber than his smaller form.
Gingerly, she moved around his limbs to find a dip in his serpentine spine, and dragged herself up over his back. Her wings shifted, their bones still sore. She lay her body down against Kyran’s spine, waiting for the moment that he made the leap to take flight.
Other drakkin transformed, filling the parking lot with their masses and a collage of metallic color. 
Nailah sucked in a breath as she felt Kyran move, and within seconds he’d crouched his limbs and pushed off from the concrete, taking flight. She clutched his body close, keeping her face down against his scales, and furrowing her wings to her back.
The drakkin’s scales were hot to the touch, emitting such heat that she began sweating no longer after he’d taken to the sky. Kyran roared, calling out to his fellow drakkin, and several responded in kind. 
Within mere minutes, they’d made it to the palace. Now that she had magick, she could clearly see the outline of the wards, their shivering opaque surface vibrating with the weight of the drakkin magick filling the surrounding air.
Kyran hovered several yards above the barrier, and Nailah lifted herself enough to peer over his serpentine body to observe what went on below.
Nine other drakkin snaked around the barrier through the air, slamming their gigantic masses into its surface. Screams filled the atmosphere within the wards as those within its perimeter panicked on the ground.
“The wards will fall soon,” Kyran growled through the thick gales coursing around them. Nailah strained her ears to hear his words as he continued, “Once they do, Gellum and the generals will appear. We are to avoid them and head underground as soon as our people make an opening. I will leave you on the first floor and make my way to the prison’s lowest levels.”
Nailah shouted her acknowledgement and watched with a thundering heart as the drakkin below continued their assault. After a few minutes, they began stalling, as though they waited for Kyran’s next order.
Then she saw three people run out of the center-most building and immediately recognized the emperor. Begrudgingly, she noticed he was a handsome, dark-haired elf, but grimaced as she caught sight of his malicious scowl as he looked up at Kyran.
Gellum shouted to the nearby enforcers as they ran toward their leader, and Nailah picked up with her enhanced hearing, “Kill them all!”
Just as the enforcers targeted the flying drakkin, a current reverberated through the palace. The ground shook at its weight, and Nailah watched in awe as the wards trembled and shattered from its force. 
Like vipers, the drakkin struck. Several swept low, flinging and crushing small bodies left and right as they went through the property. Buildings shuttered from their forces as their long limbs smashed through walls.
Nailah paled at the sudden smatters of blood across the ground.
Two drakkin targeted the prison’s entrance, narrowly avoiding the emperor’s and his generals’ long-ranged attacks as they shot blasts of magick at them. Together, they quickly wrapped their long bodies around the building and squeezed, slicing through its walls. Screams echoed the destruction, and several more elves ran out of the building before it crumbled to the ground.
Kyran took the moment to plummet toward the new opening. Nailah pressed herself into his body, preparing herself. The Drakari leader carved into the rubble, and Nailah grunted at the sudden clumps of debris that they ran through.
Luckily, the transition to the underground prison did not last long. They suddenly emerged through the other side, and Kyran’s claws cut through concrete as he halted his serpentine body in the prison’s lobby.
Nailah hopped off of Kyran as soon as he slowed. He took off a second later, ramming through the metal-barred wall that separated the prison. The prisoners shouted and ran out of the way as he barreled through. As soon as he skidded to a stop, Kyran turned his long body to head for the doors that led downward.
Nailah ran through the opening he’d created, watching as a familiar-looking elf halted Kyran in his rampaging path for the lowest levels.
She had only ever seen Valyn Tyrea from the affair, but looking so similar to Vivani with his pale hair and lithe figure, she would always recognize the twin. He had flung open the door to the stairwell, freezing when he came face-to-face with a fully transformed, fifty-foot drakkin.
Kyran reared up, his length body gathering in loops as he waited for Valyn to act.
