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For those who don't believe they could be the hero. Don't wait until you fall into another world to see your true worth.
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  Chapter 1
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God was dead. All that remained behind were his dumb third cousins, Hunger and Misery. And those bastards were drawn to me like flies to shit. 
My stomach growled in agreement as I peeled the shirt over my head, wincing at the searing pain that spread through my lower back. Gritting my teeth, I fumbled with the bloodstained bandages until the dressing finally dropped at my feet.
Catching myself on the edge of the dirty sink, I bit back a groan. Still blurry from the tears, my eyes landed on the small, cracked mirror I had propped against the wall, staring at the scary creature in it. My skin had taken on a nasty greenish tint, eyes sunken and bloodshot enough to make me look like some dark ghoul that had crawled out of someone’s worst nightmare. At least I had cleaned most of the blood from my hair using the rainwater from the clogged spout outside the window, so I did look a bit like a human, too. Kind of. 
When I told myself I needed a wash a few days ago, that wasn’t what I had in mind.
This was what I got for trying to play the hero, for thinking I could do the right thing and get away with it. I had barely known those women, but watching them get dragged away so they could work in the brothels or the Underground had made me snap. Especially since everyone else had turned away—just like they had done ten years ago when Robert’s gang took me from the streets.
In the end, I had saved no one. They still took the women, and all I won was a freshly painted target on my back. It was as everyone said, ‘No good deed ever goes unpunished.’ Maybe this would finally teach me to mind my own business and let people deal with their shit. That’s what everyone else did. 
I grabbed the mirror, angling it so I could see my lower back. My stitching from last night looked even more deplorable in the pale morning light, but at least the bleeding had stopped. A couple of inches to the right and the blade would have hit my spine, and then…then I’d be totally fucked. Luck, fate, or total incompetence had guided the stabbing bastard to miss all of my vital organs, so now my biggest issue was the pain. Well, that and the risk of infection, but I had already disinfected the wound with alcohol last night, so there really wasn’t anything else I could do. Maybe a second time wouldn’t hurt, though. 
Picking up the half-empty bottle of rubbing alcohol from the sink, I unfastened the stopper with my teeth and poured the rest of the contents over the injury. Clenching my jaw, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on breathing.
“You fucking idiot!” I cursed through shallow breaths, waiting for the bright blotches in my vision to go away. My trembling fingers brushed against the tiny metal container I had left by the mirror, and I stared at the one remaining pill in it. My last painkiller—if I took it now, I was going to regret it later since I had no credits to buy more. But damn, it hurt! “Fuck!” I popped the pill into my mouth and started applying a fresh bandage. By the time I was done, a blissful numbness had spread through my body, turning the searing pain into a dull throbbing. 
It was going to heal soon. It always did. I just had to endure it for a bit. 
It would be fine in no time.
Wincing, I picked up my shirt from the floor. The thing was crusted with dry blood, and now there was a hole where the knife had gone through it. Not that I had any other options. This was the only shirt I owned. 
A quick look around the safe house—a one-bedroom apartment with no furniture aside from the rotting sofa I had slept on—told me I wouldn’t find anything useful there. The only good thing about this place was that it had a sturdy floor and a single entry point—through the very unstable fire escape attached to the crumbling wall outside. The corridor on the other side of the door had collapsed, so nobody could surprise me from there. While that made it extremely hard to access and great to hide in, the opposite was true as well, especially in my current condition. 
I picked up my wide leather belt from the edge of the sofa, making sure my five remaining throwing knives were properly tucked inside. The pain intensified as I tightened it around my middle, but I refused to leave it off for something as stupid as comfort. That thing was the only reason the wound had ended up so shallow.
Once my precious saber was secured across my back, I pushed the window open. The sounds of Boston City flooded the tiny space like a tidal wave, making me hesitate. I really didn’t want to go out there, but I couldn’t stay in here either. I needed medicine and supplies and a more convenient, safe place to lie low.
Slipping one leg out the window, I climbed onto the fire escape. Rust fluttered in the air, slowly descending to the busy street below as the metal screeched under my weight. Nobody spared me a glance when I landed with a squirm, apart from a filthy old man. He shouted in surprise before he snatched his tattered blanket and bolted, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting me to follow.
Shaking my head, I scanned the packed street instead, searching for something that might actually be of interest to me. Getting into chases and fights was never on my agenda unless the person got food, a target on their back, or they had royally pissed me off. Even then, I was already in enough trouble after last night’s escapades. Now the only thing I cared about was how not to become minced meat at the hands of Boston’s most notorious miscreants, the Dellus Gang. 
An urgent voice called for the people to get out of the way, and I stepped into the narrow space between two buildings just as a man on a moped blasted past us, sending a few of the slower citizens into a screaming frenzy. After a minute of grumbling and cursing, everyone calmed down and went back to their work—selling, buying, stealing…murdering.
My eyes fell on a slender man lying in the alley just a few steps from where I stood, his tattered shirt hanging torn and dirty over his bony frame. His shoes were missing, and so were his pants. I would have thought he was just unconscious, as stupid as it was to sleep somewhere where he could be robbed blind before he could scream, if it wasn’t for the flock of flies that kept landing on his parted lips. Then I noticed the black substance coming out of his mouth, nose, and eyes, and I rushed out of the alley, away from the corpse everyone else was ignoring.
I had barely crossed the street when a deep shadow passed over our heads, diminishing the dim gray light that was our only sign that it was daytime. A few heads turned up even now, but I didn’t bother. I knew exactly what I’d see. 
The Age of Perpetual Night. Somebody named it in a poem, and it stuck—a tale about a world where the sun never showed its face through the thick clouds covering the sky. Gas, some said, caused it; government conspiracy, insisted others; magic was the best one I had heard so far. Did it really matter? No, not really. Not when there was nothing we could do. Not when this was all most of us knew. 
I had heard stories from the older folks that they remembered a time when the sun did shine and the world was much different—if they could be believed at all. This place, this darkness, it messed with your head, so some days, I didn’t trust even my own memories.
Yet…I believed them because part of me knew what the sun felt like on my skin, what the light looked like on a cloudless day, and what pain burned like when I stayed too long under its glare. Still, it made no sense because, even if it was true, it must have been decades since anyone had seen the sun. Decades before I was born.
I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but I knew the strange feeling had something to do with that recurring dream. The same one I had again last night while I sweated through my fever—of a sunny day, endless green fields, and the smell of flowers. Of a gentle voice calling my name while I walked toward a small, cozy house with fresh grass brushing against my legs. Nothing ever changed in the dream, and it always ended right when the door opened, showing only a faint silhouette inside. Then I woke up, chest heavy with longing, warmth, and…wrongness. Like I was not where I was supposed to be.
“Hey, watch where you’re going!”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I moved my hand to my leather belt, sliding one of the knives out. Those words usually meant one of two things: danger or opportunity. I’d had enough of the former, but the latter…
My eyes stopped on my target.
A tall, stocky man fumed in front of a wonky stall made of the forepart of a car. Pans, utensils, and other junk filled the narrow space, all neatly tucked where the battery used to be. On top of them stood a small crate of fruit—no doubt his most prized commodity. Most of the fruits looked brown and squishy, but I could still see yellow and green patches here and there. Somebody had toppled said box over, likely in a piss-poor attempt to steal a bite, but got scared of getting caught when the owner spotted them. 
Amateurs.
Slipping the knife back in its place, I returned my attention to the man just as he finished cursing the long-gone deviant. By the time I was done sizing him up, the vendor had gathered half of his stock. I knelt beside him, picking up a few of the fruits and setting them in the box under his watchful gaze. 
“Thank you,” he muttered, eyeing me with suspicion. I couldn’t blame him, not even when his eyes inspected me from head to toe. His shoulders relaxed when he realized my tight pants and frayed shirt couldn’t possibly hide anything, and he even gave me a concerned smile.
“No problem,” I said as sweetly as I could, tugging my hand to my thigh. The shivers crawling down my back told me he was still watching even as I turned the corner. Once out of sight, I lowered my eyes to the two tiny apples in my palm. It had been a long, long time since I’d eaten non-canned food. If it weren’t for the old books and magazines I hoarded in a few of my hideouts, I would have forgotten what apples looked like.
As I brought them to my nose, the sharp stench of rot challenged my insides. Bile rose in my throat, and I pulled them away from my face, giving them a hesitant look. My stomach grumbled to remind me it had been way too long since I last ate any kind of food to be this picky.
Fuck it.
I rubbed one of them against the cleaner parts of my shirt, then took a small bite. The peel was crunchy, but the core was soft, melting right onto my tongue. It tasted sour and earthy, but not bad enough to spit it out. Way better than nothing.
“Raven?” a hoarse voice called my name, and I looked around in search of its owner. The pile of rags I had just passed shifted, taking the shape of an old man with an unkept gray beard and clothes several times his size. His lips pulled into a grin that revealed one too many missing teeth, while the lines around his eyes and mouth grew even deeper as he adjusted himself to face me. “Long time no see!”
“Diego.” I smiled back, leaning on the wall next to him. Only the smell of sweat, dirt, and vomit that stuck to him allowed me to distract myself from the pain as the hard stone pressed against my tender side. “What are you doing in these parts? You should go to the shelter.”
“What’s an old fart like me gonna do? Those places are for people in need,” he grumbled, waving his too-thin hand in dismissal. Past his seventies and constantly fighting a variety of ailments, how he survived in the city by himself was one of the great mysteries of the universe. “You look terrible.”
I gave him a wry look. 
“Is that a way to speak to a woman? What if you hurt my feelings?”
“Ha!” the old man cackled. Still, when he looked back at me, the concern in his eyes lingered. “You sure ya alright, kid?” 
“I’m fine, I’m fine. When was the last time you ate?” I asked instead.
“Ya should worry ’bout yerself. I hear some rowdy guys lookin’ for ya. Somethin’ ’bout their boss wantin’ to cut you into ribbons. What did ya do again?”
“Nothing perverted bastards like them didn’t deserve.” I shrugged, turning away from Diego’s reprimanding gaze. I had been lucky to find a place to get some undisturbed rest, but I doubted they’d just give up the search. The Dellus Gang was nothing short of persistent—about the only good quality its members had.
Just as the thought crossed my mind, I caught sight of the now-familiar face of one of Dellus’ guys as he appeared at the end of the street, two bulky men trotting behind him. A nasty bruise graced his left eye—a bruise I gave him last night after he slapped one of the women who had dared resist him. 
A stall advertising a collection of knives and vicious-looking cutting tools blocked their view of us, but I doubted that would last for long. The tall, blond man behind it shouted too loudly to be ignored, raising blade after blade for potential buyers to inspect.
“It was good seeing you, Diego,” I said as I pushed myself off the wall. “Don’t be stubborn and go to the shelter.” He smiled but said nothing, which told me I was wasting my breath. “Here, catch.” I tossed him the second apple I was planning to keep for dinner, then stepped into the stream of people, adjusting the saber in a more comfortable position. I had the feeling I might need it sooner than I had hoped. 
I glanced back at the group of men by the corner, only to find the one with the black eye looking in my direction. A wicked smile blossomed on his face as he pointed a crooked finger at me.
“That’s her! Get her!” he bellowed, but even before they had taken a step, I was running. “Don’t let that bitch get away! Cut her off! Cut her off! Hurry!”
A sudden shift in the hazy, automatic movements of the people forced me to slow down. I dug my heels in, watching as the sea of gray and brown parted to make way for two grim figures—not that they needed much to clear their own path when they towered at easy seven feet, shiny metal hugging them from head to toe. Each Orion soldier, the military that all but ran Boston, held a standard-issue A18 blaster rifle set on stun, with several other weapons that cost more than everything I’d ever owned attached to their shiny armor. They moved in a creepy unison, their heads only looking forward but no doubt taking in the whole hundred-and-eighty-degree curve.
Perfect, just perfect.
I looked back to see two of the Dellus men speed-walking toward me. When they noticed the Orion soldiers, they hesitated. The only people who wanted to catch Orion’s attention even less than me were gang members like them. The Dellus Gang had been a nuisance for years—mostly for the regular citizens since they focused on extorting, exploiting, and terrorizing the populace—but once the people started complaining too much, Orion was forced to step in.
The problem was that the Dellus thugs were like cockroaches. You get rid of ten, and twenty more will appear. I was pretty sure the soldiers had permission to kill them on sight by now.
And then there was me. My fake ID was good enough for the odd jobs I did, but it had no chance of fooling their scanners if they ever stopped me. Then I, being an undocumented, hence illegal individual, would be in even deeper shit than my Dellus buddies.
The man with the black eye and his companion resumed their pursuit, so I pushed my way through the quiet crowd and ducked into the nearest sidestreet. Trying to ignore the increasing pain in my back, I almost didn’t see the tall, stout man who stepped out of the shadows on the other end of the alley. Ducking under the blade he brandished at my head, I retreated a few steps to get out of his range.
Fuck. That was close.
“This is the end of the line for you, bitch!” He grinned as he blocked my exit, filling the space too well for me to sneak past without getting cut by that blade. “What would it be? Come with us and pay for what you did or have a date with one of them Orion bastards?”
Gritting my teeth, I turned sideways to find his companions closing in from the other end of the alley. In just a few seconds, they’d have me cornered, and then there really wouldn’t be any hope left. My best option was to attack before they joined forces. That or spreading wings and flying away.
I looked up, smiling. 
Wings. That was it! Well, not exactly. Who needed wings when you had ladders?
Maybe this was not the end of the line after all.
“You guys should take a hint like real men,” I said, backing away from the one with the knife. “I’m into more refined gentlemen and ladies, so stop chasing me.” Before the one with the knife could reply, I was already sprinting in the opposite direction. 
The black-eye guy raised his machete, moving into a defensive stance. I snorted at the foolish way he held his weapon—too high and too stiff, not to mention he exposed his abdomen like he was begging to be disemboweled. If I was planning to attack him, he would have been dead before he could nick me. The man behind him looked like he could knock me out with one punch, though. Good thing I wasn’t aiming for them.
Just before I reached them, I jumped, grabbing onto the bottom of the ladder leading to the suspended fire escape above. My arms screamed as I hoisted myself up, but before I could climb onto the landing, a hand grabbed my ankle and yanked. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Shit .
I yelped in pain but immediately closed my mouth to stop any other noises from coming out. The taste of blood on my tongue cleared my head just enough to kick my instincts into gear. I slammed my heel into the face of whoever was pulling me down, and they cried out before releasing me. Finally, I crashed onto the landing, gasping for breath. I didn't have to press my trembling fingers to my back to feel something warm soaking the thin fabric of my shirt.
Double shit. 
I watched through the grate as one of the Dellus men prepared to hoist his buddy after me, thinking that I might have overestimated myself this time. I had lost a lot of blood, and if I kept losing more, I might die even before they got to me. I had always healed fast, shockingly fast, as my friends liked to remind me, but I usually needed prolonged rest while my body took care of itself. This time, I had barely had a few hours of fitful sleep.
Not enough. Definitely not enough.
The Dellus guys froze, then pressed against the wall, lowering their eyes. Holding my breath, I twisted my head enough to look at the other end of the alley. Time seemed to stop as I watched one of the Orion soldiers walk toward us with a slow, unhurried gait.
Get up, I told myself while I pressed my hand harder against my back, willing the blood to stop flowing out. You have to get up! You can’t die like this! I just needed a little more time, a little more strength, and I’d allow my body to rest as much as it wanted to. This is not how it ends!
Warmth spread through my back, heating up my fingers until I couldn’t bear it. I focused on the new surge of pain, wondering if this strange buzzing in my body was what death felt like. But instead of the ache intensifying and my strength waning completely, numbness settled over the wound. A surge of energy passed through me, and without thinking, I pushed myself up. The metal screeched beneath me, and I froze, praying that it hadn't been too loud. The Orion soldier reached the end of the street and turned the corner.
Run.
I staggered to my feet and started climbing. Hissed curses bounced off the walls as hurried steps told me my pursuers had rushed out of the alley. I had about three minutes to get away if they decided to follow through the inner stairs. I had to make them count. 
As I hopped on the top of the building, I ran to the opposite side. Picking up the wide plank stowed by the edge, I slid it between the two rooftops and crossed before pulling the timber with me. The guy with the black eye and his buddies burst through the roof door a second later. After giving them a mocking salute, I made a show of walking away, but the moment I heard the roof door slam shut behind them, I stopped to catch my breath. 
I pressed my hand to my back, noting the drenched shirt, but when my fingers brushed over the wound, it felt like the bleeding had stopped.
Maybe I’m running out of blood, I thought bitterly, but my smile quickly dropped. As crappy as my life was, I wasn’t ready to part with it yet. I needed to get to safety. I needed to hide and…
A flicker of light in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned, looking around. A few heartbeats passed and another flash of red made me focus on the old radio tower just a few blocks away. 
Now? Killian decided to put a signal for an available job out now of all times? Damn, that bastard and his timing! I had been waiting for a job for weeks, and of course, it had to happen when I was…like this.
“What the fuck did I do to deserve this?” I murmured, looking up at the sky in indignation. Nobody answered, of course, so I let my head drop.
I needed to rest. I really did. But also…I needed food and medicine. If I got the job, I could get all of that. I could rest and then go do whatever Killian needed me to do. I could make it. I must. My other options were much worse.
Breaking into a steady jog, I stuck to more familiar routes and avoided the sections that looked ready to collapse. When I neared the tower, I slid into the narrow space between two buildings and started climbing down using all four limbs. By the time my feet hit the ground, the pain in my back almost knocked me out. Blowing out a breath, I wiped the sweat from my brow and stepped onto the open street with my back straight.
Killian’s secret bunker lay hidden behind a wall of rust, dirt, and colorful graffiti. If one didn’t know where to search for it, and if they somehow failed to notice the conspicuous bodyguard standing outside, they could easily miss it.
“I’m here for the job,” I announced as I stepped in front of the enormous man blocking my path to the door. He stood so still—except for the occasional sneer that stirred his features—that I could have mistaken him for a statue. If his menacing look and imposing figure weren’t deterrent enough for any sane person, the tattoo of a roaring tiger on the left side of his face and the snake that ran from his elbow to the shoulder were like a final warning for anyone who wanted to cause trouble for his master. The perfect epitome of Killian’s hospitality. He surely knew how to pick them. 
I waited for him to move while he measured me with his gaze, but he just scowled.
“He’s busy. Come back later.”
“He has a job. I want it.” I straightened my shoulders, trying to appear as threatening as possible, only to watch his scowl evolve into a snarl. 
Was that guy new? Every time Killian had a job available, he would put out the signal, and whoever got to him first would get it. I was lucky I had been squatting in his backyard, and now this mountain of muscles was wasting precious seconds. Like hell I was leaving to come back later.
“I said later.”
Hoping I still had enough strength left to deal with this moron, I drew my saber out of its sheath. The bodyguard was fast, too fast for a man his size, freeing the metal pipe that hung from his belt in one slick, fluid movement. He met my blade right before it sank into his shoulder, and I dodged, avoiding a skull-shattering blow to the head. It turned out his reflexes were the only impressive thing about his fighting. He barely even reacted as I ducked under his arm, sinking one of my knives into the back of his knee. Tumbling to the ground, I watched him reach for the blade while the smell of fresh blood filled the air.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I warned, making my way toward the door. My back was throbbing again, but at least my legs held, and I was still alive. The faster I was done with Killian, the better. “You’ll only bleed out faster.” His features twisted in anger as I gave him a wry smile. “Now sit still and don’t touch that blade. Once I get my job, I’ll send somebody to check if you’re still alive.”
“Crazy bitch!” he spat, pressing his hands over the wound while more blood seeped through his fingers. 
“You’re welcome,” I murmured before pulling on the handle masked as a dog’s nose. Rust and graffiti covered the interior, too, although the muted orange light made them hard to distinguish. The familiar reek of stale air, alcohol, and old vomit filled my lungs, making me shudder with disgust.
The short staircase ended in a large rectangular room with a low ceiling that always made me feel strangely claustrophobic, even though I had crawled through places much smaller than that. A massive bar covered the length of one wall while solid chairs and metal tables welded to the floor took the rest of the space. No windows, no doors apart from the one leading to the emergency back exit, and no furniture that could be used as a weapon. The most dangerous thing inside was the light bulbs hanging from the ceiling, their wiring exposed. That and the glass bottles behind the bar, but nobody had ever been stupid or brave enough to go for those, even when fights broke out.
I marked three people as I entered the room—one at the bar, stocking bottles without labels, and two by a table in the back. The former reacted first, pulling a shotgun and aiming it at me with a reverberating click. 
Brad had been Killian’s right hand ever since I first met them over ten years ago, and even though he knew me well enough, he was always quick to draw a weapon on me. In his defense, he did that to everyone, but I had the feeling he liked me—he had never shot me before, although I might have given him a reason or ten. He didn’t fire now, either.
I raised my hands to show I held no weapons. 
The one person I didn’t know, a bearded, dark-skinned man with tattoos running up his folded sleeves, straightened. His eyes darted to the knife lying next to the map in front of them, but he made no move to retrieve it. Then there was Killian, sitting in the chair beside him, smirking like a cat that had just watched a mouse step into its territory.
“Your guy outside needs medical attention,” I said as a way of greeting, hoping that Killian’s odd but useful fondness for me would save me from trouble again. He wasn’t known to be a gentle or generous guy, not even to his own son, but ever since I’d known him, he had this strange obsession with me. It was creepy and unsettling most of the time, but it sure was useful when I desperately needed something. Or when I ran my mouth too much. Of course, all his favors came with a steep price, but the very fact that he was willing to do me one was more than I could hope for.
“You’ve looked better, darling.” It had been a while since I last saw him, but his nicknames annoyed me just as much. Killian waved his hand dismissively, and Brad returned to his work. The other man strode past me, disappearing up the stairs. “I guess you’re here for the job?”
Praying I could pull this off, I swallowed the lump in my throat as another pang of pain shot through my body. “You guess right.” 
“What is it I hear about you and the Dellus Gang?” Killian leaned back in his chair, tilting his head as he took a sip out of his drink. His eyes remained locked on mine, but I doubted he missed the filthy clothes or the hollow cheeks, courtesy of my friend Hunger. 
Straightening up, I ignored the tension spreading through my lower back and the weakness that had started to creep down my legs. Instead, I shrugged with all the nonchalance I could muster.
“I’m handling it.”
He snorted and put his glass on the table. I didn’t ask how he knew about the incident already, but I had no doubt he was thinking of how he could use that information in his favor. Liking me didn’t mean he didn’t see me as a tool. He hadn’t become one of the leaders who ruled the dark circles of the city thanks to the goodness of his heart.
“That’s not what I’ve heard,” he said, motioning for me to sit. The gray on his temples looked even more prominent up close, but I doubted there was a single person who knew him and thought he was getting old. If anything, he seemed healthier and fitter than he had been a few years ago. “You have a talent for pissing people off, don’t you, Raven?” Taking a seat, I bit my tongue before I said something I would regret. “I can take care of that for you, you know. For a price.”
If anyone could get the Dellus Gang off my back, it would be Killian, but his price was too high, and I wasn’t that desperate. I wasn’t going back to the Underground, even if it meant running away from the Dellus Gang for the rest of my life.
“Do I get the job or not?”
“Suit yourself.” Killian sighed dramatically, pointing a finger at me. “Brad, bring the lady a drink, will you? She looks like she could use it.”
I used Killian’s distraction to check on the map sprawled between us. Boston’s maze of streets and buildings was easy to recognize, but what piqued my curiosity were the sections marked in red and blue. Red indicated Orion’s presence; blue was the mark of Killian’s territory. To my surprise, there was much more blue than I remembered.
Killian’s gaze returned to me, so I switched my attention to the plate with four slices of bread that held the map open from one side. They had to be a few days old, judging by the mold that had crept over the crust, but my treacherous mouth still watered.
“Help yourself.” Killian pushed the plate toward me, and the map rolled over to his side. I didn’t care if there was rat poison inside that thing as long as it filled my stomach with something. 
Stopping myself from stuffing it all in my mouth, I patiently removed the moldy parts and started chewing, one bite at a time. The bread was hard, tasteless, and difficult to swallow, but I could feel my empty stomach singing a prayer to the heavens. I glanced at the murky white liquid in the glass Brad put in front of me, but decided against it.
“What’s the job?” I asked after devouring two of the pieces. Killian didn’t stop me, so I took advantage of his generosity.
“Are you sure you’re in a condition to handle it?” His gaze remained on my face, but I had a nagging suspicion he had already noticed my wound. Or maybe it was my overall appearance, as Diego mentioned, that made me look…unreliable.
“Have I ever failed you before?” I asked, holding his gaze. This was my only card to play—Killian knew exactly what I was capable of, maybe better than anyone else. And technically, I hadn’t yet failed in any major way during any of his jobs. 
Killian matched my smile, then shrugged, his eyes saying, ‘It’s your funeral.’ As if biding for time, he slid his fingers over the table, checking for dust, but found a lot more than that, judging by the disgusted face he made before wiping his hand on his pants.
“There has been a lot of traffic in and out of a particular warehouse in the South District. No Orion soldiers spotted, so I suspect a competitor is trying to make his big break,” Killian finally spoke in a voice that held none of the previous amusement. I straightened up, nodding for him to continue. “I need somebody to sneak in and find what is going on. Scavenge what you can and report back to me. I want to know what they are doing, how many there are, and if you can provide me with a description of their leader, then you can expect a handsome bonus.”
“What’s the payment?”
“Two weeks’ worth of rations, three if you’re not making a pig of yourself.”
I choked on the bread, falling into a vicious cough until I could finally breathe again. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I studied his calm face with growing suspicion.
That was too generous a payment for a simple reconnaissance mission. Still, even if it was a trap, I could survive somehow. For so much food, I was ready to do anything. I could find a safe house and lie low for weeks, a month even, if I rationed. By then, the Dellus Gang would have hopefully forgotten about me.
“And the bonus?” I tried to keep my tone nonchalant, but the excitement was already taking hold. The twitch on Killian’s lips told me he had noticed. That bastard, he knew he had me from the moment he pushed that bread toward me. 
“Next job I have, it’s yours.”
I licked my dry lips. “What’s the catch?”
“You go in blind.” Killian shrugged, a very casual gesture that made me narrow my eyes in suspicion. His answer was fast, too fast, as if he expected me to ask. “I have no idea what is in that warehouse. It could be old junk or a weapon. Needless to say, whatever it is, it’s mine.” We stared at each other for a long moment before he sighed. “I already sent one of my men down there, and he hasn’t returned. I know he won’t talk, but…if you see him inside, you are to make sure he doesn’t have the chance to. And, of course, I expect you to keep that troublesome mouth of yours shut. Can you do that?”
Ignoring his taunt, I weighed the options in my head. Not my first time going in blind. Not my first time killing someone, either. It definitely beat running from the Dellus Gang for another long night, and the chances were, his guy was already dead, so I wouldn’t have to take another innocent…well, another life.
“On one condition.” I considered asking for medicine instead of a portion of the food but decided against it. Confirming I had a weakness could cost me more than just this job. I could exchange some of the food for pills with one of the dealers I knew on the street. Killian didn’t need to know. “Once I’m done with this job, you give me a safe place to lie low. Alone.”
A delighted spark glimmered in Killian’s eyes. Before I could say I had changed my mind, he nodded. “Done.”
“Deadline?”
“Two days.”
I tried to keep the panic out of my face. Two days? This wasn’t enough time for a reconnaissance mission, not to mention I needed to rest. I hated doing things in a rush, but this opportunity was too good to pass. I’d have to make it work somehow.
“Why the rush?” I asked as casually as I could, trying to keep my voice steady. Killian eyed me thoughtfully before shrugging.
“I got word they are moving house, so I need this done quickly. Is there a problem?”
“Nope, no problem.” I shook my head, eyeing the map. Killian stood up, sliding his hand over the paper until it spread open. Then he pointed at the location of the building, giving me a few minutes to memorize its surroundings.
“I’ll need a prepayment,” I said as I got up. My feet wobbled, so I caught myself on the edge of the table, pretending to study the map some more. When I glanced at Killian, he was still wearing that smug expression on his face, which gave me hope he hadn’t noticed my blunder.
“Feeling confident, are we?” He chuckled, intertwining his fingers over his chest. There was nothing I could do if he refused, but there was no harm in asking. Killian poked his tongue against his cheek, studying me thoughtfully. “Brad, bring one of the boxes.”
His right-hand man disappeared through the door behind the bar, returning a couple of minutes later with a small wooden crate that rattled with his every step. Setting it on the table next to us, he returned to his work without so much as a glance. 
Killian patted the box.
“You know you’d have to pay me back if you fail to retrieve the information, don’t you? It has been a while since you have been to the Underground,” Killian droned, but I was too focused on the crate to listen to him. I’d have to get off the streets the moment I leave this place. Showing up in front of people with so much food was the same as striding to the middle of Copley Square and shouting, ‘Fuck you, Dellus bitches!’ 
I put my hand on the box, pulling it toward me. Killian let go, but his unnerving smile lingered on his lips. 
“I’ll see you in two days,” I said, securing my payment under my arm. Pain shot through my back at the extra weight, but I pushed it down. I was almost out. I just needed to stay on my feet a little longer.
“Can’t wait,” Killian smirked, but I was already turning my back to him. I was almost at the door when I noticed Brad bending over the bar. I half expected him to draw a weapon on me again, and when he didn’t, I let out a quiet sigh.
“Hey,” Brad spoke as I was stepping out of the room. I turned to look at him when he threw something. I caught the small pouch right before it hit me in the face, giving him a puzzled look. His impassive expression didn’t change as he lowered his eyes to his glasses. “Next time you bleed all over my floor, I’ll throw you out.”
Blinking in shock, I stepped into the dark, smelly corridor, not entirely sure if I heard correctly when Killian snickered, calling Brad a softie. Trying to balance the box and the pouch in my hands, I headed up the stairs. By the time I reached the last one, my legs were shaking, and I was panting heavily, so I almost fell forward when the door opened from the outside. A tall figure filled the frame, but with the light coming from behind them, it was hard to distinguish a face. They didn’t attack me, which probably meant they didn’t know me. 
I adjusted the box in one hand so I could use the other to throw a knife if necessary. I wasn’t sure how good my aim would be with my sight coming in and out of focus, but they’d have to pry this thing off my fucking corpse if they wanted it.
“Raven?” the person at the door said, stepping aside so I could exit. Relief flooded my body as I finally recognized the shy, uncertain smile on the man’s lips. 
“Hi, Zhang,” I replied while he closed the door. A bruise that was already turning green graced his left eye, and under it, three deep scratches were forming a scab. “What’s up?”
“You got the job, didn’t you?” He grimaced, his dark eyes dropping to the box. There was longing in that look, but I knew he wouldn’t attack me. We had lived in the same shelter for a few years and seen a lot of shit together, so I knew that while he wasn’t one to run from a fight, he wasn’t one to start it either.
“Yeah,” I murmured, leaning my free hand on the wall.
“Have you been good?” Zhang asked with forced enthusiasm. I looked back at him just as he dug his hands into his pockets, his shoulders slouching. He had lost a lot of weight, not that he had much to begin with. He wasn’t looking at the box, though, his attention solely trained on me. “We miss you at the shelter. We could use a hand. They brought a group of children recently, and they are quite a handful. You can come and scare them a little, make them behave.”
“You say it like I am some kind of monster.” I scoffed, blinking a few times to clear the bright blotches that floated in my vision. “How’s…” A wave of nausea washed over me, and I locked my knees together before they buckled. Shit, this wasn’t good. I was going to pass out. I couldn’t pass out. Not yet. “…everyone?”
“Hungry, cold, and scared. The usual. There was a wedding a couple of weeks ago and…” Zhang’s voice hollowed out, and when my vision cleared, I noticed him moving toward me. My hand tightened on the box, and I pushed the other one from the wall, ready to slip a dagger out, but that turned out to be a mistake. Without the extra support, my balance shifted, and I toppled forward, unable to do anything to stop it.
A pair of arms caught me before I hit the ground, barely keeping me upright.
“Raven, are you alright? You look like death! Are you…” A hand pressed against the small of my back, and I hissed as pain exploded where his fingers dug in. “Shit, you’re bleeding! What happened? How long have you been like this?”
The crate slipped from my grip, clanking to the ground. We both looked down at where the lid had cracked open, revealing the cans inside. I sucked in a sharp breath, half expecting Zhang to toss me aside and lunge for it, but his eyes remained on me.
“I’m taking you to the shelter,” he said, brows creasing together.
“I’m fine. I just need some rest.” Pushing at his hand, I reached for the box but dropped helplessly to my knees before I could even touch it. My body toppled sideways, but Zhang caught me again just before my head collided with the pavement. He laid me carefully on the ground, pulling on my shirt before cursing again. His face appeared in my fuzzy vision, and I watched him shake his head.
“When are you going to learn to ask for help?” he muttered, picking me up with a grunt. I fought to keep my eyes open, pointing at the box in our feet. “I know, I know, I got it.” He crouched down and moved it in my lap before adding, “You are not a god, Raven. One of those days, you will push yourself too far, and if you don’t learn to ask for help, you’ll die alone.”
I wanted to tell him it was more likely that trusting people would get me killed, but the words refused to go past my lips. He strode out of the dark alley and into an even darker one, and I slumped against his chest, praying that this was the last time I had to leave my life at another person’s mercy.






  
  Chapter 3
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“Is she dead? She looks dead!” 
My eyes snapped open, and I forced myself to stand perfectly still as I studied my surroundings through the loose strands of hair falling over my face. I was lying on my stomach, and the cool air of the room bit into my naked skin, covering it with goosebumps. The tightness around my thighs told me I still had my pants on, but my shirt was gone, and so were my weapons.
“She’s awake! Run!” someone shrieked, and the thudding of feet had me sitting up faster than I should have. The world spun, so I grabbed the edges of the cot, trying to keep myself steady while breathing through the pain. So I wasn’t dead, at least.
The room was small and stuffed with nothing but empty, narrow beds. Despite its cleanness, the air was heavy with the stench of alcohol, blood, and mold. The infirmary in the shelter, my memory whispered.
Once my vision cleared enough, a movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned my head slowly this time, trying to avoid another dizzy spell, and stared at the small group of children that were hiding behind the beds nearby. Fear, curiosity, and excitement flickered in their eyes as they looked at me like a bunch of hungry puppies who were watching a man eat.
Hungry. Food. The box.
Panic rushed through me as I spun around, no longer caring if I got dizzy or not. I saw it then, the box resting on the crooked nightstand by the bed. My knife belt was lying on top of it, and my saber was propped on the wall beside it.
I stared at my belongings, wondering if my eyes deceived me until the whispers of the children made me turn again. A few of them had started to rise from their hiding spots, but when I turned, they hid again. I wanted to tell them I could still see them, but then the door at the back of the room opened, and they shrieked in surprise.
I got up, keeping a hand on the wall, when I recognized the two people that strode in. The older one lingered at the back, scolding the children for making a ruckus, while the younger one continued toward me with a steady gait.
“How are you feeling?” Zhang asked as he finally reached my bed. 
I turned to face him, but before I could speak, I noticed his eyes sliding from my face down to my chest. My naked chest. His face flushed, and he turned away, raising his hand instead. I stared at the ball of cloth hanging from his fingers, taking it with a grateful nod. “I’m sorry for undressing you, but your shirt was…unsalvageable. You can have that one.”
“Thank you,” I said, hoping he’d figure out I wasn’t thanking him just for the shirt. 
He kept his eyes cast aside while I dressed, realizing all too late that this thing couldn’t possibly be Zhang’s. It fitted me almost too perfectly, and the neckline dipped very low, revealing a good portion of my chest.
“I wasn’t aware you had such…provocative tastes, Zhang.” I scoffed, adjusting my boobs so they wouldn’t spill out if I needed to run. Luckily, the fabric was thick but stretchy, so I could make it work.
Zhang glanced at me, and when he was sure I was decent, his eyes returned to my face.
 “It’s not mine. It’s Sasha’s.”
“Of course it is.” I grimaced. I considered returning it and just walking out of the shelter naked but figured that would only amuse Sasha, so decided against it. Picking up my knife belt, I secured it to my abdomen while Zhang slumped onto the bed opposite mine.
“You should have told me that blood was old. I thought you were bleeding out in my arms! I’d never run so fast in my life and don’t take this the wrong way, but you are heavy!” he grumbled, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “When I got us here, I treated your wound. How long have you been walking like this? Three, four days? You are lucky to be alive!”
“I got the wound last night,” I murmured, bending over to pick up my saber. Pain shot through my back, but I swallowed the squirm and raised the weapon along with its sheathe, adjusting it across my back. “Talking about time, how long was I out for?”
“Twelve hours,” he replied distractedly, looking me over from head to toe, as if seeing me for the first time. Twelve hours? Fuck! That was half a day gone! I needed to hurry up. “Last night? No way! A wound can’t heal to that extent so fast!” Zhang protested, but I just shrugged. “Raven, this is…”
“…an unbelievably good luck,” Kane finished as he joined us, the children trailing after him. Gray-haired and wrinkled past his age, the caretaker of the shelter smiled warmly at me. Three of the girls skidded to a stop behind him, peeking around his narrow hips to look at me. “You gave us quite a scare. It’s good that you had that medicine in your pouch because we couldn’t afford to find you any.”
I frowned in confusion, but he just nodded toward the bed. I noticed the pouch Brad gave me lying by the pillow, and understanding hit me like a brick. Brad had given me medicine?
“Um, yes,” I murmured, not sure what else to say. “Sorry for all the trouble,” I added, taking a step away from the bed as my eyes darted to the door. The girls behind Kane gasped, hiding behind him as if I had just unsheathed a knife.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Kane’s words stopped me just when I was about to pass him. Freezing in my tracks, I met his warm gaze. Even after all those years as a caretaker of this place, after seeing the worst and then some, he could still hold such kindness in his eyes. I couldn’t decide if I should envy or pity him.
“Um, thank you?” I said awkwardly, not sure what he wanted from me. Zhang made a low, throaty noise that could have been a laugh while Kane’s smile turned amused.
“While I do appreciate your gratitude, you could try saying it with a little less scary expression. But that’s not what I meant.” He looked away, eyes going to something by the bed. I followed his gaze to where the box was still standing on the nightstand. “It’s all inside. I made sure nobody touched it.”
Ah, the food. Yes, I should…
“Keep it,” I said after a brief deliberation. His head snapped toward me, and even Zhang got up from the bed, eyes wide with disbelief. “You need it more than me. Consider it a repayment for keeping me alive.”
Tears filled Kane’s eyes, and I almost rolled mine—he was still such a crybaby. Taking a dirty handkerchief from his pocket, he blew his nose so loudly that a few of the children giggled. 
“You know you don’t have to do this, right?” he said quietly. “This will last you more than a week! And in your condition, you’ll need it! We didn’t do that much anyway and…”
“Just accept it, old man,” I murmured, glancing at the children standing behind him. Their hollow cheeks and crackled lips, their tiny forms and skin covered in dirt and bruises reminded me of endless days full of hunger, fear, and desperation. Of how weak and defenseless I used to be. “I…I need to go.”
I had barely taken a couple of steps when Kane’s voice rang out again.
“Five minutes!” Turning around, I gave him an exasperated look. “Stay for five more minutes! Please!”
Wondering what he was up to, I watched him whisper something in Zhang’s ear before the younger guy left the room. Kane motioned for me to go to him, and while I dragged my feet, he moved the box to my bed. The children drew closer, their curiosity winning over their fear. 
“Here, take this.” Before I could say anything, he shoved one of the cans in my hands. “Open it.” He smiled and then turned to the children. “Whoever wants food, line up. No pushing!” Before long, the children had formed a line—the youngest first, with the older ones impatiently pouting behind them. “There is enough for everyone, so don’t fight.”
I snorted as I sat down, but I kept my mouth shut while I popped the first container open. The smell of the canned food made my stomach grumble, but I ignored it, eyeing Zhang, who had just returned and was now distributing paper plates among the children. The two girls in the front drew closer, their fear forgotten, while they stared at the can with open mouths.
Kane cleared his throat, making a sign for me to divide the portion among them. They muttered their thanks almost in a daze before digging into their meal with the ferocity of starving beasts. Enticed by the smell, the others piled closer, excited squeaks filling the room.
Once we distributed the last of the food, we watched them chew and moan in delight. Seeing their eyes light up made me smile for a moment, but then I quickly smoothed my features when I caught Kane and Zhang watching me. Zhang moved to stand by my side, squeezing my shoulder and making me extra uncomfortable. 
“I really have to go.” I got to my feet after the last of the children licked their plates clean. Every set of eyes locked on me, so I focused on the door, zigzagging between the tiny bodies and their little hands that reached out as if to stop me. “I’ll bring more when I get the rest.”
“Raven.” Kane’s voice made me pause at the door, and despite my better judgment, I looked over my shoulder. He was smiling, but his eyes looked sad. “Take care of yourself.”
I nodded without a word, then strode out of the room, avoiding the main hall and heading toward the back exit. As I reached the heavy metal door that let fresh air in, I noticed a figure leaning on the frame, hands crossed over her chest.
“Oh, how the mighty have fallen. I thought you didn’t want anything to do with us anymore?” Sasha scoffed, looking at me from underneath her long, black ashes. Her dark hair fell over the right side of her face, hiding the old scar she hated so much, but her left eye bore into me with the same intensity as I remembered. Zhang wasn't the only kid in the shelter I grew up with, but while he was quiet and caring, Sasha was…too much like me. That had been the root of all of our problems.
I ignored her mocking remark, stepping past her before we got into another fight. 
“Raven,” she said my name quietly, almost gently, but it was the warning in her voice that made me stop. I didn’t bother turning, just waited for her to say what she was there to say. “What you did for those women…I know why you did it, but it doesn’t make it any less stupid. Now the Dellus Gang will never leave us alone because of you. So until you deal with your shit, don’t come back, or you’ll put everyone here in even more danger.”
I nodded, keeping my retort behind gritted teeth, and walked away without looking back.






  
  Chapter 4
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My stomach rumbled as I adjusted myself on the concrete floor. I had grown used to it by now—it kept growling every now and then, and I kept pretending not to notice. It was a little game we played to pass the time.  
The bread I ate yesterday at Killian’s had lost its filling effect, and the bat I caught this morning made my stomach feel like that thing was still alive in there. I thought of the food Killian had given me as prepayment, my mouth watering at the memory of its smell. Not that it smelled delicious or looked like anything other than shit, but it was food. 
Picky people always died first. Everybody knew that.
When I got the rest, I’d keep a can or two tucked away for bad days. I’d hide them so well, even I wouldn’t be able to find them until my hunger was so strong, I’d start smelling them through the metal containers.
Killian had given me two days, and I had wasted half of one sleeping. While it did help with my strength, now I was running out of time. My initial plan was to sneak in during the night even though it would leave me less time to snoop around, but then I saw the Orion soldiers. They were already there when I arrived, and I watched them stand guard until the sky lightened and people started appearing on the streets. There was no sign of them all day, but something was telling me they’d be back later. This meant there was a good chance the coast inside was clear as well. At least for the time being.
I had only one chance, and it was now.
I got to my feet with a grimace, running a hand over the wound on my back. Standing still and not getting into any chases had done wonders for the thing—it wasn’t completely healed, obviously, but the ache had dialed down, and the stitches didn’t feel like they were about to rip open anymore.
Nobody lived in the building I used for my watch if I didn’t count a family of rats in one of the upper apartments, so I was free to move as I pleased. I passed the main door on the first floor and descended into the basement—the pleasant aroma of rot, shit, and death assaulted my nose. I braved to the end of the stairs, where I took out my flashlight, the blinding light sending something scurrying in search of cover.
Biting it between my teeth, I crouched and put my fingers in the manhole, sliding it aside with a grunt. The stench intensified, making my smell receptors cry in agony and die as I lowered myself through the opening, landing in a puddle of foul water and human waste.
Life in the city had taught me that the most dangerous places—including a chain of unstable tunnels that could collapse at any moment—were sometimes the safest. Orion didn’t bother patrolling down here, so the only risk I faced was suffocating from the stench or having an entire block fall on top of my head. Both held better odds for survival than a run-in with one of those armored bastards.
Switching the flashlight to my left hand, I made my way down the passage. I had already scouted the tunnels and made a mental map of the place, so I knew exactly which exit to take that would let me slip into the warehouse.
Trying to breathe through my mouth, I moved as quickly as the slippery floor allowed. When I reached the shaky ladder leading to my way out, I climbed up the slimy bars, pausing at the top to listen for any sounds. The screeching of metal against concrete sounded loud enough to wake the dead, but to my relief, as my head popped through the hole, there was no zombie army in sight. A pile of crates obscured my view of the place, so I snuck around them to get a better look.
A flash of metal made me stop in my tracks. 
Three government jeeps were parked in the space between me and the opposite wall, with two Orion soldiers in full gear guarding them, their backs partially turned to the crates. Neither moved nor aimed at me, which meant they hadn’t spotted me yet.
I took a step back, ready to run straight for the gaping hole in the floor, when my mind reminded me of my promise to Kane and the faces of the children as they chewed through the scraps of food. I was already here, and they obviously didn’t know that, so why run? I had evaded Orion soldiers before. I just had to do that again. Besides, this time, I was just going to watch. I wasn’t even going to steal anything. Probably.
I looked around for a way further into the warehouse, which would not put me in their direct line of sight. My gaze landed on a metal construction right behind me, supporting a set of stairs that rose to several overhanging passageways. Neither of the soldiers reacted as I started climbing up.
The metal construction split into more walkways, some crossing to the other end of the room, some sticking to the wall on my side. I didn’t want to get too exposed, so I kept to the shadows, searching for more flashes of shiny armor or any other safeguards that I might bump into. 
I walked for a minute before I heard the voices. Panic gripped my chest, and I was about to sprint back when I figured that even if I did, there would be nowhere to hide. That was when I realized the sounds were coming from below.
The space ahead was crowded compared to the rest of the facility. Scientists with white rubber clothes circled a dozen capsules made of some silvery metal; a team of five poked at each one, scratching with their pens on their folders or tinkering with the metal using some pincer-like instruments. I narrowed my eyes in an attempt to see better, but the capsules had no transparent parts, no insignia, no markings of any kind.
I kept moving, counting the Orion soldiers positioned by the walls—four, seven, eight. A force this great could easily subdue the entire South District in minutes. What could be so important in those capsules? What exactly had Killian sent me into?
The whispers grew louder, and I froze, half expecting somebody to land on top of me. I couldn’t distinguish their words, but it made the warning bell in my head ring. I glanced at the group of scientists closest to my position, but they seemed too focused on their work to have a conversation. None of their mouths were moving, either.
I crouched down, leaning a hand on the railing to make sure I wouldn’t fall. What exactly was all of this? The capsules looked more like coffins than any sort of weapon. The strange objects lined on metal tables along the opposite wall had to be some new tech equipment. Definitely not a competitor, as Killian thought. No doubt a government facility if Orion was involved and if it was hidden in this inconspicuous location, it had to be something illegal nobody was supposed to know about.
Fuck. I needed to get out of there. This was more than enough information.
I got up carefully when something else caught my attention—a makeshift room was raised at the very end of the warehouse. Thick but transparent nylon covered the place, held up by big, solid scaffolding. It was hard to tell what was inside from this distance, but I could distinguish half a dozen people in hazmat suits fidgeting around something that looked like a black box.
My vision blurred, and a narrow corridor flashed in front of my eyes, fluorescent lights flickering over the walls. A shadow crawled from the other end, swallowing the lamps one by one as it made its way toward me. The darkness lunged, and I took a step back, feeling something brush against my shoe. The sinister corridor disappeared, replaced by the brightly lit warehouse. Heart in my throat, I looked down just in time to see a small bolt roll over the edge of the metal walkway. 
Everybody froze as the bolt landed on the capsule below, toppling to the floor. Then they all looked up.
“Intruder!” one of the scientists shouted right before a rifle blast crashed next to my feet. I threw myself aside, almost falling off the railing.
I sprinted back the way I had come from, keeping an eye on the Orion soldiers as they rushed to intercept me. I couldn’t escape through the sewer hole, not unless I wanted to be confined underground with these guys and their blasted weapons. I needed another option, somewhere close, somewhere accessible, somewhere…
My gaze landed on the wall I was running toward, focusing on the big rectangle that seemed to let a bit of the dim afternoon light in. It wasn’t an ideal exit point, but at least it was unguarded, and the warehouse wasn’t that high to guarantee a broken neck. I was probably going to tear my stitches again, but that was an acceptable sacrifice. Still better than facing an Orion soldier. Or eight.
Without slowing down, I threw myself against the dirt-stained window. It shattered as I fell through it, covering my head to protect it from the glass that rained on the pavement below. Pain exploded in my lower back when I landed in a crouch, making the burn that spread through my left knee feel like a tickle. With a whimper, I rushed toward the startled crowd packing the streets.
Once I was surrounded by a sea of gray, black, and brown, I slowed my pace. My racing heart was telling me to get out of there as fast as I could, but the part of me that had kept me alive all these years insisted it was better to blend in. I wasn’t sure if they scanned my face, so running would only give me away.
A scream overcame the street rattle, and, against my better judgment, I turned to look. Several Orion soldiers emerged from the warehouse, red lights flickering on the side of their rifles, indicating that they were now set to kill instead of stun. 
Damn that wicked bastard! What did he get me involved in? I was going to strangle him if I survived this.
I had only one advantage against Orion, and that was speed. While their suits protected them against anything from a punch to a small missile, they were heavy. I had to lose them—that was the only way I could avoid capture. Or death.
Stepping out of the stream of screaming people, I ran into a side street, my brain desperately trying to recall important details of the area. I seldom went this far south—nothing interesting to steal around here—but I was familiar with all the dangers and potential hideouts to make it out.
The echo of heavy metal steps trailed behind me, but I was too afraid to turn.
My lungs burned, but I didn’t stop. I could no longer complain that spending my life on the streets, being chased or chasing others, was for nothing. It felt like it had all been in preparation for this moment. 
The heavy steps still followed, confirming that I hadn’t imagined them before. 
Damn, they were persistent!
I moved to the narrow intersection between two buildings, finding my way in the gloom. Stopping behind an overflowing dumpster, I ran a hand over the dirty facade in search of the hidden latch that a buddy of mine had shown me some time ago. When I finally found the tiny contraption, the mechanism let out a long, reverberating click. The stale smell of dust and mold squeezed my throat, forcing me to cover my nose before my cough betrayed my location.
I took the stairs to the fourth floor, recalling the vague memories of the last time I was running through here from a job gone bad. Still, moving silently through the broken furniture and rubble proved to be a bitch. I had to stop every few steps to determine if what I heard was one of my pursuers or my own clumsiness. When I was deep enough into the building, I allowed myself a moment of rest, crouching behind a surviving support beam and wiping the sweat off my brow. My back throbbed, but my adrenalin was running so high that I could barely feel anything.
With my blood drumming in my ears, I almost missed the subtle steps that came from the staircase. Trying to decide if I had imagined them or if I was about to die, I held my breath and waited. A second passed, then two. Nothing. Then a distinct rumble of a boot crushing a piece of concrete reverberated through the floor like a gong announcing the start of a deathmatch. I reached for the saber on my back, unsheathing it quietly. Four more knives waited on my belt, but they would be useless against a suit.
Beating a soldier wearing one of those armors was close to impossible, especially if one took them face to face. But it was still close to impossible, not entirely impossible if one knew where to aim and one was really, really quick. Two things I was excellent at.
I had faced one of those suits before, not worn by a soldier, thankfully, but down in the pits of the Underground. The Overseer had gotten their hands on an old, decommissioned armor and decided to test it on their most prized fighter. That had been the worst beating of my life, and even years after the fact, every time I saw an Orion soldier, I could still hear the laughter and the delighted screaming of the crowd while I lay there on the floor, beaten to a pulp.
So I had done the only sensible thing I could think of when I woke up a week later. I had stolen that suit and studied it inside out, learning every weak and strong point, every function it had, and every downside it bore. They had new models now, but it was enough to give me a fighting chance. Now all that remained was for that soldier to pass by and stand very, very still while I went for that weak spot.
My eyes followed his careful movements as he tried to avoid repeating his colossal mistake. He had his blaster propped on his left shoulder, one hand holding the trigger while the other squeezed the pistol grip. That gave me the half-decent opening that I was hoping for.
Even if he heard me, he had no time to react. My weapon thrust into the thinner layer of armor between his armpit and shoulder, sinking halfway. I could tell it hit home by the loud grunt that escaped his helmet, but he didn’t die outright, which posed another problem. I couldn’t let him see me up close and send the feed to the others. I was counting on the fact that there were plenty of dangerous scavengers around the city, and technically, anybody could have whacked him out of commission. Still, if they saw he found me, our party of two would quickly be crashed by a dozen unwelcome guests.
I jumped on his back, pushing my blade deeper into his body. Dropping the rifle, he tried to throw me off, his good arm reaching to grab my hair. I ducked down, twisting my weapon until he screamed in agony. 
Dust and pebbles rained from the ceiling as he threw us at the nearest support beam. I held on despite the ringing in my head, noticing with relief that his legs were shaking. Warm blood made my grip slippery, but I squeezed the saber harder, turning the blade again. Another shout, full of anger and anguish, echoed through the floor.
Bleed out already, man! I thought desperately as I screamed alongside him.
After what felt like forever, he tilted backward. We crashed on the ground, the suit forcing the air out of my lungs as it landed on me, but I had the good sense to twist my body before it pinned me beneath it. I pulled myself aside from the armored soldier, trying to catch my breath. The pain in my back was growing steadily, and I wasn’t sure how much longer the adrenaline would keep me going. By the time my eyesight cleared enough, the Orion soldier had rolled to his side, turning to face me.
Fuck.
His vizor opened to reveal a man smiling. There was blood streaming from his mouth and nose, but his bloodshot eyes gleamed with twisted satisfaction.
“We got you,” he said, coughing even more blood. An icy chill ran down my spine.
“Not yet, you asshole.”
I slid a knife out of my belt and sent it flying before he had the time to blink. The blade sank into his right eye, spraying me with fresh blood. His body went limp, that grotesque smile lingering on his lips while I retrieved my saber from his corpse. Sheathing my weapon, I started retreating, glancing around to make sure nobody was aiming at me before dashing toward the other side of the floor. 
I was almost at the staircase when I heard the chorus of heavy steps that made no attempt to hide their approach. The two stairs behind me exploded, but I was already speeding up before the first rubble hit the floor. Their aim didn’t improve, although their vigor in decimating the place made the crumbling walls groan louder. 
I had to get out of there before they took the place down. Their armor might save them if the floor collapsed, but despite what many people said, my head was not that hard.
“Surrender, and you will be granted a fair trial!” one of them shouted as another blast hit the column I had hidden behind a second earlier.
“Right,” I snorted, pushing myself up. Nobody got a fair trial when Orion was involved, and I had just killed one of their own. There was a bigger chance of me peacefully resolving my problems with the Dellus Gang than these guys giving me any kind of fighting chance.
Another blast almost took my head off, and I bolted toward the wall on my right. I jumped through a half-fallen door, taking a right turn at the next opening. Before I could even realize what was happening, the floor disappeared from beneath me. I reached out, desperately trying to grab onto something, but my fingers slipped down the smooth shaft walls. Darkness engulfed me as I fell, unable to do anything but scream.






  
  Chapter 5
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It felt like I was falling forever.  
My throat was sore from screaming, yet the sound disappeared the moment it left my lips. Preparing myself for a quick end, I closed my eyes. A second later, I got a bone-crushing blow to the ribs that forced the wind out of my lungs. Something cold wrapped around me like a blanket before a weight—my own weight—pulled me down, down, down.
I realized I was holding my breath, so I tried to take a big gulp of air. Water invaded my mouth, and I choked on it, kicking as I opened my eyes. A distant light glimmered above, and I swam toward it despite what the voices in my brain said.
One eternity later, my head broke the surface. Swallowing big gulps of air, I kicked with my feet to keep myself from sinking in. My eyes darted left and right, searching for the walls to grab onto, but found empty air instead. There were no walls in sight, not even a building, for that matter. The water—no, the lake—spread for at least half a mile in every direction. Tall, dark forms surrounded it from all sides, swaying lightly in the wind that carried the unfamiliar scent of something earthy and fresh.
I struggled to breathe, and this time, I had nothing to do with drowning. I sank under again, my legs growing tired from the constant movement, and as I resurfaced, I focused all my strength on getting to the shore. When I finally reached it, I dropped sideways into the sand, throwing up bile and water. Flipping myself onto my back, I locked my eyes on the sky, only to be struck with another impossibility. A giant moon loomed above me, its bright light skipping over the ripples of the lake while it settled into its crystal calmness. 
No clouds. Not a single one.
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to assess my body. There was pain everywhere, the one on my back being the worst, but I felt alive. Still, my brain had to be in a critical condition because what I was seeing wasn’t possible.
I looked at the sky again, praying for the first time in my twenty-five years to see the dark gray clouds that hid the sun, the moon, the endless universe beyond. Yet no matter how many minutes passed, it wasn’t clouds I saw, but stars—hundreds and hundreds of bright dots that flickered like diamonds rolling over a piece of black velvet. The moon was still there, too—clear, solid, and unwavering. All too real. All too impossible.
I pushed myself up, making a full turn so I could look around. Trees surrounded me from all sides, their long, leafy branches merging into a canopy of green that barely let any light in. They also didn’t disappear when I blinked.
“What the actual fuck?” I whispered, wondering what kind of wicked hell I had just walked, or rather fallen, into.
Ignoring the needles piercing my knee and the growing pain in my back, I headed for the trees while making sure no one was preparing to split my head in two. Once I was close enough to touch them, I plucked out one of the leaves on the lower branches, half expecting it to fall apart in my hand like the illusion I thought it was. It didn’t. It stayed solid and green and slightly damp. Real. Even as I brought it to my nose, it smelled of fresh vegetation and water instead of the usual rot the few remaining plants gave back in my…
I left the thought slip, too afraid to finish it. 
I wandered through the forest for a few minutes when I realized I had no idea where I was going. There was no path in sight, no buildings, no people, and I most definitely had never been surrounded by a thicket before. Not in real life, at least. The memory of that dream came into my mind, but I shook my head. Could it be? It couldn’t. It just couldn’t!
Was this one of Orion’s experiments? Did that old building turn out to be one of their centers? I doubted my luck would last me another chase. Or my knee. Or the wound on my back.
Just as I was about to stop so I could check on my injuries, I sensed movement behind me. They stepped slowly, softly, as if to avoid making their presence known, but in just a few seconds, it became clear they weren’t all that good at it. The sharp snap of a branch made me cringe, but I continued forward, careful not to spook them. An animal, especially a predator, would be stealthier. It couldn’t be an Orion soldier either, since their armor would make it virtually impossible to stay quiet in this environment.
I stopped again, leaning on the rough trunk of the nearest tree while pretending to catch my breath. The bark felt coarse and damp, not like the dry twigs I’d seen on the outskirts of the city. Too real. No, not real. It couldn’t be.
The steps drew nearer. It sounded like one person—or if they weren’t alone, their comrades were much better at masking their presence. But on the odd chance they were alone, I had to act now. I could probably handle one or two people under the cover of the trees, but my knee was making me unstable, and I felt feverish, which told me I had to do it now, before I was too weak to try.
Taking a few calming breaths, I tightened my grip on the saber before brandishing my weapon at the level of their throat. The figure moved faster than I expected and avoided the swing just as the bright moonlight fell over the blade of a long sword, unlike anything the Orion soldiers had in their arsenal. The weapon looked heavy and highly impractical, not to mention completely ridiculous. What on earth were they doing with that thing?
I had but a mere second to prepare for their counterattack.
They were fast, their blade aiming directly at my midsection. I diverted the swing, arching my back with a wince as what was left of my stitches pulled on the raw skin. For a while, all I could do was deflect the blows and hope for an opening. They hadn’t called for the others, nor had they pulled out a blaster that could easily render my weapon useless. But why hadn’t they? Just a simple shout would have alerted everyone in the vicinity.
There was enough on my plate as it was. A psycho with a sword was just one thing too many. What was worse, my knee had about three or four parries left in it. I could feel my balance hanging by a threat with each clash of our weapons. 
I lunged forward the moment I found my opening. While my opponent was agile, they lacked experience and, more importantly, strength. Judging by their appearance, they wore no armor, not even basic protectors on the chest, knees, and wrists. No concealed weapons, either. There was also no killing intent in their movements. 
As seconds flew by, their blows got even more chaotic and wide, allowing me to cut in. I parried their next strike, knocking their sword upward. Pivoting with my good foot, I sank my fist into their stomach. Barely slowing down, I kneed them in the face and they tumbled to their back with a surprised grunt. Pressing the tip of my saber against their neck, I stepped on their wrist just as they tried to lift their weapon again. They finally lay down in defeat.
“Nothing personal. You picked a shitty night to fight me, so just…”
“Please don’t kill me!” a shaky feminine voice came from underneath the disguise. Teary brown eyes stared at me with pure horror. I pressed the blade to her cheek, hitching the cloth that hid her face and forcing it down to her neck. She lay perfectly still until I removed my blade, revealing a clean, pretty, heart-shaped face. There was blood coming from her nose, and her lips were quivering—so unlike the Orion soldier earlier, who had smirked like a demon even as he was dying. 
“What’s your name?” I asked, my confidence faltering. Why wasn’t she wearing armor? And what was up with the sword? I had never seen an Orion soldier this poorly equipped—even their office members carried a sidearm. Could it be that she wasn’t with them? But then why was she here and why did she follow me?
I repeated my question, but she stayed silent. With an annoyed sigh, I pinched the bridge of my nose before pushing the mop of wet, dirty hair out of my face. I knew I should just kill her and move along, but her puppy eyes made me oddly uncomfortable with slicing her neck open.
“. I had the most terrible night, and I really want it to end. I didn’t mean to come here, wherever here is, and all I want is to get out.” Her jaw tightened. “You have five seconds.” Silence. “One, two, three…” The tip of my weapon pressed harder against her neck, almost breaking the skin. “Four…”
“Erin!” she squeaked, turning her head sideways to keep away from the blade. Her eyes remained on it, though, as if she still expected me to put it through her throat.
“Erin,” I repeated, relaxing my grip. My hands were growing tired, and I could barely feel my fingers, which meant I had to wrap this up quickly and get out of there. “Why did you attack me, Erin?”
“You’re t-t-trespassing!” she stuttered. Her sword hand twisted beneath my boot, so I applied more pressure until a whimper escaped her lips. “I saw you getting out of the lake, and you headed toward my home! I wanted to make sure you won’t harm my family! And you attacked me! I only defended myself!”
“Your family?” I frowned. “Do you mean Orion? What are you doing for them?”
“I don’t know what Orion is, but I am not doing anything for anyone! I was just training when I heard a scream and…”
She sounded sincere enough, or maybe I was too exhausted to tell. I could feel the pain now, tiny nagging signals coming from a hundred spots all over my body. I knew what was coming next—the numbness. So as long as I was in pain, I was fine. If I wasn’t…well, then I’d have a much bigger problem than Erin and her stupid sword.
I hesitated but then stepped off her hand and limped out of her range. She wiped her bloody nose with the sleeve of her shirt, sliding further away from me. The rest of her disguise had fallen around her neck, revealing wavy brown hair reaching a few inches below her shoulders. Her face was young, and it had a healthy glow, as if she had spent a lot of time under the sun and had an excellent meal every day. Definitely not the look of someone from Boston. Even the Chancellors had to ration their food in the last few years.
“You’re hurt,” she said as I leaned on the nearby tree. I kept my saber ready, just in case, even though she didn’t reach for her weapon. I hadn’t survived this ridiculous ordeal tonight to be cut down by some sword-yielding idiot just because I rested my eyes too long.
“Where are we?” I asked instead, looking around. I couldn’t even see the lake anymore, but I could smell the water in the crispy, clean air. She gave me another uneasy look before getting up and dusting herself.
“Eighty crata south of Tahakar,” she replied as she bent to pick up her sword. My hand tightened on my weapon while I watched her slide hers into the sheath hanging from her belt. 
Trying to focus on the conversation, I looked back at her face. No matter how well people lied, there was always a way to tell if one watched them carefully enough. And when she gave me her answer, I was pretty sure she wasn’t lying. But what the hell was crata?
“How far away is Boston?”
A wrinkle formed on her forehead as she considered my question.
“Is this your village? There is no such city in Paralea, and I have never heard the name,” she said thoughtfully, her previous animosity gone. I wondered if maybe she was stupid or insane—fighting me one moment and lowering her guard the next—but I decided I didn’t care. I just needed to get out of there. “Nor in Jernen or Caggery, as far as I know.” I gave her a withering glare, but she didn’t even flinch. I could believe we were no longer in Boston, but where on earth were we then? She was either messing with me, or we were some place so isolated that they had no idea what the heck was going on outside of their freaking forest. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
I didn’t reply. Wherever here was, it was high time I got out of here. I had to report to Killian, or he was going to use my lack of punctuality to call our deal void. More than that, I needed to find someone to patch me up again. I couldn’t go back to the shelter. Sasha had made that abundantly clear.
“Point me to the nearest city,” I growled, glancing in the direction I had been heading. The more I stared at them, the more those trees looked the same. Even the bright moonlight didn’t help. I knew buildings and streets and graffiti—those were my signs and maps and cornerstones. This…this place unnerved me.
“Tahakar is that way.” She pointed behind me, her eyes narrowed in what looked like concern. Stupid, that one. Definitely. “Two days to get out of the woods if you keep north. Then twelve to reach it on foot, fourteen in your condition.”
“Two weeks?” I gasped. How the fuck did that happen? How did I find myself so far away from the city? Did they discover some kind of teleporting technology and put it in a hole, hoping nobody would accidentally find it? 
This didn’t make sense. No, this couldn’t be real.
“Right,” I said breathlessly, turning my back to her before she could see my growing panic. Clearing my throat, I tried to make my voice sound casual. “I don’t have any intention of hurting your family as long as you stay out of my way.”
She didn’t reply, so I took that as a sign of agreement. I started north, just like she said, wondering how she could tell the directions without a bloody compass in the middle of the night. The stars, probably, even though we could barely see them through the branches above. Hell, I really needed to find a doctor to check my head. 
I had barely walked for a few minutes when I had to stop to fight the wave of dizziness that made the ground tilt. If I had to walk two weeks to this Tahakar, which I hoped was what these people called Boston, I might as well lay down and die.
But I had to. I couldn’t stay here, wherever here was, not when Killian might go after the people of the shelter if I disappeared without a word. Thinking about all those hungry, scared children who had nowhere else to go made the idea of fighting in the Underground easier to swallow. I just had to get back. Maybe I could work my debt off in a few weeks and be done with him. Maybe…
My foot buckled, and I stumbled, catching myself on the nearest tree. A bright light exploded in front of my eyes as I fought with the pain, biting my lips so hard I tasted blood. I slid my hand over my belt, and when I pulled it back, my fingers came out bright red. 
Great, just great. Death it was then.
“Is that blood?”
I raised my saber even before I located the source of the voice. Between the ringing in my ears and the drumming of my heart, I hadn’t even heard her approach.
Erin stood a few steps behind me, worry distorting the delicate lines of her face. Her sword remained sheathed at her side, and more blood had trickled from her nose, now smeared across her cheek. A twig snapped underneath her foot as she took a step toward me, but then she stopped at the sight of my unsheathed weapon.
My body cried in protest when I turned to face her, but I stayed on my good leg even though that one was also getting tired. White blotches floated in my vision, but I held my shoulders back, glaring.
“You won’t reach Tahakar like this,” she whispered. Why was this stranger concerned about me? Especially after I almost broke her nose and sliced her throat. Did she want to loot my things once I was dead? I didn’t have much, but my saber was good quality. Still, her concern felt almost…genuine. Or was my foggy mind making me imagine things? Considering the lake and the forest, that sounded like a plausible explanation. “You are injured, and you have no provisions,” she continued, licking her lips as she waited for my reaction. She was right, damn her, but what other alternatives did I have? As if reading my thoughts, she took another small step toward me, raising her hands in the air. “You can stay in my home until you’re fit to travel. I’ll get you a horse and some provisions for the road.”
I frowned, narrowing my eyes with suspicion. Nobody offered free things out of the goodness of their hearts. Nobody. So what was she after?
“What’s in it for you?”
“You don’t trust people much, do you?” She let her hands drop by her sides, and I tensed as her fingers brushed against the scabbard of her weapon. Strangely, she made no move to unsheathe it.
It was getting harder to focus on her face and even harder to keep hold of my saber. She probably knew that which was why she dared to move closer. I knew I should keep my guard up and attack her while I still had the capacity, but my body refused to move. 
“You could have killed me, but you didn’t,” she said, stopping right in front of me. Now within my range, I could cut her in half with one swing if I wanted to, but I just watched her smile with the face of someone unburdened by fear, hate, and despair. “I choose to believe that you’re a good person. And I can’t let a good person die alone in the middle of nowhere.”
“You are an idiot,” I said right as my feet buckled. She caught me before I dropped like a rock, helping me rest against the nearest tree. I tried to push her away but missed her shoulder. Darkness crept into the corners of my vision when my saber slipped from my fingers. I searched for its reassuring coldness, but it had fallen just out of my reach. To my surprise, Erin picked it up and put it on my lap.
Her face blurred, and in the next moment, Zhang stood there instead, looking down at me with worry while telling me everything was going to be alright. But while I could have trusted him somewhat, this stupid girl was a stranger and had no reason to help me. If I passed out now, I wasn’t going to wake up again. 
“Don’t worry,” she said as the shadows crept over her silhouette, blurring her from view while swallowing her voice to the point the last words might as well have been the wind talking. “You are safe, so just sleep.”
But safe, I was not. Never was and probably never would be.






  
  Chapter 6
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“She smells,” an unfamiliar voice said, followed by a loud slap and a grunt. It sounded male, not yet fully matured, but definitely not female. Not…Erin. Pain shot through my temples as memories flooded my mind. “What? She does! It smells like a cow’s dunk in here! And look at her! Did you dig her out of a hole? And why is there so much blood on her? Did she kill somebody? Did you bring a murderer home? Good thing you didn’t bring her inside the house, or Mother would have had your head for breakfast!” 
“She is the one that’s hurt! She is not a murderer! Just shut up and hold this!” a female voice snapped back, a familiar one this time. I didn’t think I could forget the voice that whispered that I’d be safe right before I thought I’d died.
I forced my eyes open, trying to overcome the nausea and the stiffness in my muscles. Something was prickling my body, and it didn’t take me long to realize it was the bed of straw I was lying in. When I turned to my side, I came face to face with the massive head of a horse, one of its pitch-black eyes staring at me. It took everything in me not to scream.
“You’re awake. How are you feeling?”
Light blinded me as I cautiously turned away from the beast. When my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I stared at the figure crouching at my feet, right next to the horse’s enormous body.
“That’s Storm,” Erin said, running a hand over the slick back of the animal. Storm shook its mane, that dark eye still pinned on me as if warning me to behave myself.
Erin rose to her feet, the skirts of her dress swirling around her legs. No sign of her sword. Her wavy dark hair was falling over one shoulder, and I gaped at how shiny it looked in the light. She smiled—a relaxed, joyful smile that didn’t involve baring her teeth—and she just looked…happy.
“I think she likes you,” the girl added as the horse snorted into her palm. “She stayed next to you all night, even though she doesn’t like strangers.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about a horse watching over me while I slept, but stranger things had happened in the past twenty-four hours. I sat up, feeling something brush against my leg. Looking down, I was surprised to find my saber lying next to me; my knife belt was beside it, and there was something tight tied around my chest in its place. A sense of déjà vu hit me as I ran a hand over the fresh bandage, looking up at Erin. At least my shirt wasn’t missing this time. 
“That was quite the nasty wound you had there. If I had let you leave, you’d be dead by now,” she said, a note of reprimand in her voice. “I stitched it up the best I could, but don’t blame me if it scars. It looked like you had pulled your stitches. Your knee seems better, though. It’s no longer swollen.”
I just stared at her like an idiot, wondering if maybe I had died after all. She was a stranger with no reason to help me, and not only did she not kill me and take my things, but she had…saved my life. I had a past with Zhang, Kane, and even Sasha, so their help wasn’t entirely unexpected, although I doubted their altruistic intentions, but this girl owed me nothing. In fact, she had every reason not to help me after I attacked her. So why was she looking at me with such concern even now?
“And you smell,” the male voice from before murmured, and I turned to look at the second person I had almost forgotten about. The boy stood a few steps behind Erin, trying to hide the fidgeting of his hands by keeping them crossed in front of his chest. He was almost as tall as Erin, with a face that still held the soft lines of a child. He wore his hair short and stared at me with a pair of dark, cautious eyes that were a perfect match for Erin’s. 
“Right,” I croaked, wincing at the sound. My throat felt so dry I wondered if I had munched on the straw while I slept. As if reading my mind, Erin handed me the canteen she was holding.
“Water,” she explained when I looked down the neck of the bottle and sniffed it. My eyes darted between her and the boy, and their bright, innocent faces soothed my suspicion in a way that felt extremely dangerous. I couldn’t sense any hostility in them, just curiosity and a hint of wariness. And mild disgust, likely from the smell the boy mentioned.
Now that I thought about it, something did stink, and it wasn’t the horse. Considering that I had to walk through a sewer, run from Orion soldiers, fight in the dirt, and then roll in the mud, I was inclined to agree that it might be me.
I gulped the water greedily, stopping a few times to take a breath. It was easily the most delicious thing I had tasted in my life, so even as I thought they might have slipped something into it, I devoured it without hesitation. When I felt like throwing up, I handed the flask back. The boy shifted awkwardly when I looked at him again, letting his arms fall by his side as if preparing to use that puny knife that hung from his belt.
“Who are you?” I pulled myself to my feet, one hand clenching the side of the stall so I could stay off my bad knee. My feet wobbled, and I was forced to shift my weight to both legs, only to be surprised by not feeling the need to scream. My right knee still felt tender, but the searing pain from last night was gone. What was even better, the pain in my back was bearable, too, as if I had downed two painkillers.
The judgmental eyes of the horse named Storm followed my every move—the animal even went as far as snorting next to my leg before I skidded away from it. A quick look around told me we were standing at the back of a barn, or maybe a stable. Five more stalls completed the space: three of them were filled with giant horses, all minding their own business, while the others held bales of hay or an assortment of instruments like shovels, pitchforks, rakes, and things I had no name for. The sounds of chickens came from outside—or at least I thought it was chickens since it had been a while since I saw one of those in person.
No Orion soldiers. No vehicles or technology of any kind. Nothing of the world I knew.
“My name is Mack,” the boy said, squaring his narrow shoulders. “Erin’s my sister. And who are you?”
“Somebody in desperate need of a bath,” I mumbled, looking back at the girl. Her eyes traveled from my worn-out boots and pants up to Sasha’s revealing shirt. Not in an assessing way that would tell her where I could have concealed more weapons, but in a curious one, as if she was studying me. I raised an eyebrow, and when she noticed, she blushed and looked away.
“There is a stream not far away from here,” she said, turning toward her brother. “Get a set of clean clothes from my room and bring them to us.” She licked her lips nervously before grabbing her brother’s arm and pulling him toward the door. Her voice was quieter as she spoke again, but luckily for me, I had excellent hearing. “Don’t tell Father yet. We’ll tell him after she washes up.”
The boy glanced back at me one more time, then hurried out. His sister motioned for me to follow, disappearing through the door Mack had left open. Retrieving my saber and knives, I gave the horse one last wary look before following her. I was relieved I could walk by myself, although a sharp, annoying pain shot through my back with every breath. The sun blinded me as I stepped out of the barn, forcing me to cover my eyes with my hand. I took another step forward, then froze.
The sun blinded me. With its light. During the day. 
I could see the damn sun!
Pulling my hand away, I looked at the sky, squinting against the bright light that brought tears to my eyes. I had seen the moon and stars last night, but it had felt like a dream. Now the warmth that crept over my skin couldn’t be any more real. 
Was I dead? Was I hallucinating? How was that possible?
“Are you coming?”
I blinked away the tears, turning to where Erin was waiting for me. I strode to her side and caught her elbow before she could walk off. 
“Slap me,” I ordered, almost laughing at the way her eyes widened. “Do it.”
“What? No!” she exclaimed, pulling her hand free. “Are you insane?”
“Maybe,” I murmured, slipping a knife out of my belt. I sliced my index finger just enough to draw blood, and a sharp pang shot through the soft flesh. Even the blood tasted sweet and metallic when I sucked on it. “Not dreaming then.” I let out a deep breath, looking at the sky again.
“You are insane!” Erin grabbed my hand as a few drops of blood swelled over the cut. “Why did you do that? What if it gets infected?”
“It’s fine,” I sighed, sticking my finger in my mouth. “I heal fast. Are you afraid of a little blood?”
“No, I’m afraid of crazy people,” she grumbled with a shake of her head. “This way.” 
I hurried after her, allowing myself a quick look over my shoulder. A large but simple stone house stood a fair distance away from the stables, its front porch surrounded by a small garden with red, purple, and yellow flowers. Big, square windows adorned the rooms on the first floor, smaller ones perched on the second. The outside was painted reddish-brown, with the roof made of a mix of clay, straw, and more stone.
Not exactly like the one from my dream, but it had the same homey feel to it.
Erin took us down a narrow, well-maintained path, slowing enough so I could limp my way next to her. The sunlight grew dimmer as we stepped under the canopy of the trees, their long branches twisting and overlapping over our heads. They didn’t look that dark or intimidating now that the sun was up, so keeping my face straight with all those vivid colors proved impossible.
If this wasn’t a dream, then what was it? The afterlife? With my track record, I expected fire and suffering up to my neck, not beautiful landscapes and nice people. I doubted I had accumulated enough good deeds to be allowed into the place upstairs, anyway.
“I’m sorry about Mack. He found you sleeping in the barn, and he threatened to tell Father unless I promised him he’d be there when you woke up.” She finally broke the silence, her tone heavy with embarrassment. “He thinks he needs to protect me because I’m a girl. Did you see him? I can toss him over my knee and spank him, and there is nothing he can do about it!”
“It’s fine,” I murmured, distracted by a giant butterfly with bright yellow wings that flew past my head before landing on a bush with red flowers. I sensed Erin staring at me, so I quickly looked away, clearing my throat awkwardly. “I…um, thank you for…not killing me.”
Erin raised an eyebrow, something like horror falling over her face.
“Did you really think I was going to kill you?” she gasped, her shock so genuine that I almost laughed. She turned forward, shaking her head in disbelief, which gave me a chance to get a better look at her. 
She had a small, straight nose and smooth skin that almost glowed in the light. With her looks and her curvy, healthy form, she looked like a woman that every man would kill for. Someone even I might kill for, although I wasn’t really into young, innocent girls.
“So.” Erin cleared her throat, catching her hands behind her back. “You said you were from a village called Boston?”
“A city, and yes,” I corrected her, noting how her brow creased, as if she was wracking her brain for more details about a city she claimed didn’t exist. “You may know it under a different name here.” She just nodded, still lost in thought. It had been forever since I had a casual conversation that didn’t involve fighting, swearing, or almost dying, so I had no idea what to say. So I switched to something that we both had in common. “Where did you learn to fight?” 
Erin shrugged. “My father used to be a soldier, and I grew up with four brothers. It was that or focusing on my sewing and cooking.” 
I grimaced. At least she chose to learn how to fight. Where I was from, you learn, or you die. There was no choice.
“Your fighting style isn’t right for you. You attack like a man, but you don’t have the strength or size of one. You can’t change the fact that you’re a woman, and unless you plan to grow another ten inches and at least forty more pounds, you may want to consider changing your fighting strategy.” She gave me a puzzled look, mouthing inches and pounds. “And that sword you use is too heavy for you. You need something lighter, thinner, and you have to start covering your left side or start carrying some kind of shield.”
The curiosity in her eyes only seemed to grow with each word that left my mouth.
“You sound like you know what you’re talking about. Are you a soldier?”
“Hell no,” I scoffed, imagining myself in an Orion suit chasing the bad guys. In another life, maybe. Or if they offered enough money and immunity for all the shit I’d done. “But I know my weaknesses and my strengths and how to use them to my advantage. It’s the only way to stay alive.”
Erin frowned even before I was done speaking.
“What is…hell?” she questioned, the word rolling awkwardly off her tongue.
Now, this shit was getting ridiculous. I stared at her with an expression that should have told her to cut the crap, but she just waited for my reply, eyes overflowing with curiosity. Just how secluded were those people? If her father was a soldier, then he would have at least ventured into the world to fight, right? Not that I knew any other kind of soldiers except Orion, but maybe in the other cities on the continent…
“Erm, the place where bad people go when they die?” I raised my eyebrows. Recognition flickered in her eyes, and I was ready to sigh in relief when I heard her reply.
“Oh, you mean they join Hathan.”
Right, this is not weird at all. I grimaced. Did I end up in some freaky sect? Who didn’t know what hell was? And what the fuck is Hathan?
“Sure,” I muttered with a stiff smile. Better not ask. If she thought I wasn’t one of them, her benevolence might run out, and I still needed to get out of this forest. 
Erin opened her mouth to say something when the trees parted, and we stepped onto the bank of a small stream. My eyes widened at the sight of so much clean, running water, and before I knew it, I was stumbling forward.
This had to be heaven, and I was dead but happy.
Without waiting for her prompt, I started peeling off my clothes, eyes locked on the stream to make sure it wouldn’t disappear. I hesitated before dropping my weapons, but then decided Erin wouldn’t change her mind about killing me right after saving my life.
“Wait, the wound!” she exclaimed, rushing to my side to stop me. “You can’t just go in!” I ignored her, pulling the shirt over my head and discarding it. She gasped in horror, and I turned to make sure I wasn’t bleeding again. “What…what is that?” 
I followed her gaze, only to realize she was looking at my tattoo. The black ink ran in lines over my back and shoulder blades, hiding an array of scars beneath an elaborate drawing of two long, intricate wings. I got lucky with the guy who drew them—he was insanely good, cheap, and I didn’t get an infection from his needles. And I got the tattoo finished three days before he got his brains bashed in, so fate was definitely on my side that week. 
“What does it look like to you?” I asked, letting the knife belt fall by the clothes. My ancient underwear followed, and I finally stepped into the water, feeling it swirl around my ankles as I dug my toes into the sand.
Damn, that was nice!
“Who…who did this to you? Is this some kind of brand or…” She paused for a second, a deep wrinkle forming on her forehead. She met my eyes when she caught me staring at her, and the look of pity and concern she gave me had me turning away uncomfortably. “I’ve seen branded criminals, but nothing like this. It looks like bird wings.”
I moved further into the stream until it covered my shoulders. Immersing myself under the water, I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to get the dirt and grime out of it. Showers and baths were luxuries of the past, so it must have been months since I last washed it properly. The wound on my back felt cool and itchy, but not unpleasant enough to make me get out. When I emerged to get a breath, Erin was sitting on the edge of the bank, elbows propped on her knees. 
“Branded, huh?” I huffed out a breath, rubbing my skin until it hurt. “You can say it’s a brand, in a way, but no one forced it on me. I chose it.”
She stayed silent for a while as I viciously scrubbed my face and neck.
“But why?”
I shrugged, but then realized she couldn’t see me from her spot.
“Because I needed something to remind me who I was if I ever forgot again.”
She just kept watching me thoughtfully, so I took the time to wash the rest of my body. My skin hurt from the friction, but the sensation of being clean made it worth it.
“You never told me your name.” 
I moved my fingers through the water, making tiny ripples on the surface while enjoying the cool, soothing feeling. The warm sunlight on my face made it even more pleasant. I could almost imagine all my worries going away, staying in this moment a bit longer, like I didn’t have to figure out if I was dreaming, going crazy, or if I was…dead.
“Raven,” I replied. Her brows knitted together before her face lit up.
“So the brand…” 
“Yep.”
I spent the next few minutes rubbing my skin some more, diving in and savoring every magical moment. It felt like the water grew warmer the more I stayed in it, and I found myself wishing I could turn into a fish and just live there forever.
From the corner of my eyes, I noticed Erin getting to her feet, and a moment later, Mack appeared from the trees, carrying a pile of neatly folded clothes in his arms. Nervousness oozed from him as he handed them to his sister, biting on his lower lip.
“Mack?” Erin frowned, a note of alarm finding its way to her voice. “What happened?”