But the elven commander looked away from the drakkin, catching all the prisoners as they scrambled for the newly made exits. He stepped out of the way, his mouth moving as he made a passing comment to Kyran before the drakkin barged through the metal door and down the stairs.
Nailah hadn’t realized she held a breath for the encounter. Steadily, she sighed, content that Vivani’s brother finally found some sense, and turned to the scattering prisoners.
The crowd was wreaking havoc. Screams ricocheted off the concrete walls, and many prisoners that hadn’t the courage to make a run for it gathered in terrified groups in the center of the communal area.
Nailah moved toward them, shouting over the masses, “Come to me if you want your bracelets off!”
They turned and swarmed her, begging her to hurry so they could escape. 
Nailah lost count of how many bracelets she unlocked, but it was quick that the crowd thinned. Then she touched a familiar arm and turned her gaze up to meet Kraven’s heated stare.
“You’re free,” he breathed in her ear, and a shiver ran down her spine. 
Quickly, Nailah gripped his wrist and unlocked his bracelet, and said, “Now, you are too.”
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As soon as his vytherium bracelet unlocked and dropped to the cold concrete, Kraven pulled Nailah into his arms.  
His hands combed up the sides of her, fingers brushing the feathers spreading from the two appendages sprouted from her back. She shivered at his touch, grasping his face to bring his lips to hers in a searing, desperate kiss.
Gods, she was beautiful. Her wings shuttered, splaying out as her muscles worked under his hands. The mauve feathers glinted with the artificial light of the prison. Kraven was certain that they’d shine brightly in the sunlight as she soared through the sky with him.
Nailah broke away from him too soon for his liking. When he went for another kiss, she pressed a finger in between.
“We have to get out of here,” she breathed. “Where is he?”
He—the Serpent. That was about the only time Kraven would not feel jealous that she thought of another man during their embrace. He had worried about Kaithirin since he watched the emperor march the Tyrea twins down the stairs to the lowest prison level. 
When the Drakari attacked, he vaguely remembered seeing Gellum run through the floor to get to the surface. He’d known then that Kyran would succeed in his prison-breaking endeavors.
Once Kyran had appeared and Nailah dropped from his back, the Drakari leader barreled toward the entrance to the lower levels, only halting momentarily when Valyn Tyrea flung open the door. 
Kraven turned toward the tunnel his uncle had made, frowning as Valyn stepped away and disappeared into the crowd. Nailah grasped his hand and led him over to the crumbling stairwell.
Just as they reached the large hole, Kyran slithered out of the space with Vivani and a familiar man clutching tightly to his back. His uncle’s serpentine body slowed as he emptied onto the open floor.
Kaithirin slid down Kyran’s side and landed flat on his feet, then turned to reach out his hand to Vivani to help her down. 
The poor man looked worse than he’d ever appeared in Kraven’s dreams. Black and gold covered his body in long gashes, some still seeping glittering liquid. The face cloth, once white, now stained dark brown over his eye sockets.
But Kaithirin was smiling, standing tall as though he hadn’t stretched out so well in many years.
And Vivani stared at him with his hand held out to her, her lips parted and her wide eyes glistening. Hesitantly, she took Kaithirin’s hand, gingerly stepping down from Kyran’s back before letting go of the Serpent’s hand.
“We must go quickly, Kaithirin,” Kraven’s uncle said, his lips pulling over his sharp teeth as the words slithered out.
But Kaithirin paid his words no attention, his eyes still on Vivani.
Kraven narrowed his eyes.
“I ask that you heed my words, Vivani.” Kraven deepened his scowl at how Kaithirin spoke to her and said her name. There was a tension between them that shouldn’t have been there. “If you don’t wish to join us, have your brother take you.”
Vivani shifted on her feet, glancing past them toward the entrance. Flashes of fire erupted through the surface opening, and shouts bounced across the space. The fight was drawing closer to them, cutting down their idle minutes.
They had little time; yet Vivani stalled, as though she didn’t want to walk away from the Serpent.
“I can’t leave my brother,” she said. “I’m sorry. Please go before they make it down here.”