The boy looked at me, then back at her. I switched my attention to the trees, searching for movement. I couldn’t see anyone there, but the underbrush and the low branches gave plenty of spots for people to hide. Cursing myself, I glanced at where I left my weapons, wondering if it would make a difference even if I got to them. I only had three knives left, and they would be useless if my enemy had a gun. Maybe I could use Erin as a body shield—that might give them pause if she truly was one of them.
“Father saw me carrying the clothes. He asked where I was taking them, and I said I was bringing them to you.” I heard him say in a low, apologetic voice. “I’m sorry, Erin! He knew I was lying! I don’t know how, but he knew! He saw the blood in the stable too! He said to bring her back right away. He…he got his sword! I’m sorry!”
“Ugh, Mack!” his sister grumbled, turning toward me. I checked the trees again—no movement. “Are you ready? We better go before my father loses his patience.”
“Sure.” I nodded, pushing myself toward the shore. If I didn’t get shot on the spot, I would need her father to decide I wasn’t a threat before I could ask for those provisions and the horse she promised—a promise she probably couldn’t keep, considering they weren’t hers to give. I could always fight them for it, but she mentioned four brothers, even if one of them was Mack, plus a father who was a soldier, so the odds were not exactly in my favor.
I emerged from the water, and Mack’s eyes widened as he stared at my naked body with the awe of a teenager who had just discovered the difference between a man and a woman. Erin hit him on the back of the head, ordering him to turn around. He complied with an annoyed murmur, and she unfolded the clothes he had brought, handing me a dress. It was similar to the one she wore—dark green with a white undershirt and two slits on the side.
“You can't be serious.” I deadpanned. I couldn’t fight in that thing, and I’d probably trip and fall if I tried to run. Was she doing this to make sure I wouldn’t be able to overpower them? I glanced at my saber lying next to my dirty clothes.
“It’s better than your old rags. I’ve seen pigs with cleaner hides.”
She looked me straight in the eyes as she spoke—if she was planning to have me killed, she would have at least blinked. Unless she was a damn good liar, but everything I’d seen so far suggested she couldn’t lie for shit. 
“Fine,” I grunted, snatching the dress from her extended hand. By the time I put it on and fastened the ties that ran from the chest to the waist, Erin and Mack were on the path, waiting for me. I clipped my leather belt in place, then followed, running my fingers through my hair to untangle the mess of locks and allow it to dry faster. 
The two siblings walked side by side, engaged in a heated argument I decided to stay out of. Instead, I tried to adjust my breasts in the right place without them popping out of the low-cropped bodice of the dress. If anyone I knew in Boston saw me in this, they would likely choke to death laughing. 
When we finally reached the end of the path, their conversation died down to a few hissed words. I took a deep breath, plastering my friendliest smile on and moving the hand holding the saber behind my back. 
Three men and two women waited by the house. The men carried heavy swords, similar to the one Erin had wielded last night. The biggest of them, one with a thick beard and a no-bullshit expression, stood a few feet in front of the others, hand on the hilt of his weapon. His beard and hair were a mix of gray and black, his face lined with deep wrinkles, but he looked in good shape. Probably could still fight well enough to be a threat. His sons, both tall and dark-haired like the rest of his family, looked a little less certain in their postures.
I took a deep breath, running my hand through my hair again, only to realize it was almost dry already. The wonders of warm weather and direct sunlight—I could get used to that.
As we neared the house, I repeated what I planned to say in my head. When we were just a few feet away from them, I finally saw their faces. What I did not expect was the expressions of wonder and disbelief as they stared at us. We were almost upon them when Erin’s father dropped to his knees, lowering his forehead to the ground. His sons and the two women quickly did the same. 
Erin and Mack froze, gawking at their family before turning to look at me with wide eyes. I touched my head, making sure I hadn’t grown horns, or maybe my face melted from the strong sun. Everything seemed normal—except for their reactions.
“Gia’s cow!” the boy gasped before falling to the ground. Erin opened her mouth to speak, found no words, and knelt beside her brother, her entire body shaking. It wasn’t from fear, though. I knew very well what fear looked like. She looked…excited.
The silence dragged, interrupted only by the distant clucking of the chickens and what sounded like pigs. I waited for Erin’s family to do something, to say something, but they remained on their knees like garden gnomes with less cheery expressions.
“So,” I said, trying to keep my smile on. Things were going from weird to what-the-actual-fuck really fast. Hallucinations weren’t that big of a stretch now. “What is going on? What are you all doing? Erin?”
The girl flinched, curling up in her spot. I drew my saber, moving further back in case they jumped me all at once after their weird group meditation was over.
“Please, forgive me,” Erin finally spoke, her voice barely a whisper. My gaze moved back to her only to find her looking up, actual tears in her eyes. Again, no fear, just regret and…awe? I was pretty sure I was reading her correctly, but what the hell was going on? How did her demeanor change in a split second? “I didn’t mean to fight you last night. If I knew, I would have never dared! Please spare my family and cast your wrath on me alone!”
What? My wrath? Did I sleep through something important?
“I’m sorry I said you smelled!” Mack blurted so quickly that the words came out as a slur of sounds. “And I’m sorry I looked at your naked body! Please, don’t kill us!”
“Sure,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead with my free hand. “Can somebody explain what the hell are you talking about? And get up, for fuck’s sake!” I looked at the others while Erin stumbled to her feet. “All of you!”
They obeyed like one, glancing cautiously in my direction. That weird awe in their eyes gave me hope that I would get those provisions after all, but the sudden change from friendly banter to kneeling in reverence was ticking me off.
Making sure the others weren’t moving, I returned my attention to Erin.
“What is going on? Why were you kneeling? Why were they kneeling?”
“You have light hair,” she said, her eyes darting toward the top of my head. I waited for her to continue, but she just stared as if her answer explained everything. It occurred to me that with all the dirt that I had scrubbed off, my hair probably had looked much darker before, but even so, what did it matter that I had blonde hair?
“And?” I urged, growing more and more annoyed. Not that I didn’t prefer people kneeling instead of trying to kill me, but this was unnerving. “Some people have light hair. What of it?”
Erin’s eyes finally met mine.
“Not here, not ever,” she breathed. “Gia’s Teachings foretold that one day the Chosen, the one we’d recognize by their light hair, will come to save and lead us in our time of need. They will be our redemption and our protection against all evil, and we will be their servants and their people.”
“Are you serious?” I laughed. None of them joined me, but I didn’t miss the looks of confusion and uneasiness they shared.
“The Temple has been waiting for the Chosen for hundreds of years,” Erin’s father said, moving to stand by his daughter. I tensed at his approach, but then I noticed he had left his weapon on the ground. “And they have never found one with light hair such as yours.”
“Fuck, you are serious!” I scoffed, shaking my head. I needed to get out of there, away from these people, before they realized I wasn’t their Chosen or whatever, and got pissed. “So your teachings say the color of their hair will determine your prophesied savior?”
“Yes.” Erin nodded, still staring at the top of my head. She looked like she wanted to touch it, make sure it was real, that I was real. That alone made me long for the comfortable familiarity of people trying to kill me. “The Chosen will have knowledge and powers no one else does. Only they can save us from what is coming.”
“So what would stop a person from dyeing their hair blond? Once they do, they can claim to be this Chosen and order you around like the blind fools you are.” 
At least now I knew why those people were so nice to me—they were complete idiots.
“Dyeing your hair is forbidden. If you’re proven to be a fraud, the Order will execute you,” Erin’s father explained. He didn’t look crazy, not with that sharp look in his eyes, but there really was no other alternative, was it? I wasn’t…It was ridiculous that I was even entertaining that idea.
“Charming,” I muttered, sheathing my saber. Something was telling me I wouldn’t need it. I would need those provisions, though, and a map. I had to find my way back to Boston before I got myself entangled in another mess. I was already late for my deal with Killian, so I might as well accept his protection from the Dellus Gang and…whatever these people were after. But first, I had to make them trust me and get me what I needed. Even if it meant pretending to be their Chosen for a bit. “Alright, alright.” I let my hand fall and looked back at them. “Whatever. But no more kneeling.”
A wave of hesitation washed through them, and both Erin and Mack turned to look at their father. He stood up a little straighter, his broad shoulders pulling on the fabric of his shirt. 
“You must be weary from your journey.” He smiled before motioning toward the house. “Please, allow us the honor of hosting you in our home. My wife has just finished preparing lunch.”
My stomach growled at the mention of food, and I nodded.
This was good. This could work. I would get that horse and provisions, and then I was gone, away from these crazy people, before it turned out the Chosen was actually the prophesied sacrifice of some weird ritual. Or something even worse.
Keeping my hands free and close to my belt, I followed him into the house.






  
  Chapter 7
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I was sitting at the table, swallowing the saliva that kept filling my mouth. The women of the house brought more and more plates with food while the rest of the family stared at me as if expecting me to burst into flames or something. I barely noticed them. The only thing I could think about was stuffing my mouth with everything within my reach.  
I had never seen so much food in my entire life.
There was a whole rabbit in the middle of the table with crispy filling and sweet-smelling honey seeping out of it. Fresh vegetables—green peppers, tomatoes, and something that looked like cucumbers but they called uttega—were mixed in a bowl and sprinkled with omarah, which looked like cheese, but it was light green and had a very earthy smell. There were fruits, too—blueberries, strawberries, and gennaberries, as Mack explained when he found me studying them.
“I’m afraid this is the best we can offer,” Jonah, Erin’s father, said with his eyebrows creased together. “We are better off than most people because we were blessed with fertile land and a lot of wild game passing nearby, but for the Chosen…”
 I choked on the saliva in my mouth in a hurry to reply.
“It’s fine.”
Erin’s mother, a short, plump woman who had introduced herself as Yara, took the last empty seat on Jonah’s left. I was sitting across from him—Erin on one side, Mack on the other—my fingers itching to fill my plate, but I waited impatiently for someone to reach out first.
Jonah raised his hands, and his family mimicked the gesture until they held the palms of the person on each side. Erin and Mack hesitated before extending theirs to me. I completed the circle with mild curiosity.
“Would you like to do the honors?” Jonah asked.
“It’s your house. I’m just a guest,” I said with what I hoped could pass for a nonchalant shrug. I had no idea what they were doing, and I didn’t want to undermine their faith in me, at least not until we ate and they gave me what I needed. 
“Very well,” he replied, bowing his head and closing his eyes. The rest of the family followed his example, so nobody noticed that I kept watching them. I’d heard of this kind of religious ritual where they thanked their gods for their food or their good fortune, but I didn’t think anyone still practiced it. Nobody had any of those things where I was from. Maybe that’s why.
I thought of Boston, of the dirty, dark, and degrading city that believed in nothing. Most religious practices had died off decades ago, or at least their public displays. The people in my circles weren’t exactly a spiritual bunch, so it had been a while since I had even seen someone pray. But I was most certain I had never heard of Gia’s Teachings.
“We thank the Light for our blessings and the life we have been given. We follow the Teachings, and we praise the Chosen for their fight in our name and their sacrifice. Nehrah.”
“Nehrah,” the rest of the family repeated after him.
“Dig in.” Jonah smiled, and the thoughts in my head were all replaced by the beautiful music of silverware clattering. I filled my plate to the point of overflowing, and even though nobody commented on that, I noticed Mack raising his eyebrows as he glanced at his sister. We ate in comfortable silence, so I had to stop myself from moaning in delight while my mouth reveled in the explosion of tastes. 
I felt like I could eat everything along with the table and the whole house. There was no doubt in my mind that even the dirt outside would taste divine.
I could be their Chosen, no problem! As long as I can get food. I have fought all kinds of people in my life and survived them all. I could get rid of that Hathan for them, even if it is not my place. I could…
I stopped myself at the thought. No, I couldn’t. I wasn’t a hero or a savior. I wasn’t selfless or brave enough to do that shit. I was just thinking I was ready to deceive these people for food! It was better if I just got what I needed and left before I did more damage with my ‘help.’
Somebody cleared their throat, and I flinched, looking up to find Jonah staring at me expectantly. I stuffed the last of the gennaberries—a big, seedless fruit of a bright yellow color—in my mouth before licking my fingers.
“I hope I’m not overstepping,” Jonah said as his wife gathered the empty plates on their side of the table. “But may I ask, how did you arrive here?” Despite the easy tone and the relaxed posture, his eyes were brimming with untamed curiosity. The seemingly innocent question would have been much more inconspicuous if everyone hadn’t stopped moving and breathing at the same time.
I pondered on the answer for a moment. How did I end up here? All I remembered was falling through the elevator shaft and landing in the lake. If I assumed this wasn’t a dream or some version of the afterlife, then what did happen? I had no idea how to answer that question.
“It’s a secret,” I replied in the safest way I could think of, biting on a huge strawberry to excuse myself from saying more. The sweet and sour taste spread through my mouth, and as I swallowed, my body shuddered in pure delight. Jonah just accepted my answer with a nod.
“The Teachings state the Chosen would arrive when Hathan looms over our world. We assumed the Chosen would be one of our land, so they would be familiar with their mission and responsibilities. But judging by the way you reacted earlier, you have never heard of Gia’s Teachings, have you?”
I swallowed slowly, holding his gaze. Fuck, I totally gave myself away earlier. So what was this, a test? Was he trying to get me to admit I had no idea what was going on and that this was one lucky coincidence? My saber was hanging from the back of my chair, and none of them had brought their weapons inside the house, so they were now at a disadvantage. Still, I could see no hostility, no suspicion in his eyes. It was so unnerving that it made my stomach queasy. Or maybe that was from overeating, I thought as I bit into another strawberry.
“No, I have not,” I said, my mouth half full.
“It might be for the better.” Jonah took out a pipe from his breast pocket and started filling it with dry brown leaves he picked up from a small linen bag that Yara handed him. The aroma of grass and something musky tickled my nose as he lit it with a couple of well-practiced puffs. That definitely didn’t smell like the revolting cigars back home.
“How come?” I asked while Yara and her daughter-in-law carried the empty plates to the other room, their whispers fading out as they continued down the corridor. I turned toward Jonah and his children just as they were glancing between their father and me.
“The Chosen is the head of the Faith for all who believe in Gia’s Teachings, not just one kingdom. If you were born in Paralea, you might favor it above others, which wouldn’t be fair. But since you’re not, you can rule with impartiality and fairness, which you would have lacked otherwise,” he explained, waving with his pipe as smoke slithered from his mouth. 
Head of the Faith. Paralea. Ruling. They expected me to rule? Was this Faith the power running the place? What exactly was the Chosen supposed to rule? The city? He mentioned other kingdoms, so maybe a continent? The more I learned about this place, the less it sounded like Boston and…my world. The country that had included all the cities in North America had fallen apart over a century ago, and now every metropolis ruled itself. There wasn’t any church or religion that united or governed over them. Not that I knew of, at least, but even I wasn’t that detached from reality.
“Right.” I nodded, realizing I had grown quiet, too focused on trying to connect the dots in my head. Jonah got to his feet when he finished his pipe, looking at each member of his family.
“Come on, boys, the chores won’t do themselves. Erin, make sure our…guest has everything she needs. Please, excuse us.” His sons rose as one, leaving without so much as a word. Jonah gave his daughter a long look, and once he received a curt nod, he left as well. The two other women didn’t return, but I could hear them whispering in the other room.
“Are…are you still hungry?” Erin asked.
I hesitated—my mind said yes, but my body was one step away from turning on itself. I gave her a shake of the head, getting to my feet with a grunt. Despite the heaviness and the dull ache in my stomach, I could grow used to that. Even if it was just for a while.
“Do you want me to have a look at your wound? We have a salve that can help with the pain if it hurts too much,” Erin offered, and as I looked at her, she quickly lowered her eyes to the floor.
“Maybe later.” I did feel suspiciously well—as long as I didn’t put all my weight on my knee, it felt fine, and the pain in my back had subsided to a dull ache. Now that I was clean and stuffed like a pig for slaughter, all I wanted was to take a nap and let my body recuperate. But of course, I couldn’t do that, not with so many people around that could slice my throat. Despite the reverence and promises, I wasn’t stupid enough to take their word for it. 
My eyes glided over the three items nesting on top of the mantelpiece: the first was a shiny medal that looked military; the second was a small painting of a young man with the same dark eyes, straight nose, and gentle smile as Erin; and the last one was a wooden figurine wearing a mask, palms open and hands raised at the level of their head. I had no idea what it was supposed to signify, but I had the nagging feeling it was Chosen-related. Why was it wearing a mask, though?
“Please let me know if there is anything I can do for you, Chosen,” Erin said in a voice that was all formal and stiff. I glanced at her, only to have my gaze avoided again. 
“You can start by calling me Raven.” I sighed, looking back at the mantelpiece. I reached for the figurine, pausing before touching it in case Erin decided to stop me, but when she didn’t, I picked it up and turned it in my hand. It was a pretty simple make but masterfully done, the details almost lifelike. The person under the flowing robe could have been either male or female. It was impossible to tell, especially with that mask on that hid any kind of distinguishing features. Shivers ran down my spine as I stared at the tiny holes where the eyes were supposed to be, and I quickly put it back in its place. “So about the Chosen stuff. You mentioned some kind of Teachings?”
“An oracle named Gia wrote the Teachings more than a thousand years ago,” Erin replied, pushing herself off the chair and moving closer to me. “She could see into the past and the future, and she could speak with the Light on the matters of life. She foresaw darkness so consuming and terrible that she made it her life’s purpose to find somebody who would save us from it. The Chosen, our savior, she wrote, will be strong, brave, and just.”
“Yep, that sounds vague enough for a prophecy,” I mumbled. Strong, brave, and just. Definitely not me. “What else?”
“Gia prophesied that one day, when Hathan is closing in on us, our savior will come to lead us. We will recognize them by their fair hair. Their light will be strong enough to defeat Hathan, and without them, we shall perish.” 
I winced, giving her a sidelong glance, only to catch her staring at my hair. 
“Right, right,” I mumbled, turning away from her so she couldn’t see my exasperated expression. “So, in the entire world, there isn’t a single person with light hair? Not even in a thousand years?”
She shook her head. It was hard imagining that, but she looked so certain that I just nodded.
“Who is ruling Paralea now?” I asked, the name rolling awkwardly off my tongue. I wrecked my brain for any memories of it from the books I’d picked up over the years but came up empty. 
“That would be King Sadon. His family has held the throne for the last four hundred years.” Erin continued talking about Sadon’s family and rule, so I zoned out, occasionally nodding to look like I was listening. 
I pushed away from the mantelpiece, moving further into the spacious common room that took most of the first floor. I had spotted a kitchen when we were coming in, as well as a couple of doors, which I assumed led to a cellar or a storage room. There wasn’t a lot of furniture around, just two rocking chairs by the fireplace and a thick brown rug lying in front of it. A niche in the opposite wall with a burning candle surrounded by melted wax caught my attention, and I headed toward it. Another figurine stood in the middle of it, carved straight into the wall, its pose similar to the one on the ledge.
“What’s this?”
Erin joined my side, following my gaze to what I thought was the house’s idol. The light of the candle danced over the smooth lines of the figurine, making it seem almost as if it was glowing despite being a day outside.
“Every house should always have a light on when they are home.” She smiled, then added, “To keep out Hathan.” Her fingers stopped an inch away from the deity, as if she hadn’t realized she was reaching out before she lowered them to the feet of the figure. I crouched down so my eyes were at the level of the idol while the light flickered with the movement.
“It doesn’t look much like me,” I mused, tilting my head left and right. Erin mimicked my gesture, her nose crinkling as if she were in deep thought. 
“I think it does. If you put the Chosen’s mask on, you’ll look the same.”
“What is the Chosen’s mask?” I scoffed.
“The Chosen’s mask is believed to ward off evil while the Chosen’s blades have the power to slay it,” Erin explained excitedly, pointing at the left hand of the idol. I leaned closer, eventually noticing that the figure was indeed holding something that was half obscured by its mantle. A long and sharp stick—well, a blade—that the light didn’t reach.
“I thought the Chosen was supposed to defeat Hathan with their light,” I smirked, looking at Erin for a reaction. She kept glancing between me and the figurine as if making a comparison. I wasn’t entirely sure she even heard me before she straightened up, a light smile dancing on her lips.
“Well, maybe the swords are to make it hurt.” 
I grinned without thinking. Her face flushed, and she looked away, fighting a smile.
“So what does one need to do to become your prophesied Chosen? Just show myself to the people and shout, ‘Here I am!’” I headed back to the sunnier side of the room. The need to feel the warmth dance across my skin pulled me like a magnet toward the window. 
Even if she caught the sarcasm, Erin didn’t show it. She remained silent as I pushed the thin, semi-transparent curtain with my fingers, peeking outside. Her oldest brother, Bryan, was chopping wood by the front door while the other one, Cole, carried it into the basement. In the distance, I could see Jonah and Mack shepherding the cattle away.
If only I had a family like hers, things would have probably turned out differently for me. Or maybe not. Life in the city was hard, even when the only person you needed to worry about was yourself. Keeping a whole family alive would have been much harder.
The image of the shelter came back uninvited, with Kane looking pale and distraught as the children piled around him, asking for food. Or worse—hiding behind him in fear should the Dellus Gang pay them another visit, or if Killian chose to collect my debt from them. 
Fuck.
“You’ll need to visit the Temple and prove yourself,” Erin said somewhere behind me, and I turned toward her with a sigh, deciding that it might be in my best interest to pay more attention. Considering that everything revolved around this Faith of theirs, it made sense that the people who preached it would know everything about the Chosen. Everything about…how I ended up here, and how I could go back.
“Prove myself how?” I frowned. 
“I don’t know. This is only known to the High Priests of the Temple.”
I held her gaze for a few seconds, and as if sensing my next question, she looked away. 
“And if I fail to prove myself?”
“I don’t know,” Erin whispered, her shoulders caving in as she clasped her hands tightly. She really was bad at lying, but at least in this, I didn’t need her to spell it out for me.
They executed people for dying their hair. I could imagine what they would do to the ones who dared reach for power without having one of their own.
Silence settled between us, awkward and suffocating.
I turned my attention to her family outside just as Mack let out a peal of laughter, grinning from ear to ear as his father ruffled his hair. I smiled without thinking, but I quickly schooled my face in a neutral expression before Erin noticed. 
If it was up to me, I’d stay in this place. It was safe, sunny, and it had food and…all the things I’d dreamed of when I was young and full of hope. Erin and her family seemed nice enough, and I liked the calm and quiet, which was so unlike the chaos I was used to. But they didn’t want me here and not because I was a complete stranger. To them, I was their Chosen and my job was to go out there and perform miracles. Staying on their little farm and joining their little family, even if it meant shoveling horse shit for the rest of my life, wasn’t what they wanted from me. My role was to be their savior, and that was one thing I couldn’t give them. Because I was no hero.
At least back home, they didn’t expect the impossible from me. I just had to fix my mess like I always did—by killing whoever needed to be killed so innocent people wouldn’t get hurt. No need to prove myself, to rule, or to be revered as a special snowflake with magical blonde hair. Just Raven, doing the only thing she was good at.
And unlike these folks, who lived in a big house with meals that could feed half of the shelter, the ones I had left behind had nothing. And even then, they still saved me from the darkness when it had almost consumed my soul. No matter what went down between us in the past, I owed them this much. Especially when it was me again who put them in danger. 
I didn’t owe the people here anything. Their real Chosen might still come one day and save them. Or they might not—either way, not my problem.
I had to go back. The sooner, the better.
“Alright, then.” I let the curtain fall, turning to look at Erin with renewed determination. I needed to figure out what this place was and how far away it was from Boston. If playing the role of the Chosen was what it took, then that was what I was going to become. “When do we leave?”
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I stared at the ceiling, carefully counting Erin’s breaths. Slow and even, they had grown louder, with the occasional snort making its way out of her mouth. It was shocking how deep she slept. If she lived in the city, she would no doubt get her throat slit in her sleep. 
She had given me her bed and made her own on the floor. I didn’t argue—I doubted I would convince her to switch. Besides, it had been ages since I’d last slept in an actual bed, and hers looked mighty comfortable. Not that I had any intention of sleeping, but just lying there felt like I was floating in soft, fluffy clouds.
 After spending the day watching her family work hard, laugh, and interact with each other, I decided that I couldn’t drag them into my mess. They looked like good people and had already given me so much without asking for anything in return. Yara kept bringing me food, and Erin had adjusted some of her own clothes for me to wear—all pants and shirts, she had proudly announced. Even Mack kept circling, his expression less guarded and more curious. Nobody had asked anything of me, not even answers about my powers or the blessings I could supposedly bestow on them. 
They were strange, no doubt, but they were decent. They didn’t deserve the trouble I brought everywhere I went. Leaving was the best blessing I could give them. 
This place, this amazing world that I never imagined I’d see, was so confusing. At first, I thought this was all a dream, or maybe I was dead, and this was the afterlife. But that couldn’t be true, since I still felt pain and pleasure and exhaustion. I tasted food and water. I could smell the flowers, the trees, the air, the fire.
But most of all, I didn’t feel that wrongness I was accustomed to back in…my world.
So my latest theory was that I stumbled upon some kind of device that teleported me out of Boston and into some secluded place in the middle of nowhere. Yet if that was true, then what we knew about the sun was a lie—was it indeed something the government had done so the sky would appear constantly covered by clouds? Even if it was true, somebody would have noticed. A rumor would have spread, even without proof.
A tiny voice in my head whispered that this may not be the world I knew, but that idea was too farfetched, even for this ridiculous situation. Many scientists of the past insisted that other worlds existed, going into debates about the hows and the whys, but it was hard to believe in something so vague when there was probably a more plausible explanation right in front of me. In any case, I wasn’t going to figure it out by staying here. I needed to get to that city and the Temple. I needed more information.
Tossing the covers aside, I slid my feet to the floor, careful not to wake Erin. After dressing in the clothes she had prepared for me and securing my weapons, I tiptoed to the door. With one of the bags Erin had prepared for the journey slumped over my shoulder and the boots Bryan’s wife had gifted me in my other arm, I slipped outside. 
We had agreed to leave the day after tomorrow, so currently the bags held just a change of clothes, matches, cooking utensils, and an empty water canteen each. This was a bit of a problem, but Yara had left food in the kitchen earlier that night, so I was going to make do with that. I had eaten so much during the day that it felt like my body had enough reserves for a week.
I slid down the creaking staircase and into the living room, finding it completely empty except for the family candle that flickered with my arrival. Moving into the kitchen, I approached the cooking table, where I gathered the apples, pears, and omarah left to soak in a bowl of water. After wrapping them in one of the kitchen towels, I dropped them into my bag. The remains of the rabbit Cole had caught followed suit after I secured them in another towel.
I looked around for anything else that could be useful when I realized I was just wasting time. Angry at myself, I headed toward the front door. As I stepped outside, I let out a heavy sigh, looking at the vast fields of fresh grass and flowers illuminated by the full moon above. It was almost as bright as a normal day in Boston.
My eyes locked on the stables, and I was just about to head their way when a creak on my left had me reaching for my saber. It took a great deal of control not to jump when I found Jonah sitting in one of the rocking chairs on the porch, smoke rising from his pipe. Even as his eyes lifted to me, he didn’t move or speak. 
“Um…” I started, not sure what to say.
“Can’t sleep?” he asked casually, like he couldn’t see the bulging bag hanging from my shoulder. He pulled his pipe from his lips, exhaling another cloud of smoke. The scent of those weird brown leaves danced around me for a second, sweet and bitter at the same time. He didn’t seem bothered by the lack of reply. “You should leave now if you want to be gone before the others wake up. We’re early risers.”
“You’re not going to stop me?” I frowned, cursing myself for sounding like a fool. Of course, he wouldn’t stop me. He believed I was their Chosen! Yet, somehow, I expected a reaction—disappointment, maybe even anger about stealing the food.
His chair paused as if he was about to get up, but then he resumed his rocking. Pulling the pipe from his mouth, he blew a cloud of smoke, staring at me with a calm, thoughtful expression.
“You’re not a prisoner. You’re free to come and go as you please. And my daughter promised you provisions and a horse, so I will honor that. Do you know how to saddle a horse? I can help you.”
I just stared at him, unable to wrap my head around how unbothered he looked.
Dropping the bag by the door, I stomped to the empty chair beside him. We sat in silence for some time, and contrary to what I expected, the tension ebbed away. The only sounds were the distant noises of night creatures I couldn’t name and the quiet rocking of the chairs.
“How did you know I’d try to slip away?”
“I didn’t. There are many things that can keep an old man up at this hour.”
“Like what?”
He finally turned to meet my gaze.
“War,” he whispered. “Death. Hathan.” An amused spark flashed in his eyes, a smile tugging on his lips. “Daughters.”
It took me a second to process the last one.
“Well, that escalated quickly,” I huffed, glancing at my traveling bag before returning my attention back to him. “What did she do?”
“It’s complicated,” he sighed, taking the pipe back to his lips. At that moment, he looked much older, the gray in his hair and beard more pronounced under the moonlight.
“I’m your Chosen from a prophecy I didn’t know existed a day ago. And I’m supposed to become the head of a Faith before it’s time to fight a big, scary monster for you.” I winced as the last words left my mouth, realizing too late that I had just made a mockery of his religion. People rarely took that well. “So try me.”
He showed no signs of anger, just kept his eyes locked on the brightening horizon. Finally, he let out another cloud of smoke, sinking deeper into his chair.
“Over ten years ago, Paralea was at war with Jernen—one of the neighboring kingdoms. I fought in that war, and so did my eldest son, Landon. It lasted for three years. Just before the last battle, Landon came down with an awful sickness. Many others did as well.” A shadow of sorrow passed through his face, but it disappeared just as fast. I was failing to see the connection between his war story and his daughter, but decided to wait. “The sickness killed almost as many men as the war itself did. In the end, we had turned into a nation of women.”
I raised an eyebrow, and he flashed me a smile.
“Do not misunderstand. I know women are as important for the survival of the human race as men are.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “But without balance, a nation grows old and weak.”
“Unless a man fucks more than one woman.” I shrugged. The dark look on his face wiped the smile on mine.
“That’s what our king thought, too.” Jonah nodded. “So he passed a new law—any man could have as many lawful wives as he wished.”
“That sounds reasonable enough,” I said, tapping the armrests while I waited for him to get to the point. I couldn’t figure out why he looked so bothered. It was a feasible strategy—as long as everyone benefited from it—but even so, I knew plenty of women who would rather cut their partner’s dicks off than let them take any more lovers. 
“Yes. But not all women like to share,” Jonah said, as if reading my mind. I wondered if he was talking about his own wife—I hadn’t seen any other women around, so I assumed he didn’t have any. But what did that have to do with Erin? If Jonah could have only one wife, then so could others. “And not all women are in a hurry to marry or settle with what’s left. The problem was, our king added a clause that every girl at the age of sixteen must marry or pay a fine for every year she remains unwed.”
My jaw dropped, and I stared at him, expecting him to laugh and say he was joking. He just gave me a bitter smile full of somber helplessness.
“What the fuck? They are forcing them to marry?” I grimaced, giving him a look of disbelief. A switch flipped in my head, and I straightened up in my seat. “Wait, how old is Erin?”
“Seventeen.”
“Oh.”
We stayed in silence for a few minutes, staring at the changing colors of the horizon. Dawn was fast approaching, so if I wanted to go, I had to do it now. 
Still, my legs refused to move.
“Is there something wrong with her?” I asked after some deliberation. I couldn’t understand why the fine was a problem unless they couldn’t find anybody to marry her. And Erin was a pretty girl, really pretty. She could talk well, and she could hold a weapon, and I bet she could do housework, even if she hadn’t sounded thrilled when she mentioned sewing. 
Jonah chuckled.
“If you don’t count her not wanting to marry, no,” he said. “But we can’t afford to pay the fine a second time. It’s too high on purpose. The king wants women to marry and have babies. For every child a woman gives birth to, the kingdom pays her—or rather, her husband—a tribute. If it is a boy, the sum is even more handsome.”
“Can’t you make her?” I asked, scratching my neck awkwardly. I couldn’t believe I was even suggesting this, but I was starting to feel like I was talking to Zhang, and he was about to convince me to do something I didn’t want to. 
“Can your father make you marry if you don’t want to?”
I hesitated. I didn’t want to tell him I didn’t remember either of my parents, but whoever they were, they would probably have a better chance of getting me to eat glass, than forcing me into doing something I didn’t want.
“So, your plan is to send her with me?”
“You need a guide in this place if you don’t want your temper to get you into trouble.” I opened my mouth to ask how he knew what my temper was since I hadn’t even stabbed anyone but decided against it. “If you take her with you, being the Chosen, you can employ her in your service and pardon her fine. If you don’t…we either need to disown her, force her to marry, or sell half of what we own to pay the fine for one more year.”
I sighed, hitting my head on the chair’s back. I should have never stopped to talk to him. 
“This is blackmail, you know.” I scoffed, grimacing as I realized that all their sweet talks and nice demeanor might have been just to butter me up before they got what they wanted from me. Just like everyone else. “You’re blackmailing the Chosen.” 
“Of course not.” Jonah’s smile was faint, yet the wrinkles around his eyes deepened still. “If you want to continue alone, we will not stop you. Our problems are not yours to fix. You have much bigger concerns to worry about. But you’ll need all the help you can get to face your destiny and believe me, nobody can outrun their fate, no matter how hard they try. It always finds you—the more you resist, the worse it gets for you.”
I was just opening my mouth to ask him what other wisdom he could share when a cry came from inside the house, and then the sound of feet galloping down the stairs made us look at the door.
“Father! Father! She is gone!” The front door flew open, and Erin stormed onto the porch barefooted, her hair flying everywhere. “She is gone! She is…”
Erin froze in her spot, finally noticing my presence. Redness crept over her cheeks, but she was too stuck in her wordless stupor to notice. Trying not to laugh, I looked back at her father. He let out a sigh, shaking his head.
“Daughters.”
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“This is stupid,” I complained as I watched Bryan and Cole check their saddles and supplies one last time. That bastard Jonah had let me believe that only Erin would be joining me as I left, not half of his goddamn family. So it was perfectly reasonable for me to get frustrated when I strode outside the house to find four horses and three very impatient siblings waiting. 
If it wasn’t for my thighs already burning from savagely squeezing Storm’s back and the stupid animal refusing to budge even as I pulled its reins, I would have ridden off without any of them. 
“I don’t have time to babysit your children!” I snarled at Jonah, getting even more annoyed when he gave me an exasperated look. Erin guided her mare closer, and I wondered if it was because she expected me to bolt or to catch me if I started tilting sideways again. She had changed into a pair of pants and a shirt, her heavy cloak tied to the back of her saddle. Unlike me, she didn’t even need her hands to control her horse; the reins rested in her lap, and she looked as comfortable as sitting in a chair. Damn her.
“Raven,” Jonah said with a voice that somehow sounded commanding and pleading at the same time. “You don’t know the path to Tahakar. You don’t know these lands, these people, and something is telling me you are not used to hunting…animals. How are you going to get there? Bryan and Cole can take care of you two and watch your backs. Traveling with two men would make your journey much easier because people won’t ask questions. Two women alone on the road will bring unwanted attention to you. I would have come myself, but we need to deal with the levy collectors that will be coming by. So my boys will deliver you safely to Tahakar.”
Erin rolled her eyes behind her father’s back, but she quickly nodded when he looked at her. 
Kissing his wife and mother goodbye, Bryan mounted his horse and led it to the front of the group where Cole waited, his eyes following my every move as if his vigil had already started. Storm neighed beneath me, finally impatient to leave after being rooted in the same spot during all my attempts to flee. There was no point in that now; they were all better riders than me, and I was sure that they would follow from a distance even if I told them not to. 
I should have left that night. I couldn’t believe Jonah’s sappy story worked on me.
“Fine.”
Jonah smiled, lips barely visible underneath his thick beard.
“Hood on all the time,” he reminded me, patting Storm on the neck as I tugged on the reins, trying to force the horse to turn around. “Don’t clench your legs so tight, or you won’t be able to walk once you get down from her,” he added, tapping my thigh. Scowling, I tried to do as he suggested, and the horse finally relaxed beneath me. “Be safe, Chosen. Nehrah.”
I wanted to tell him I didn’t need any more of his blessings, but then just pulled the hood low enough to cover the beginning of my hair. The day was warm, too warm for a cloak, but they were right. If a rumor of a light-haired woman spread, even as far as here, by the time we reached this Tahakar, their so-called king would have someone waiting for us at every corner. I didn’t want to argue against their belief that no follower of the Teachings would want to harm me, but I knew well what power did to people. And threatening that power could turn even the weakest, most timid human being into a freaking monster.
We rode until the sun completely disappeared over the horizon, and the shadows grew too dark to see more than two steps ahead. I would have kept going, but Bryan insisted it was better to make a camp since we all needed rest if we wanted to pick up speed the next morning. Listening to his logical reasoning and watching his calm, serious expression, I couldn’t help but picture his father, and arguing with either of them suddenly felt like a waste of breath. Besides, stopping meant we’d be sitting down to eat, so I folded.
Cole took Storm, securing her with the rest of the horses that were already tied to the lower branches of the nearby trees. I watched him fuss over her for a few minutes, but as he began grooming her, I got bored. Storm didn’t show her usual temper with him and just stood there, enjoying the touch of his hands. Apparently, I was the only one that the horse hated.
Erin had already started a fire by the time I dropped beside her, a bubbling pot dangling on metal poles before her. I couldn’t cook to save my life, but I could roast bats and rats with a chef’s precision, which usually meant grilling them long enough that I couldn’t tell what I was eating. After telling her that, she politely declined my help in preparing our dinner.
She worked quickly, slicing several small potatoes and a big onion, then deboning a quarter of the rabbit her mother had wrapped for the journey. My mouth watered as I watched her tear the meat into pieces.
“So,” I said, looking away from the pot. My stomach was already grumbling despite eating twice on the way. It felt like the more I ate, the more I wanted to eat, and that wasn’t a good thing. I wasn’t sure how I was going to deal with this growing hunger once I got back to Boston. “Tell me more about these…Jernen and Caggery, or whatever their names were.” Erin finished cutting a pair of carrots and dropped them into the pot before looking up. I stretched my legs, massaging my thighs since the muscles felt so taut, I was afraid I might tear something if I made one wrong move. “How big are they? Are they hostile against…Paralea?”
She leaned over the pot without rushing, stirring the broth while adding a handful of smelly dust. Yara had explained that those were spices for improving the taste and giving it more flavor. I still couldn’t understand what she meant—even without them, the food would have tasted a hundred times better than anything I had had back in Boston.
“Right to politics, are we?” Erin chuckled, placing her wooden spoon on top of the pot.
She opened her mouth to continue when a loud howl echoed through the trees, and I spun. We hadn’t left the forest yet; Bryan had said that with the speed we were moving, we should be out of it by late noon tomorrow. If they asked me, noon couldn’t come soon enough. Those damn animals never seemed to shut up. Howling, hooting, squealing, hissing, and chirping—everything seemed alive and eager to annoy the shit out of me. I even started seeing eyes watching me from the trees.
“Don’t worry,” Erin said as she fumbled through her bag. Before long, she had taken out four metal porringers and the same number of wooden spoons. She put them by her feet before looking at me. “Wolves fear fire. They won’t come near it. Besides, Cole and Bryan will be standing watch, so even if they do, we can fend them off.”
“Just answer the damn question,” I murmured, glancing over my shoulder again. The forest continued to whisper, my ears picking up on leaves rustling and sticks snapping in the distance. Despite her words, I doubted I’d be able to relax enough to sleep in the open. “If I were to rule anything, it’s better to know who not to piss off.” I glanced at her, only to find her smiling as she rubbed some dirt off her pants. Her smile stayed on, but her voice sounded serious when she spoke again.
“Caggery is to the south of us, settled over hundreds of islands on the Netallan archipelago. Their territory covers the entire south coast, and my father says that they had conquered a lot of land on the other continent, too. Caggery is ruled by Empress K’Nani, who resides on the biggest of the islands and lives in a palace that makes even Tahakar look shabby. Their territory might not be big, but they are extremely wealthy because they control everything that comes from and to the other continent.”
“Empress?” I raised an eyebrow, leaning on my elbow.
“She calls herself that.” Erin shrugged. “And the other rulers allow it because it suits them. Paralea’s trade relies heavily on Caggery since all the precious stones and gems we mine from the Kessfar mountain go to the other continent.” I nodded, trying to recall the old maps of the world I had studied. It was clear that these names were different, but if I figured which continent she was talking about…
If this is the same world at all, I thought again as I looked at the sky, watching the stars twinkle like tiny candles in the darkness. 
“Jernen is to the northwest. Their territory is bigger than Paralea’s, but their land is not as rich, so they also have to rely on trade with Caggery. Or had to. We were at war with them a few years ago. They won, but instead of assimilating Paralea into their territory, their ruler let King Sadon keep his kingdom, taking only some lands close to the borders.”
“How generous of him.” I scoffed, picking on a blade of grass that was tickling my arm. “Is he lazy or stupid?”
“Neither, I think.” Staring at the fire without seeing it, she looked deep in thought, as if it was her job to figure out the whim of kings. “Father said once that the current king of Jernen didn’t start the war. His father did. So maybe he never wanted to conquer our kingdom. He is making us pay a massive tribute every year, though. We are due to pay the collectors soon, so he might be coming to claim it. We might even meet him. Well, you might, as the Chosen.”
I leaned back on both arms, moving my ankles and feet to get them to relax. I considered taking off my boots, but I didn’t know if we might need to leave in a hurry, so it was better to keep everything on.
“How come you know so much?” I asked just as she looked like she might keep going. “Do they teach you all of that in school?”
“I’ve never been in a school,” Erin murmured, tugging on a strand of brown hair that had escaped her loose braid. She scooped some of the broth into her wooden spoon, tasted it, grimaced, then started rummaging through her bag in search of something. “We live too far from the nearest village to go to one every day. My mother came from Newrell—that’s a large Paralean city that became part of Jernen after the war—so she taught us to read and write. My father traveled a lot when he was a soldier, so he often brought books. And now he brings news when he goes to the nearest cities and villages to trade.” 
I nodded, staring at the flames that kept licking the pot while she dropped more spices into it. Maybe she was going to be of use after all. I just hoped that she wouldn’t get pulled into something too dangerous along with me. 
“So, Jernen’s army. Was it stronger? Is that why Paralea lost the war?” I asked. Bigger territory didn’t necessarily mean a bigger army. It meant more land to cover and more soldiers to deploy and divide among regions. That was the main reason why Boston and the other cities retained separate leadership.
“No,” Erin said as she stirred the pot, her attention fully taken by the process. I wasn’t a master cook, but I was pretty sure that mattered only if you were making a magic potion.
I heard another piercing cry echo through the forest, but I made sure not to react this time. My eyes floated to where Cole was finishing with the horses, but Bryan was nowhere in sight—probably went to relieve himself or check the perimeter.
“Then how come Paralea lost?”
“It was because of their leader, King Arden Holmond,” she said, glancing at me just as another bird cried in the night. I glared at the branches above us. 
“What do you mean?”
“He is believed to be a master tactician and as strong as ten men.” I couldn’t help but snort at that, but she continued like she didn’t hear me. “He fought alongside his soldiers in the war, and they were unstoppable.” Her voice shook as she spoke, but I wasn’t sure if it was out of fear or admiration. “If you ask my father, they won the war because of him. His Majesty fears him, and rightfully so, since King Holmond might change his mind at any time and invade Paralea again. I don’t think we have the funds or the people to win the war, and the consequences will be even more dire this time.”
“This was the war your brother died in?” I asked without thinking. Erin’s hand froze over the pot. She glanced at me carefully, probably wondering how I knew that. I was ready to bet my portion that she thought I could read her mind.
“Yes,” she muttered. Sensing the shift in her disposition, I changed the subject.
“Anything else I should know about this King Holmond?” I asked, tensing in my spot as I noticed a movement in the trees across from us. My hand slid to my knife belt on instinct, but then froze when a figure stepped from the shadows.
“He is unwed,” Bryan said as he joined us by the fire. He took a seat next to his sister, placing his sword by his side while a few strings of hair slipped from his ponytail, dangling in front of his eyes. 
“And why do I need to know that?” I grimaced, watching him roll up his sleeves. He didn’t reply right away, as if he was trying to figure out what to say. Finally, he realized I was more stubborn than he was and sighed.
“Well, when you assume your position, if you choose to make Paralea your seat of power, you will essentially be controlling the entire kingdom, so you might want to marry to secure alliances. Marrying King Arden Holmond would assure peace from the northwest and give you not only the power of the Chosen over his people but the power of being their queen, too,” he said, suddenly looking very interested in his dirty boots. If I wasn’t so stunned by the fact that we were talking about me marrying a king to secure alliances, I would have been impressed by his observations. I looked between him and Erin, wondering if they weren’t some kind of spies pretending to be normal people.
“Why would I need to marry to secure alliances? Aren’t all who follow the Teachings supposed to listen to what I say?” I frowned. The two siblings exchanged a quick look—I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching them closely—then turned away. I was just going to poke further when Erin shook her head.
“Not everybody’s goal in life is to get married and have children, brother,” she grumbled, chucking the wooden spoon into the pot. “Besides, Raven is the Chosen. She has much more important things to worry about than marriage.”
“I’m not saying she must marry him,” Bryan said defensively. “I’m just pointing out it would make things easier for her. Paralea and Jernen’s relations are strained, but if she rules from Paralea and is married to the King of Jernen, she could bring both kingdoms together without bloodshed. She can put a stop to this tension between our people with one vow. Father agrees as well.” I raised my eyebrow. Just when did he and his father have the time to talk about that? Before I could ask, Bryan continued, “Both King Sadon and King Holmond will want the Chosen in their territory since the people and the Temple will listen to her, but there is only one Chosen. This is a good compromise. And if the Chosen becomes Queen…she will gain a different kind of power, the power to guide or stop wars. And since she and her husband would both have their separate duties, they may not even have to see each other that often.”
I cleared my throat, opening my mouth to remind them I was still standing there, but they were too busy glaring at each other to notice.
“Marriage is not the answer to every problem, Bryan,” Erin snapped. “Stop pushing your choices onto others.”
Bryan grumbled, but before their squabble could escalate, I clapped my hands loud enough to finally catch their attention. Both turned, blinking as if they had just remembered I was, in fact, sitting beside them. 
“I think Bryan has a point,” I said, hoping that would put an end to the argument.
“What?” they exclaimed at the same time.
“If I were to marry Jernen’s ruler, I’d save myself a lot of work.” I shrugged. “And I’ll also have a powerful ally in case some of the other countries are not so eager to follow the Chosen.”
Erin’s face flushed, but her expression was so confusing that I couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment. In any case, I had no intention of doing any of that, but talking about marriage and plans for the future sounded like a better idea than telling them I wasn’t sticking around long enough to worry about my political standing and power.
“But you’ll have to consummate your marriage with him!” Erin gasped, looking at me with something akin to disgust. I gave her a smile full of pity, wondering if she even realized that having sex with a man was not even in the top ten worst things that could happen to a woman. It probably wasn’t in the top ten best things either, well, depending on the man, but if it could get me what I wanted… “What if he is an old man? Or if he is violent or has…weird tastes?”
“You’re projecting,” Bryan murmured, taking a sip out of his water canteen. 
I was just about to ask what she defined as weird tastes when Erin snapped, “I am not! I’m just concerned! She shouldn’t be with someone she doesn’t love!”
“Alright, alright, don’t take out the wedding bands yet.” I scoffed, raising my hands defensively. Erin was way too innocent for this conversation. I had done much worse to keep myself alive. And if he was old, even better. Old people died easily.
“What does that even mean?” Erin asked. Bryan stared with the same curious eyes. “What are wedding bands?” 
“It means that you’re getting ahead of yourselves.” I sighed. I’d never had to explain this much, even to the children back at the shelter. How could those people not know what a wedding band was when there was obviously a concept of marriage around? I was just afraid to ask at this point.
Quiet steps made us all turn just as Cole stepped into the light of the fire, carrying his bag over his shoulder. He silently sat next to Bryan, his eyes stopping on the pot.
Following his gaze, I found myself licking my lips.
“Alright, then. Let’s eat,” Erin announced, picking up the big wooden spoon and one of the bowls. She served me first, and by the time she poured the stew for the rest of them, I was eagerly waiting for more.






  
  Chapter 10
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“Stop touching it!” Erin grumbled as I raised my hand to adjust the brown headscarf she had helped me tie around my head. We had stopped to change into dresses a few hours ago, and Erin had presented me with this thing, wrapping one around her hair in a matter of seconds.  
The line of people waiting to be admitted into the town of Randrea was barely moving. One look at the imposing stone walls surrounding the place and the tall buildings with pointy rooftops peeking over the battlements, and I was forced to accept what my mind had been telling me from the start.
I was no longer in the world I knew. 
The clear sky, the trees, the flowers and food, even the people and the cities…they couldn’t exist in a world like mine. But if this wasn’t the same world, where the hell was I?
I let my hand fall into my lap, locking eyes on the four soldiers that were making a live wall at the entrance, checking every newcomer before letting them in. A few purses exchanged hands, almost without notice from the waiting mass. The people handing them usually passed without so much as a second glance from the guards.
“State your business,” a short but stocky guard with a portly belly and double chin said with an exasperated sigh.
“We are here to escort our sisters to get married,” Bryan replied, and the man raised his head to look at Erin and me. Erin had reacted to the fake backstory with a vicious glare, but she ended up folding under her brother’s logical reasoning. Or maybe it was when I said it would be good for her to learn how to lie if she wanted to be of use to me. “Their husbands are already expecting them.”
The guard continued to inspect us as if we were some cattle brought to the market. At least Erin kept her face straight, although her knuckles had turned white from squeezing the reins.
“That one looks old enough to be married already,” the guard spat, nodding toward me. Without realizing it, my fingers traveled to the leather belt tied to my abdomen, and I had to stop myself from slipping a knife out of there. Thankfully, Bryan spoke before I had to admit that I was no better than Erin at pretending to be quiet and obedient.
“She was,” Bryan said, leaning closer to the other man. “Her husband died last winter. Moren fever, nasty business.” The guard made a disgusted face, taking a step away from my horse as if I were contagious. “The healer said she was fine. She might have better luck with her next husband.”
The man snorted, waving us in. Bryan led us into the town, choosing his way like somebody who knew the place. I had suggested camping out in the open, but the siblings insisted it wasn’t safe since there might be a lot of ruffians this close to the settlement. I decided it was best not to point out they were traveling with one already.
“What is Moren fever?” I asked as Erin caught up with me. 
“It’s a disease where a man’s private parts shrivel and turn…you know, useless. Apparently, it’s very painful, and it can kill them.” She made an equally disgusted face, glancing at her brother’s back before leaning closer. “If you ask me, they just can’t live with the idea that their little worms won’t work and kill themselves. And, of course, they blame the woman for giving it to them when we can’t even get it ourselves.” She straightened up in the saddle when a man crossed the street, and we were forced to stop or trample him. “Anyway, for once, Bryan said something smart. Nobody would want to touch a woman if they thought she’d give them Moren fever, so this will keep people away from you. That’s how I’ve avoided marriage proposals from the nearby villages,” she added with a proud grin. I shook my head with amusement, but before I could say anything, Bryan shouted for us to hurry.
Nobody stopped us as we made our way toward the heart of the town until Bryan finally motioned for us to dismount. As the others fussed over their bags, I glanced at the overhanging sign that spelled The Dairy Maid in big, uneven letters. The place looked clean, if shabby, pressed in the narrow space between two taller buildings. 
The stream of people had thinned by the time Cole led my horse away, but I could hear voices and laughter echoing through the streets.
“Come on,” Erin called from the door. We stepped into the half-empty inn together, spotting Bryan just as he was shaking hands with a chubby man in loose brown pants and an orange shirt. Most of the townfolk we saw on the way were dressed similarly, and all those bright colors shifting at the edge of my vision made my head throb. 
 A few coins disappeared in the apron pocket as the innkeeper handed Bryan a pair of keys. The patrons in the inn gave us long, curious looks until Bryan called for us to follow him. 
“We are across from you,” he told us after stopping in the middle of the narrow corridor on the second floor. Cole was already making his way inside their room, dropping their traveling bags by one of the beds. “I’ve asked them to bring dinner up so as not to catch unnecessary attention downstairs. Stay put. We can’t afford to get into trouble.” I suppressed an annoyed sigh, reaching for my scarf. “Better leave that on. At least until they bring you the food.”
By the time I strode into our room, Erin was opening the window and poking her head out. Two narrow beds, a chamber pot in the corner, and a bit of space for luggage was all there was to the place. The walls were bare, and the ceiling had spiderweb cracks running over it, but the floor was swept, and the sheets seemed clean.
I strode to Erin’s side and leaned over her, looking in both directions. The voices had grown louder, and now there was some strange sound that sent vibrations through the air.
“What’s that noise?” I frowned, listening to the rhythmic thud-thud-thud that seemed to grow faster. The pounding disappeared from time to time, drowned in a cacophony of cheers and whistling, even music. Chewing on the inside of her lip, she didn’t reply right away.
“It sounds like a celebration,” Erin muttered, almost to herself. Then her eyes brightened, and she grinned at me. “Today is the Devotion Fete! It’s the day we re-pledge ourselves to the Light’s path. The festivities must have started.”
“Right,” I said, glancing down the street, where shadows crept in the corners, then in the direction where the sounds were coming from. “Let’s go check it out.”
Before I could reach the door, Erin rolled over one of the beds, sliding between me and the exit with feline grace. She spread her arms apart as if to stop me, her expression a mix of hesitation and fear. I held back my laughter, wondering if she thought that would work when she could barely keep up when I was injured. Then I remembered she thought I was a good person, and I’d listen if she asked nicely. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
“W-W-We should stay here, as Bryan said.” Her eyes darted to the belt around my waist, then to my crossed arms, and finally to my face. I wasn’t sure what she saw, but her posture relaxed. “It’s too dangerous out there, and if anyone sees you…”
“Have you been to Randrea before?” She hesitated, but then shook her head. “Aren’t you curious about what they do on this Devotion Fete? This town is much bigger than the villages around your home, isn’t it? I bet you have never seen festivities of such a scale.”
Her hesitation grew, and with it, my smile. If this was another world and I was stuck here for the time being, I wasn’t staying locked up in a room. I was going to enjoy the food, the air, the sun, and everything else this place had to offer. Because once I got back…
“That’s not the point!” she sighed, trying to hold her frown. “There will be many people out there. We can’t…”
“My hair is hidden, and we’ll be wearing hoods,” I exclaimed, pointing at the ridiculous thing on my head. “Nothing bad will happen to you, I promise.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about!” Erin snapped, looking away. “Not everyone will be happy to have the Chosen appear, Raven. No matter how good of a fighter you are, you are not invincible. I saw you bleed. I watched you almost die. Our weapons are with Bryan, so we will be defenseless.” Her shoulders caved in with the words, and her hands balled into fists. I opened my mouth to tell her I didn’t need a sword to handle myself, but then stopped, realizing she wasn’t talking about me.
“Erin, do you trust me?” I smiled, leaning toward her. A blush crept over her cheeks, but then her face relaxed, as if she forced herself to look nonchalant.
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Good.” I smiled, unhitching her cloak from the peg on the wall. I threw it over her shoulders, pulling the hood over her head while she watched me with her jaw clenched. “Let’s go then. There is nothing wrong with just looking around.”
I let my hands fall from her shoulders, reaching for the handle. As I pulled the door open, she stepped out of my way. Adjusting my scarf and hood, I descended the stairs and slipped past the kitchen while my stomach growled at the smell of stew and freshly baked bread.
“What’s this Devotion Fete about?” I asked as the inn disappeared from view, and we continued up the cobbled path, the sounds of the festivities growing louder. There were no holidays or celebrations in Boston—only during Election time, but there was never music or laughter. It was just hundreds of people standing on the streets and watching while the seat of power transferred from one greedy asshole to another.
“The Fete is held on the night before the longest day of the year. The priests bless the Light’s followers, check for light-haired children, and receive offerings for the Chosen.” There was something else in her voice, and when I looked at her, she was biting her lower lip. “And usually, most people get married today. It’s believed this would bring blessings and happiness to the newlyweds.”
I grinned. “Give me your hand. I don’t want to lose you in the crowd and then have to explain to your brothers why you have four husbands in the morning.” 
Erin made a noise between laughter and choking before clasping my hand tightly.
After two more turns, the empty street gave place to a square so big that it could have housed an entire Orion center with room to spare. There were hundreds of people in colorful clothing, with vendors offering glazed apples, ale and wine, fresh fruits, and some weird pink food that smelled so sweet it felt like my teeth might fall off just by inhaling the scent.
Most women strode around in bright dresses and white wreaths woven into their dark hair; the men wore yellow or red shirts, some even had flowers tucked behind their ears or on their lapels. Others like us stuck to dark cloaks, but people avoided them as if not to be caught in their darkness. I suspected this didn’t make us the most approachable bunch, but that was just another plus.
The laughter, merry conversations, and music felt so loud and alien that I dared not move my free hand from where it was resting over my knives. Bryan had insisted that a woman traveling with a big weapon would draw unnecessary attention, so my blades were our only protection. My knee was also much better, so running shouldn’t be a problem.
I turned toward Erin to find her gaping at the lanterns above us as they swayed under the passing wind. “This isn’t so bad, is it?” I teased. Her face flushed again, then she stepped closer as a pair of girls moved past us, fixing their wreaths while talking excitedly that it was almost time.
“Look.” Erin squeezed my hand, nodding toward something on my right. I craned my neck in search of what caught her attention when my eyes landed on a group of people dressed in white and gold. Everybody moved to make way for them, bowing respectfully as they passed. Erin did the same, so I copied her but kept my eyes up so I could study them a bit longer.
My fingers tightened on one of my knives as I took in the shaved heads, the hard expressions, and the cold, calculating eyes that surveyed the crowd with razor-sharp vigilance. They wore no armor, just tight-fitting white pants, and a thin golden breastplate, half covered by long cloaks that snapped behind them. Their bearing, their confidence, and the predatory grace of their movements told me all I needed to know—these guys weren’t someone who I wanted to mess with. Unlike the guards at the gate and the soldiers patrolling the square, these people were trained killers. Or at least someone who had no issue with violence.
 Behind the first two walked another man in a loose white robe that twirled around his ankles. His face was soft and gentle, eyes watching the people with warmth as he nodded his gratitude at their displays of respect. Despite wearing the same colors and insignia—a hand holding a flame—he didn’t look nearly as fit or as vicious as the others. The procession ended with two more of the mean-looking ones, one of them so young, he had to be around Erin’s age.
“Priests?” I whispered to Erin, suddenly realizing the music had quieted, and so had the people. Only the sound of the drums continued to echo, pulsing through the air like a beating heart.
“The one in the robe is the priest,” she said under her breath. “The four guarding him are warrior priests. The Temple has two separate units—the priests preach to the people and tend to the Temples. They are the Chosen’s memory and council. The warrior priests are the Chosen’s army. They are given as children to the Order and trained to fight for the Chosen.”
“And they will obey my orders without question?” I asked, eyes lingering on the backs of the warrior priests. Maybe winning against Hathan was going to be easier than I thought if I had a few thousand of them and their skills matched their expressions.
“Once they anoint you the Chosen, they will follow you to the death.”
“Can we trust them before that?” I whispered, watching as the guy with the robe stopped, saying something to a pair of men who eagerly rushed to fulfill his command.
“I suppose. Even if you haven’t proven yourself, they can’t harm you out of fear that you might be the real Chosen.” Erin shrugged. “Why do you ask?”
I tore my eyes away from the priest, giving her a smile.
“Why don’t we just go to them and tell them who I am?” Erin blinked as if she had a hard time grasping what I was saying. They had told me there wasn’t a Temple in Randrea, so that’s why we were going to Tahakar, but if these were priests, they could make this journey so much easier for us. If we could trust them, that was. Some of the most notorious criminals and monsters I’d read about were religious figures.
“What? Here? Now?” Erin exclaimed, then quickly lowered her voice. “We don’t know how they’d react, so it would be best not to do it in front of so many people.”
“Fair enough.” I shrugged, looking around. “We’ll follow them after the festivities are over. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to have someone watching our backs.” My eyes stopped on a hooded figure not far away from us, and I frowned. Before I could fully make out their face, they turned, melting into the crowd. “Erin, what’s the chance of Cole coming to the Fete?” I asked, still staring at where the figure had disappeared. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, even though I couldn’t find anyone openly staring anymore. With so many people around, it was to be expected, but the alarms in my head were blaring, and I didn’t know why.
“Cole? No way!” she snorted. “He would never go against Bryan’s word. Besides, they are sharing a room. How would he sneak out?” She glanced at me, then looked around. “What is it?”
“Nothing,” I murmured. I saw the man’s face only for a second, and I could swear it looked like Cole, but she knew her brother better, and there were so many people around that I could have easily been wrong. I hoped I was wrong because I didn’t like how that person was looking at me.
The crowd swallowed the group in white. Erin pulled me after her until we were standing at the edge of a long open space in the middle of the square where couples in colorful clothing and flowers on their heads were waiting on their knees, each pair holding an unlit candle with a white satin cord connecting their wrists to it.
“What are…?”
“Shh!” a few people hissed, and I clasped my mouth shut, locking eyes on the priest, who was now walking toward the first couple, carrying a lit candle. Despite the weak wind that made the lanterns above us sway, the flame didn’t even flicker.
He stopped in front of the first couple, both of them no more than sixteen by the looks of it, and said a few words I couldn’t catch. They raised their unlit candle, holding it together until a small flame blossomed on the wick. 
The priest moved to the next pair.
“Once the ritual is complete, they will have to walk to their new home together and make sure the flame doesn’t get extinguished,” Erin explained in my ear.
“What if it was raining tonight? Or if there was a strong wind?” I asked as the first couple got to their feet, their eyes locked on their candle.
“It never rains on Devotion night.”
“What happens if the flame is extinguished?”
“It means the marriage is not blessed by the Light,” Erin replied in a somber voice. “They can stay married, but they won’t receive the Light’s favor. Or they could look for another one to marry. Until they bring the candle home, they are not officially wed.”
“Shh!” a man on my right hissed, and I glared at him. His sturdy face took a hesitant look, but we kept our mouths shut since the priest had just reached the couple right in front of us.
“As you light this candle,” he spoke in a quiet, gentle voice, “may the brightness of the flame shine throughout your lives. May it give you courage and reassurance in darkness, warmth and safety in cold, and strength and joy in your bodies, minds, and spirits. May your union be forever blessed while the Light guides you and protects you. Nehrah.”
He lit their candle and moved on, but I kept watching the couple as they stared into their flame with excited smiles.
The crowd erupted in cheers, throwing white and pink petals in the air. The rest of the couples got to their feet, eyes focused on their candles while the people parted to let them pass. I watched the last of the flames disappear behind walls of bodies when I felt a tug on my arm.
“Where should we go next?” Erin’s voice rang as she turned around in excitement. “Should we get something to eat? Those apples look delicious!”
I was just nodding when a shiver ran down my spine again, making me tense. I let my eyes roam, searching for that insistent gaze until I spotted another figure in a black cloak, a hood obscuring most of their face. Just like the first one, they turned away and disappeared behind the nearest stall. 
Erin kept talking and pulling on my sleeve as she pointed at different vendors and people in strange clothes. For someone who didn’t want to go out, she sure was enjoying herself, but why did she have to be right? I just hoped I could get her out of whatever shit was about to drop on our heads.
“Erin.” I placed my hand on her shoulder, and she finally shut up, looking at me with her eyebrows raised. “I think we should go back. Now.”
“A-Alright.” She nodded hesitantly, her eyes darting around. 
“Stay close to me.”
We made our way through the crowd, back toward the street we had come from. Just when we were passing a lonely stall that had only a handful of trinkets on display, I sensed a movement behind me. Sliding one of my knives out, I pivoted just in time to intercept the blade that was flying toward my back. My attacker’s eyes widened behind the mask that covered the upper part of his face, his mouth opening as if to shout. I grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind his back, pressing my knife against his throat.
“Why are you after us?” I hissed in his ear, twisting his arm to the point of breaking since he wouldn’t stop moving. His body stiffened, but he didn’t reply. I couldn’t see his face, but judging by Erin’s expression, he had no intention of cooperating. I pressed the blade closer to his throat, feeling something wet trickle down my fingers as the skin broke. “I’m not a patient woman. Speak the fuck up!”
“Gatahna gri Hathan hamyra!” he growled, struggling against the blade. I recognized the word Hathan, but even though I had no idea what the rest meant, it definitely didn’t sound like a compliment. 
The man continued to struggle, so I had to pull the blade away before he cut his own throat. It wasn’t that I had a problem with that, especially since he tried to kill me first, but I didn’t want Erin to see a person die right in front of her eyes. She could pretend to be tough all she wanted, but her frightened expression told me her closest encounter with death was listening to her father’s war stories.
“What did he say?” I asked.
“We need to go right now,” Erin whispered, panic flooding her eyes. “There’ll be more of them. Raven, we need to run!”
Cursing under my breath, I released the man just long enough to slam the hilt of my knife into the back of his head. He let out a surprised grunt before dropping to the ground. I pulled Erin toward me, noting as more hooded people closed in on us. Some of them wore masks, others had cloths wrapped around their mouths and noses, but none of that could hide the thirst for violence in their eyes.
Five, ten, fifteen. Too many for me to deal with while I only had three knives and Erin to watch over. We had only one choice.
“Run!” I shouted, grabbing Erin’s hand and pulling her down the street just as the closest cloaked figure stepped away from the cheery crowd, a long, sharp blade flashing under the light of the lanterns above.
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“I don’t like this place. It’s too exposed,” Swen muttered, his hand tightening on the skewer with roasted pork ears he was holding. We were supposed to blend in with the crowd, but his stiff posture, stern expression, and the fact that he was holding the stick like it was a knife made it nearly impossible. Even though he wore the typical local clothes—loose cotton pants and a bright white shirt tucked in and secured with a belt—it was hard to hide his height or bulky frame. Most Paraleans were of a smaller build, shorter and with fairer skin, so towering a head above them made any attempt at hiding useless.  
The others were doing a much better job, examining the wares of the street merchants or watching the performers woo the crowd with their skills. I took everything in with wary eyes, searching for any sign or commotion while wondering how long it had been since I had attended a street celebration. Especially in a city that wasn’t mine.
“What exactly are we looking for, Your Majesty?” Swen asked, scowling at a woman in a tight green dress as she tried to approach us. I had sensed her watching me for the past few minutes but kept my attention on the dancers nearby in an attempt to dissuade her from coming over. As regrettable as it was, I wasn’t in Randrea for the women or the pleasure this place could offer. I wasn’t even here for the celebration.
Swen’s presence proved a sufficient deterrent because the woman scurried away, glaring at him over her shoulder. 
“I don’t know,” I replied as the crowd burst into cheers at the sight of one of the performers spitting fire. “The High Priest told me I should be in Randrea on Devotion Fete since my past, present, and future will be decided on this night.” Smiling at the grimace Swen made, I shrugged. “It’s the High Priest. Ignoring his directions, as vague as they are, would be foolish. He has never advised me specifically before, so it must have been important to come here. For now, enjoy the food and the celebrations, but keep your eyes open.”
Swen grumbled, biting off the ear at the top of his skewer. The scar on the left side of his face grew deeper as he chewed, his eyes softening while he devoured another roasted ear. I returned my attention to the crowd, watching them laugh and dance in delight. 
The High Priest had said night, but we had been walking around and watching the preparations for the celebration since noon. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened, and at times, I wished I knew at least what I was looking for.
I caught a flash of something shiny from the corner of my eye and turned, my body growing rigid as I searched for it again. My eyes paused on a group of three people standing just at the edge of the crowd, half-hidden by the last of the stalls. One of them—a woman wearing a green headscarf and a dark cloak—was with her back to us. There was a second woman, her cloak pushed back while she held a knife pressed against a man’s neck. A few trickles of blood slid down his pale throat as he struggled against her grip.
Without letting them out of my sight, I patted Swen’s arm. I didn’t check if he followed as I pushed myself off the wall, making my way toward them. I had barely taken five steps when I felt a hand tug on my shoulder. Swen nodded toward the crowd, and I followed his gaze, but it took me a moment to see what he had spotted. The merry onlookers continued with their banter and songs, oblivious to the cloaked figures that slid past them.
“Give the signal,” I whispered, pulling my hood off. One look back told me the rest of our party had received their orders and were slowly extracting themselves from their positions. I gritted my teeth, hoping that this was what I had been waiting for.
“Gatahna gri Hathan hamyra!” a male voice snarled, and I froze, my breath catching in my throat while I watched the kneeling man twist against the woman’s grip. She said something to her companion, then hit the man on the back of the head with enough strength to knock him out cold. 
Swen whistled quietly just as the two women ran down the street, followed by several of the cloaked figures.
“Do we chase after them?” he asked, his expression suggesting he was itching for a fight. 
“He said, ‘Gatahna gri Hathan hamyra,’” I whispered, my mind slowly pulling out of the stupor those words had put it in. Swen gave me a confused shrug which reminded me that, unlike me, he wasn’t forced to learn every language on the continent, even when most people were using the common tongue. “It means ‘Death to Hathan’s spawn,’” I translated, glancing at the others that had just reached us.
“Isn’t that what the Riagrim call the Chosen?” Gorrek, the oldest among my Elite guards, asked as he stopped by Swen’s side. His graying hair was pulled into a ponytail, the skin on his face hanging low, making him look constantly tired. Part of his disguise, he liked to say when someone mocked him for it, but I knew he wasn’t joking because he had enough stamina to outlast most of the guards in the current company. “What of it? Are we after the Riagrim, Your Majesty?”
Realization passed through Swen’s face, and we both turned toward the street where the two women and the cloaked figures had disappeared.
I was a fool. I had already wasted too much time. What if it was really the Chosen, and those were Riagrim after her? What if they caught up with her because I was too slow?
My past, present, and future. The Chosen. 
The High Priest had sent me to find her. To save her.
“We need to find those women and protect them,” I said, glancing at my guards as they accepted their orders with a nod. “Kill anyone who tries to harm them. Stay with your units.”
Slipping my sword free so it wasn’t getting in my way, I ran into the street where the women and their pursuers had disappeared, the others’ footsteps following close behind. Separating into units, Swen and Gorrek stuck to my side while the rest moved to the flanks. 
People shouted and jumped out of the way, except for a pair of newlyweds sitting on the ground and staring at their flameless candle. We had to go around them since they didn’t even look up, too wrapped up in misery.
“There!” Gorrek hissed, pointing at one of the alleys. I spotted the body lying motionless on the ground, stopping only long enough to note his masked face and the knife sticking from his throat. Another one lay on the other end of the alley. 
By the time we stepped onto the next street, the sounds of fighting were loud enough for all of us to follow. With the townspeople drinking in the taverns or enjoying the festivities in the square, there was barely anyone walking outside this far downtown. 
We passed another body lying with his neck sliced open, so I ran faster, almost throwing myself at the street where all the commotion was coming from. Swen arrived a second after me, slipping on a puddle of foul water and catching onto my shoulder to steady himself. 
She was there, the woman with the knife. There was no sign of the other one, not among the bodies lying on the ground, not hidden by one of the nearby buildings. The one in the blue dress stood in the middle of the street with a blade in each hand, her garments torn and splashed with blood. 
I was just opening my mouth to give the order to attack the cloaked figures when one of them snuck on her from the side, slashing toward her neck. I shouted in warning, but she was already turning her head, allowing the blade to fly past her face. The tip nicked her cheek, running over the headscarf and slicing through it. The fabric flew into the air as the wind picked up, her light hair flailing around her like a whip. The cloaked figures froze, some of them even taking a step back, while I stared with my mouth open, barely registering the prayers Swen and Gorrek whispered beside me.
She snarled, flashing her teeth at her enemies, and even with that vicious, hateful expression on her face, she was breathtaking. The fair skin and golden hair, the burning blue eyes and hands smeared with blood…She was everything.
The Chosen had appeared. My present, past, and future, the High Priest had said.
“Take them down!” I bellowed when the rest of our group caught up with us. “Don’t let them touch her!”
As the words echoed through the street, several of the cloaked figures turned in our direction. Squeezing the sword in my hand, I ran toward the closest Riagrim, slashing his chest open even before he had the chance to raise his weapon. Ducking under the next one that attacked me, I sliced the back of his knees and left him for the others to finish. 
There had to be at least twenty of them, most still focused on the Chosen, but apart from the anger that shone through her eyes, she didn’t look scared. She moved with trained efficiency, her hair as much a weapon as the knives in her hands. A few strands flew into one of the Riagrim’s face, obscuring his vision, and she used the moment to plunge her knife into his heart. The blade refused to budge when she tried to yank it free, so she left it embedded in his chest, kicking the body out of her way. 
Her eyes landed on me, and I froze, surprised by the fury in them. She turned the knife between her fingers as if preparing to throw it, but then another Riagrim was upon her, tackling her to the ground. I shouted as I watched her fall, ducking under another attack in a hurry to get to her. I grabbed the man on top of her by the cloak, hauling him off to find her other knife sticking out of his neck. 
She staggered to her feet, panting heavily as her eyes darted between the knife in the gurgling man’s throat and my sword.
“Archers!” Gorrek shouted in a warning, and without thinking, I dropped the Riagrim's body, throwing myself at her. She tried to move into a defensive position, but my weight pulled her down, sending us both to the ground. 
Sharp pain exploded in my shoulder as something pierced the flesh before another source of agony appeared in my side, courtesy of her fist sinking into my ribs. I avoided her elbow from slamming into my jaw by mere luck, but with my balance disrupted, she pushed me off and jumped to her feet. I caught her foot just as it was about to connect with my face, but she yanked it back with surprising ease, her torn skirts twirling around her long legs.
“I’m on your side!” I heaved, trying to get back up.
“Nobody is on my side,” she whispered with a haunted look on her face, then spun around and ran. Gritting my teeth, I pushed myself up, trying to hold my shoulder still so the arrow sticking from it wouldn’t do any more damage than it already had. 
I followed her into the alley, searching desperately for that miraculous light hair. She was nowhere in sight, and as I reached the next street, I didn’t spot her there either. Just how fast could that woman run? Where did she come from? Where could she have hidden? What was she doing here, and who was the other person with her?
I had so many questions, but none more important than one: Why had the High Priest sent me here tonight? Just to save her from the Riagrim or for something else? Seeing how she fought, she might have gotten out of that predicament by herself, but if it wasn’t for that…Was there some other danger she was in? What was I supposed to do?
“Where are you?” I snarled in frustration as I took another turn, stopping abruptly. I had ended up back at the main square, where the celebrations were still in full swing. The people seemed too relaxed to have seen a blond person passing through, and too taken by their own pleasure and merriment to pay me any mind.
I took a step toward the crowd and stopped. With so many of them, someone ought to bump into me. Worse—someone might notice the arrow and raise an alarm. If I was forced to disclose my identity, people would start asking why I was visiting a small, out-of-the-way town in Paralea without cause or a proper escort. They’d start wondering and talking, and if word got back to Sadon and his viper, they might realize I was onto them. That would make all the intelligence we gathered in the last month worthless. I could not allow that, not even for the Chosen.
The sound of hurried steps made me turn just when Swen, Gorrek, and a few of the others halted by my side. Gorrek grabbed my shoulder, inspecting the wound, while Swen stepped in front of me as if to protect me from another arrow.
“She got away,” I told them, glancing back at the square. Half-hidden behind the shadows falling from the nearby buildings, we didn’t have to worry about being seen unless someone passed right by us. “Go look for her. Do it quickly, and do not draw attention to yourselves. Word will spread about what happened on that street, and they will lock down the town. We have a few hours at best. We must be out of Randrea before that.”
“And if we don’t find her until then?” Swen asked with a frown. I held back a sigh, straightening my shoulders despite the pain that rushed through the left one.
“Then we hope we catch her before she reaches Tahakar,” I replied, wincing as Gorrek snapped the end of the arrow. 
“Why do you think she is going to Tahakar?” Gorrek asked as he stepped next to Swen, wiping his bloody fingers on the edge of his cloak. I looked between the two of them, then at the rest of my guard.
“She is the Chosen,” I whispered, watching their faces lit up, the ones that hadn’t seen her up close taking on awed expressions. “She needs to go to the Temple to be recognized, and the closest Temple is in Tahakar.” The others nodded in understanding, looking around as if realizing we were still outside where everyone could hear us. “Gorrek and I are returning to the house. The rest of you go after her. She might be hurt or frightened, so whatever you do, do not try to take her by force. Just…find her.”
They all nodded, disappearing into the cheery crowd until only Gorrek and I remained.
“Let’s go.” I slipped back into the alley we had come from, and he followed with a hand on his sword. We spent the next few minutes in silence, but in the end, I couldn’t hold the excitement in. I needed to confirm it, to make sure I hadn’t imagined it all. “She is real,” I whispered, looking at the soldier beside me. Gorrek nodded. “And she is here. Now. You know what that means.”
“Hathan is coming too,” he replied with a somber voice, speeding up so we could walk side by side. “What do you plan to do, Your Majesty? If she stays in Paralea, Sadon will try to use her, maybe even turn her against us. And if the Chosen becomes our enemy…”
“The Chosen will not become our enemy,” I said with all the confidence I could muster. “Because I will make her our ally first,” I glanced at the blood seeping from the shoulder, wincing at the throbbing that seemed to be increasing with each step I took, “no matter what I have to do to achieve it.”
Gorrek nodded, falling a step back as we made our way toward the safe house. 
‘Nobody is on my side,’ was what she had said. I had thought she meant the situation with the Riagrim, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe she was alone and desperate and couldn’t trust anybody here. Maybe she just needed someone to be on her side, and if I could do that, I could have her eating from the palm of my hand.
Gorrek checked the street for any watchful eyes before we crossed it, making our way into the inconspicuous building we had rented through the back door. I entered the common room while he went to get supplies to tend to the wound.
I sat in the dark, leaning my arms on my legs. The pain cleared my head and helped me draw a plan that was going to secure my people’s future and fix the mistake I made thirteen years ago—leaving that backstabbing bastard to rule instead of killing him and his entire court. 






  
  Chapter 12
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“Fuck!” I cursed as my foot slipped again. It was so much harder to walk on these inclined roofs than on the flat ones back in Boston. Not only were these slippery, but they looked like they might collapse even easier than the crumbling structures in my city. And then there was the issue with the skirts that kept getting in my way. 
Steadying myself until I was balancing at the top, I yanked on the ruined fabric, watching the slit I had created with my knife travel all the way to my hip. I was lucky I didn’t fall with this thing, and honestly, this was the last time I was getting into a brawl with a dress. Next time, I’d just strip and fight naked.
I looked up and down the street, holding my breath as I searched the shadows for any pursuers. After that melee and the other men who joined the fight against the cloaked figures, all I remembered was running. One of them tried to follow me, but I had too much practice in chases to be caught by just one man. Losing him had been easy, even with these darned clothes. Finding my way back to the inn had proved to be the real challenge.
With that mindless running and climbing to the rooftops where I was less likely to be spotted, I had lost all sense of direction. It took me a good hour before I could retrace my steps back to the inn. Seeing the building quiet and with no guards or cloaked figures in sight made me sigh in relief. Still, the uneasiness wouldn’t leave even as I made sure there was no one watching the place.
I had no idea if Erin made it back. The last time I saw her, I was screaming for her to run, to get to her brothers, and leave this place while I held them back. I didn’t have the chance to ask about what that man had said, but I could speak hate and violence better than most, and there had been no misunderstanding there.
Those men, they were after me. Not one went after Erin after we broke apart.
Sliding to the edge of the roof, I caught onto the gutter and let myself hang from it until my body stopped swaying. Pain spread from the wound on my back, reminding me it wasn’t fully healed yet. 
I landed in a crouch on the cobbled street, looking around to make sure nobody was watching. There was light spilling from the door of our inn, with laughter and voices echoing through the night. A figure stepped out, so I flattened myself against the wall, but the man just swayed down the steps before zigzagging away.
Pulling my hood lower, I headed toward the tavern. The patrons inside lifted their heads when I entered, but most of them seemed too drunk to care. Heading toward the stairs, I was ready to sigh with relief when the innkeeper blocked my way, eyes narrowed as he studied me from head to toe.
“Upstairs is for paying customers only.” He sneered, trying to peek under my hood. “Unless you’re staying here or drinking, you ain’t going up there.”
I counted to ten in my head before reaching for my hood. Lifting it just enough to show him my face, I gave him a smile that was all teeth. The color drained from his face.
“I’d move if I were you,” I warned, slipping a hand inside my cloak. I had no knives left, but he didn’t know that. He took a step back, then another, clearing my path. Fighting the urge to run up, I climbed the stairs with exaggerated slowness before heading toward our room. 
Pressing an ear to the wood, I tensed as I heard the voices. I couldn’t distinguish them since they were whispering, which meant it could be the siblings or it could be those masked people. Either way, standing outside was pointless.
Turning the handle, I threw my weight against the door, jumping toward the person standing closest and grabbing onto his sword. Recognition finally hit, and I froze, staring at Bryan’s startled face. Glancing around the room, I noticed Cole by the wall with his arms crossed and his eyes wide with shock; Erin was sitting on the floor with her head in her hands.
“Raven?” she gasped, stumbling to her feet. I let go of Bryan’s sword right before his sister threw her arms around me, almost toppling me to the ground. “Nehrah! I thought you were dead!”
“Get off her! She is hurt!” Bryan hissed as he rushed to close the door. By the time Erin stepped back, he was already by my side, inspecting me with a frown.
“The blood is not mine. Well, mostly,” I sighed, stripping off the cloak that was even heavier now that it was soaked with it. Bryan’s eyes widened at what hid underneath—the dress I wore was in ribbons, the fabric more black than blue. Strips of cloth hung from my skirts, and one of my sleeves was torn. I could feel cuts all over my body, but nothing that needed immediate attention.
“How…?” Erin breathed. “Are they…?”
“They are dead, most of them,” I replied, catching her gaze. “What the hell was their problem, and why were they after me? And what the fuck did that guy say to us?” Erin swallowed hard, looking at her brother as if in search of support, but his gaze was even more unforgiving than mine. I took a step toward her. “Talk!”
“I think…I think they were Riagrim,” she whispered, and Bryan cursed so vigorously that even I had to pause to stare at him. “What that man said, it meant ‘Death to Hathan’s spawn,’” she added with a wince. “That’s the Riagrim’s maxim.”
She braved a look toward me, then at her older brother, who was pacing nervously. Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm myself and speak without snapping—and failed miserably.
“What the fuck is a goddamn Riagrim, and why do they want to kill me?”
Erin just winced, so it was Bryan who replied.
“The Riagrim are members of a cult that believes the Chosen is not our savior, but the person who would destroy us. They believe that the only way to save ourselves from Hathan is to kill the Chosen.” He shifted from one leg to another, glancing between his brother and sister. Cole was peeking outside as if expecting to find the Riagrim laying siege to the building while Erin stood beside him, hugging herself. My eyes lingered on the young man but found nothing out of the ordinary—his clothes were crumpled as if he had been lying in them, his hair disheveled and his expression almost as distraught as his siblings’. He didn’t wear a dark cloak or a mask or any weapons. I must have imagined seeing him.
I realized Bryan was saying something, so I focused on him just as he quieted.
“And you didn’t think to mention that before?” I hissed. “Get your stuff. We are leaving now! I’m not sure I got them all, and since they found me once, they might find me again.” When nobody moved, I threw my hands in the air, shouting, “Fine, I’m leaving then!”
Bryan motioned for Cole to follow, leaving me alone with Erin, who continued to watch me like a puppy that thought its master had abandoned it. “Help me change,” I murmured, tugging on the ties at the back of the dress. Given something to do, Erin sprang into movement, batting my fingers away and undoing the binding with a few expert tugs. By the time the tattered dress slid to the floor, she was already digging through one of the bags, pulling another piece of fabric. “If you give me another dress, I’ll throw you out the window.” She paused, then pushed the clothing back inside, taking out a pair of pants and a tunic. 
I put them on while she gathered the bloody mess and stuffed it in my discarded cloak. I was just buckling my belt when she stepped toward me, holding something up. I stared at the red scarf hanging from her fingers, murmuring a curse before sitting down for her to tie it around my head. 
A couple of minutes later, we were slipping out of the inn through the back stairs, with Bryan and Cole waiting with our saddled horses. We rode through the dark streets in silence, barely meeting a soul before we reached one of the gates, and Bryan gave us a sign to stop. Trying to get closer without falling off the horse, I glanced at the gatehouse.