Kaithirin nodded and without another word, he gestured for Kraven and Nailah to climb onto Kyran’s back. They hurried, scrambling over his uncle’s spine.
Kraven reached out to help Kaithirin up. The man gladly took his hand and sat behind them.
A shout echoed through the space. Everyone turned toward the sound, catching sight of the emperor and two generals as they ran toward them.
Furious, Gellum skidded to a stop and held out his hands. His eyes, so dark, held a glare that was riddled with death.
Something seized in Kraven at that moment. A panic rushed through his stomach and up into his chest, and he yelled at his uncle to hurry.
Kyran pounced, his arm muscles pumping for more speed underneath Kraven’s legs.
A powerful surge of magick coursed through the air, so bright that it briefly blinded Kraven. The force of its blast cut across him, and he held on tighter to his uncle’s scales to keep from falling.
But a scream burst from behind him, right in his ears. 
Kraven felt Nailah’s grip around his waist slip and turned, grabbing for her so that she wouldn’t fall. He froze when he’d caught sight of the emperor’s attack.
Gellum had fired at Kaithirin, but the valkyr had sat in the way of its trajectory. Instead of hitting the Serpent, the hot, miasmic blast of magick had struck her in the chest.
She slumped backward against Kaithirin, who’d caught her from behind just as Kraven had grasped her arm.
Kyran hadn’t stopped moving, climbing his way out of the prison and bolting for the sky by the time the severity of Nailah’s wounds had sunk in.
Her eyelids shuttered, tears streaming quickly down her pallid cheeks. Blood dripped from the crater in her chest, broken ribs poking out in all directions. Kraven saw through the opening that bone punctured one lung, the other and her heart barely protected by the unbroken bits of her chest bones.
Kraven twisted around, pulling her body into his arms as he grasped her head, and he shouted for her to stay awake.
She blinked, her eyes glassy and unfocused. Shakily, the valkyr lifted her bloody hand to his face, clutching his cheek seconds before Kraven watched her lung shutter and heart still.
He grasped her hand to his face, watching in horror as the life leeched out of her eyes.
Several minutes passed as he held her in silence. His uncle soared toward Civel now that they had freed the Serpent.
Kaithirin sat across from Kraven, wetness seeping through the bottom edge of his dirty, cotton face wrap. His arms hung to his sides. His legs clutched to Kyran’s serpentine body as though he had the strength to remain upright on the drakkin’s winding spine.
There wasn’t much emotion emanating from the Serpent, except for that of utter confusion.
Eventually, he spoke, the sound of his voice traveling through the rippling gales to Kraven’s ears.
“That was supposed to hit me.”
Kraven looked up, his vision blurring through his tears. “What?”
“Gellum was supposed to hit me,” the Serpent breathed. “This wasn’t supposed to happen—“
“What are you saying?”
Kaithirin wiped his face, smearing his dried blood with tears. 
He exhaled a heavy breath and canted his head to the side. “She moved in front of me.”
“What does that mean?” Kraven snarled. “What do you mean, it wasn’t supposed to happen?”
“I didn’t see this—“
See? He didn’t see this?
Kraven barked a harsh laugh at the concept. Kaithirin fell silent.
How was a blind man supposed to see anything? How was this man the Drakari’s savior?
Kraven opened his mouth to scream his anger at the man, but a loud voice erupted from behind him. He turned, finding Kyran’s large, draconic head looking back at them.
“Enough,” his uncle shouted through the winds. “We will talk about this when we’ve landed.”
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Vivani stood at the edge of devastation, her body numb but mind screaming as she watched Kyran disappear with Kaithirin and the others through the hole the Drakari created into the prison. Gellum faced the drakkin, shouting at his generals to run after them. 
Most of the prisoners had escaped by now. Enforcers had flooded in after the emperor’s entrance, doing their best to re-capture those who lagged behind others—those who hadn’t the luck to get their vytherium bracelets removed before Nailah and Kraven fled the scene.
But unlike the others, Nailah did not make it out alive. Vivani watched as a power surged from the core of the emperor, exploding from his outstretched, open palms.