“Let me do the talking,” Bryan said while Storm danced impatiently beneath me as if sensing my own need to move. Adjusting the saber on my back—he hadn’t argued when I ordered him to return it to me—I gave him a nod, motioning for him to hurry up. 
Bryan dismounted, stepping to the small door on the side of the stone construction while my eyes roamed over the heavy wooden gates, the stone wall around them, and the empty battlements. The security was laughable, but while I could make my way over the wall, my companions probably couldn’t. And if Bryan couldn’t secure our way out…
A shout came from the gatehouse right before Bryan stepped out with his arms raised. A tall man in a guard uniform followed, holding a sword pointed at Bryan’s chest.
“I said get out of here! We are not opening the gates before dawn!” the guard snarled, his words slurring as if he couldn’t control his tongue. Erin led her mare closer to me, a worry line forming between her brows. One look at the guards down the wall told me they had woken up and were looking at us. “Get back where you crawled from before I lock you up!”
I sighed loudly, ignoring Erin as she called my name when I dismounted. 
“Get back on your horse,” I told Bryan when I stopped in front of the guard, who was now watching me with a displeased expression. “Open the gate so we can leave,” I said, trying to sound calm even though my fingers were itching to wrap around the hilt of my saber. I stilled my hand, telling myself I had shed enough blood tonight.
“Or what, bitch?” He scoffed, his eyes dragging up and down my body. “Even if you offer to suck me off, I still won’t do it. What are you even wearing? Are you even a woman?”
“Open the gate, asshole, or I will make you into a woman,” I snarled, and the hint of amusement in his expression vanished. Stepping on both feet to restore his balance, he squeezed the hilt of his sword harder. “Last chance.”
“You’re fucking dead,” the guard growled, charging at me. Sidestepping his drunk ass, I unsheathed my saber, slipping it past his defenses and pressing the tip of the blade between his legs. He froze instantly, the blood draining from his face as his eyes lowered to my target.
“You heard of Moren fever?” I smirked, turning the blade teasingly so it rubbed against his balls. “I’m worse. So put your goddamn weapon down and order them to open the fucking gate, or I swear, I will cut your cock off and make you eat it!”
He nodded eagerly, dropping the sword. I looked at the other two guards who had followed him out of the gatehouse, then pressed the tip of my saber harder against his crotch.
“O-O-Open the gates!” he stuttered, panic sneaking into his voice. “Let them p-p-pass! Quickly!”
The two soldiers rushed to the wheels and started rolling them. The sound of the metal grate lifting up filled the night, the two sentries on the wall perking up. When the grate was all the way up, the two guards pushed the wooden gates open. I gave Erin and her brothers a sign to move out.
Cole was the first to ride off, with Erin following hesitantly after him. Bryan brought my horse closer, glancing at the other guards with growing unease while I gave the trembling man in front of me a parting smile.
“Chase after us, and losing your balls will be the least of your worries,” I said, lowering the saber. When he didn’t attack, I moved toward the horse, hoping I would be able to climb up with one hand without falling on my ass. Storm stood surprisingly still, so I slipped into the saddle before Bryan relinquished the reins to me. “You might want to bar the gate after us. I heard there was some disturbance in the city. Something about Riagrim causing trouble.”
The guard’s eyes widened, and I used his stupor to nudge the horse through the open gates. Bryan had the good sense to follow, and we caught up with the other two further down the road. We rode hard and fast until the town of Randrea was just a smidgen of light in the distance. When we finally stopped to catch our breaths, a river of sweat was running down my spine, and every part of my body was aching with exhaustion.
“What now?” Erin asked, and the three siblings looked at me expectantly.
“We put as much distance between us and them as we can. They can’t chase us forever, right?” I tried to smile, but their expressions remained grave and uneasy. One by one, they nodded, waiting for me to turn the horse around—away from Randrea and in the direction of our next stop, Tahakar.
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We reached Tahakar in nine days. 
It took us longer than Bryan estimated since we had to stop for me to stretch my legs and cry on the inside. I hadn’t torn my stitches, and none of my injuries got infected, which was awesome. But after the adrenaline rush was over, and I spent a few hours half-riding, half-sleeping on Storm’s back, the pain hit me. The bruises on my ribs weren’t that bad, even though they made breathing a fucking torture; it was the torn muscle on my left leg that was the problem. Bryan and Cole had to literally help me walk the first day, so if the Riagrim had attacked again…
But the Riagrim didn’t chase us—or at least they didn’t catch us, even though Bryan insisted we camped every night after Erin’s horse almost broke its leg. While part of me was glad it had ended with that fight, the smarter side of my brain insisted it couldn’t be over yet. Fanatics who were ready to die for what they believed in didn’t just give up after one failure. And the fact that we hadn’t seen even a hint of pursuit was putting me on edge, even more than the damn animals that shrieked and cooed and hissed around us.
On the eighth night, right before we arrived at Paralea’s capital, I found myself wide awake well before dawn. Lying on my side, I went over everything that had happened ever since I ended up in this place. 
I had decided to accept that this world was real, even though I had no idea how any of it was possible. This meant I wasn’t dead, and there was some kind of link between this place and mine. I just had to figure that out, and then I could be on my way. As much as I enjoyed the food, the sun, the air, and everything, staying meant accepting this Chosen business, and that would be a terrible decision, even more so for them than for me. If there was one thing in my life that I knew with absolute certainty, it was that I was nobody’s savior.
More than that, there were people back in my world who needed me to fix the mess I made. People who were more deserving than me to end up in this beautiful world, full of light and abundance. People who were likely suffering right now, paying for my mistakes. Again.
“Can’t sleep?”
I flinched, focusing my eyes on the person lying next to me. Erin smiled in the darkness, shifting on her bedroll to find a more comfortable position. The crackling of the fire had died down, and even the damn animals seemed to have finally gone to sleep, so her voice sounded oddly loud in the eerie silence.
“Nope. I am devising my world domination plan.” 
“I think you’ll do an outstanding job of it.” She chuckled. “Paralea needs somebody like you, and not just because of Gia’s Teachings. You’re smart and determined, and you care even if you say you don’t.” I opened my mouth to say I really didn’t, but her pointed look stopped me. “You told me to run to safety while you stayed behind to face two dozen armed men alone. There is nothing you can say to convince me you don’t care.”
“Well, I did kill most of those people,” I reminded her. 
Grimacing, she licked her lips as if struggling to find the right words.
“You were protecting yourself,” she said so quietly I barely caught the words. “I don’t think you are the type of person who would kill innocents. Besides, our savior is supposed to fight Hathan and win. If you can’t handle a handful of humans, what good are you to us?”
I huffed a laugh, and the smile returned to her face. Shifting to my back, I locked my eyes on the inky sky and the stars flickering above. No matter how long I stared, it felt like I would never get tired of seeing them. Especially when there wasn’t a single cloud to remind me of my own world.
“This Hathan we keep talking about…what is it?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the sky. “If I have to fight it, I better be prepared.”
She didn’t reply right away, so I gave her a sidelong glance only to find her staring at the ground, her finger digging a line in the dirt. 
“Only the Chosen can tell us,” Erin whispered, flinching as if realizing she had grown distracted. Wiping her hand on her blanket, she looked at me with a shy smile. “It could be a monster or a person. Or it may be a metaphor for war or disaster, the likes of which we’d never seen before. Or maybe the earth will open, and some fantastical creatures will crawl out and start killing us.”
“That’s so unbelievably helpful, thanks.” I grimaced.
Erin chuckled, snuggling into her blanket. I had kicked off mine sometime through the night, unable to settle with all the surrounding noise making me jerk awake just as I was about to fall asleep. I had given up eventually—even with Bryan on watch duty, I didn’t feel safe enough to lower my guard.
Heavy steps neared the campsite, and I was just about to offer Bryan to take the next watch when I noticed the shock on Erin’s face. Jumping to my feet, I reached for the knives the siblings had given me, then froze. Bryan dragged his feet toward us, his hands raised in surrender as a man walked behind him, holding a blade to his throat. Three more figures followed, their eyes searching the shadows as if to make sure there weren’t more of us. Now that I thought about it, where the hell was Cole?
“Look what we’ve got here!” The one holding Bryan flashed us a smile that showed at least six missing teeth. About half a foot taller than Bryan, with broad shoulders supporting a thick waist and powerful thighs, he looked like he was used to getting into brawls and winning. His three followers seemed about the same caliber.
Two of them carried crossbows, so I quickly raised my hands where they could see them. Erin’s back pressed against mine, sword ringing as she drew it out of its sheath. If she was facing the other way, there had to be more on her side and possibly some hidden in the trees.
Fuck.
“We thought we’d never see this day.” The one with the missing teeth continued, his eyes narrowing as he tried to peek underneath my hood. Without the blanket, I had wrapped myself into my cloak so the hood had stayed on even when I got to my feet. Tucked in a braid tickling my neck, my hair was hidden, yet as he spoke, he stared directly at me. 
“What do you want?” Erin demanded.
I did a quick mental inventory of my weapons—two knives, one in my boot and one in my belt, and then there was my saber in my hand. I could take the man holding Bryan with one of the knives and one of the archers with the other. That would leave me the saber, but with a little luck, it would be enough. I just hoped there weren’t more archers hiding in the trees.
“Put your weapon down, little girl. We have no quarrel with you,” he said, pressing the blade closer to Bryan's throat as if to emphasize his point. “Do it, or your brother dies.”
I frowned. Brother? How did they know Bryan was her brother? Could it be that they already knew the siblings? That they knew who they were traveling with?
“What do you want?” I repeated, relieved my voice came out steady and exasperated. The man with the missing teeth, who I assumed was their leader, returned his attention to me, his smile evolving into a gruesome sneer. His buddies moved closer, their eyes full of loathing.
“We’re here for you, Chosen.”
Ah, so it was this story again. I hated it when I was right, and I hated even more the fact that I expected this, yet they still caught us unaware. Why couldn’t they just want our money?
Moving my hand slowly so I wouldn’t spook them, I pushed my hood off. My braid slipped down my back, a few unruly blonde strands flying in the air. Their expressions changed—the simmering hate burning brighter, the fear making them squeeze their weapons harder.
“Took you long enough.” I smirked, holding the leader’s gaze. “Let go of him, and come get me, then.”
“Do I look dumb to you?” the man spat, tightening his grip around Bryan. Watching Erin’s brother wince as the skin under the blade broke, I decided not to answer the question. “Throw your weapons away. Slowly.”
I hesitated. Was Bryan worth it? Erin? I could slip past those guys, but I suspected that the siblings wouldn’t fare that well. But was that really my problem? They insisted on following me and sticking around. They…it was their own fault for getting caught in this. If I was right, it might even be their fault for this happening at all.
Damn it.
“Fine.” I shrugged, trying to sound nonchalant. “I’m putting them down.” The men tensed as I raised my saber, then relaxed when I threw it on the ground, just out of my reach. I raised my hands in surrender, giving them an innocent smile.
“Now the knives!” someone from the back shouted, and I struggled to keep my smile.
What the fuck? How did he know about the knives? Too many coincidences. I didn’t like this at all.
“Alright, alright,” I sighed. Their leader hunched his shoulders as if to hide behind Bryan’s body. Wrapping my fingers around the hilt of the knife in my leather belt, I gingerly searched for a target. I didn’t have a clear shot at his head, but maybe I didn’t need his head.
Pausing to steady my breathing, I slipped the knife out of its place. They didn’t even see it before it sunk into the wrist of the man holding Bryan. He lost hold of the blade, and Bryan staggered forward, unsheathing his sword and positioning himself in front of me. 
Cursing, I tried to push him out of my way since he was obscuring my next target. Pulling the second dagger out of my boot, I sent the blade flying. It plunged into the neck of one of the Riagrim instead of his eye, throwing him back as blood gushed from the wound. I threw myself on the ground a moment before the string of a crossbow twanged. The arrow shot past my head, digging into the earth not too far from me.
By the time I got to my feet, I had my saber unsheathed and flying through the air. Blood burst from the chest of the Riagrim’s leader, spraying my face and clothes. I grabbed him by the neck to keep him upright as another archer stepped from the trees and fired at me. The arrow sunk into my human shield, and I let him drop to the ground while he was still choking on his own blood.
Sprinting toward the archer who was trying to reload his crossbow, I sunk my blade into his neck, feeling the metal slide through flesh and bone with sickening ease. His head rolled to the ground, a shocked expression still imprinted on his face. 
Another two men stepped out of the shadows, forcing me to retreat. I let them attack, searching for an opening through their surprisingly coordinated movements. After exchanging a few blows, I noticed that the one on the left, a short man with an unkept beard, was slower and exposed his side by swinging his sword too widely. 
The taller one moved for another attack, and I parried with my saber before the shorter one joined. The tip of his blade grazed my arm, but it was a small price to pay for getting him right where I wanted him. I ducked under his next swing and thrust. He tried to divert my blow, but his movement was way too sluggish, so the metal sunk into the soft flesh of his belly. I gripped the handle harder and yanked sideways.
The taller one attacked again, but his focus broke when his friend’s guts spilled on the ground. I used the moment to punch him in the face, driving my saber in the middle of his chest and twisting.
I pulled my weapon free and looked around. Bryan was trying to hold off another of the Riagrim, but his opponent was bigger and obviously stronger, leaving him no chance to switch to the offensive. Not that I was sure he knew how to attack properly.
Bryan’s hand gave in after another powerful strike, and the sword slipped from his grip. Ducking, he covered his head with his arms, even though he must have known that could never save him. I reached him just before the Riagrim sank his sword into the young man’s skull.
Screaming from the effort it took to hold that powerful blow, I barely held on until my opponent pulled back. While he prepared for another assault, I bypassed his blade, kicking him in the stomach just as he was about to swing again. When he regained his balance, he took a step forward to attack but then froze. 
“You need a break, pal?” I panted, raising my free hand to wipe the stream of blood and sweat that was running down my cheek. I heard shouts behind me but dared not divert my attention. Still sitting at my feet, Bryan looked over his shoulder, muttering something under his breath.
The Riagrim took another step back, his knuckles turning white as he clenched his weapon. Something whooshed past my head, and he gasped, eyes widening. I had no time to duck or take cover, so I stood perfectly still, waiting to see if the arrows would hit something major. When two of them pinned the Riagrim to the tree behind him, I breathed out, realizing with shock they had missed me.
“Raven!”
I spun, trying to take a quick count of how many Riagrim remained and who had shot those arrows. That’s when I saw them. A dozen archers in matching uniforms in red and black had formed a semi-circle around the clearing where we had set up camp, an arrow knocked on each of their longbows. Erin and her brothers were kneeling with their hands raised in surrender. 
Bodies lay scattered all around us, the stench of blood growing stronger with each passing second. The fire had gone out after one of the Riagrim had fallen on it, but the sky was lightening above us, so there was plenty of light to study their hard faces.
The archers didn’t shoot us, which was always a good sign. I lowered my weapon but kept a firm hold while I searched for the leader among them. It was obvious they weren’t thieves and, apparently, not Riagrim, so who exactly were they? 
“Nehrah!” someone whispered, and my eyes stopped on one of the soldiers just as he slid to his knees, eyes full of awe. “Look at the hair! It’s her! It’s the Chosen!” 
The others exchanged a few quick glances, and three more followed him down. 
Something moved behind the line of soldiers, and I squeezed my saber, ready for another fight, when I noticed the man’s hands were empty. Stepping forward, he studied my hair as if trying to determine if it was real just by looking at it. I surveyed him in turn—the hard, lined face that placed him in his forties, the tall, muscled build, the hands that looked like they could squash my head without breaking a sweat.
“Gia’s Teachings are true,” he muttered, stopping in front of me. He finally tore his gaze away from my hair, meeting my eyes instead. I waited to see what he’d do when finally, he dropped to one knee, lowering his head.
“My name is Briar Gerden, and I’m the Captain of the Royal Guards for His Majesty Valen Sadon. We are at your service.”
I sighed, relieved that I wouldn’t have to fight them as well, but majorly annoyed that they had snuck up on us and caught us unaware. Just like the Riagrim had. What was even the point of someone keeping watch if they sucked so much at it? Unless they sucked on purpose.
“Well, then,” I said, looking at Erin and her brothers. “Escort us to Tahakar. I just have to deal with something annoying first.”






  
  Chapter 14
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I balled my hand into a fist and punched, feeling something crack under my knuckles. Cole fell, blood gushing from his nose as he looked up at me with one eye—the other one was already closing shut after my previous punch. My knuckles were stinging, but I was happy to smack him a few more times so I could quench my anger. 
“Raven!” Erin screamed, her voice full of panic. “What are you doing? You’ll kill him!”
“Why shouldn’t I?” I hissed as Cole crawled away. There was at least some emotion in his eyes this time, not the quiet passiveness that had made me ignore him this whole time. I knew that hateful look all too well. “Are you going to tell them, or should I?”
“Tell us what?” Erin shouted, taking a step toward us. Bryan grabbed her elbow, holding her back. She gave him a puzzled look, but he just shook his head. “Bryan? What is going on?”
Maybe they weren’t so blind after all. Maybe they were all in on it.
Judging by Bryan’s expression, he surely knew what his brother was.
“Riagrim are the people who hate the Chosen, right?” I asked, finally turning to look at Erin. “They think the Chosen will bring the end of the world, not save it. Isn’t that right, Cole?” I turned back to the younger brother, whose back was now resting against the trunk of a tree. “The only way to save the world is to kill the Chosen, right? Do you have the mark, then? Erin told me that the Riagrim often brand themselves.” I took a step toward him, and he tensed, jaw clenching tightly. “Don’t make me hit you again.” I snarled. “Get up!” He didn’t move, so I kicked his leg. “Get up, or I’ll call the prettily dressed guards to get you up and show the mark to them as well. I’m sure they can find a place for one more in that ditch they are digging.”
Cole finally pushed to his feet, flattening himself against the tree. His body went rigid when I grabbed him by the throat. 
“Open your mouth,” I ordered, tightening my hold. “Open your fucking mouth and stick your tongue out.” He clenched his teeth, but when I squeezed his throat harder, he finally obeyed. I lowered my gaze to the dark brand on his tongue that looked a lot like the emblems of the priests we saw, but in this one, the hand was squeezing the flame, not holding it. 
I turned to make sure Erin and Bryan saw it, too, only to find tears streaming down the girl’s cheeks. 
“Where I’m from,” I said, meeting Cole’s gaze, “we have gangs hiding their markings like that too. It didn't occur to me until I saw it on one of your dead comrades just now. If it was anywhere on the body, your family would have noticed, right? I bet it hurt like a bitch when you got it. I bet you worry someone might see it, so you don’t open your mouth much, hm?” When he didn’t respond, I pushed him to the ground between me and his siblings. Cole coughed, rubbing his neck, but didn’t raise his eyes. “You told the Riagrim where to find us, didn’t you? Back in Randrea and here. They could have killed your brother and sister, you dumbass! Or don’t you care about your family now that you are part of their cult?”
“They promised not to kill them…” Cole croaked, pushing himself to his feet. To his credit, he didn’t try to run.
“Cole…” Erin gasped, covering her mouth. Her tears continued to run as her head snapped toward me. “Raven, I swear we didn’t know! He…”
“I had hoped I was wrong. He disappeared for an hour when we arrived at Randrea and said he found a woman to fool around with. But then I saw him through the window talking to a group of hooded figures and when I asked about it, he lied. It didn’t cross my mind it could be the Riagrim until you were attacked and then we were leaving Randrea so I hoped that as long as I kept an eye on him, he wouldn’t do anything. I…” Bryan’s voice shook and he dropped to his knees, lowering his head to the ground. “Punish me instead of him. Kill me if you have to! He is young and stupid, but he can change!”
Erin joined him on the ground, and Cole finally raised his shocked gaze to them. Rubbing my forehead tiredly, I let out a long sigh.
“Consider sparing his life a repayment for your family’s help,” I said, feeling the weight of my new injuries and the string of betrayal turn my body to lead. I was a fool to think these people were any different. “But I don’t want to see any of you ever again. There are enough people wanting me dead. I won’t have someone I trusted stab me in the back.”
I glared at Cole one final time, but he was too busy staring at his siblings with that devastated look on his face. Turning my back to them, I headed to where the soldiers were waiting. I had told Captain Gerden that I was sending the siblings back, so he was all too happy to wait for me to get rid of them. 
The forest was silent as I strode through the trees, my throat tightening with disappointment. At the end of the day, the only person I could trust was myself. Forgetting that had almost cost me my life. Again.
“Raven!” Erin’s voice made me trip, but I ignored her and forced myself to keep going. “Raven!” she shouted again, then in the blink of an eye, she was in front of me, barring my way with her arms outstretched. Her eyes were red and puffy, but the tears had ceased. The stubborn look on her face made me sigh tiredly. “I had nothing to do with that, I swear! I would never betray you! I believe in you! Please let me come with you! I’ll prove to you that I am loyal! Just tell me what to do!”
“Can you kill your brother for me?” I asked, watching her eyes grow wide with horror. I knew I was being cruel, and she’d probably hate me for it, but I was sick of betrayals. Tears filled her eyes as she looked down at the ground, her body trembling.
“Riagrim forsake their families for their cause. He is no longer my brother,” Erin whispered, slipping something out of her pocket. Her hands were trembling when she flipped the pocket knife open. “If that's what it takes for you to trust me, I…I will do it.”
She wasn’t going to. I knew that with certainty. But watching her fight with the words, I felt my chest grow heavy with shame and even more regret. 
Why was I even hesitating? Her brother betrayed me when I had done nothing to him. Her own blood! What was stopping her from doing the same? She could slice my throat while I slept or pour poison into my cup. She could…she could have done that already. 
But she hadn’t. She chose to stick to my side, looking at me in a way no one else had before. Not with reverence, awe, or fear. With hope.
I met her eyes again, full of tears and hope instead of dullness and despair, like all the people I knew back in my world. She had left everything she knew behind and chose uncertainty, only to follow me and get attacked and almost killed not once but twice. If I sent her back, she’d be forced to marry because she loved her family too much to let them suffer. That hope would vanish from her eyes. That stubbornness would die. 
I moved to go around her, and I expected her to block me again, but she stayed perfectly still, hand squeezing her knife.
“Raven, please.” 
“Shut up,” I murmured, taking another step forward. “If you can’t keep up, I’m leaving you behind.”
I didn’t turn to see her reaction, but by the time we reached the soldiers, she was striding by my side, wiping her tears and trying to put a brave face on.
“I thought you were sending the children home?” Captain Gerden gave Erin a displeased look as we rejoined him. His men seemed to have finished with the cleanup and were now fussing over their mounts. Erin only pursed her lips, giving him a fierce glare that said everything she thought of the soldier.
“She is coming with me. Got a problem with that?” I asked, stopping beside Storm and patting her head. The horse snorted in agreement, and when I looked at the captain, his sour expression turned into a well-trained smile.
“It makes no difference to me, but the Palace is no place for a commoner,” he replied, giving his men a sign to mount. With sharp, efficient movements, they all climbed on their horses.
“Maybe I’ll make her a queen then,” I smirked, and the look the captain gave me told me how much he didn’t appreciate my sarcasm. It almost made me want to tease him more.
“The Chosen does not have that kind of power, even after they are anointed,” Gerden said, climbing on his huge black horse. By the time I did the same, Erin had led her mare to my side, glancing uneasily at the soldiers that moved in tight formation around us.
“You never know.” I shrugged as Gerden took a place on my other side. “But just so we are on the same page…anyone touches her, and they die. Got it?”
Gerden gave me a long, appraising look as if trying to determine how serious I was. And I was serious, deadly so, especially considering that I didn’t trust him or any of his men, even the ones that looked at me with reverent eyes. I had already been stung for letting my guard down. I wasn’t going to do it again. Especially not with people who conveniently stumbled upon us in the middle of nowhere. I could have believed it was some freakish coincidence if it was just the foot soldiers, but the Captain of the Royal Guard out here? Right, because that wasn’t suspicious at all.
Gerden just nodded.
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“I strongly recommend you put your hood back on,” Captain Gerden said for the second time while we rode through the streets of Tahakar. His face remained strained as if he was fighting the worst case of constipation, and I suspected it had something to do with the thickening crowd around us. 
I sat up straighter and let the wind dance through my hair, giving every soul we passed a first-class view of the only person with blonde hair they had ever seen. The houses, the shops, and even the people were similar to the ones we saw in Randrea, but everything was…bigger, brighter. My eyes watered from trying to take it all in while some of the guards dismounted, shouting at the crowd to make way for us.
It was almost funny how the commotion died down the same way it did when a squad of Orion soldiers would appear. Even the fear and stupor were there, the only difference being that this time all eyes were on me. 
“Is it me, or are they not thrilled to see me?” I muttered, leaning closer to Erin. 
I turned my gaze to the line of people on the left, meeting the eyes of a tall, plump woman with a yellow headscarf and a small, pointy nose. She jumped as she caught me looking, her face growing three shades paler before she rushed to hide in the nearest building. More and more people pulled back, some fleeing, some falling to their knees where they muttered prayer after prayer as if expecting the world to end any second.
“It’s not that they are not happy to see you. It’s about what your arrival means,” Erin whispered. I couldn’t help but notice she had moved her sword to her lap, one hand holding the reins while the other squeezed the hilt. I itched for the comfort of my weapon, but these people seemed terrified already. I didn’t want them getting heart attacks just because I touched a blade. “Your arrival means Hathan is coming too.”
“Right,” I mumbled, straightening in my saddle before I could slide off of it and make a spectacle of myself. I wondered if they would start weeping in despair if they saw me fall flat on my ass and realize I couldn’t even ride a horse properly.
“Don’t worry. If anything happens, I’m sure Captain Gerden will be right there to save us again,” Erin murmured, glaring at the man who dutifully pretended not to hear us.
The gawking and whispering figures gave way to wide, empty streets the closer we got to the Royal Castle. Tahakar’s Palace was rising on a slope in the middle of the settlement, so we had no trouble spotting its looming towers and massive walls well before reaching it. Standing at its base was another thing, though.
Erin grew quiet as she gaped, her eyes wide with awe. While it was an impressive sight, it could hardly compare to the John Hancock Tower back in Boston. That thing was over eight hundred feet tall and lolling over the North side of the city like an overzealous grandma. It was abandoned now, and there were some wild bets about how many people would die when it crumbled, but it was still damn impressive.
On the other hand, Tahakar’s Royal Castle looked like an eager teenager ready to boast. The Citadel was mostly white stone, with high towers and big terraces set up in the oddest of places. I wasn’t an expert on military strategy, but that castle was definitely made to shine, not to protect. If anyone ever got over those walls that surrounded the city, there’d be no running. Whoever picked this location for the capital sure as hell wasn’t worried about invasion. 
Captain Gerden led the group through the gates, his frown deepening when I didn’t give him the chance to help me down from my horse. The rest of his soldiers dismounted and took away the animals, leaving Gerden alone with us. He escorted us to the looming Citadel with his back straight and his eyes locked forward.
The entrance hall looked like a giant tunnel designed to let you know you were no longer in Kansas. The floor was all marble, with intricate lines running from the first step to all the corners of the place. I couldn’t make the entire form or the point of it, but I was sure whoever made it was very proud of himself.
Three massive pillars rose on each side, supporting a ceiling so tall it made my heart skip a beat as I imagined it falling on top of my head. Every inch was covered in vivid drawings that reminded me of an old Catholic church I squatted in a few years back. There had been this one wall depicting Jesus Christ with his hands up, light glowing from his halo. I wondered if somewhere on this ceiling, there was a painting of the Chosen with light glowing from their hair.
“The servants will take you to refresh yourself,” Captain Gerden announced as we reached the end of the corridor, where a pair of women in long, yellow dresses were waiting for us. Pale headscarves covered their heads, the only piece of bright color on them being their red belts that held an assortment of keys and a pouch. “His Majesty and his court are currently celebrating the upcoming birth of his child, so once you are in proper attire, you can…”
My eyes landed on the giant gilded door not too far from where we stood. A dozen guards were standing outside of it, eyes searching the long, empty corridor as if they expected an enemy to materialize from thin air. The muffled sounds of music, voices, and laughter came from the other side of the door, making me smile.
“What’s wrong with my outfit?” I asked Gerden, waving my dusty cloak. “It’s not polite to make important people wait, is it?” He opened his mouth to reply, but I was already turning my back on him. “Come on, Erin. Let’s go give our respects.”
I winked at her while she struggled to overcome her stupor, catching up to me when I was almost with the guards. Heavy, hurried steps told me Gerden wasn’t done with us.
“Wait!” the captain snarled as he appeared on my left, looking torn between wanting to shout and being polite. “You can’t just go in uninvited! Not looking like…” He waved at me with a gloved hand, his mouth hanging open but no words coming out. I didn’t get what the fuss was all about, I had even changed since my old set was covered in blood. Finally, Gerden let out a frustrated sigh, letting his hand fall by his side.
I stopped in front of the gilded doors, craning my neck so I could take them all in. Intricate woodwork covered their entire surface, the giant golden knobs almost the size of my head. The guards were all gawking at us as if nobody had given them the memo that I was coming. I looked at Gerden with a challenging smile while he bristled.
“Do you see this? This is my invitation,” I said, raising a strand of limp blonde hair. I hadn’t washed it for over a week, and it didn’t look nearly as impressive as when it was all clean and springy, but there was no way I was just obediently following their orders. One of the most important lessons I learned in Boston was that people would treat you how you let them treat you—if you let them order you around from the start, they would continue to do so since you gave them that power. If I went to bathe and showed up all pampered and ready to bow, people would expect that from me, and I would give this Sadon person power over me. 
I turned my gaze to the guards, giving them a charming smile.
“Open the door, pretty please.”
Their eyes darted to Gerden, although the two closest to the doorknobs already had their hands on them. The captain’s jaw worked while he considered what to do, but when I casually adjusted the saber on my back, he cleared his throat and nodded.
The doors swung open, the soft music and loud voices spilling into the corridor. Half a dozen chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, each stacked with hundreds of candles and decorated with shiny stones that made the room sparkle. The guests turned to look at us, their expressions ranging from shocked to terrified. The music stopped as soon as I took a step into the hall, Erin sticking close to my side while Gerden trailed behind us, looking like he wanted to be anywhere but in that room.
Tearing my eyes away from Sadon’s court, I looked around in search of the King of Paralea. His throne was positioned across from the giant doors, the enormous wall made of stained glass behind him refracting the afternoon light in just the right angle, so it engulfed the seat and its occupant in an almost ethereal glow. There was only one throne, I noticed, which made me wonder where his wife sat. Bryan had mentioned that the King of Jernen was single, but he said nothing about Sadon, and Gerden had just said he was expecting a child, which only meant he was probably married. 
My eyes settled on the man himself, sitting stiffly on his royal seat like he had a stick up his ass. A pair of brown eyes studied me from a round, puffy face. Wrinkles lined forehead and wide mouth, and when he smiled at my approach, he looked just like a frog that was about to eat an annoying fly.
I stopped in front of the stairs leading to his throne, painfully aware of every set of eyes on me. Sadon watched with a stiff smile, saying absolutely nothing as if he were waiting to see what I would do. If he looked displeased about my appearance, he didn’t show it, but his silence was making my skin crawl even more than his smile.
Catching the edge of my cloak, I did what I thought a curtsy would look like, my eyes remaining on him the whole time. A few people gasped, but I had no idea if it was because they were impressed by my manners or appalled. Probably the second.
Erin bowed so low she looked ready to topple. She didn’t rise even when I did.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Your Majesty,” I said, my voice almost disappearing into the giant hall. Thankfully, everyone else had forgotten how to speak, so I didn’t have to awkwardly repeat myself.
Sadon still said nothing, so I let my smile drop and stared back, determined not to give in an inch. If he thought he could intimidate me with a little eye contact, we were going to be there awhile. 
After a long minute, he slid off his seat and slowly descended the stairs. He wore a pair of tight beige breeches and an outrageously green shirt that barely hid his protruding belly. Out of the beautiful light and close enough to see every little imperfection on his face, he looked even more plain.
“The Chosen, in the flesh,” he said as he stopped in the middle of the steps. Looking at me from above, he had the audacity to look unimpressed. “And she speaks our language. How fortunate.” 
There was something in this man that really, really…made me want to punch him. There weren’t that many people who could exude that kind of energy—except for several members of the Dellus gang and maybe Killian—but I barely knew this guy, and while he did look like a prick, he had done me no wrong. Yet the urge was so strong, it must have shown on my face because Gerden stepped closer as if to stop me if I tried anything.
“Fortunate indeed,” I said, giving him a smile that was all teeth. He swallowed, his hands sliding over the front of his shirt to straighten some invisible wrinkle. The awkward silence returned, but before I could figure out what else to say, the crowd parted. I turned my attention to the gorgeous black-haired woman who walked through, just as she stopped at the base of the steps and curtsied. Out of all the women I had seen so far, her dress was the most intricate of all, with veils and clips running from her shoulders, her elbows, her chest. She looked stunning in it, but I suspected the same gown would hang like a ripped potato sack on most people, including me.
When she didn’t rise, I cleared my throat awkwardly, motioning for her to do so. She straightened up with a smile and an excited glint in her eyes.
“Please allow me to extend our warmest welcome,” she spoke in a sweet voice. “With His Majesty’s blessing, we have gathered here today to celebrate the upcoming birth of his child, but now we have another reason to thank Gia. My name is Isen Sadon, His Majesty’s first wife. May I inquire about your name? It’s customary to address the Chosen by their title only after they have been anointed.”
I bit the inside of my lip, trying to figure out if she was being genuinely nice or trying to play something. Unlike Sadon, she appeared happy to see me.
“Raven.” 
“What a lovely name!” Isen beamed, turning to her husband. I followed her gaze, only to find Sadon had returned to his seat and was watching us with boredom. “May I steal Raven away and introduce her to the court, Your Majesty?” Sadon gave her a brisk nod, and Isen smiled even brighter. One look from her had Gerden walking away without a word, then her attention switched to Erin. “And what may your name be, child?”
“E-E-Erin, Y-Your G-Grace,” Erin stuttered, lowering her head again. I wanted to tell her not to do that but held my tongue. Maybe not all at once. Those were her sovereigns, after all.
“Erin,” Isen repeated as if testing the name. She motioned with her hand, and two more women joined her side. Both were dressed as exquisitely as the king’s wife, but standing next to her, they kind of lost their shine. “These ladies are Leyda and Su’Ana, His Majesty’s third and fourth wives. Su’Ana, would you mind helping Erin to something to eat?”
The shorter one stepped forward, her pitch-black hair brushing against her shoulders when she met Erin’s gaze. I opened my mouth to say that Erin would stay by my side, but I was still stuck on the fact that Sadon had four wives, and beautiful ones at that. The two beside Isen, who looked around my age, had the same doll-like appearance even though the shorter one, Su’Ana, seemed skinnier and paler than the other two. Her hair was short, her eyes slanted, and the darkest shade of black, but what got me was the strange, haunted look in them despite her polite smile. The other one, Leyda, was taller and curvier, wearing a tight-lipped smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Come along, Erin, there is nothing to fear,” Su’Ana said, putting a gentle hand on the small of Erin's back. Erin sent me an I-got-this look before the king’s fourth wife spirited her away.
The music resumed, and so did the conversations, but they were quiet and brisk, with the nobles constantly stealing glances at us. The initial shock had melted away, and now they all watched with hungry eyes, probably thinking that getting closer could win them something considering how nice Isen was being to me.
“This way, Raven,” Isen said with a graceful wave of her hand before locking her arm with mine. Her long, golden skirts brushed over my muddy boots, but she pretended not to notice. “I loved your entrance. Very dramatic.” She gave me what looked like an approving grin, then quickly schooled her face into a polite smile. Her eyes went to the group of nobles gawking at us, and they quickly turned away. “It’s not every day idols come to walk among us.” 
Isen nodded at another clique of nobles who shifted to make space for us, but she continued on without sparing them a second glance. She moved through the entire room—parading me, I realized—before heading toward one of the corners where several comfortable-looking sofas and stools were arranged in a semicircle around a low table. Two young women were sitting on one of the sofas, while an older one with huge boobs fanned herself in another. 
One look from Isen had the younger ones excusing themselves, but the older woman made no move to leave. Instead, she smiled at us, revealing a set of yellow teeth.
“Your Grace, you have already shackled her? I am impressed,” she said with a smile so obviously mocking that I stifled a laugh. Isen’s hand released mine as she sat down and arranged her skirts around her.
“Your jokes are getting old, Lady Regga, but I suppose that is to be expected with your age,” Isen replied with the same charming smile, but the venom in her tone was unmistakable. Switching her attention to me, she patted the seat next to her. I glanced at the older woman just as she was smirking over the edge of her wineglass, then went to sit on one of the empty couches. Isen’s smile faltered the tiniest bit, but she just looked at Leyda, and the third wife rushed to pour her a drink. Taking the glass the third wife handed me, I looked at Lady Regga only to find her staring, her long red nails tapping over her crystal glass.
I scowled, and her smile grew, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening.
“How fortunate that the Chosen is a woman,” she said with another chuckle.
“How so?” I asked, glancing at Isen, who was just whispering something in the ear of a man dressed in pale yellow pants and a white shirt. 
“I am old, and before I die, I wish to see my home rid of people who believe what dangles between their legs makes them eligible to rule. Maybe your presence will open their eyes.” 
A smile tugged on my lips. I liked the old crone. At least her feelings and intentions could be easily read. Unlike Isen, who shifted in her seat, putting her glass down on the table.
“Careful, Lady Regga,” she said in a voice heavy with a warning, “His Majesty’s patience with you is not without limits. Keep saying such deplorable nonsense, and you might find your life too short for any last wishes.”
Regga ran her tongue over her teeth as if considering the other woman’s words, then raised her glass in a toast. “To His Majesty and his new babe, may they live long and rule over us well.” Isen pursed her lips, but Lady Regga was already getting to her feet. Turning toward Isen, she inclined her head in what could barely pass for a respectful bow. “Please excuse me, Your Grace, but my old bones are aching already. I will eagerly await news of the birth.” She gave me an amused smile before she limped away, leaning on her cane.
“Who was that ray of sunshine?” I asked, staring after Lady Regga. When Isen didn’t reply, I turned to look at her, but she seemed too focused on another servant, who was whispering something in her ear. It was Leyda who replied as she took Lady Regga’s seat.
“That was Lady Amira Regga,” she said in a breathy voice, reaching to pour herself a glass of wine. “She is the matron of House Regga who ruled Paralea before His Majesty’s family ascended the throne. After her husband and her two sons’ deaths in the war with Jernen, she is the one who runs the Regga family. She is the oldest noblewoman in Paralea and has substantial wealth and influence.”
“She is just a senile person who likes to meddle in everyone's business and possesses not a lick of decorum,” Isen cut in, and Leyda tensed, bringing the glass to her lips and taking a big sip. I turned to Isen, only to find her smile back on her face. “You don’t need to concern yourself with her. She is rude but harmless. But do yourself a favor, and don’t take her too seriously. Nothing she says is true. Ever since she lost her husband and children, it’s like she lost her mind. We let her talk like that because we feel bad for her. Her family has been a pillar of this court for generations.”
“Got it.” I nodded, sniffing the wine. It smelled fruity and sweet, and even before it touched my lips, I knew it was going to be delicious. The food and drinks Erin’s family served me were excellent, but this was a goddamn castle. Even the air tasted expensive. The thoughts must have shown on my face because Isen’s smile grew.
“You like the wine? It’s imported from Jernen. I’ll make sure you have access to as much of it as your heart desires.” She moved to sit beside me, catching my hand between hers. “We are truly blessed to have you here, Raven. Whatever you need, you can tell me. I have the feeling we can become the best of friends and bring this fair kingdom even more light and prosperity if we work together.”
I nodded, not sure if I could reply without snorting. Her eyes went to someone standing nearby, and she gave a barely noticeable nod before a man in deep red breeches and tunic headed toward us, sleeking his hair. He nodded his greeting to Isen before his attention switched to me—well, to my hair. 
“It’s an honor to stand in your presence, Lady Raven. Please allow me to introduce myself.” And he did, without waiting for my permission, his eyes never leaving my hair.
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“Yes, I saw her! Her hair was so light, I couldn’t believe my eyes! It really is her. It really is the Chosen! It has to be!” 
I drew further into the shadows of the column where I was hiding, waiting for the two maids to pass. Despite the servants running left and right, it was easy enough to sneak around and avoid the guards. Even my own security, with Captain Gerden in charge, had trouble keeping their sights on me.
Once the servants rounded the corner, I slipped out of my hiding place, crossing another two corridors before I had to stop again. 
Almost a week had passed since our arrival in Tahakar. A week of parties and meeting people who looked like they wanted to put a leash on my neck and walk me around like a pet. I was way past my limit of fake smiles and polite words, so I started declining their invitations and hiding in order to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed. The latter was productive—I now knew the complete layout of the North wing where my rooms were. Most of the other accommodations were cleared of their occupants—for my safety, Gerden insisted, but even a child could tell that was a lie.
The sound of voices made me stop, straining to determine where they were coming from. Drawing closer from up ahead, they were about to enter my corridor, so I didn’t have enough time to run back the way I had come from. There was also nothing to hide behind unless I wanted to jump out of the open stone windows on my right.
Stepping toward one of the said windows, I peeked over to see how high it was. To my surprise, instead of a huge drop directly to the palace grounds below, I stared at a man-made garden atop a wide landing, surrounded by high parapets and full of flowers and potted trees. The far end of the landing finished with a terrace overlooking the courtyard with the main gate.
Smiling to myself, I glanced down the corridor to make sure nobody had spotted me yet, then climbed on the windowsill. There was a tall, wide-leafed tree below me, its top branches almost touching the wall. It didn’t look particularly sturdy, but it ought to hold me at least for a second while slowing down my fall.
Taking a deep breath, I jumped, aiming for the branch beneath my position. My foot landed on it, and I heard a loud crack, but before it could snap, I was soaring through the air again. As I touched down among the flowers and bushes, it occurred to me that this place looked more like a jungle than a garden. The heavy stench of dirt, damp greenery, and budding blossoms made me cringe my nose while I made my way toward the terrace. 
I was just about to step out into the open when I noticed a movement. A figure in a shimmering black dress with a wide golden edging encircling her abdomen and running up to her shoulders stood next to the banister, her short black hair brushing her slender shoulders. I looked around for the exit, spotting an arch on the opposite side of the landing and, beyond it, a corridor leading inside the castle. 
The woman didn’t look like she’d noticed me, so if I was really quiet, I could get to the corridor before she spotted me. I had barely taken a step when she spoke.
“You needn’t bother sneaking.” Keeping her back turned to me, she put the teacup she was drinking from on top of the banister. “It’s not like I can stop you, so go ahead. Better than jumping off windows and dooming the world by breaking your neck.”
I raised an eyebrow, stepping out of my hiding spot behind a plant with leaves as big as my head. I had no desire to speak to anyone, but her cold tone and biting words made me curious to see her face. It was almost refreshing after all that ass-kissing I had to endure.
I gave her a sidelong glance, almost choking in surprise. I had only met Sadon’s fourth wife twice: once I arrived, and the second time during one of the luncheons Isen had dragged me to. Both times, Su’Ana looked like a quiet, distracted woman who did what she was told and spaced out a lot. Now she stared at the city before her with unfocused eyes.
“What are you doing in this place?”
“Same as you.” She gave me a tight-lipped smile, leaning on the parapet and looking down. “Hiding.”
I opened my mouth to ask what she was hiding from when a loud shout had me sliding a knife out of my belt. A moment later, I realized the sound had come from below, so I stepped closer to the banister, peeking over.
A group of servants was fusing over an expensive-looking carriage painted in black and purple. Several wagons flanked it, overflowing with trunks, crates, and other items. The servants weren’t wearing the usual yellow and white; instead, the men strode around in black pants and purple tunics, some even sporting a coat on top despite the warm weather. The women wore pants as well, but their shirts reached to their knees, where wide slits on the sides gave them plenty of room for movement.
“Who are they?” I asked, glancing toward the king’s wife. A week in Isen’s presence had taught me she was a master at avoiding answering questions she didn’t like, so I didn’t really expect to receive a straight reply from her sister-wife.
“That would be the King of Jernen’s entourage,” Su’Ana said, watching them with cold detachment. I stared at her with surprise until the words finally registered in my brain. The King of Jernen. Every time someone brought his visit up, Isen expelled the person from the group with a warning glare. Then she changed the subject to something fascinating, like the trend of high society fashion changing to white and gold now that the Chosen had appeared.
“Which one is he?” I asked curiously, peeking over the banister again. My eyes darted from one face to another, searching for the guy with the fanciest clothes and a crown bigger than his head, but found only people hard at work. The door to the carriage stayed shut, so if he was inside, he was probably napping or doing one of the servant girls.
“I don’t think he arrived with them,” Su’Ana murmured, a hint of a smile appearing on her lips. “His Majesty will likely be annoyed. He doesn’t like surprises.”
“Like me?” I scoffed, and the edges of Su’Ana’s lips fully curled up. She said nothing, just quietly watched the servants carry off their load before disappearing inside the castle. “What’s the King of Jernen here for? Is he here for me to proclaim his faith and devotion?”
“Nobody knows of your arrival outside of the court and the people of this city. His Majesty went to great lengths to assure that,” she said. “He is here to collect what he is owed, so I’m afraid his arrival coinciding with yours is just a lucky coincidence.” She looked at me again, her smile softening into an expression that made her face look a little less gaunt. “Although I do suspect that he would insist on meeting you once he finds out you are here. He might even take you away.”
“Do I look like someone who can be easily taken?” I grinned, showing my teeth. Amusement danced in her eyes. “I go where I want to go. No king can order the Chosen.”
Su’Ana nodded.
“Maybe you should go with him,” she murmured after some time, reaching for the cup on the banister. “This place is not as…welcoming as you think.” Her fingers brushed against the side of the cup, but instead of wrapping around it, Su’Ana gave it a gentle nudge. “Paralea is…” The cup tilted over the banister and flew toward the ground, shattering on the pavement below. “…broken.”
A shiver ran down my spine despite the warm weather. At that moment, her eyes seemed dead, her expression one of complete despair. That wasn’t a look I could mistake—a look I had seen myself make in the mirror for years, one that so many others wore back in my world.
“Hey, are you alright?” I asked, reaching to touch her shoulder. She recoiled before my fingers brushed her arm, and the wild look she gave me made me raise my hands where she could see them. Blinking a couple of times, she relaxed, giving me a gentle smile that couldn’t have been any more fake.
“Of course I am,” she replied with a soft chuckle. “You surprised me, that’s all. I…”
“Raven!”
We looked up at the same time, spotting Erin just as she poked her head through the window I had jumped from. Her eyes shone with a mix of excitement and panic, but she said nothing, just ducked back into the corridor only to reappear through the arch leading to the garden a minute later. 
“I looked everywhere for you!” she said between shallow breaths. “The warrior priests are here. They said you need to go with them to the Temple.”
“About damn time,” I said, a smile tugging on my lips. Giving Su’Ana a parting nod, I motioned for Erin to follow. “Let’s not keep them waiting, then.”
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“May the Light guide you and protect you. Nehrah,” the priest standing at the base of the steps greeted us with a serene smile before diverting her attention to the next group of worshipers. Adjusting the hood of my cloak, I looked at the giant building looming above us.  
Two pillars of smooth white stone rose atop the stairs leading to the Temple, each supporting a figure draped in a cloak and a mask. Inscriptions in gold shone from their surface, thousands and thousands of brush strokes some talented painter spent years inscribing over the stone. If that wasn’t impressive enough, the enormous golden doors of the Temple, too high and too wide to be practical, could blind a person when the sunlight reflected on them. 
Gasps of awe or murmurs about the price of all that gold reached my ears, but I ignored them as another person’s shoulder brushed against mine.
“Show-offs,” Swen murmured, glaring at the golden gate. “For a nation struggling to pay their debts, they sure like to flaunt their gold around. If their king melts that thing, he could pay the recompense he owes us with ease instead of begging for extensions. You were already generous enough by not slaughtering him and his entire family. He is pushing it!”
“If what we suspect is true, they have enough money to pay Jernen and then some,” Gorrek murmured from my other side. “Besides, the crown cannot take from the Temple. They do not answer to him. He is not foolish enough to make an enemy of them, especially not now with the Chosen’s arrival.”
Swen grumbled something under his breath before turning his eyes to me again. 
“Are you sure she’s here, Your Ma…Your Grace? With the delay we had…”
I gritted my teeth, annoyance flooding my body. If my wound hadn’t gotten infected, we would have arrived at the same time as her. But I couldn’t afford to enter an enemy’s city feverish and weak and give them the opportunity to get rid of me and blame it on illness. So we had to delay our arrival until I got better. My shoulder still bothered me when I moved it abruptly, but in a few weeks, it should be back to its full mobility.
“She needs to be in the Temple and recognized by the priests. She needs to show them she has powers before they anoint her,” I said as we climbed the steps along with the stream of worshipers in their best clothes. The place was full, but everyone’s voices were no louder than a whisper, as if afraid they’d incur the Temple’s wrath. Their very presence had to be a sign she was here. Why else would so many people come in the middle of the day?
“Do you think she already met with the king? That he won her over?” Gorrek asked, his eyes darting to the people around us. After my injury that night, he and Swen refused to leave my side. Despite them knowing I could handle myself, they continued to act like overprotective mothers, even after threatening to send them to the castle and come here by myself.
“Met, yes. Won over? Unlikely,” I replied, adjusting the sword on my side so it wasn’t visible from underneath my cloak. It wasn’t forbidden to enter the Temple armed, but it was frowned upon, and it was too early for us to draw attention. I was supposed to be with my retinue at the Royal Castle, but I had decided meeting the Chosen before Sadon was more important. I had no doubt he and his army of loyalists would occupy my time the moment I stepped into the castle. “The woman I saw that night didn’t look like someone who could be easily won over. And Sadon is…well, he has as much charm as a river toad.”
“What about money?” Gorrek mused, but since we arrived at the top of the stairs, I chose not to answer. Her clothes had been simple and worn out, but she had looked comfortable in them. Maybe she could be bought, and if that was the case, it was even more important to speak with her first.
We nodded at the priests standing by the golden doors, receiving another ‘May the Light guide you and protect you’ before slipping inside the Temple. Like the column outside, all the walls were scribed in golden letters. There weren’t many windows, so most of the space was lit up by giant brass containers that held the undying fires of the Temple.
Priests with their pristine robes in white and gold walked among the worshippers, offering words of wisdom or accepting donations from the wealthier believers. Nodding for Swen and Gorrek to follow, I stepped after the stream of people waiting to get into the inner sanctum.
“What’s the plan?” Swen asked, slouching his shoulders in another attempt to make himself look smaller. “Do we infiltrate the Temple, just the three of us? What would you do when we find her?”
“I’ll figure it out. I just need to get close to her. Alone, if possible,” I whispered, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. I had replayed our meeting countless times in my head, going over how I could approach her and all the ways I could counter her possible objections to what I was offering. Had it been any other woman, I would have figured out a way to outsmart or woo her, but this was the Chosen we were talking about—we had no idea what kind of powers or wits or skills she possessed. We didn’t know anything. And if I made one wrong move…
A scream echoed through the Temple as the crowd parted. A couple of warrior priests strode into the hall, the arsenal of weapons on their bodies almost impossible for a normal person to carry. They were wearing their black uniforms—an unspoken warning that they were out on a mission and ready for violence should anyone get in their way. Their white robes marked them safe to approach to seek help or guidance. They never attacked or bothered themselves with the common folk when they wore white, but if they were wearing black…that was the one and only warning for everyone to mind their step, regardless of who they were or what position they held.
The worshippers kept pushing back, but I held my ground. Ignoring the warrior priests’ intimidating presence and the promise of violence in the air, I locked my gaze on the flash of golden hair that moved among the black robes.
When the first two warrior priests passed by my position, I finally saw her. She was wearing a pair of tight-fitting pants and a jacket in red and golden—Paralea’s colors. The memory of her beautiful face smeared with blood flashed before my eyes, of her clothes torn and skin marred with cuts and gashes. 
Back then, her eyes burned with fire and the need to survive. She looked almost timid now, with not a scratch or bruise on her face, although I clearly remembered her getting at least one on her cheek. Her hair fell down her back like the sun had lent its rays to her, and her blue eyes made people cower even faster than they did for the warrior priests.
Before I knew it, I was taking a step toward her. In just a few seconds, she was going to pass by my spot, and if I reached out, I could touch her. I was almost at the front of the crowd when a massive body blocked my path, the symbol of the Chosen making me pause.
“Back off,” the warrior priest said, dark eyes boring into me with a warning.
The crowd moved, those from the back pushing to get a better view of the person who was supposed to save them from their doom. Another impatient push yanked a little girl from her mother’s grip, sending her straight into the Chosen’s path. The girl wailed in pain as she fell, and by the time she rose to her knees, she had two swords pointed at her face.
Tensing, I took a small step forward, but the warrior priest in front of me moved his hand to the hilt of his sword. His eyes remained on me even as his brethren stared down at the child with unforgiving eyes, the lip of the girl quivering.
The crowd grew quiet, only the people in the back asking in impatient whispers about what was going on. The mother of the girl had fallen to her knees, her hands covering her mouth, but she did not attempt to get to her child. Her eyes darted between the warrior priests as if wondering which one would deliver the fatal blow.
“Put those away before I break your hands,” a low, threatening voice filled the hall.
I searched for the owner of that voice, my eyes landing on the Chosen as she kneeled next to the trembling girl and took her face in her hands. The child didn’t resist, but her fear only seemed to grow while she stared up at the light-haired woman. The Chosen kept her eyes on the warrior priests, her expression one of pure venom.
“Now,” she snarled through gritted teeth.
They took a step back, sheathing their swords with trained proficiency. I tore my eyes away from them, watching the woman whisper something in the child’s ear. Every set of eyes remained locked on them, the crowd so quiet, that I doubted anyone was breathing. Then the Chosen pulled back, smiling gently at the girl. My breath caught in my throat as I watched that warmth soften the hard lines of her face, making her even more stunning. 
She helped the girl to her feet, oblivious to the dust that had stuck to her own pants. The child took a hesitant step backward, then rushed into her mother’s arms. Tears were streaming down the mother’s cheeks while she stared at the Chosen, her hands tightening around the girl.
The smile dropped from the Chosen’s face, her blue eyes turning as cold as ice when she looked away. Just as she was about to leave, her gaze found mine, and she froze mid-step. A shove in my side pulled me back to reality, and I realized this was my chance. She had just ordered the warrior priests to pull back so if I got close, they wouldn’t attack.
I was just taking a step toward her when a woman in a dark green dress appeared by her side, whispering something in her ear. The dark-haired girl was surprisingly young, but as she continued to speak, the Chosen looked away from me, inclining her head toward her instead. They started walking again, the warrior priests clearing a path for them with ease until their group disappeared into the inner sanctum. The crowd started pushing again as more people rushed to get into the heart of the Temple.
“She sure has a presence to her,” Swen murmured while the crowd thinned around us. “If she dressed in black and shaved her head, she’d fit right in with these crazy bastards.”
“Watch your tongue,” Gorrek scolded him, but even the priests seemed to have disappeared somewhere—probably to steal a glimpse of the person they had been worshipping for hundreds of years. Gorrek stopped in front of me, his eyebrows furrowing. “Your Grace, are you alright? I thought you were planning to get close to her?”
I didn’t reply, too busy with the plan forming in my head. When Gorrek cleared his throat, I turned my back to the inner sanctum and the Chosen.
“I was wrong. Approaching her now, in the Temple, will be a mistake,” I said, looking at Gorrek. “The girl that was with her, find out who she is. I want to know her name, who her family is, where they live, and what they do for a living. The warrior priests didn’t touch her, and she talked to the Chosen with ease. This means the Chosen trusts her. That girl, we need her on our side.” Gorrek nodded, so I turned to Swen. “Find where the Chosen is staying. She is wearing Paralean colors, not white or black, so she isn’t staying in the Temple. And she arrived under escort, so she must have come from somewhere else. I want to know when she wakes up and goes to bed, what she likes to eat and what she likes to do in her free time, where she likes to go, and who she interacts with. I want to know everything.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” they replied in one voice. 
The two of them fell into step with me by the time we reached the golden doors of the Temple. There were still people climbing up to the building, all in a hurry to get close to the person they had been praying to their whole lives.
“One more thing,” I said as we started down the stairs. “Make contact with our spy.” I raked my eyes over the busy streets that were already filling with people going on about their day, then looked at the Royal Palace rising high above in the distance. Gritting my teeth, I took a calming breath and willed my racing heart to settle. I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this but I wasn’t leaving anything to chance. Even if it cost me. “I have a feeling we might need her.”
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“Welcome.” 
I raised an eyebrow at the curt greeting, studying the High Priest from head to toe. Like everyone else, he was wearing a white robe with a high collar and cloth overlapping over his shoulder and waist before draping freely around his legs. The symbol of the Chosen—a hand holding a flame—was embroidered on his chest, and on top of it lay a massive golden medallion that looked like an open book with light coming from it. Something was inscribed on its surface, but it was hard to read from where I was standing.
“Hi,” I said with the same brevity, meeting the man’s eyes. He was young for a High Priest, maybe in his forties or fifties. I had seen other priests bent over with the weight of their age. This one had a long, pointy nose, lively eyes, and only a hint of wrinkles that appeared when he cringed his brows—which was what he was doing right now.
I waited for him to speak. It was he who summoned me here and a week after my arrival, no less. I wasn’t sure what he expected, but I had vast experience in glaring contests and making things awkward. 
“We are overjoyed to finally meet you,” he continued, and the crease between his brows disappeared. “There hadn’t been many who wished to claim the Chosen’s title over the past few centuries, but there were…some. I hope you understand why it is imperative to find the right person before we give them all of our power and trust. Choosing the wrong one could mean the end not only to the Order but the world itself.” 
I nodded, holding back my exasperated sigh while he motioned for me to follow.
We had left the main sanctum with the gawking crowd and the smell of burning firewood, incense, and too many bodies cramped together. Walking through the bright, empty corridors of the inner Temple, I felt strangely at ease even though we were still surrounded by the dozen grim-looking warrior priests.
“The test for the Chosen is simple,” the High Priest continued. Our escort moved further back as if to give us privacy, and so did Erin, looking like a bunny caught in the middle of a wolf pack. “First, we confirm that the color of your hair is real. Time will reveal the truth, but you must permit us to examine you daily.”
I scoffed but quickly hid it behind a fake cough.
“Sure, examine away.” 
He gave me a nod, his face remaining impassive. Frustration flooded my body as I stared at him without blinking. Would it kill him to show a human emotion, even if it was mistrust or disdain? At least then, I’d know what he was thinking.
“Second, we need to confirm you possess a set of unique abilities to complete the duty of a Chosen.” He gave me a sidelong glance, and when he noticed my raised eyebrow, he turned to face me. “That is to say, we need to make sure you are indeed able to defeat Hathan. Only then will we recognize you as our Chosen and submit fully to your will and guidance.”
“This power you talk of,” I stopped when we reached a small intersection where the bright light flooding from one of the windows revealed the beginning of a small garden, “do you know what to look for?”
The High Priest studied me, carefully deliberating his answer, judging by the way his jaw worked. When he finally came to some kind of decision, I held my breath in anticipation, but he just motioned toward the corridor where the light was coming from. I followed until we reached an arched doorway that allowed us into the garden. The plants and trees were carefully arranged and tended to, but the place itself was barely bigger than my bedroom at the Palace.
He motioned toward one of the stone benches encircling a small fountain in the center, but he strode to the fountain itself, sitting at the edge of it and slipping the tips of his fingers into the crystal waters.
“The Teachings tell us that the Chosen would have power and knowledge beyond our understanding, something nobody in this world could acquire through regular means,” he spoke while drawing a circle over the water. I noticed a shadow moving below, and as I narrowed my eyes, I realized it was a white fish swimming underneath. “We do not know anything beyond that, but we know you do—if you are the real Chosen.” Raising his head to look at me, he met my eyes without hesitation. I held his scrutinizing gaze, and it was at that moment that I realized this priest didn’t believe I was the Chosen. Not even one bit.
“What happens if you confirm this is my true hair, but I don’t show you my powers?” I asked as I sat at the edge of the fountain and dipped a finger into the water. The fishes scattered in alarm, but as I kept my hand perfectly still, they eventually returned, swirling around it in curiosity. The High Priest didn’t answer right away.
“If you truly are the Chosen, I don’t see why you would hide that from us.” His voice was heavy with challenge. “Unless you have a compelling reason?”
I gave him a smile I hoped could pass for friendly, looking back at the fishes. So they didn’t know about the Chosen’s power. What did they know exactly? That a blond person would come and do some magic tricks to impress them and gain an army in the process? Judging by the way the warrior priests acted, a force of that caliber could pose a threat to any kingdom. So how could they follow a religion that was so vague and of which they knew so very little?
Was there even a point in asking him whether he knew where I could have come from and how to go back? It was unlikely, but I had to try. If anyone knew, it was this guy, and considering the aura of displeasure he was emanating, he might actually help me return to my world if he knew how.
“Usually, we would keep you here for observation.” The High Priest rose to his feet before I could speak. “But His Majesty insisted it was better for you to stay at the Palace. So you may remain there until the allotted time passes. There will be a priest visiting you every day, and an escort will be provided to keep you safe.” He slipped his hands into his wide sleeves, hiding the brass bracelets that encircled his wrists. “If, in one month’s time, your hair hasn’t changed, you’d be invited back into the Temple to demonstrate your power in front of witnesses. And if you do that, we’d prepare the Ascension Ceremony so you can take your rightful place at the head of the Faith, and nobody would ever question you again. You will have our indisputable loyalty, and our lives will be yours to use as you see fit.”
He waited as if expecting a reaction, but when I just stared—still processing everything he was saying—he nodded with a soft sigh, giving me a polite bow.
“I must attend to my duties, but feel free to look around for as long as you like. We will escort you and your companion back to the castle when you are ready.”
He turned to leave, but before he could take more than a few steps, I jumped to my feet.
“Wait! I have a question.” He turned slowly, tilting his head in a sign that he was listening. Trying to sound nonchalant, I took a step closer and lowered my voice. “What do you know about the world I come from?”
The priest blinked a few times—the first sign of emotion I had seen since meeting him—then his lips parted. I held my breath again, keeping my face blank while I waited for his reply.
“The world you come from?” he repeated, and the confusion in his voice was enough of an answer. My shoulders slouched, a sigh escaping my lips before I could stop it.
He had no idea I wasn’t from this world. He had no idea where I was from nor how to return there. But if the Head of their Faith didn’t know that, then what was I supposed to do? Just stay here and be their Chosen? I couldn’t even do that, I had no powers to show them, and my magic tricks went as far as making a coin appear out of thin air—or a purse disappear out of a person’s pocket. I doubted they’d be impressed with that.
“Nevermind,” I said, forcing a smile to my face. “I’ll walk myself out. See you in a month.” 
I could feel his eyes follow, but he didn’t stop me even as I stepped into the corridor where Erin and the warrior priests were waiting.
“There’s too many of you, don’t you think? Even one is enough to scare the shit out of people. So two can stay, the rest can go away.” 
Not waiting for their reply, I nodded for Erin to follow, and she skidded to my side, holding her skirts up with one hand. Two warrior priests fell in step behind us, and when the rest lingered in the corridor, I smiled to myself. They might not recognize me as the Chosen yet, but they were listening to me, so that was good. 
“The Head Priest looks…different from what I expected,” Erin murmured, glancing behind us to make sure the warrior priests weren’t close enough to hear. “I thought he’d be pleased to see you. And I thought he’d be…older. He looks younger than my father! No matter his devotion, how can he handle something as monumental as the Chosen appearing? Raven, I’m worried.”
“Don’t be. We’ll be fine.” I smiled, adjusting the leather strap that was securing the saber on my back. The urge to pull my weapon free just to feel its comfortable weight in my hand was almost overwhelming. 
This was getting more complicated than I expected, and I didn’t like it. I had hoped the priests would know more about me or about the Chosen, but they were just a bunch of overzealous scholars who preached speculations and followed their sermons word by word. I wasn’t sure who the warrior priests were loyal to since Erin had mentioned they were the Chosen’s army. But there had been no Chosen all this time, so who controlled them? The High Priest? The king? Someone among the warrior priests? Either way, the Faith was now another threat I had to worry about.
I had one month to figure a way back to my world. One month before those smiling faces bared their teeth, and those eager hands reached to stab instead of touch in reverence. If I was deemed to be an impostor, it wouldn’t be just the Faith going after my head. Sadon and every single noble would compete for the pleasure of killing the fake Chosen.
What was worse, I wasn’t alone in this.
I glanced at Erin, who walked with her shoulders back and her chin up, even as uneasiness oozed from her with every breath she took. If they came after me, they’d no doubt go after her too. So regardless if I found a way back to my world or just had to flee for my life, I had to get her out, too.
“Ugh, how did I get myself into this mess?” I grumbled.
“What did you say?” Erin raised an eyebrow, but I just shook my head.
“Nothing,” I replied, and as we stepped into the inner sanctum with the warrior priests flanking us, I wished we had stayed at Erin’s home and forgotten about both our worlds.
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“Move your left foot! Faster! What the hell was that? Are you fighting or dancing?” 
Two weeks had passed since we visited the Temple, and I got their countdown to look forward to. Two weeks of lying in my bed and trying to figure a way out of this gilded cage.
I had most of the castle memorized already, except for the Inner Court, where the king and his wives lived, but that wasn’t a problem since my last visit confirmed I wouldn’t be going there again. Sadon had invited me to dinner, where we spent two miserable hours not talking while the servants brought course after course. At least the food was delicious, or so I thought until he revealed the true reason for his invitation, which was…marriage. 
My marriage. To him.
He offered to marry me, saying it like he was doing me some huge favor. He didn’t offer to make me his queen, of course, just a nice little trophy like all his other wives. And he most definitely didn’t take it well when I burst out laughing, the food in my mouth shooting across the table almost to his plate. I couldn’t even get angry at him. The whole proposition had been so ridiculous it was actually hilarious. Well, for me.
I hadn’t talked to him ever since. Even his wives stayed away from me as if being seen in my presense would invoke his ire. Good riddance since that gave me more time to train Erin, so she wasn’t a complete deadweight if we had to fight.
Erin turned around faster than I expected and almost nicked my thigh. Doing a half spin, I avoided her blade and counterattacked, pushing my saber into her weapon with all the strength I had. Now that my injuries were healed and my belly was full, I was starting to pack more muscle. Still, despite her lack of experience, Erin was pretty damn strong, so she easily met the strike, shifting her back leg to support her stance.
“Is that all you got?” I taunted her, leaning my hand on my hip while trying to look bored. She wiped the sweat from her brow before jumping right in for another attack. 
Every damn time. She was so easy to provoke. It wasn’t even funny anymore.
I parried and parried, letting her tire herself out. She kept the pace for a few more minutes, growling with frustration at every redirected blow. I kept my hand on my hip even when she almost cut me again, knowing that my nonchalance would unbalance her more than any of my attacks.
“Stop grinning, muzzar!” she snarled, making me grin even harder.
I knew that one. She had been teaching me words and phrases in Paralean to pass the time, and this one was her favorite.
“Bitch, eh?” I scoffed, grabbing her wrist when she overextended her parry. I slammed my elbow into her side, and she staggered back, wincing in pain and annoyance. “You can call me that when you learn to cover your left side, muzzar. Now either attack or call for a break.”
She rubbed the place where I hit her, and for a second, I thought she’d go for the latter, but then her sword flew as if to catch me unaware. Unfortunately for her, her beautifully unguarded face had already told me she had no intention of backing down, so I met her blade an inch away from my chest, allowing her to get close. With her sword pushing to reach my body, she exposed herself again.
“What did I say about that left side?” I sighed, twisting my left foot into a more stable position before sending my right one flying. I caught her in the ribs, and the kick hurling her to the ground. The sword slipped from her fingers and slid to the other side of the room. Sighing loudly, Erin rested her cheek on the floor, raising her hand in surrender. 
“I’ll never be as good as you,” she murmured with a note of desperation. Her eyes followed the movements of my saber while I brandished it in circles around my body.
“You don’t have to be as good as me since I won’t be your opponent,” I said, heading toward the table where the servants had left us water, tea, and sandwiches. “You just have to be better than whoever is attacking you.”
A slow clap reverberated through the hall just as I was shielding my saber. I hadn’t realized we had gained an audience—I distinctly remembered ordering the guards outside to let nobody in. Even the warrior priests stayed on the other side of the door without complaint. There was only one exit in this room, if one didn’t count the four windows, but they only led to a two-hundred steps drop to the ground.
I turned around in time to see a man push himself off the wall by the door. The room I claimed for our daily lessons was circular, with eight thin, elegant pillars supporting a giant glass dome that let plenty of natural light in. He must have been behind one of those for me to miss him, but how come I hadn’t heard him enter?
Even with the distance between us, I could tell he was about a foot taller, with long legs and a lean waist leading to broad, muscled shoulders. He wore black pants and a dark purple tunic that was open at the front, revealing a smooth, toned chest. A strong chin, high cheekbones, and a pair of stunning hazel eyes made it hard to look away from his face. His hair wasn’t just dark but pitch black, and the more I stared at it, the more it looked like it sucked the light coming from above. 
The stranger stopped next to Erin’s sword, picking it up before looking between the two of us. He wore no jewelry, and his clothes could almost pass for a commoner’s, yet he had this presence about him that made me slip my saber all the way out of its sheath. 
I couldn’t quite place him, but his features looked vaguely familiar. With so many nobles and even servants watching me, it was hard to remember everyone, but I had a feeling that I would have remembered a man like him. I was often told I wasn’t the best judge of character, but I sure as hell was a good judge of bodies, and the man in front of me was a fighter through and through—from the muscled thighs that pressed on the loose fabric, to the well-defined pectorals and arms bulging under the shirt. 
Was this the first assassin somebody sent my way? If he was, his stealth game sucked. Or maybe he was so confident in his victory that he didn’t care if I saw him coming.
“That was fascinating to watch,” he said, turning the weapon in his hand.
“Are you lost?” I asked, raising an eyebrow while hoping Erin would remember to move out of my way. “Because I don’t remember inviting you over.”
“I’m exactly where I want to be,” he replied with a smile that was way too handsome for an assassin. “I wanted to meet the Chosen in person, just like everyone else.” He continued to stare as if committing every little detail of me to his memory. “Perhaps you would honor me by having dinner with me? I’d love to hear all about you.” 
I scowled. Did he just stride in here to ask me to have dinner where he could kill me in private? That was an unexpected strategy. What the fuck was wrong with this guy?
“I’m busy,” I said with my most fake smile, glancing pointedly at the door. When he didn’t leave, I let my smile drop. “Get out before I throw you out,” I snarled, tightening my hold on the weapon. I could hear voices coming from outside, which meant he was either not alone or the guards were still there. But how did he get in, and who the hell was he?
He blinked, brows furling in confusion. Almost immediately, the expression was gone, replaced by a neutral mask, and eyes narrowed in thought. I prepared for a strike or a show of bitter anger at the rejection. What I didn’t expect was the smile full of challenge that lit up his face.
“I’d very much like to see that.” His voice held none of the previous softness. Lowering his eyes to my saber, he stared as if he were trying to decide how well I could use it. “How about this, then? It seems your companion can use a break, so would you mind me helping you practice? It’s not really fun when you are fighting an inferior opponent, is it?” His eyes flickered to Erin, and his smile changed to a softer one. “Please, take no offense, my lady. I am sure that one day you will become an excellent swordswoman, but right now, I think that the Chosen needs a bit more…stimulating exercise.”
I almost laughed at the words, but then I remembered he might be an assassin sent there to kill us. 
“How about you go stimulate yourself instead?” I scoffed, and his smile widened.
“Don’t tell me you are scared, Chosen?” He chuckled, brandishing the sword with laughable ease. “If that is the case, we should all pray that Hathan takes the form of a young, untrained girl who can’t put up a real fight, or else, we’re all doomed.”
My scowl deepened. I was going to wipe the floor with that guy.
“Erin, step back and watch,” I commanded, and to my relief, she did so without arguing. Stopping a couple of steps away, the stranger let the sword fall by his side. “I thought you were going to give me a more stimulating exercise? It seems you are all talk. Typical.”
“Hmm,” was all he said before he attacked. 
As much as I hated to admit it, the only reason I parried his first attack was because he hit exactly where I expected him to. Raising the sword above his head, he slammed it against mine with such power that I had to guide it past my body, or his strength might have shattered my arm. I expected him to stagger forward, but a tiny step to the side was all he needed to restore his balance.
His next blows weren’t nearly as powerful, but damn, they were fast.
All his strikes were precise but far from deadly and never aimed at vital zones. He moved with such grace that it made me want to stop and just watch him. I met his sword above my head again, and his focused expression withdrew in favor of that same taunting smile. I would have punched it if I wasn’t forced to hold my saber with both hands.
What was I doing admiring his form? This was survival, and all I was doing was parry and watch. I hadn’t even found his weak spot yet, and a good five minutes had passed. He showed no signs of tiring, but I could feel a trickle of sweat running down my spine. If I kept this up, he was going to overwhelm me. 
“Fuck you,” I snarled, calling for my mind to focus on the task at hand only for his ‘With pleasure’ reply to throw me off balance again. I redirected his sword, spinning around and thrusting the saber through the space where he stood a moment ago. The blade flew through the empty air.
He gave no openings, his eyes barely looking away from my face even as I tried to use my fist to punch him in the jaw. If he saw any openings in my form, he didn’t exploit them, nor did he try to run me through or slice my throat, even though he came close once. 
Just what was up with that guy? I couldn’t overpower him, and he was way too skilled and unfamiliar for me to form a proper strategy. But there was still a tactic that always worked, no matter how big or strong my opponent was.
Playing dirty. And that was my domain.
I ducked under his swing, slipping the dagger out of my boot. He had switched to holding the sword with one hand, making me wonder if he was underestimating me or if there was something wrong with his left shoulder. A second was all I had to ponder over that before my sword clashed with his. I pushed the blade between us, putting all my weight into keeping our weapons there. Holding his gaze so he didn’t see my next move, I slid my other hand between us, stopping the tip of my knife right between his legs.
He went perfectly still, and I smirked triumphantly. Then he smiled back with such delight that my heart skipped a beat. Just what was he smiling about with a blade at his throat and another one at his dick?
“Admit defeat or lose your precious jewels. I doubt anyone would miss them, but it’s your choice.” I pressed the tip gently into the fabric, expecting him to squirm or jump back, but the only reaction I got was his jaw tightening.
“A wound there would certainly make my life miserable, but likely it won’t kill me,” he said with a calm voice, his breath brushing my face as he leaned closer. “But a stab in your lungs,” something pressed on my right side, and I froze, “and you will die in excruciating pain in mere minutes.” Holding my breath, I looked down to find his left hand holding a knife made of some weird black metal.
How had I missed that? And where the fuck did he get the knife from? I never saw him draw it, and he most certainly didn’t have it in his hand this whole time. His sleeves? They were long enough to conceal it. Or maybe somewhere in his pants—they were black too. Or maybe…
Before I could figure it out, the black knife withdrew, and so did its owner. I looked back at his face, glaring in annoyance, only to be met with a playful smirk.
“I am glad the Chosen is determined to win by any means necessary since, in that regard, we are the same,” he said in a voice that was way too serious for that smile. “It was a pleasure sparring with you, although I feel like I have been discourteous by not introducing myself beforehand.” His eyes never left mine, even as he slid to one knee, pressing a hand to his chest. “Arden Holmond, at your service.”
Erin let out a small squeak, reminding me she was still there, and I glanced at her just as she clasped a hand over her mouth. Then it clicked.
Arden Holmond. King Arden Holmond.
“You are the King of Jernen?” I asked, and he rose, looking like a puppy whose master had just recognized him in the dog pen. “I thought you’d be…” Several words passed through my head, all taken from that conversation we had in the forest, and then my mouth picked the most ridiculous one to use, “…older.”
Amusement flickered in his eyes.
“I am sorry to disappoint, but I am sure I can fix that in a few years.”
Before I could stop myself, I huffed a laugh.
“Why are you really here, Arden?” He blinked in surprise, staring at me like I had just told him I’d suck his dick if he pulled his pants down. Then I remembered Erin saying something about how personal names were reserved only for people that were close family or loved ones and cursed myself. Plastering on a bitter smile, I added. “Sorry, I meant Your Majesty. Don’t get all offended now.”
“I am not,” he replied, handing me Erin’s sword. I hesitated before taking it, ignoring how he brushed his fingers over mine. “And as I said, I came here to steal a glimpse of the Chosen. Now that you have fulfilled my wish, I shall depart. Please excuse me, ladies. I hope to see you at dinner. It would make my night so much more enjoyable.” 
He gave us another one of those breathtaking smiles, then turned around and left. Erin strode to my side, staring after him with the same confused expression.
“Well, he certainly is not what I thought he’d be,” she said thoughtfully. “I really thought he was much older from the way Father described him.”
“He speaks like the court ladies who like to use fancy words to show they are better than everyone else.” I shook my head, glaring at the door where he had disappeared without so much as looking back.
“Well, he is a king. And I think he was just trying to be polite. He even called me lady, and everyone knows I’m not a noble.”
“Polite, really?” I snorted, turning to face her. “He fought me! With a sword! And a knife! How is that polite?”
Erin shrugged, grinning at my frustration. “Well, he did promise you a stimulating exercise. You are sweating even more than me.” I pushed her sword into her hands, not caring that the hilt dug into her chest, making her grunt. “It’s not my fault you couldn’t beat him. I told you what they say about him. I think he was actually holding back on you.”
“You think so?” I raised an eyebrow, taking a step away from her. Truth be told, I thought the same, but I did the same too. I would have fought him in an entirely different way if my intent was to kill him, and considering how he was watching me, I didn’t want to show him all of my tricks. But that taunting grin of hers pissed me off. “I have been holding back on you, too. I won’t be doing that this time, so if you don’t want to go back to your room black and blue, fight like you mean it.”
Erin’s smile dropped, but before she could protest, I was already upon her, pouring out all of my frustration onto my poor, innocent sidekick. 
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I ran my hands down the satin dress that hugged my body, thinking how tight it was. Dark purple laced with lighter, softer tones to create a waterfall of colors and cloth. Two thin off-shoulder straps hung over the top of my arms, although I had no fucking clue what their function was. The dress was tight enough to stay put on its own, and they didn’t make it any prettier, so apart from rubbing my skin, they were useless. 
The worst of all was that there was no place to hide a weapon. I managed to strap one of my knives to my thigh without Erin noticing, but considering the length of the dress, I’d likely be dead by the time I reached it.
I hadn’t worn a dress to any of the previous gatherings I had attended. I had accepted the clothes Isen and the other women gifted me, but I always wore pants. They even started joking that I was making sure I was always ready to run into battle in case Hathan attacked. It’s not that I hated dresses—they had grown on me, especially now that the weather was getting so damn hot—but after the fiasco in Randrea, I didn’t want to be caught unaware again. This dress…this dress would be even more terrible to fight in. I couldn’t even remember how I let Erin convince me to put it on.
Standing in front of a full-body mirror, I frowned. As much as I hated the tight feeling in my chest and the constraint around my legs, I had to admit that the gown was beautiful. It would have suited someone gentler, prettier, like Isen or Erin, but it did its job even on me, taking the attention away from my scars and focusing it on the exquisite cloth.
Erin reentered the room, stopping mid-step as I turned to tell her to help me get it off.
“You are breathtaking,” she whispered. Nobody had ever called me breathtaking before. Pretty, yes. Beautiful, once or twice. Not bad was the usual compliment I got, if any. But as I stared at the awed look on her face, I was pretty sure she meant it. “You do yourself no favor by hiding behind ugly clothes.”
“Great, then at least I’ll be pretty when I die,” I said with a fake smile, and she rolled her eyes. “Which is exactly what would happen if somebody attacked me while I’m wearing this thing. I can’t even raise my leg to my waist!”
“Nobody is going to attack you tonight.” Erin sighed, striding to my side. “The most important people in Paralea will be in attendance, and some of them are known to be devout followers of the Faith. Not to mention, King Holmond and his men will be there. And there will be plenty of cutlery on the table.” She stopped by my side, arranging the hair over my shoulder after she had spent half an hour combing through it. Her fingers brushed against my tattoo—with the shoulders and the upper back exposed, it was impossible to hide it. The raven wings spread as I straightened my back, peeking over the edge of the dress like they were about to slip out of my skin and allow me to fly away from this place.
“Should I wear something to cover it?” I asked. Erin examined me again, shaking her head.
“You said this was your way of remembering who you are. Anytime you feel intimidated, look over your shoulder to remind yourself.” Her smile grew wider, and I found myself grinning along. “You are the Chosen, and you hold their lives in your hands. Don’t let them forget that.” She moved behind me, sliding her fingers to my shoulder blades and poking her thumbs in my flesh. “Now stop slumping! You look like a grandma!”
“I don’t slump,” I murmured but corrected my posture under her insistent prodding. Erin stepped back, her pale yellow dress swirling around her feet. She was to attend as my personal servant tonight, so she wore the servants’ attire, but the more I looked at her, the less it suited her.
“You can do this,” she said, bringing my attention back to her face. “The Chosen is not just someone who will fight Hathan. The Chosen is a symbol of power and hope. Don’t let them bring you down, not even the kings.”
Erin scratched the back of her head.
“This would be the first time you see King Sadon after…the proposal, right?” she asked, and we both grimaced. When I told her about it through fits of laughter, she looked terrified instead of amused. Since then, that was a topic we avoided because I was afraid she might throw up. “I think King Sadon might try to embarrass you in front of the others. Don’t let him,” Erin continued, her eyes inspecting me as if the survival of the world depended on my looks. I was very close to both laughing and crying in frustration. “This is the first public dinner you attend, so you need to consolidate your position.”
“Right, right, right,” I sighed, picking up my skirt and heading toward the door. I didn’t bother telling her that none of this would matter in two weeks if I didn’t magically get some powers—she had such unwavering confidence in me that it made me want to live up to her expectations just so I didn’t have to see her disappointment. I had no intention of doing that, but keeping the charade for a little longer wouldn’t hurt. 
“King Holmond will be there,” she continued as she hurried after me. That had been the second topic we had been avoiding after she joked about how I had been watching him as if I wanted to eat him. She only stopped laughing after I made her train so hard she had no strength to even smile. Or get to the room by herself after.
I opened the door to my chambers and stepped out, the guards and warrior priests snapping to attention. The latter had no reaction as usual, but the former gawked as if they saw me floating in the air while breathing fire. Erin caught up, and we left my rooms behind, the four soldiers following us at a respectful distance.
“You can’t allow King Sadon to turn him against you,” Erin whispered, and I gave her a confused look, too busy trying not to step on my skirts to pay attention to what she was saying. “King Holmond!” Erin hissed. “Even if King Sadon is unhappy with you for turning down his offer, if the King of Jernen takes a liking to you, he’d think twice before saying anything.”
“And I suppose you already have a plan for that?” I scoffed. Erin raised an eyebrow, looking pointedly at the generous view of my cleavage and the tight fabric wrapped around my body. 
“You do know whose color this is, don’t you?” Erin murmured, and I stared at the dress in confusion until it hit me. Purple. I was wearing purple.
“Erin!” I snarled, and she made an innocent face.
“What? It was a gift!” She shrugged, throwing her hands in the air. “And it was the best dress among the ones you got.” I rolled my eyes. Not that I cared what color my dress was, but I had a feeling wearing this particular one was going to send a message that would just complicate things for me. “Say what you want,” Erin continued, glancing at the guards behind us before meeting my eyes, “but desire is stronger than logic, or so my mother always says. Make him want you, and he’ll side with you, even if it is not the smart thing to do. You don’t have to go any further than that.” She wasn’t wrong there, but liking me wasn’t the problem. He didn’t bother hiding that he liked what he was seeing when he stepped into our training chamber. The question was, did he want me, or did he want the Chosen? Because the two things were not one and the same.
“Let’s get this over with,” I sighed.
We soon reached the throne room, where Sadon liked to hold his parties, perched in his high seat and watching the rest of us like some god from above. With the King of Jernen present and all those important people crowding the Royal Castle, I had no doubt he’d want to flaunt his power again.