She knew that Gellum had meant to hit Kaithirin and had shouted for him to watch out. No matter what kind of creature was the Serpent of Civel, Gellum held a mysterious, malevolent magick Vivani hadn’t yet witnessed. The blast killed on impact, but it did so much more.
Vivani had watched Nailah’s chest explode. Shattered bone and bloody muscle fell like shrapnel away from them as Kyran pounced out of the prison.
But she sensed something more within Sheol, the spiritual realm overlaying Thraes. The Imperial Academy of Magi had taught all mages to sense and perceive through the other dimension. Maybe being kept away from the arcane arts, Kraven or Kyran couldn’t have sensed it. But surely, Kaithirin did as she had.
The magick Gellum possessed ate away at Nailah, consuming her soul the moment it interacted with her spirit in Sheol.
Kyran and the others were gone all too soon, and with their departure, the sounds of war fled quickly after them. The enforcers slowed to a halt, turning toward their leader for guidance.
And Gellum stood among the ruins, fuming in silence with his fists clenched at his sides. The two generals stood beside him, though their air spoke of dread and anticipation for his next action.
Lytherea reached out and touched his shoulder, and Vivani caught sight of the glare he threw at her.
Maybe it was the lighting or angle, but his eyes looked black.
Gods, she needed to get out of here.
Vivani took several quick breaths, glancing around for an exit. Any movement she made would announce her presence to him and that would leave her the target of his rage.
Gellum would blame this entire disaster on her.
Air whooshed behind as a hand landed on her shoulder. Before she could look behind her, the world shifted, sounds and colors twisting until she fled the scene.
Her feet landed on the wood floors of her apartment and Valyn quickly moved in front of her, pulling at her arms in a mad panic.
“You need to pack,” he said through clenched teeth. “I need to take you as far away from here as possible.”
Vivani balked, allowing her brother to drag her into the bedroom. “And what about you?”
“I’m returning to Gellum after this.” Valyn let go of her and threw her closet door open. “But he will blame you for this. I can’t protect you–not from him.”
“But, Val—“
“If I leave, then there’s no way that I can stop them from tracking us. But if I stay, I can stop them from tracking you.”
Valyn pulled on Vivani again, urging her to pack up her bags as he grabbed one and tossed it to her. She clumsily caught it, still in a state of shock.
Vivani worked her jaw, trying to get herself out of this fog. “Where do you expect me to go?”
“Somewhere in Tyrea.” Valyn dug in her drawers, tossing t-shirts and socks onto the bed for her to pack up.
She blinked rapidly and took several deep breaths.
“Right,” she said slowly. “Like Kaithirin advised.”
“No matter what he suggested, Viv,” her brother said as she joined him in packing. “Our family is in Tyrea, and it’s on the outskirts of the empire. Gellum will think that you went to Civel with the Drakari.”
“Right,” Vivani repeated and then fell silent as they worked to finish packing.
“Do you have cash?” Valyn asked once they zipped up her bags.
“I have several thousand arnes saved in a shoe box under the bed.”
Her brother smiled, relieved and slightly amused. “Good.”
Vivani dug out the box, shoving it into another bag where she planned to put her devices and private documents. Together, they left her room, and she went to her desk to grab those items.
“No, you can’t take your computer,” Valyn said. “They can track where you are with that.”
“And my mobile?”
Valyn rubbed his eyes and took several breaths.
“Give it to me,” he said. “When I drop you off in Tyrea, grab a disposable mobile and text my number.”
“And what then? What if they’re spying on your devices?”
“Just say…” Valyn pinched his nose as he thought quickly. “Say you’re our cousin Dya.”
“Alright…” They hadn’t talked with their cousin from Fallovax since they were very young. But she guessed Gellum wouldn’t care to know that both the Fallovax and Tyrea sides of their family shunned them the moment they went off to the Academy*.
Her brother turned to her after they double-checked her bags and looked over the apartment, ensuring that they missed nothing.
“You ready?” Valyn asked, reaching out his hand toward her.
She nodded, chewing the inside of her cheek as she grasped his hand.
Then Valyn ported, whisking her away from the capital city of Arreth and to unfamiliar territory.