The guards bowed before opening the doors for us. I had barely taken a step in when I had to stop and reorient myself. Usually empty for the nobles to mingle, the room was now packed with massive tables and chairs with high backrests. Trays with chickens, rabbits, and pigs made the wood bend under the added weight; salads and appetizers arranged in beautiful but impractical forms adorned the sparkling white tablecloths, hardly leaving space for more trays with fruits, vegetables, and small desserts. A monster of a cake on four tiers stood in the middle of the table in front of the throne.
Smaller arrangements filled the space to the side, holding an assortment of lesser nobles I hadn’t even been introduced to since Isen deemed them unworthy of attention.
I tried to focus on the table where I spotted Sadon’s familiar face, but the aromas of sizzling meat, fresh spices, and countless perfumes made my head spin. Nausea caught me by the throat and squeezed until I wasn’t sure if I was standing or floating.
A warm hand slipped into mine, and I thought Erin had caught me for support, but the ease with which those long fingers wrapped around mine told me there was no way this was her. Blinking the fog away, I looked up. 
Dressed in a dark shade of purple that looked almost black, Arden Holmond stared at me, his thumb rubbing the back of my hand in the most distracting way. Before I knew it, the nausea was subsiding, and the buzzing in my ears cleared.
“Are you alright?” he asked in a voice that was barely loud enough for me to hear. I searched for something snarky to say, but his expression was too soft, too concerned, so I just nodded. 
A smile appeared on his face then, and he raised my hand to his lips, giving it a quick peck before I could pull away. His eyes lingered on mine for another moment then he released my fingers, directing me toward the head of the table where Sadon was watching us with narrowed eyes. Tonight he wore a deep emerald tunic, his hair combed back and his lips shining as if he had just enjoyed a generous portion of the greasiest food on the menu.
The guests got to their feet, watching me curiously while Arden circled the table to stand by the empty seat on Sadon’s right. Sadon got up last as if he made it out of annoyance rather than duty. I could almost see bitterness seep from his ears.
“Raven,” he said lazily, for once not looking at me with disapproval—something that made me regret putting that dress on. For a man who had ruled a kingdom for over two decades, he was terrible at masking his feelings. “So good of you to join us, even if it’s so late.” He motioned at the chair on his left, sinking back into the head seat. Everybody else moved to sit except for Arden, who watched me as if he could read everything that was going through my head.
A servant pulled a chair for me, giving me a curious look when I didn’t move. I glanced around the hall again, noting the tense faces, the curious eyes, and all those mocking smiles that nobody bothered to hide. It felt like I was standing in the Underground arena again, looking up at the crowd that called for my blood. The only difference was, these people hadn’t seen me fight. They hadn’t seen me win. Most importantly, they weren’t standing on a platform just out of my reach. 
Straightening my shoulders, I could almost feel the tattoo on my back whisper my name. I gave them my most threatening grin, watching with satisfaction as their amusement vanished, uneasiness creeping in its stead. Turning my back to them, I locked eyes with Sadon just as his own self-satisfied smile grew wider.
“You’re in my seat,” I said.
If the room was quiet before, now it was dead silent. Even the people at the tables who were too far away to hear our conversation held their breath. Sadon turned gray, then green, then red. His lazy smile disappeared, along with the approving flicker in his eyes. Whispers spread through the hall, and while I could feel Arden’s eyes drilling a hole through me, I refused to look away from Sadon.
After a long minute and a vicious glare that had no effect on me, the King of Paralea schooled his face in an almost convincing smile and got up. He shot Arden a careful look before he moved behind the chair, pulling it for me. Trying not to gloat, I took his seat, waiting for him to fill the space on my left.
I glanced at where Erin stood by the wall with the other personal servants, and she smiled, giving me a barely noticeable thumbs up.
“I was right,” Arden whispered from my right, leaning closer so only I could hear him. Propping his elbow on the table, he studied my hair in bewilderment before meeting my gaze. “I knew dinner would be much more enjoyable with you around. The past few days have been tedious.”
“Anything for your amusement, Your Majesty.” I scoffed, but he just let out a low, sensual chuckle.
“And in case nobody has told you yet,” he said, those smoldering eyes returning to mine as he leaned even closer. “You look positively breathtaking, Chosen.”
My heart gave a loud thud as I stared at him with surprise. Hearing Erin say it had felt oddly satisfying, but the words coming out of his mouth, especially with the way he was staring, had an entirely different effect on my body. One I hadn’t felt in a long, long time.
“You do know my name, don’t you?” I asked, trying my best to distract myself. 
“Of course I do,” he replied, straightening in his chair. “But sadly, I do not believe we are that close yet. Besides, you are here to claim your title, are you not? I am more than willing to give you what you want, Chosen.”
Here it was, that smile again. Giving me what I want, huh? I would have been much happier to have him for one night than the title I neither wanted nor deserved. But that would only complicate things, and I knew from experience that rich, handsome men who were eager to give you things without revealing what they wanted in return, were nothing but trouble.
He smirked as he noticed me staring. His gaze lowered to my lips, which I realized too late I was licking unconsciously. Looking pleased, he leaned back in his chair, reaching for his wine.
“This is going to be a long night,” I muttered to myself, but the way his mouth curved upward told me he might have heard me. 
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I had barely finished the third course when I felt the fabric press onto my stomach hard enough to break my ribs. I even had to turn down dessert, which put me in an even worse mood.
At least Sadon was gone. Dinner had barely concluded before he was back on his throne, his sour expression getting worse every time our eyes met. Isen and Leyda, the only wives in attendance, kept away from me, and so did the other nobles in their close circle. Though, I could feel them watching me when they thought I wasn’t looking.
The surprising thing was that nobody tried to approach Arden either, but when I caught him glaring at a man headed in his direction, I figured that was his preference. He seemed perfectly content to sit in silence with me until…he was not.
“What did you do?” he asked shortly after Sadon left our company.
When I looked at him, he was casually sipping his drink while watching the crowd mingle and dance around us. I didn’t answer, and his amiable smile turned into a playful smirk.
“His Majesty dislikes you even more than me. I didn’t think that was possible.”
“You mean aside from humiliating him tonight?” I scoffed. He raised an eyebrow, staring intently until I added. “I…might have laughed in his face when he offered to make me his fifth wife.”
Arden huffed a laugh, raising the glass and murmuring, “That would do it.”
My lips turned up at the memory of Sadon’s expression, and I instinctively looked toward the throne. Sitting alone and bored, he looked like he preferred to be snoozing in bed, but when he caught me watching him, he straightened up and turned the other way.
“So the Chosen is not on the marriage market?” Arden asked, and I gave him a sidelong glance before putting my empty glass on the table. I considered giving a sign to one of the servants to refill it but decided against it. I couldn’t put myself at any more disadvantage, not with the dress and everything. And not with the man next to me watching me like a hungry lion.
“Why, Your Majesty? Do you plan to ask me to marry you as well?” I teased.
Arden studied my face for a long time, almost like he was trying to read my mind. When he found what he was looking for, he leaned his arms on the table, drawing closer to me.
“Would you say yes if I do?” His eyes flickered with amusement and something else that made me especially thirsty all of a sudden. Clearing my throat, I matched his smile.
“You won’t know what to do with me.” 
Expecting him to smirk and go on about how he knew exactly what to do with a woman, I was strangely disappointed to find him nodding instead. 
“You are likely right. Nobody knows what the Chosen is capable of,” he said with a sigh, looking at me from under his dark brows. “But fear not. I don’t shy away from challenges.” Before I could come up with a retort, he placed his glass on the table and pushed himself up. I watched him circle his chair, thinking he was planning to go mingle with all those awaiting nobles sending eager looks in his direction, but he stopped by my side and offered me his hand. “Would you dance with me?”
I stared at his hand as if he had a knife in it, and he must have noticed because his smile faltered a little. He then looked around, his eyes stopping on the throne and the man in it before finally returning to my face. 
“It will piss Sadon off.”
My eyes widened at the sudden coarse language, and Arden moved his hand a little closer as if encouraged by my reaction. I was really tempted then, if only for the sake of pissing Sadon off further, but there was one more problem.
“I don’t know how to dance this thing.” 
If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. 
“You don’t need to if you have a capable partner.” 
I couldn’t help but smile a little, and before I thought better of it, I was slipping my hand into his. It had been a while since I touched another person willingly—touching required getting close to someone, and getting close meant being in their weapon range—but the way his large, warm fingers wrapped around mine was oddly pleasant. His hand was even more callused than mine, but his grip was gentle, almost like he was holding something delicate and precious. 
I sensed his eyes studying my face so I dispelled any thoughts about how his hands felt out of my head. It wasn’t like I was accepting to marry him. I was just following Erin’s advice. And this would give me the chance to confirm something that had been nagging me ever since that spar in the training room.
The nobles eyed us with surprise, and even the musicians exchanged panicked looks while they stumbled over their notes. Then, as if some signal had been made, the other couples left the dancefloor, and the melody changed to a slower one, most of the instruments going quiet in the hands of their masters. Biting the inside of my lip, I felt a surge of nervousness fill my stomach. I didn’t care what these people thought, but their watchful eyes ticked me off. 
Arden slid an arm around my waist, pulling me gently against him. I moved to pick my skirts so they weren’t in the way, but his hold tightened before I could even reach them.
“Rule number one, long skirts hide missteps,” he said, eyes locked on the crowd behind me. His gaze shot to mine as if he sensed me looking, and the smile on his face grew. “Rule number two, don’t look down.” He raised his chin, waiting for me to do the same. “Final and most important rule, trust your partner and let them lead.”
I opened my mouth to say I didn’t trust him, and I wasn’t going to let anyone lead me anywhere when he stepped with the rhythm of the music, pulling me along with him. I tripped immediately, but his arms kept me upright, so I wasn’t sure anyone even noticed. If he found it funny, his expression betrayed nothing as he continued to move effortlessly, his eyes still staring over my shoulder.
“Relax, I won’t let you fall,” he said just before spinning me around and pulling me back to him.
“This is more complicated than fighting,” I grumbled, surprised to feel relief once I was back in his unwavering arms, saved from another misstep that would definitely make me fall on my ass. 
Arden chuckled.
“I know a fair amount of people who would disagree.” His eyes flashed to my face but then went back to staring over my shoulder. It occurred to me then that maybe he wasn’t avoiding my gaze but just dancing properly. The other couples had looked just as stiff and poised as they moved. Seeing him so perfectly composed made me want to trip him.
“It was you, wasn’t it?” I asked, and he raised an eyebrow in question even though he didn’t meet my gaze. “That guy in Randrea that got shot by the arrow?”
Arden tripped. It was quick and subtle, but I felt him stagger for a split second. The fact that he gave up on looking over my shoulder to stare at me confirmed it.
“What…?”
“Took me a bit, but your face is quite memorable.” I scoffed, choosing to omit that I only made the connection after sparring with him a few days ago. In my defense, a lot had happened since Randrea and I met with so many people that memories about him and that night fell into the background. But that changed when I thought I saw him in the Temple and then when we fought—his movements had felt oddly familiar and the expression he made right when I pressed my knife to his crotch…it reminded me of the man that chased after me. Of the force of nature that crossed that street, fighting Riagrim left and right without letting me out of his sight. Of the startled expression he made when one of the Riagrim tackled me to the ground.
I just needed one more thing to confirm my suspicions.
Moving my right arm that was resting on his left shoulder, I poked my thumb below his collarbone. He winced, his body instinctively jerking away from the touch.
We did another turn of the room in silence until he sighed.
“Yes.”
I waited for him to say more, but he just stared thoughtfully at me. The world tilted when the heel of my shoe slipped on my skirt, but he was there again, holding me upright before I crashed on the floor.
“How did you know I would be there that night?” 
“Fate.” He smiled, but his eyes remained perfectly serious. I gave him an exasperated look. “Or something like it. Our High Priest advised me to travel to Randrea and stay there for Devotion Fete because I was supposed to find my past, present, and future that night.” The edges of his lips curved up, but he looked more hesitant than amused. “And then I saw you knock out a man on the square, and it felt like I did.”
I stopped dancing, even though the music continued to bounce off the walls, its melody going dull and distant in my ears. Arden stopped as well, undisturbed by the whispers and the attention we were getting.
“Is your High Priest a prophet or something?”
“Or something.” Arden nodded, his eyes going distant for a moment. I frowned when he continued, “He is…very well-read.”
I was just going to ask what kind of books he was reading to give such specific advice, but then another thought struck me.
“Wait, you came all the way to that place because he told you to?” I asked, making sure my disbelief was plenty obvious. Arden’s hand slipped away from my waist, but he didn’t move back.
“While it would have been a reason enough, no. I was in Paralea…for other matters.” As if sensing I was not satisfied with the answer, his expression tensed. “Matters which cannot be discussed here and now and are in no way related to the Chosen.” My smile dropped. The way he said the Chosen felt so impersonal, like he was talking about a tool. And I guess, in a way, I was a tool for him. A tool he was working well on, considering how I had been acting.
Before I could say anything, Arden stepped closer. I braced myself for an attack, but his fingers touched my cheek with such gentleness that I forgot where I was supposed to punch a man to take him down with one hit. He slipped his hand into my hair, keeping my head in place as he leaned over. I tried to put some space between us, but his grip tightened, and my shoe caught on the dress, almost sending us both toppling to the ground.
I stopped fighting. He didn’t look like he planned to stab me or hit me, and if he tried to kiss me…well, then he’d be in the perfect position for me to headbutt him.
“I want us to trust each other, but this affects more than just me and you, and currently, you are Sadon’s guest. But I do want to prove my intentions to you, Chosen, so I offer you another truth that may help you navigate this court: You are bright, outspoken, and strong enough to fight your own battles. You do not need the protection of guards or the support of the nobles. That is the real reason Sadon dislikes you—you threaten his feeble control over his wives, his court, and his throne. The only reason he allows you to do what you want is because he fears the Temple’s power. But should you somehow lose the Temple’s support, say, if you fail to prove yourself with absolute certainty in front of them…” he trailed off, glancing up to where Sadon sat. 
His hold loosened, and he moved back slightly, holding my gaze as if waiting for me to finish the thought myself. 
“Let me guess.” I forced a smile to my face. “I won’t have that problem if I came with you?”
“While I can’t promise you won’t have any problems, this will certainly not be one of them,” Arden replied, taking another step back. He kept a smile on his lips, but it was the one I’d noticed him using when he spoke to the other nobles—cold, reserved, and entirely fake.
“I can handle Sadon,” I said more confidently than I felt. 
“I am sure you can.” He shrugged, something like disappointment flashing in his eyes. “But you don’t have to.”
“I won’t have to if you tell him to relinquish the throne, either,” I said, watching his eyes widen in surprise. “You are the one with the power here, aren’t you? You won the war, and Paralea is all but subjected to your will. I’m sure they will do anything to avoid pissing you off.”
The fake smile turned genuinely amused, although I couldn’t find anything funny in what I said. 
“Things are a bit more complicated than that,” he said, then turned as if to leave. “The choice is yours and always will be. The Chosen has powers and knowledge none of us do, so you lead, and we follow. That’s how it must be.” He turned his back to me but then stopped again, twisting halfway to look at me with an innocent expression that didn’t suit him at all. “Did you know? The Temple in Jernen was the very first one to be built, and the first High Priest came from there as well. We have so many unique books full of knowledge that cannot be found anywhere else. Books on Gia’s life and Teachings, on the arrival of the Chosen, and…so much more.  You are welcome to examine them any time if you are interested.”
I sucked in a sharp breath, wondering if he was just baiting me or if he really knew something about my world. The High Priest here hadn’t known anything, but what if those in Jernen did? His High Priest did tell him to go to Randrea exactly when I was there, after all. Could that have been a coincidence? And how did he know what I was looking for? Did he have spies in the Temple that might have overheard us? 
I was still trying to put some order in my thoughts when the gilded doors opened with a loud creak, and a male servant ran in, panting heavily as he dropped to his knees before the throne. 
“It’s a boy!” he shouted. I raised an eyebrow, trying to figure out what he was talking about when it clicked. The grand dinner tonight was because Sadon’s second wife had gone into labor earlier today. It looked like the birth had finally ended.
Sadon beamed with pride as if he had done all the work, and the crowd cheered so loudly that I winced. Turning to look at Arden, I was surprised to find his mouth hard pressed, a deep wrinkle forming across his forehead.
“And that is the second reason you might want to leave,” Arden sighed, eyes still on the crowd. I followed his gaze to where several people exited through the gilded doors instead of joining the flood of nobles while they lined up to give their congratulations. “Things are going to get bloody in Tahakar.”
I raised an eyebrow, but instead of elaborating, he just inclined his head.
“It was a pleasure, Chosen. I’ll take my leave now. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
I reached out to grab him, determined to get more answers about his High Priest and this cryptic hint, but he was already out of my reach. A flock of nobles blocked my view of him while they hurried toward the throne, and by the time I went around them, Arden was gone. Cursing under my breath, I looked around for Erin.
I had hoped tonight would help me gather more information so I could finally form a plan to get us out of there. Instead, I was left with more questions than answers.
“Are you alright?” Erin’s voice came from behind me and I swirled to find her watching me with a concerned expression. Her eyes darted to the door where Arden had disappeared before meeting mine again. “What happened?”
“Nothing,” I grumbled, giving the hall one last annoyed look. “Let’s get out of here.”






  
  Chapter 21

[image: image-placeholder]

“Raven, you promised!” Zhang’s accusatory voice made me wince as he kneeled, surrounded by darkness, tiny bodies scattered around him. I recognized the three little girls from my last visit, but instead of hiding shyly behind him, they lay at his feet, dead eyes staring into nothing. “You liar! You only care about yourself, and that’s why you’ll die alone!” 
“I didn’t lie!” I shouted, taking an angry step toward him. One of the girls’ hands twitched, her dead eyes fixating on me. Blue and broken, her lips formed a single word. 
Liar.
“I’m so disappointed, Raven,” Kane’s voice made me look up to find him standing with a hand on Zhang’s shoulder, his face even hollower than I remembered. Flies flickered around his head, landing on his eyes and lips as if he was dead meat for them to feast on. “Until the last moment, I hoped that we’d find some goodness in you, but I was wrong.”
I opened my mouth to argue, to tell them I gave them that food and would have given them the rest if I hadn’t ended up in that other world, but the words wouldn’t come.
“You forgot about us,” Zhang spat, baring his teeth as blood seeped from the edges of his mouth.
Another figure strode past, stepping over hands and legs with her torn clothes hanging limp from her bruised body. Sasha stopped just a few steps away from me, holding a rusty pipe in one hand, blood dripping from the edge of the metal. The scars on her face deepened, turning even more sinister as she sneered.
“I’ve warned you, she only cares about herself! She wouldn’t bat an eye if we died. I think she’ll even be glad.” A smile appeared on her cracked lips, but her eyes were full of disdain. “They came back for you, and when they didn’t find you, they killed everyone. I could have saved myself by running away, but I cannot watch children get butchered. I’m not a monster like you, Raven!”
“Shut up!” I screamed, taking another step back. The bodies around them rose to their feet with awkward, unsteady movements. Glassy eyes, twisted limbs, and open wounds marked them, but as one, they strode toward me with hungry eyes.
Giant hands made of pure darkness reached from behind me, wrapping me in an unbreakable embrace. I tossed and fought, trying to break free from the hold, so when they finally let go, I fell heavily to my knees.
The throne room swam into my view, with Sadon sitting up on his high seat, looking even more smug than usual. The rest of his court had gathered around me, broken into groups that circled the furniture brought in from the night of the feast. All tables were empty except for one.
Pulling the pipe out of his mouth, Jonah studied me from head to toe, his brows furrowing. His entire family sat with him, eating a pathetic meal out of metal cans like the ones we had in Boston. Their warm, awed expressions had warped into masks of anger and disgust. With a cloud of smoke that rose toward the high ceiling, Jonah sighed.
“Cole was right. You are nothing but a plague that will destroy us all. I should have killed you when I had the chance.” His wife burst into tears, and he hugged her gently, with Bryan rubbing his mother’s back while glaring at me. Erin was sitting with her back to me, barely moving except for the soft breaths that made her shoulders rise and fall. 
“Erin…” I started, my throat tightening. 
The girl turned, her blackened eyes dragging a surprised scream out of my mouth. There was a deep gash over her throat with fresh blood pouring out of it and a hundred more cuts all over her body. Yet she smiled as if none of those horrific marks bothered her.
“Don’t worry. I can see everything clearly, Raven. I believe in you,” she said in a low, husky voice. “You won’t fail me, will you? You won’t let anything happen to me.”
Shaking my head, I took a step back, only to run into a wall. No, not a wall. Walls weren’t made of metal and moving parts. Spinning around, I jumped just as the tip of the blade flew through the space my head had occupied moments before. Dressed in black and with a weapon in each hand, the warrior priest stared at me like I was Hathan incarnate. Several more of his brethren were fanning behind him, building a live wall between me and their High Priest.
“I knew that you could never be the Chosen.” The High Priest shook his head. “You have so much darkness in you. You couldn’t possibly be the hope this world needs. You are an impostor, Raven. Even your name is a lie.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, jumping back when the warrior priest swung toward me again. I reached for my saber, but my fingers grasped empty air.
“You should just die. It will be better for everyone. Nobody needs a savior like you,” Sadon spoke as he descended the stairs leading up to his throne. His cape dragged behind him, the giant golden crown gleaming even though he was out of the light from the windows. “Just die, Raven. You can’t save anyone. You can’t even save yourself. You can only destroy.”
My step faltered, but then another familiar voice echoed through the hall.
“Don’t listen to them. They are wrong!” I turned to find Arden standing by the wide-open doors of the throne room, his hand extended toward me. “Run away with me. I will give you the answers you seek. You just have to leave all of those people to die and come with me. It’s not hard, is it? You have already done it once.”
“Shut up!” I screamed, covering my ears. 
I looked away from him, toward the warrior priests who were nearing me with predatory slowness, their teeth bared. Sadon had reached the base of the steps, standing with his hands on his hips as if waiting to watch me die. Erin and her family had risen from their table, with the rest of the nobles pressing behind them. More and more people drew closer, reaching toward me.
“Fight! Kill! Save! Run! Die!” The words slipped from their mouths one after another, like a chant that made my blood boil.
“Stop!” I screamed as the faces started to blur, their bodies fusing together to create a grotesque monster of eyes, teeth, and claws. “I don’t want this! I don’t want to be here!”
My screams echoed through the throne room, desperate and unheard. The hands kept reaching closer, the blades of the warrior priests sinking into my body with an explosion of pain.
A blinding light erupted in the room, filling me with warmth and a strange sort of weightlessness until I suddenly hit the ground. Staggering to my feet, I ran my hands over my body in search of the wounds but felt only smooth, sweaty skin under my fingertips. The terrifying crowd had vanished, leaving me naked and alone in the middle of my bedroom. The curtains were drawn to hide the bright moon that wouldn’t let me sleep, yet a strange, shimmering light filled the chamber, and it seemed to be coming from…me.
I stared at my arms, blinking a few times to make sure I was actually seeing properly. My skin was glowing like there was freaking sunlight coursing through my veins. The strange tingling sensation I thought was the echo of my nightmare intensified as I touched my hands together, but then the light vanished.
Did that just happen, or was it part of the dream? Why was my skin glowing? How was my skin glowing? Was this…
“R-R-Raven?”
I looked up at the vague silhouette standing at the doorway, gulping the panic that was rising in my throat. I hadn’t noticed her before, but now that my eyes were adjusting to the dark again, I could see the profound shock on Erin’s face quite clearly. 
“Please tell me you saw it,” I whispered, not sure if I was ready to hear the answer. “Please tell me you saw me…”
“…glow?” Erin gasped, nodding her head. Relief swirled inside of me as she drew near, running her trembling fingers over my naked arms. “How…What was that? Was this the Chosen’s power?”
“I am not the Chosen,” I said without thinking, but by the time the words left my mouth, it was too late to take them back.
“Really?” she whispered, her voice still trembling. I braved a look at her, only to find her wearing that unwavering smile that made me do all kinds of…nice, selfless stuff. “So all people glow like that where you are from?” 
I opened my mouth to tell her they didn’t, but nothing came out. 
I wasn’t the Chosen. I couldn’t be. I wasn’t good or noble, I wasn’t even nice most of the time, and I most definitely wasn’t a savior who knew how to protect an entire world. I might not be as normal as I thought, but I still couldn’t be their Chosen. Right? 
“I know you doubt yourself, Raven. You have from the beginning. We could all tell. But I believe in you, now more than ever. So you should start believing in yourself a little more.”
I winced, the words bringing back a particular part of that horrid dream I was trying my best to forget.
“Can you do it again?” Erin’s voice pulled me back from my gloomy thoughts. I frowned, raising my arms and focusing on them. I willed them to do something—anything—but nothing happened. We waited and waited while the seconds dragged, and it became painfully obvious I wasn’t going to turn into a glowing stick anytime soon. “Don’t push yourself,” Erin said gently, putting a hand on my shoulder when I sighed in defeat. “It’s still very early, so try to get some rest. We can figure it out in the morning.”
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There are many things that can bore a person to death: books, waiting, riding a horse for hours, even sex. But then again, nothing can do it quite like terrible poetry. 
“In the summertime, our love is delicate, like rose petals flowing in the breeze…”
My head bobbed, then I jerked it back up, glancing around to make sure nobody had noticed me dozing off. Even though she wasn’t looking at me, Erin shook her head.
After spending the last four days locked up in my room, I had determined that getting angrier and more frustrated at my inability to glow wasn’t productive. So when Erin offered me to join her at some gathering Lady Regga was hosting, I thought, Why not?
She didn’t warn me it was going to be this kind of a gathering, though.
Sitting with her back straight and her hands resting in her lap, she looked almost as poised as all the other self-important ladies around her. Her dark hair fell in shiny waves down the open back of her dress, and her cheeks were so perfectly flushed that I was pretty sure she had makeup on. Her gown was pale pink with a white corset that made her waist seem tiny while shaping her breasts into a feast for the eyes.
She looked like a different person. She looked like one of them. 
She is one of them, a voice whispered in my ear. I was the odd one out, not her.
Several rolls of chairs had been arranged in one corner of the room where the reader, a young girl with a freckled face and trembling hands, was sharing her latest attempt at poetry. Most of the ladies—and a few gentlemen too—were listening intently, nodding their heads or grimacing, but there were some walking about the room or whispering by the tables with refreshments. Lady Regga, the host, was drowsing with her chin on her enormous bosom.
I had been waiting for a break in the reading since getting up and leaving in the middle of it was considered rude, or so Erin said the last two times I tried to get away. 
“In the wintertime, our love is warm—it slides from my hands to yours,” the young girl continued in her pitchy voice, the redness on her face intensifying with each word. “If the skies are blue, our love is quiet—two people smiling in the sun. If thunder rolls, our love is powerful—a refuge from the pouring rain. When spring flowers bloom, our love is bold, like red petals on a rose. When autumn leaves fall, our love is gold, shining bright like a harvest sunset…”
I leaned toward Erin to tell her she owed me a spar for joining her in this torture, but her pursed lips made me shut my mouth. I looked away in annoyance, my gaze landing on the forgotten food that was sitting lonely in the corner. 
“From today till the end, our love will continue to grow…”
Love will grow, my ass. Love only wanes, I thought as I rose to my feet, keeping low while I circled my chair. Erin glared at me, but it was my turn to ignore her, meandering past the other guests.
I tiptoed to one of the tables with bite-sized sandwiches and desserts, filling my plate with two of everything. My stomach growled, reminding me that for the first time since I came here, I had skipped several meals. On purpose.
“You really love to eat, don’t you, Chosen?” a low, amused voice asked from my right, and I almost dropped my plate on the table. I managed to balance it between my fingers, turning to glare at the person I failed to sense coming from behind me. “I assure you, it is a compliment. I think a woman with a healthy appetite is a sight to behold. It would make any man hungry.”
“Then you should eat instead of staring so much, Your Majesty,” I replied with my mouth still half full. He bowed his head as if admitting defeat. The young poetess’ voice filled the hall, making us both look back as she finished her poem, flushing bright red.
“From season to season, I love you always, my present, my future, my darling.”
A round of lazy applause filled the hall while the girl took a seat, fanning herself. I kept my eyes on the next performer, ignoring the thrill that passed through my body.
Arden had said something similar—minus the I-love-you-always, obviously—and now that he was staring at me with those unblinking eyes, I had a feeling he was thinking about the same thing. I turned my back to the next lady who took the stage, focusing on my plate instead. When the king didn’t stop staring, I sighed.
“Do you want something?”
“I do, actually.” He smiled, reaching toward my face. I grabbed his wrist before he could touch me, but he pressed on until his thumb brushed against my cheek, wiping some of the sauce that must have gotten there while I ate my last sandwich. As I watched him lick his finger, I rolled my eyes and returned to my plate.
“If it’s an answer you want, you won’t like what I have to say. I have lived almost half my life with no answers to my questions. I can wait some more. I…won’t abandon them again.” When I realized what I said, I shot him a quick glance. Surely enough, he was still staring, but his eyes were unreadable. He said nothing, so I continued to force food down my throat even though my stomach had twisted in a knot. Arden turned his back to the nobles, who had finally started to notice him, reaching across the table toward a small dessert with a lot of white cream on the top. He brought it to his mouth, only to stare at it.
“Very well,” he said with the slightest of shrugs, the nonchalance making me narrow my eyes at the last bite of my food. Just like that? “Are you ready to prove yourself in front of the High Priest and the Temple?” he asked so quietly I barely caught the words.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, putting my half-full plate down. The image of my skin glowing in the dark filled my vision, so I shook my head to chase it away.
“I guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
“Unfortunately, I won’t be there,” he replied, taking a bite from his desert. He made a displeased face and put the thing down on one of the empty plates. “What happens in the Temple is between you and them. Even kings won’t be allowed to bear witness. You will be on your own.” I didn’t like the sound of that, but I nodded, looking down at the table. With my appetite long gone, I picked one of the desserts with the white topping and stared at it as well. There was nothing interesting about it, despite how long he had studied its smooth, glazed surface. “I know you said you didn’t want my advice, but I will give it anyway. Don’t show them your powers.”
I turned to face him, the cupcake now forgotten on the table.
“Oh? Why the hell not?” I narrowed my eyes, but as usual, his face was a mask of mild amusement and nothing else. “Don’t you all want me to prove I could save you from Hathan?”
“I already told you. You don’t have to prove anything to me.” Arden shrugged, his smile softening. “And the Temple has no right to tell the Chosen what to do.”
I snorted.
“If I don’t do what they want, what is stopping them from proclaiming me an impostor and executing me?” If what he was saying was true, then the threat I had been worrying over day and night was no threat at all. But if he was wrong and I did go into that Temple when they came for me, I wasn’t going to leave it alive. So how much could I trust his words? It’s not like the possibility of him suggesting that, so I had one more reason to leave, didn’t cross my mind. My head was starting to throb from trying to figure out what the true meaning was behind everyone’s words and actions. 
Arden reached toward my face again, but this time I forced myself to stand still despite the urge to slap his hand away. He sure was the handsy sort, and in other instances, I wouldn’t have been against it, but the gentleness in his touch was unsettling me.
“The people,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Sadon is keeping you contained in the Palace, but the people saw you, the priests and warrior priests saw you. You need the Temple to recognize you to gain access to their full power and resources, but it’s not the Temple who orders the Chosen, it’s the other way around.”
Arden let his hand fall by his side but didn’t look away. 
“Why are you telling me this?” I narrowed my eyes. “If it’s true and this works, I’d have no reason to leave. What’s your play here?”
“My goal with you has been the same from the start,” Arden said, holding my gaze. “I am on your side, and I want you to succeed. I’d much prefer it if we do it together, but I’d settle for you saving the world on your own if that’s how you prefer it.”
My unease grew. Yeah, right. Because a guy who was used to ordering others and expecting them to obey without question would just go along with what I preferred. 
“Why is it, Your Majesty,” a loud female voice made us both turn to see Lady Regga limping her way toward us, “that every time I see you, you are stuck to the Chosen like a babe to a tit?”
I scoffed at the comparison while Arden turned to face the woman, kissing her hand when she offered it to him. I watched them curiously, wondering if I had ever seen him kiss anyone else’s hand before. I hadn’t attended that many gatherings since the King of Jernen arrived, so surely I missed some, but the way he regarded Lady Regga was more respectful than usual.
“Quite simple, Lady Regga.” He smirked as he straightened those wide shoulders, towering over the woman. “I am so enchanted by her, I can’t keep away.”
The woman gave me an amused look before huffing a laugh. 
“Thankfully, she seems sensible enough not to fall for your face.”
“Pretty faces have no effect on me,” I said, receiving not one but two amused looks this time.
“Well, at least she thinks my face is pretty.” Arden chuckled. I rolled my eyes, dusting my hands and stepping away from the table. 
“I think I had enough poetry for today.”
Before either of them could stop me, I headed toward the door. Erin still sat with the nobles, listening to another girl read her poems, but when I moved, she turned to look at me, a question beaming in her eyes. I shook my head to stop her from following, striding through the open doors of the hall where one of the Jernenians was standing with his arms crossed. He lowered his head in acknowledgment but said nothing.
“Is it true, Your Majesty?” Lady Regga’s voice boomed even as I stepped into the corridor. “You are leaving already? I had hoped we could have dinner before you depart.”
I paused without thinking, turning my head to hear more. When I realized Arden’s guard was watching me, I hurried down the corridor, telling myself it didn’t matter if he left anyway.
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The storm roared as another lightning pierced the sky, followed by thunder that made the stone beneath my feet tremble. Rain poured down as if trying to drown the world, and even under the canopy in the small garden, my clothes were already soaking wet.  
She was late. She might not come at all, but I was going to wait, even if it meant braving the worst of the storm alone.
Leaning on the small, decorative table that took most of the space under the canopy, I pinched the bridge of my nose. Things were not going as well as I had hoped, and it was all my fault. I had years of training on how to speak to important people, what to say, how to smile or sit, or what expression to make, yet all of that knowledge and experience was so hard to recall when I stood in front of her. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, nor was she the smartest, the most powerful, or the most cunning. She was…so much more.
The Chosen, our promised savior against the evil that sought to destroy our world. She was here, and she looked so…human. I had always thought the Chosen would be some untouchable deity that would care little for its charges and focus on the battle ahead. But she did care, and she did feel, and she did…act like a human. So much so that it was hard to see her as the powerful vessel the Light sent to protect us instead of the messy, intriguing woman who made my heart beat faster every time I saw her.
My past, present, and future. What did that even mean? Was she supposed to stand and rule by my side as my queen? Was I supposed to follow and obey her command once she claimed her title? Or maybe it meant that I was going to forfeit my life for her while she wasn’t interested in anything I had to offer? The High Priest didn’t say I was her past, present, and future. Besides, I didn’t have a future, just borrowed time.
The sound of hurried steps made me lift my head. A figure snuck through the greenery, keeping under the trees to avoid the worst of the rain. Once she was under the canopy, Su’Ana wiped the raindrops from her face and met my eyes. Her sleeveless black dress was cut in a Caggerian fashion—all straight lines and no excess of cloth—but much more modest in comparison, likely to fit with the norms of this stagnant place. 
“Your Majesty, what a surprise to find you here,” she said, inclining her head in greeting. Her eyes darted around as if searching for spies in the trees that might be listening in. I wanted to tell her my men had already checked, but I doubted she’d take my word for it.
“The rain caught me unaware, so I am taking cover until it passed.” We both looked at the darkening sky that gave no indication of letting up. “And you, Your Grace?”
“My plants need watering.”
I glanced at the stone floor where water had gathered almost to my ankle. If it wasn’t for the cool air and the dark sky, I would have thought I was back in Caggery since the vegetation surrounding us was all native to that place. It was a mystery how they kept the plants alive here, especially when the weather got colder. 
A smile tugged on my lips. She had the same sharp tongue as I remembered. Even this place hadn’t taken that from her, and yet, it seemed, it had taken so much more.
Satisfied we weren’t being watched, Su’Ana moved to stand on the other side of the table, wringing the water out of her dark hair. A fading bruise peeked over the edge of her dress, the worst of it hidden by the fabric. She had lost weight since the last time I saw her, her face looking harsher and older. After a long minute of heavy silence, she dropped her hands by her side and looked up.
“I don’t have much time, so I suggest you talk quickly.”
Straight to the point, as always, I thought while I held her cold, calculating gaze. 
“I wanted to know how you were. Are you and your children safe?”
Su’Ana scoffed. Her dark eyes turned into a wall of ice as she took a small step back.
“You know very well that they are not,” she replied through gritted teeth. “Especially not with your people poking into Paralea’s secrets and making Isen nervous. So don’t pretend to be concerned and…”
“I am not pretending, Su’Ana,” I interrupted her, dropping my carefully crafted mask and allowing her to see all the guilt I had gathered over the years. I did care for her—on one side because I hated seeing innocent people getting hurt and on the other…because of the part I played in her ending up in this place. It was because of what I’d done that she had to suffer through this mistreatment. Because I thought that being a princess in Paralea would be better for her than what I had to offer. “I do care about you, and I want to help. I’ve offered it before, and I’d offer it again. Say the word, and I’ll make it happen. I’ll get you and your children out, no matter the cost. You can stay in Jernen, or you can go back to your mother.”
Su’Ana gritted her teeth, her eyes narrowing with anger.
“If you cared so much, you should have married me like you were supposed to! Then those would have been your children, and they would have been safe from these monsters!” she snarled, circling the table with short, quick strides. She was panting by the time she stopped in front of me, and for a moment, I thought she’d slap me. I watched her fight the angry tears, her shoulders slouching when she composed herself. “But it’s too late now. I can never leave. Sadon will not let me because I am the reason my mother indulges his requests. Without me, he’d have nothing to bargain with. And my children…his children, they are his property here. Ma’Hinar is his heir, so because of the people, he cannot do anything to the boy. And Su’Ryn, she is already spoken for. There is nothing I could do but pray that the old, wretched bastard who wants her dies quickly. Or if she is smart, she’d kill him once she is away from this place and then disappear.” Disgust distorted her features as she looked away, staring at the dark sky. “Besides, you already promised to get me out of here. You promised to expose Sadon and Isen for their machinations, and once they were deposed, I’d have my freedom again. Yet here we are, at the same place we started five years ago. So don’t make me promises you can’t keep, Your Majesty.”
I endured her ire silently, knowing I fully deserved it. I did promise that, and I was working tirelessly to fulfill my promise. But Isen and her supporters turned out to be smarter and more resourceful than I anticipated, and short of killing the whole nobility, there was no way for me to end Sadon’s rule without breaking the treaty I wrote and signed when the war ended. But I refused to become the monster my father was.
Her eyes grew duller, desperation oozing from her while her balled hands slackened by her side. It was painful to watch her and even more so to feel so helpless because, for all my power, Su’Ana was another man’s wife, and as such, I had no claim over her.
I could sneak her away into the night, steal her and her children, but that would tarnish her precious honor, and for a proud Caggerian like her, that would likely be worse than death. 
“There is no honor in this place. No hope,” Su’Ana muttered as if she heard my thoughts. Gritting my teeth, I tried to hold back from telling her she was wrong. There was hope. Small and unsure yet, but bound to grow until every living person carried it in their hearts.
“There is hope,” I said carefully, and she lifted her empty eyes to me. “The Chosen has appeared, and one way or another, the world will change. It has to in order to survive.” Su’Ana stared with the same passiveness as if the words I was saying had no meaning. “But she needs time. Time to grow stronger, time to claim her place, time to prepare. And we both know she can’t have these here, not with Sadon and Isen’s plans.” Su’Ana said nothing again, but the spark rekindled in her eyes. “So help me, Su’Ana. Help me convince the Chosen to leave this place before it’s too late. Before she is hurt or, worse, killed. Come with me and help me guide her and advise her until she is strong enough to take the lead.”
Su’Ana’s silence was unnerving, and her expressionless face even more so. It reminded me of when we were younger. She had always had such hefty control over her emotions—the only time I had seen her lose it was when I told her I was breaking off our engagement.
“So that’s why you called me here.” She let out a bitter laugh. “You were always so fully devoted to your Faith, even before she came. Unfortunately, I have no sway over the Chosen, and even if I did, I would not tarnish my honor by lying to her. I can only speak the truth, and the truth is, you are only offering me this to get something in return. Would you have even bothered to reach out if you didn’t need my help?”
“Of course, I would have! There is no condition to my…” I started, indignation flaring in my chest, but Su’Ana’s expression remained unmoved.
“The Chosen can make her own judgments. And so can I.”
I closed my eyes, feeling her step out of my reach. I didn’t try to stop her, just listened to her walk away. When she suddenly stopped, I opened my eyes, holding my breath as I watched her stand under the downpour with her back to me.
“I used to hate you, Arden, but now I can recognize the burden of duty when I see it. I know what suffering for it feels like and the sacrifices we must make for our honor,” she said quietly, her voice barely audible over the roar of the storm. “So I hope you don’t regret your burden one day, and I hope it doesn’t cost you the people you love. For what is honor good for when you are miserable and alone? It took me too long to realize that.”
She walked away without looking back, and I just stared, anger and shame turning my insides and filling my chest with a dull ache. I wanted to tell her the truth, even back then, but I couldn’t. There were too many people who knew already, and sooner or later, it was bound to get out. I wasn’t ready yet. Not even for her.
Still, I couldn’t leave her like that. It wasn’t too late.
I ran after her, catching up just before she reached the arch leading inside. I called her name, but the roll of thunder that echoed above us stole my voice, so I grabbed her hand, spinning her around to face me. She fought to break my grip, and I let go, but only so I could capture her shoulders. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I needed her to listen, even if it was the last time she did so.
“I am sorry, I truly am!” I shouted. Her eyes were red, and even if there was no rain, I was sure her face would still be wet. “I know that nothing I say matters now, but I want you to know that I do care, Su’Ana, and I do want to help you. So if you ever change your mind, if you ever want to leave this place or take your children away from here, I will help you. I don’t care if Sadon retaliates or if Paralea rises against me. I give you my word.”
Her throat bobbed, but she said nothing, just nodded once.
The warning whistle echoed through the air, and I pulled away from her, turning to the windows overlooking the garden. I could swear I saw movement in one of them, but then the sound of running feet had me looking back at Su’Ana. I watched her disappear into the castle, and I sighed heavily, tilting my head back to stare at the sky.