Chapter Thirty-Three

Third Era, Autumn 17491, Imperial Arreth


The Drakari gathered along the coast of Civel three days later, most of which were free of their vytherium bracelets, and had abandoned their lives before their release.  
Kyran Crausya had many properties across the province, all of which set up for the imperial government to break into and find empty. The one place that would not be found by the Arretheans was that owned by another and so, the Drakari took lengths to travel away from civilization to the deep woods and seaside cliffs overlooking the eastern ocean.
Their leader ensured no one knew where to find the land with proper directions, nor did he provide information on who owned the property.
It mattered little. The Drakari had plans to leave soon after they collected themselves from their hard-won battle.
At least for most of the rebellion’s members, it felt like a victory.
The moment that his uncle had touched the ground, Kraven turned away from his brethren with the dead valkyr clutched tightly in his arms. The Serpent had tried to speak to the young drakkin, pleading for any way that he could help him.
Kraven’s only response was a hateful glare and a spiteful insult. Kyran had urged the emaciated drakkin to let him be as the others from the Cylad attack arrived. Kraven disappeared off into the woods.
Kyran led Kaithirin into the lone house on the property, where he encouraged the Serpent to bathe, shave, and receive a change of clothes and a haircut. Graciously, Kaithirin took it and asked for a new facecloth.
“You no longer have to hide, Kaithirin Civel,” Kyran had said in response.
But the Serpent smiled and insisted, saying, “It is better this way.”
That first night in Civel, Kaithirin washed away the decades of grim. Once his wounds were free of the black ichor gifted by Gellum, they healed. With the donated clothes, Kaithirin looked half-normal, except for the navy headwrap that covered his eyes and forehead.
An older drakkin woman cut his hair later that evening as he held the cloth to his face, trimming it until its lengths reached the curve of his jaw. Once dried, Kaithirin combed the locks back behind his ears and returned the wrap around his head. Kyran remarked he had shorter ears than other drakkin.
Kaithirin smiled and said, “I suppose you’d also say my skin is lighter than other drakkin as well.”
“The sun will return that, my lord,” the drakkin woman remarked.
“I am no lord,” the Serpent replied. “That time has long passed.”
But as he had smiled with toleration at them, so did Kyran and the drakkin woman.
If they’d have it, Kaithirin would return as the Lord of Civel, commanding armies of drakkin, valkyr, ravisi, and allied elves against the empire.
Kraven entered the house the second day.
“I’m going to Nehma,” the young drakkin said. “Her father will want her buried in their lands.”
Kyran made no objection. The new arrivals of the Drakari kept their gaze averted, hearing of Nailah’s death and having no means to comfort their comrade.
But Kaithirin kept his head canted toward Kraven throughout his arrival and exchange with his uncle, as though he watched observed the young drakkin.
“When will you return?” Kyran asked his nephew.
Kraven shook his head. His lips thinned and jaw set.
“Come back to us, Kraven,” his uncle prodded. “We have many things to do before our goals are accomplished.”
“Haven’t I done enough for you?” The young drakkin retorted. “With everything I’ve done and everything I’ve lost—“
“You have responsibilities you can’t just abandon.”
Kraven fumed amid the gathered numbers. The members that had arrived through the night and morning crowded the house, making it impossible for this conversation to be private.
Before it could escalate, Kaithirin stood from his seat at the table. Instinctively, those around him moved out of the way, expecting a blind person to need the space.
But the Serpent glided across the floor and around people perfectly, halting beside Kyran to set a hand on Kraven’s shoulder. The drakkin jolted at the touch, his dark eyes widening.
“Take the time you need to grieve, Kraven Crausya,” the Serpent spoke and though he’d moved to ease the tension and break up the crowd’s attention onto the uncle and nephew, everyone held onto his words. “Everything has its time. The Drakari will be here when you are ready.”
Kraven nodded slowly, shaking away the shock. 
A moment later, he cleared his throat, stepped out of Kaithirin’s grasp, and said his goodbyes.
When his nephew left and the crowd dispersed to their own matters, Kyran turned to Kaithirin.
As though he knew his thoughts, the Serpent said before the drakkin could speak, “In a matter of minutes, he gained freedom but lost the love of his life. It is too much to ask of a mortal who has had so much taken from him that he must take on the weight of a whole people before he can grieve his loss.”
“And what of our plans?” Kyran shifted on his heels and rubbed his eyes, fatigued and angry. “We can’t wait for him to come around. There’s just not enough time for that. We must move on.”
“Everything has its time,” the Serpent said again. “It is for me to know when that is.”
The Drakari leader sighed heavily, letting the encounter with his nephew pass behind them. Then he nodded.
“We have many members now waiting to hear from the Serpent for the first time,” Kyran said. “And we have many decisions to make. Are you ready?”
“I am,” Kaithirin replied, smiling.
The drakkin clasped his shoulder, returning the smile with his own.
“Then let’s begin our revolution.”




About Author


Savanah James is a storytelling weaver of tremendous worlds, tragic romances, and terrifying beings. Aside from being a coffee addict and an avid cat lover, Savanah loves watching Asian dramas, playing The Sims, and studying philosophy and mythology in her free time. She lives in Midwest USA with her husband and three furbabies. 
Visit her official website at www.savanahjames.com.
Join her newsletter to get a free ebook and first dibs on upcoming releases, author updates, and promotions.




Also By


The Guardians of Altana Trilogy
Unleashed Shadows (GOA #1)
Ignited Souls (GOA #2)
Shattered Realms (GOA #3)
The Guardians of Altana Complete Collection
Ravaged Wings (GOA Novella)

The Serpent of Civel
A Dance of Illusion (SOC #1)
A Whisper of Deception (SOC #2)

The Lords of Arreth 
Gold Blood (LOA #1)










OEBPS/cover.jpeg
SAVANAH TAMES

(o f





OEBPS/images/0d03f997-49ba-463d-8e01-591d2d726fc7.png





OEBPS/images/20633ff7-19c3-487b-a49b-747c90febfac.png