Another whistle sounded, barely audible above the wind, and I hurried inside. Water dripped from my hair and clothes as I headed up the stairs that would lead to the corridor above the garden. Swen had likely moved from the spot where he had been watching, careful to avoid detection. I met no one on my way back, trying my best to look surly and annoyed in case there were curious eyes watching me. When I finally found Swen a few corridors down, he waited for me with his arms crossed.
“How did it go?” he asked before I could speak.
“She won’t help.” I shook my head somberly. “We are on our own.”
Swen made a noncommittal noise, falling into step with me. As we turned the corner and he still didn’t say anything, I looked at him to find him frowning.
“Who was it? Did they see us?” My throat tightened. Su’Ana was already in a precarious situation, but if they saw her with me, she’d be in even more danger than before. And it would be my fault again. I never should have asked her to meet. I should have figured out a way to get through to the Chosen by myself. 
“Well, not sure how much she saw, but she didn’t look too pleased.” Swen winced, scratching the back of his head.
“She?” I asked, sucking in a deep breath. If Isen or any of her spies saw us…I might need to get Su’Ana out against her will. If Isen thought she was in allegiance with me, she’d kill her immediately.
“The Chosen,” Swen replied, and I stopped, staring at him with wide eyes. “She was there with her friend. She couldn’t have heard you, but she saw something, and then she ran.”
I closed my eyes, running a hand through my hair. 
“Great, just great. Because she needs more reasons to doubt me!” 
Swen gave me a look full of pity as we resumed our walk.
“What do you want to do now?” he asked when we were almost at my chambers. Biting my lip, I tried to get my mind in order. Despite Su’Ana’s refusal to help, I couldn’t just let her die. If I ever wanted her to reach out for help, she’d need to be alive for that. And her children…
“Put someone to watch over Su’Ana and her children. We’ll protect her the best we can.”
“And the Chosen?”
The door to my chambers came into view, the guards outside straightening up when they spotted us. I stopped, turning to face Swen. We didn’t know how much the Chosen saw or what she thought of it. She was due to go to the Temple in just a few days, and until then, there was nothing I could do but wait. If she did as I suggested, I’d have a way in, a sign she trusted me enough to listen to me. And if she didn’t…then I’d completely failed to win her trust. I’d have to change my plans again and…
“Arden?”
Flinching, I focused back on my guard.
“Nothing, we do nothing,” I said, and Swen raised an eyebrow. “We can’t push her too hard, too fast. I have done what I can. She needs to come to me now.” I took a step toward the door but stopped again, looking at him over my shoulder. “Even so, we need to keep an eye on her at all times. She has the tendency to get into trouble, and I will not allow the Chosen to die on my watch.”
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Rest was for the dead. I needed solutions. 
There were seven days left until the Temple called me to prove I had powers. The priests barely glanced at my hair when they came for a daily visit, finally convinced it was real. But now that I had checked off one of their boxes, they kept watching me with even more expectations in their eyes. I had a feeling that wouldn’t end well since I had no luck replicating that glowing incident from a week ago.
I wasn’t sure if it was the nightmare or something else that triggered it—and Erin had confirmed several times that the whole thing wasn’t a figment of my imagination—but no matter what I did, I still failed to make my skin gleam like that. And what the fuck was up with that? What kind of power was glowing? Was I supposed to defeat Hathan by blinding him to death with that light?
Sighing, I let my face drop into my hands. 
Defeat Hathan. I was thinking about defeating that thing, whatever it was. All because of a scary thought that wouldn’t leave me alone. 
What if they were right? What if I was the Chosen they preached about? Every fiber in my body told me it wasn’t possible, but the coincidences kept piling up, and I didn’t believe in coincidences.
My arrival in this world. My light hair. My unique power, which I couldn’t control.
What if it was all true? These people revolved their lives around their Faith and believed their savior would defeat the evil that was coming, but I was no hero. Even the Temple didn’t believe in me. What could I even do except watch them lose hope like so many others? Everything was so much easier when I was sure these Teachings had nothing to do with me.
And still, I didn’t want to leave Tahakar or Paralea. I didn’t even want to leave this fancy castle and comfortable room. I didn’t want to leave this world. Not just because there was a tiny possibility I was their savior and my escape could leave them defenseless against Hathan. If…if that thing existed at all.
No. That wasn’t the reason.
I had already memorized the layout of the Royal Castle as well as the rotation of the guards. I had learned their shift patterns and the best places to scale the wall under the cover of night. I had all the parts necessary to make a plan to escape before my one month was over. I had been telling myself that I was waiting for the right time, that Erin might react badly to the idea, that she might slow me down, but the truth was…I didn’t want to leave. 
This place felt…right.
It wasn’t until I had that nightmare that I realized how much of my determination to go back was fueled by guilt. I was in this wonderful world, eating delicious food and drowning in luxuries I could have never imagined before while other people suffered in poverty and hardship. Guilt was pushing me to find a way back and struggler in solidarity, or it would mean I didn’t care for Zhang or Kane or the others, that I was the reason for their misery. But was I?
Pushing myself up, I strode to the window and stared at the angry sky as heavy rain poured onto the gray city below. With the sun out of sight and the dark clouds stretching as far as eyes could see, it felt like I was back in Boston. A cold, suffocating sensation crept through my chest, mercilessly squeezing my throat.
Kane, Zhang, Sasha, and everyone in the shelter—I had done my best to help even when it wasn’t in my best interest, but they were not my responsibility. Sasha herself told me to stay away, even Kane…
If I really was the Chosen somehow, then my responsibility…was to the people here. I had a reason to stay. I had an obligation to stay. They needed my help even if I wasn’t what they were promised, and once this Hathan business was over, I could find someplace to live quietly for the rest of my life. I didn’t have to return to that dying world. I deserved to be here and not feel guilty about it, right?
“Right,” I muttered to myself when a knock came on the door. A servant girl stepped in, yelping in surprise when she saw me standing by the balcony doors as a flash of lightning lit up the sky.
“Ch-Ch-Chosen?” she squeaked, her fingers digging into the front of her dress. Fear shone in her eyes, fear that wasn’t there before. I opened my mouth to ask what got her so scared when she continued, “I thought you were out! I-I-I came to clean the room. Do y-y-you want me to return later?”
I hesitated, wondering if I should ask after all, but she looked so uneasy, I was afraid she might run away. Maybe Erin would know what was going on, she seemed to get along with the servants.
“No, carry on. I need some fresh air anyway,” I murmured, hurrying past her. The guards and warrior priests gave me silent nods as I stepped out of my rooms, the latter following along.
The rain continued to tap over the windows, thunder after thunder, making the quietness of the castle even more haunting. I was so used to the sounds of the city, the servants’ chatter, and the loud voices of the nobles strolling about, that the eerie silence unsettled me.
I cursed myself for walking out of the room without my saber, but it was too late now. One glance at the warrior priests following told me I wasn’t completely defenseless, so I returned to ignoring the uneasy feeling in my stomach. 
I was just passing through the corridor overlooking the garden where I had previously met Su’Ana when I spotted a familiar figure walking toward me. I had hoped to disperse the awkward feeling in my gut by talking to the blunt king’s wife, but finding Erin was even better. She stopped as we met in the middle of the corridor, glancing nervously at the warrior priests.
“What happened?” I whispered, stepping closer to the open window so the sound of the rain could prevent them from hearing us. Erin chewed on her lip as she leaned her shoulder on the stone wall.
“There is something bad happening in the palace,” she said, looking down the corridor and up to the ceiling as if expecting that bad thing to be crawling there. “The servants refuse to talk to me and act all skittish, but I overheard them this morning.” She licked her lips before leaning even closer, her eyes boring into mine. “The baby of the second wife was found dead in its crib this morning. The guards and the servants saw no one enter the room. It was the mother who found the body…”
I stared at her with an open mouth. Arden’s words about Tahakar turning bloody echoed through my head, the dark look on his face now making perfect sense.
“I found more.” I gave her a sign to keep talking. “King Sadon has children with all of his wives, but three of his sons have already died, supposedly from accidents or illnesses. Two are alive, the older from his fourth wife and the younger from his first wife. Now there is a third contender for the throne. Or rather, was.” A shadow fell over her face and her expression turned wholly morose. “I heard one guard say that it was likely an assassination. But…” She looked behind me again, eyes narrowing at the warrior priests. “Some say Hathan did it.”
My jaw dropped even lower. Hathan? That was ridiculous! Or was it? Whatever was happening, it definitely didn’t look good for me. Defeating Hathan was my job—well, the Chosen’s job—and even if it wasn’t true, having Hathan kill someone under the same roof as the Chosen sent the wrong fucking message.
“Do you think…” A movement from the corner of my eyes caught my attention, and I trailed off, looking down at the garden just as Su’Ana walked into the open, her hands balled into fists by her side. Another thunder rattled the skies, the rain drenching her thin dress even before she reached the small corridor leading inside.
Then a second figure appeared, running after the woman and grabbing her wrist. I gasped in surprise when I recognized the tall frame and broad shoulders of the King of Jernen as he spun Su’Ana around and caught her shoulders. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but her pale face was anything but blank this time. Fear, pain, and desperation distorted her delicate features until she finally nodded, her head bobbing down.
“The plot thickens,” I murmured to myself, but as if hearing me over another roll of thunder, Arden looked up. I moved without thinking, hiding from view. Erin gave me a confused look, but I signed for her to stay still, pressing a finger to my lips. I peeked over the window to find Arden and Su’Ana gone, the rain growing even stronger as a gust of wind sent cold, heavy droplets into my face. “Shit, quickly!”
We ran down the corridor and into another, ordering the warrior priests to hide while I pulled Erin behind a giant potted plant with long, thick leaves falling heavily to the floor. A few of its pink flowers were blooming, filling the space with a sweet scent that mixed with the smell of water and ozone. 
Holding my breath, I signed for Erin to stay still as heavy steps thudded toward us. I peeked through the leaves just when a pair of long legs stopped next to us. Water dripped from his clothes, his sword dangling from his belt in a way that made me wish I had my saber with me. I wasn’t entirely sure why we were hiding, but my gut told me that the meeting wasn’t a mere coincidence. And for all his smiles and flirting, I knew nothing of Arden Holmond and how far he might go to keep his secrets. I’d seen men kill for less, and he was a king with an agenda—the Chosen might survive his plotting and games, but a young, innocent country girl who believed in the good of the people might not.
What was he doing with Su’Ana? Was he involved in what had happened to that baby? She was Sadon’s wife, and while I didn’t particularly care if they fucked, something in the way that slender woman looked at him with desperation rubbed me the wrong way.
“What is going on? Why are we hiding?” Erin asked, and I realized Arden had already left.
“Because I don’t trust him,” I muttered, holding her gaze. “I don’t trust anyone in this damn place.”
Erin gave me a look full of unease, her shoulders slumping. 
“Did something happen, Raven? You haven’t been yourself since that nightmare. I know that it must be stressful trying to figure out your powers, especially with these talks of Hathan—”
“It wasn’t Hathan,” I said with more confidence than I felt.
“If it’s not Hathan, then what killed that child?” Erin asked.
“Something much worse,” I said, giving her a dark look. “Humans.”
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Waiting was fucking torture. 
Dangling my legs in the air, I stared at the city of Tahakar spreading far into the darkness, the bright moon above making it easy to spot the pointy rooftops of the buildings and the long, veering paths between them. Light flickered from windows and street lamps, but the world was quiet. The silence had been pleasant for the first hour I had been sitting on top of this tower, but now it was suffocating.
Tomorrow was the day. The day I had to prove I was the Chosen—something I didn’t believe in until a few days ago. I knew it was stupid to hope there was a world in the vast universe where I could be a hero, save people, where I could make a difference, and be…more.
More than a thief. More than a killer. More than a nobody.
Yet I still allowed hope into my heart, and now I was going to pay for that.
The wind picked up, sending my hair flying into my face. I didn’t care to brush it off, only adjusted myself to realize my pants were soaked and my hands were cold and clammy from the wet stone, courtesy of the non-stop rain for the past few days.
My hair—that was all I had to rely on now. I had failed time and time again to call forth whatever made my skin glow that night, and I was nowhere closer to figuring out what was going on with me.
Then there was Erin, whose unwavering confidence in me was making me wonder if maybe there was something wrong with her head. She had sat through most of my attempts to get that power out. She had talked my ear off with theories. Even now, she slept soundly, knowing that whatever tomorrow brought, it would be fine. Because to her, I was the real Chosen.
Snarling in frustration, I pushed myself up, almost slipping on the edge of the tower. I glanced at the long drop below, wondering if I fell from here, whether my body would splatter on the stones, or if I would magically return to my world. Deciding I wasn’t that desperate to find out yet, I jumped on the landing behind me and headed inside. My mind was still spiraling with thoughts of tomorrow when I stepped into one of the upper-level corridors of the castle, only to be met by complete darkness. Nobody bothered lighting lamps around here, and the patrolling guards were few and far in-between, which made it a great place to disappear into. And to think that the Inner Palace where the king and his wives lived was a few corridors away—Gerden needed to up his security or risk failing utterly at his job. Even more now since Hathan was supposedly going after the royal family.
I picked the corridor I had come from, keeping my steps light and my ears wide open. Down a flight of stairs and through another corridor, I was about to cross the garden separating me from the North wing when a scream made me freeze in my tracks. 
My heart raced as the voice echoed through the walls, full of panic and terror. I told myself that this had nothing to do with me, that I should go back to my rooms and mind my own business, but by the time another call for help came, I was already running.
Where the fuck were the guards? I should have heard them moving in the same direction. Somebody should have raised an alarm. Why was it so freaking quiet?
Another scream tore through the night, this time close enough to distinguish the high-pitched timbre that told me it belonged to a child. My blood ran cold as I feverishly tried to pinpoint the source, annoyed at the confusing echo that had me changing directions several times.
The corridor split in two—one end went away from the Inner Palace and toward the kitchens; the other led straight to the royal quarters, where the crying was coming from. If I took that one, I would end up right at the most guarded gate, which, judging by the silence and inaction, should be unguarded now. But if there were soldiers…they’d slow me down.
I ran back a corridor, then took another that led to a small door drowning in shadows. I might not have been able to sneak into the Inner Palace to snoop, but I had found a way in. The only reason I hadn’t used it was because it didn’t provide a way out.
Throwing my weight against the door, I crossed the storage room to get to the window at the back. Pushing down the voice that told me this wouldn’t end well, I threw my leg over the windowsill, searching for a crevice big enough to step on.
The desperate sobs drew nearer, and I quickly slipped out, cursing under my breath when my boot slipped. I caught myself before I fell, then resumed my clumsy descent. By the time I dropped on a landing above one of the Inner Palace’s many yards, my heart was trying to get out through my throat. 
A small child ran out of the arched doorway just across from my position, tripping and falling face-first onto the ground. Several figures dressed in black followed, and the one in the front stepped toward the boy with a sword in hand. The child crawled backward, too terrified to even scream.
I jumped over the railing. Pain shot through my knees as I landed in a crouch, but I ignored it, dashing through the yard. The man raised his sword above his head, ready to strike. 
Sliding my saber out of its sheath like I had done a million times before, I reached them just in time. I sank my blade deep into the man’s gut and gave it an extra twist before yanking it free. He staggered back and fell, blood spurting from his wound as his comrades stared at me in a momentary stupor.
I glanced at the boy, noting the blood sliding from his nose, but all his injuries seemed superficial. The trembling of his body and the dampness of his pants told me he was in no condition to get up, let alone run.
“You shouldn’t have intervened,” one of the other men snarled as they fanned around us, trying to cut our escape. They didn’t wear masks, which told me that they weren’t planning on leaving witnesses. I knew it was best to run, but I didn’t know the Inner Palace, and I couldn’t fight and carry the boy at the same time. Standing my ground was the best I could do. There were only seven of them, so those were better odds than the ones I had in Randrea. Except now I had the kid to take care of, which put me in a very shitty spot…
“What’s your name?” I asked as I took a step back, my foot brushing against the child’s. He didn’t reply right away, but when I slipped a knife out of my belt, I heard him gulp.
“Ma’Hinar,” the boy whispered, and I felt my heart leap in surprise. That name had the same ring as Su’Ana’s name. The boy was the right age, too. Could it be…?
“Close your eyes and cover your ears, Ma’Hinar,” I instructed as I marked his location before returning my gaze to the bastards that had finished surrounding us. “Stay down and do not move, understand?”
When he didn’t answer, I threw him a quick glance to check if he had passed out. I found him staring at my hair, his hands already covering his ears.
“You are the Chosen,” he whispered with such relief that it knocked the air out of my lungs. Then he closed his eyes and lowered his head, lips moving in silent prayer. 
I turned my back to him, squeezing my weapons harder.
“Yes, I am,” I said loud enough for all of them to hear. The man standing closest to us narrowed his eyes, but there was no fear in them as he drew a second sword from the strap on his back. “Are you Riagrim?”
“The Riagrim aren’t the only ones who want you dead, impostor,” he spat before he threw himself at me. I met his sword with ease, trying to sneak an attack with my knife from the side, but he blocked me with his second weapon.
Heavy steps thudded behind me. I pushed my opponent back before spinning around to block the blade of another man as he swung toward the boy. The steel clashed above the child’s head. 
I flicked my knife in the air, catching it by the blade and sending it flying into his eye. Warm blood sprayed my face as I jerked my knife free, but I had no time to wipe it before the first attacker was back. 
Four corpses lay on the ground by the time the enemy gave me a moment of respite. Apprehension flickered in their eyes as the rest of them moved to regroup. 
Panting, I tried to ignore the pain building in my left thigh, where one of them had sliced through. The wound wasn’t too deep, but it was distracting, and the blood seeping out reminded me I was on a clock here.
Where the fuck were the guards?
I glanced toward the boy to make sure he was still unharmed, wincing as I noticed all the blood that covered his night clothes. He hadn’t moved from the spot. His hands pressed even harder over his ears while his lips continued to mouth prayer after prayer.
The loud splash was the only warning I got before the next attack. The three of them rushed in together, forcing me back until I almost trampled the child. Digging my heels in, I twisted my body to face the closest one. He was quicker than I expected and kicked the knife out of my hand. Grabbing his wrist, I drove my shoulder into his gut, tossing him over it. 
I barely had time to duck under the second man’s attack, sinking my blade into the side of his stomach and pushing him off. Even before I raised my eyes, I knew it was already too late to do anything against the third one’s blade flying toward my face.
The air rippled as something dashed past my head, embedding itself in the throat of the third attacker. Eyes widening, I searched for the arrow that threw him back but only saw blood gushing from the wound. Then, as the dying man fell, the moonlight slid over the surface of a dagger stuck in the man’s jugular. A blade made of black metal. 
Whirling around, I searched for whoever threw that knife but noticed only the last of the assassins getting to his feet. His eyes went wide as they met mine. Dropping his sword, he bolted toward the archway where they had come from.
I grabbed my fallen knife and sent it after him. Holding my breath, I watched as the blade whooshed through the air before sinking between his shoulder blades. He took one final step, then fell face-first into the mud. A movement above him caught my attention, and I raised my eyes to the figure that had appeared in the archway. 
“What have you done?” Captain Gerden gasped as he took in the bloodbath around me. Still in his guard uniform despite the late hour, he locked his eyes on me while his hand moved to rest on the hilt of his sword. More and more people spilled into the yard after him, some dressed in guard uniforms, others in their night clothes.
“Oh, now you show up!” I sneered before kneeling next to the boy. He was still shaking like a leaf, and when I touched his arm, he screamed. Everyone went dead silent as they noticed him.
“It’s over,” I whispered, keeping the boy’s face turned toward me so he wouldn’t see the carnage that surrounded him. His knees buckled when I tried to get him to stand, so I caught him in my arms, allowing him to wrap his around my neck. Gerden’s face had drained of color by the time I looked back at him.
“Let the child go.” His hand tightened on the hilt of his sword, and he took a step forward but then stopped. “Do you know who that is? Do you…”
“That boy is alive because I did your job!” I snarled, and the boy flinched in my hands, forcing me to reign in my anger. “I am not letting go of him until I see his mother. I am warning you, Gerden, try to touch him, and I will fucking end you all!”
The captain’s jaw locked, his eyes darting between the boy and the bodies when the crowd parted to let someone through. A figure in a long golden robe and silk slippers stopped by the captain, face red and hair sweaty and deflated on his head.
“What is the meaning of this?” Sadon croaked as he observed the aftermath of the battle. “What…” He bent over and puked, wiping his mouth on the dress of the nearest servant before turning his bloodshot eyes to me. “You wicked woman! Do you think murder is acceptable if you are the Chosen? You—”
“Look again, moron!” I snarled, no longer caring to use his title, even as a mockery. “These men were trying to kill your child while your guards looked the other way!” Sadon turned toward Gerden, who opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. The king lowered his gaze to the boy, who was still clinging to me for dear life. 
“Come here, boy!” The child didn’t move, and when Sadon shouted again, I felt the boy’s fingers dig into my neck. “I said—”
Someone pushed past Sadon, almost sending him crashing into his puddle of puke, and a woman with wild black hair and nothing but a torn robe wrapped loosely around her body stumbled into the garden. Even with her makeup smeared and a nasty bruise gracing her left cheek, it was easy to recognize Su’Ana from the look on her face alone. Disregarding the squishing sounds her feet made as she ran through the mud and blood barefooted, she dropped to her knees, reaching for the boy. The child fought against my grip until I let go, then threw himself into his mother’s arms. Both child and mother broke into sobs, clinging to each other among the gore and death while the others covered their noses and averted their eyes with disgust. 
Rising to my feet, I stepped toward the body where my saber was sticking out. The sounds of flesh tearing as I yanked it free made a few people gag, but I ignored them as I retrieved the black dagger from the second body. Su’Ana’s eyes followed me while I strode past them, stopping in front of Sadon and the others.
Slowly, I raised my saber and pointed it at Gerden’s chest. The captain stared back without fear, his hand still on the hilt of the sword he hadn’t drawn.
“Make sure they are returned safely to their rooms and protect them properly, or I am coming for you next.” He blinked in surprise before giving me the subtlest of nods. Turning my attention to Sadon and all the guards and servants around him, I gave them my most vicious smile. “As for the rest of you who pretended not to hear a child screaming for help, don’t pray to the Chosen for salvation from now on. Once Hathan comes for you, I will be looking the other way.”
A few quiet sobs came from the crowd, but nobody moved until I headed toward the door. Sadon stumbled away from me, pushing a few of his guards between us, but I didn’t even bother to look at him.
I didn’t care if I was going in the right direction. I didn’t care that a few of the soldiers followed me. I didn’t care that servants and nobles had woken from their slumber, slipped into the corridors in an attempt to find what was going on, and screamed bloody murder when they saw me pass covered in guts.
All I cared about was the relieved look on that boy’s face when he looked at me, the endless gratitude in Su’Ana’s gaze despite the harm she had endured that night. 
Yet it wasn’t the Chosen that had saved them. It was the other part of me that had caused so much death and suffering.
They wanted me to be a savior? To protect them? 
Fine.
I will save them. I will protect them. I will fight for them.
But on my terms. And people like Sadon and his court, they’d wish Hathan got to them first.






  
  Chapter 26
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“Your expression is scary,” Erin muttered as she held the jacket for me. Slipping my arms into the sleeves, I tried not to wince when the bandages tightened around the tender skin, reminding me of what came down last night. 
Sadon hadn’t sent anyone to kill me or throw me in the dungeons—I wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d thank me for saving his son—but when Erin went out to get us breakfast in the morning, she said the guards outside my rooms had tripled, and Gerden himself was among them.
“Maybe they should be scared,” I murmured, staring at my reflection. I had discarded all the clothes with Paralea’s symbols and colors and, upon Erin’s suggestion, picked a pair of white pants and a jacket with gold and red embroidery on the back and shoulders. Erin had put her humble sewing skills to work and removed the red strings, leaving only the golden.
The Chosen’s colors. I thought it fitting, considering where I was going.
“You remember what you need to do?” I asked, batting away the comb she was raising toward my head. I didn’t care about my hair on a good day, and I had started this one in a pissy mood. If anyone expected me to pamper up for this ridiculous trip to the Temple, they could go die.
“Go to King Holmond’s quarters and stay with him until you are back.” She nodded, her eyebrows knitting together. “You trust him?”
“I…” I licked my lips, trying to decide what to say. Did I trust him? No, I didn’t trust anybody. But he had at least been straightforward with me, mostly, unlike everyone else in this fucked up place. And while I still had no idea what his play was and how it was connected to Su’Ana, there was no one else that I could rely on today. He had saved my life last night so I had to trust that he would keep Erin safe until I got back. At least by the time I left the Temple, I’d know if I had made the right call or not. “Yes,” I said finally, and Erin raised an eyebrow in surprise.
A knock came on the door, and as I opened it, I found myself facing a wall of warrior priests armed to the teeth. They were all wearing black.
“Let’s go,” I said, moving between them while trying not to look intimidated by their impressive arsenal. Next to them, my puny saber and the knife in my boot felt useless, but I had to trust that their Faith was strong enough for me to wield as my weapon.
Nobody spoke while we strode through the castle, servants and nobles alike stepping out of the way faster than I’d ever seen them do before. The ride to the Temple was just as foreboding, especially with the people on the streets watching us pass with bated breaths. The Temple must have let word spread of what was to happen today, even though, if what Arden said was true, nobody but priests were allowed to witness my demonstration.
The warrior priests dismounted when we arrived, waiting for me to do the same. Storm seemed on her best behavior as if sensing the danger and deciding her life was more important than showing her temper. 
There were no worshippers walking up the stairs this time, but people had gathered on the square next to the Temple, their expressions ranging from hopeful to terrified.
I froze when somebody from the crowd shouted, ‘We believe in you, Chosen!’ and I scanned the faces surrounding us. A few more voices repeated the words before the warrior priest closest to me cleared his throat, giving me an impatient look.
Holding back a sigh, I started climbing the stairs, focusing on the ridiculously large golden gate. The halls inside were just as empty, with only a few priests watching us pass in silence. My escort didn’t bother telling me where we were going and only stopped when we reached a plain-looking door with the symbol of the Chosen carved into each wing.
Pushing it open, the warrior priests filed into the hall in two straight lines. Tribune-like seats encircled the room, leaving only a large, empty podium in the center. The walls behind the audience were taken by giant stained glass windows that refracted the bright light and turned the floor into a shimmering carpet of red, yellow, and orange.
Stopping next to the platform, I paused to assess the room. Some of the priests were watching me with tense, impatient expressions, their heads close together as they whispered among each other. Others sat at the edge of their seats, bright eyes overflowing with a different kind of impatience while they studied my every move with bated breaths.
So not everyone shared their High Priest’s view of me. Good. 
The warrior priests lined by the wall below the raised seats, hands clasped behind their backs. The High Priest appeared from a door on the opposite side of the room, climbing onto the platform. He barely spared me a glance before he raised his hands to call for silence. If the air wasn’t so charged, I would have laughed—I doubted those people were breathing, let alone thinking of making a sound.
“Brothers and sisters, the day we have been preparing for has come,” the High Priest started in a voice that bounced off the walls, just like Sadon’s did when he sat up on his throne. “A person with light hair, as our Teachings foretold, has promised salvation from the darkness that threatens our world. The Chosen has come to lead us and protect us.” The crowd remained mute, but I noticed some people nodding with each word. “She has already proven that she carries the strongest light within her, for her hair never darkened, but now she must prove she has what it takes to lead us into the fight against Hathan. She must prove she holds the power to defeat the darkness.”
His voice rose with each word, and by the end of his speech, everyone was standing taller, their eyes trained on me with even more expectation. The High Priest motioned for me to join him on the platform. Once I took his place, he strode to the only empty up on the tribunes, giving me that same cold, detached look.
“You may proceed,” he said, the authority in his voice tugging on a very thin, very problematic string in my heart that often led to people getting hurt. I looked away from him, taking in every face in the room while they waited to witness the power of the Chosen.
I took a deep breath, then slowly released it along with the last of my hesitation.
“I refuse.”
The High Priest didn’t look surprised at all, his calm expression making me want to throw my only dagger at him.
“You…refuse?” he repeated, one of his eyebrows arching. “For what reason?”
“One,” I said, repeating the words I prepared while I scrubbed the blood off my skin last night, “Revealing my powers in front of so many of you is plain stupid. The more people know what I can do, the more people can use it against me before I can even face Hathan.”
“You are standing in the Chosen’s Temple!” a voice rose from the crowd, and I looked at the man who had risen to his feet, his youthful face twisted in indignation. “We have all sworn our lives to the Light, to following and serving the Chosen! We would never betray—”
I smiled. 
“So what you are saying is,” I interrupted, turning so I was facing him instead. “That you need me to prove myself to you for you to trust me, but I must trust you without you proving yourselves to me?” The man opened his mouth but then closed it, his face turning bright red. Holding his gaze, I tried not to gloat when he sat back down. 
More whispers filled the hall as some of the priests nodded in agreement. I faced the High Priest again.
“Second,” I continued, raising another finger, “I don’t take orders from you. Your Teachings say that the Chosen, the one you’d recognize by their light hair, will come to save you in your time of need. They will be your redemption and your protection against all evil, and you will be their servants and their people.” Smiling lightly, I silently thanked Erin for repeating those words enough times for me to remember them by heart. “Does it say I am here to serve and obey you? No? Well, there you have it.”
More murmurs rose from the crowd, some in reluctant agreement, others in outright indignation. I paced around, taking in the mood of the room before finishing the full circle that put me in front of the High Priest’s seat.
I raised my hand higher, straightening my middle finger.
“Third,” I said, allowing myself a bitter smile, “I don’t need you. You need me. You can recognize me or reject me, I don’t care, but you better make sure I’m absolutely not the savior you have been waiting for because if you choose wrong…it’s not going to be me who suffers the consequences. It’s going to be you and those people waiting for your judgment outside these doors.”
Jumping off the edge of the platform, I landed softly in front of the double doors where we had come from. One of the warrior priests took a step toward me, but another shook his head, so neither stopped me when I moved to leave.
“You have three days to decide,” I announced, then walked out without looking back.
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I wasn’t sure how my theatrics would affect my relationship with the Temple, but it had worked. Just like Arden said it would.
The warrior priests didn’t follow me when I left, and nobody stopped me when I went to claim my horse. I refused to look at the people’s faces, meet those questioning gazes.
Getting to the Royal Castle was easy when you had blond hair. People moved out of my way without yelling at them, and the guards at the gates didn’t even try to stop me. Nobody knew yet what had happened. For all they knew, I demonstrated my amazing powers, and now the Temple was preparing for the end of days with prayers.
Leaving Storm in the care of the stablehands, I entered the castle, ignoring the chatter coming from the throne room and picking the corridor on the right that led straight to the South Wing. Unlike the Paralean soldiers I passed, the Jernenians didn’t ignore me. Each greeted me with a bow of the head, even opening the doors for me as if I were striding into my own chambers. I found two more of Arden’s men in the reception room—the tall, dark-skinned one who always followed Arden around and an older, tired-looking one who sat behind a writing table and scribbled something on a piece of parchment. Both raised their heads when I entered, eyes hard but not unwelcoming.
“You can go right in.” The younger one nodded to a door on his right, sinking even deeper into the couch like my being there was totally a normal occurrence.
Arden’s rooms were much more lavish than mine, which wasn’t much of a surprise. My quarters could fit in his reception room alone, but it was the care and abundance the place was decorated with that screamed, ‘Very important person!’ The walls were covered in paintings of various pretty landscapes; the floors were rugged, and there were so many decorative tables, vases, intricate objects, and gilded candelabras that I wondered if maybe a family of forty lived in there. Not that I cared much for luxury as long as I got food and a bed, but I was starting to feel that for all their devotion to the Faith and their beloved savior, the people here didn’t really care how I lived as long as I was there to bleed and sacrifice for them. 
As I strode inside, I tried to keep the frustration off my face. I found Arden sitting at the head seat of a giant dining table. He wore a friendly smile, eyes narrowed with interest while he balanced a wineglass on his knee. Erin sat on his left, talking animatedly until she noticed him glancing toward the door.
“You’re back!” She rushed to my side, looking me up and down as if to make sure I wasn’t hurt. “How did it go?”
“As expected.” I met her eyes just as they filled with relief, then she turned over her shoulder to look at Arden as if just realizing he was there. “Erin, can you…”
“I’ll wait outside.” She nodded, squeezing my fingers before leaving the room. Arden continued to watch me from his seat, the glass now pressed against his lips. Dressed in a pair of dark pants and a well-fitting tunic with the top few buttons unbuttoned, he looked like he had just returned from a party. Yet, his eyes were sharp despite the open wine bottle on the table and, as I sank into the other head chair, the intensity in them only grew.
“When I received your note about entertaining your friend today, I was delighted if a bit surprised,” he said, a finger tapping on the table. “Does that mean you are finally warming up to me?”
“I…don’t dislike you,” I said, wondering if I could have phrased that better. There were places in me that got really warm every time he was near, but whenever he opened his mouth, all I could think was, Is he telling the truth? What is he up to? Can I trust him? And the fact that I couldn’t answer any of those questions filled me with icy disappointment.
“Not what I was hoping for, but progress is progress.” He let out a dry laugh, leaning his elbow on the armrest before propping his chin on his fist. “If you had given me a sufficient warning, I would have arranged for us to have a proper meal together, but I assume this is not a social call. So what can I do for you, Chosen? Have you changed your mind about coming with me?”
Swallowing with difficulty, I realized my mouth was too dry to speak. Or maybe it was the fact that I had no answer. After last night, I knew for certain that there was something wrong with this place, and it wasn’t their apparent disregard for the Chosen.
Pushing myself up, I circled the table until I was standing almost beside Arden. He didn’t react even as I hoisted myself to sit at the edge. Slipping the black knife I had kept in my boot, I sank it into the tablecloth in front of him. His eyes finally left my face to stare at the blade.
Picking the glass from where he left it, I downed it in one gulp. The wine was sweet and delicious—the kind Isen had arranged for me to have access to—but I could barely taste it.
“I want to trust you,” I said, holding his gaze. “But I need more than a few vague warnings and promises. So give me more, Arden Holmond. Give me a reason why I should abandon these people to their fate and come save yours.”
Arden said nothing at first. Then, a minute later, he leaned an elbow on the table, reaching for the wine. After refilling my glass, he put the bottle down but didn’t pull away.
“Very well.” He inclined his head, intertwining his fingers together. “The reason I was in Paralea in the first place was to investigate a secret one of my spies uncovered. Over ten years ago, Jernen won a war against Paralea. I had the chance to kill Sadon and his bloodline—some of my advisers insisted upon it. But I’m not in the habit of killing innocents, and I’m not the type of person who destroys nations just because I won a fight I didn’t even start. At the time, killing Sadon would have devastated Paralea even more than the war and the plague did. He was still young and well-liked, and his death would have given his people a reason to rebel against my rule. Not to mention, the war left us weakened and struggling too. I didn’t have the resources to control such a vast territory.”
I blinked, trying to keep my attention on his words, but the distant, haunted expression that appeared on his face threw me off.
“…so I let him keep the throne with the agreement that he would answer to me, and Paralea would pay annual reparations. Sadon is a coward and a fool, so it wasn’t hard to keep him in line. But things have changed.” He paused, staring at me expectantly as if waiting for a question or maybe some sort of understanding.
“And…?” I nudged, not sure what else to say. What did this have to do with anything?
“Sadon might still be on the throne, but he is not the one ruling Paralea anymore. He just thinks he is. And those who manipulate him from the shadows are not interested in peace or the Chosen. So here is the first reason why you should work with me—we have a common enemy.”
I blinked, memories of the Riagrim flashing in my mind.
“The Riagrim are controlling the kingdom?” I gasped, cursing myself for sounding so shocked. To my surprise, Arden shook his head.
“Not exactly. But the people who are will likely find a use for them. The power behind Sadon does not want the Chosen to threaten the delicate balance they have created. If it was Sadon alone, he would have cracked eventually and bent to your will out of fear for his life. But as long as somebody whispers suggestions in his ears, suggestions like getting rid of the Chosen, he is still dangerous.”
I finished the glass again. When I put it down, Arden was running a finger over the smooth surface of his blade, eyes still trained on me.
“Who?” I asked quietly.
“Who do you think has the most to gain?”
I frowned, feeling the urge to figure it out, if only not to feel like an idiot. Who had the most to gain from this? Sadon’s nobles? Probably not, since Arden could have them easily executed for treason. Sadon’s heirs? No, they were barely old enough to grasp the idea of politics, let alone murder.
“His wives,” I breathed as the realization hit me. Arden smiled.
“Isen’s family has been gaining power and support ever since the war. She has given Sadon a male heir, and her control over the nobles is undisputed. There are only two obstacles on her path to the throne—the current heir apparent and…you.”
I frowned in confusion, slumping off the table and into Erin’s chair. “But why would I be an obstacle? I have no interest in the throne, and I have nothing against her. If anything, she could have gained more power if she played nice with me.”
A shadow fell over Arden’s face as he leaned back in his chair.
“Her family does not follow Gia’s Teachings, so she does not really believe the Chosen or Hathan exist,” he explained. “What is more, when the war ended, and the peace contract was signed, Jernen took lands from Paralea—her family’s lands. They were situated along the border, and they were among the most fertile land on the continent, so I took them to make sure my people could feed themselves after the war. To appease her family and the other nobles, Sadon married Isen and gave her family lands close to the capital.”
Letting out an exasperated sigh, I rubbed my temples.
“So she wants Paralea and Jernen at war so she can get her family land back, and she hates me because she thinks I am a nobody?” I asked, looking at him under my lashes. Arden nodded, waiting. “Why were you there that night when that child was attacked?”
Arden looked away, so I couldn’t quite see the expression he made. I did notice the tension that slipped into his posture, though, and prepared myself for a cold ‘None of your business’ reply.
“Because I had information that an attempt on his life would be made that night,” he said, taking me by surprise. “We were there to stop it, but you beat us to it.” He looked back at me hesitantly, as if wondering if I believed him. “I suspect the birth of another male heir was what pushed Isen to act. She realized that making her son the heir apparent would give her direct access to the throne, and she could even get rid of Sadon that away. With her child still underage, she’d be the ruling force behind him.”
“This is exhausting!” I groaned, running a hand over my face. 
“It sure is.” Arden chuckled, but his smile quickly faded. “There will be another assassination attempt soon,” he added, and I looked at him through my fingers. “On you.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Great.”
“I suspect they are waiting for me to leave. Isen is not bold enough to attack someone who I have shown interest in. Not with me still here.” He continued to stare, but I had no reply to that. “So after I let the rumor spread that I was leaving, she started making preparations.”
“Well, she has three days to act. If she delays any further, the Temple might beat her to it. Unless they accept me as their Chosen, that is. Although I don’t think their High Priest is too keen on that.”
I glanced at Arden to gauge his reaction, only to find him blinking in surprise.
“Why three days?” he asked.
I licked my lips, trying to conjure an easy smile, but the way his jaw tightened made me shift uncomfortably.
“I told them they have three days to decide.” I shrugged, feeling hesitation seeping into my body. I had thought this was a great idea, giving them some time to sweat, but looking at his cold, calculating expression, I wasn’t so sure anymore. “What?”
“You should have asked them to decide on the spot,” he murmured distractedly, then his lips curved up in a smile. “But this might give us a good opportunity.”
“Opportunity for what?” I frowned.
“To prove to you that everything I’ve told you was true.” He stepped next to my chair and offered me his hand. I stared at it thoughtfully, wondering what would happen if I took it. “I have a plan, but it will require you to trust me,” he said, and I froze just before my fingers touched his. “You wanted proof, right? What better way to prove myself to you than to deliver on my promises?”
His hand moved an inch closer so his fingers brushed against mine. Then he waited for me to go the rest of the way, and when I did, he pulled me up.
“First, we set a trap,” he said, still holding my hand while he stared at me with growing excitement. “Then we let them show their hand. Finally, we strike where they would least expect it.”
“You want to kill them?” I frowned, pulling my hand away. Arden held firm.
“Not kill, save.” He smiled before releasing me. “If you still choose to stay after that, I will let you be. But you are wrong about what you said. You are not abandoning these people to save mine any more than you are choosing these people over mine. You are not bound to one place and one people. You can come back when you are ready…when they are ready to accept you.”
I stared at him with a dry mouth while he clasped his hands in front of him, the smirk on his face sending shivers down his back.
“Now, would you like to hear my plan?”
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“I’m an idiot, aren’t I?” I murmured, realizing all too late I had said it out loud. Sitting in a chair by the window, I had spent the last hour watching the insistent rain beat down the glass.  
Two days had passed since my visit to the Temple. There was no word from the High Priest, not that I was surprised, but what was bugging me more was that as of this morning, the King of Jernen and his entourage were gone. I wasn’t entirely sure what pushed me to agree to his ridiculous plan—a plan that put my life and Erin’s in danger and relied a bit too heavily on trusting him and his people. Maybe it was because I was desperate to believe he was worth my trust, or maybe I was just sick and tired of sitting and waiting around for something to happen.
Word of my performance at the Temple had spread, and everyone knew I was due an answer tomorrow. This left less than twenty-four hours for Sadon, Isen, or whoever felt like it to make their move. Arden said he’d have his spies watching and be ready to provide aid should I need it, but nobody would interfere until I called for it. If I called for it. 
The palace had been quiet. It was like the entire place was holding its breath in anticipation of…something. There were no parties, no gatherings, no events of any kind. Sadon hadn’t even left the Inner Palace because he was mourning his youngest son, or so the servants said.
“You miss him already?” Erin asked in a teasing voice. 
She had been reading a copy of Gia’s Teachings in the chair opposite mine, but considering how rarely she turned the page, I had a feeling her mind was elsewhere. 
“Did I make a mistake by agreeing to do this?” I winced, and Erin’s amused grin dropped. “This could get us both killed. It’s not too late to back out. I can get us out of the castle. Or we can hide until tomorrow.”
Erin pursed her lips, and we looked at the table at the same time, my saber and her sword lying among the teacups that we barely touched. She had said nothing when I relayed my conversation with Arden, just looked like she had been given a riddle she couldn’t solve. 
A knock came on the door, and Erin jumped, toppling her cup as she hastily reached for her sword. 
“Calm down. If they were attacking, they wouldn’t knock.” Despite my words that did nothing to soothe her, I took my saber with me as I got to my feet. Listening for any telltale sound, I slipped my weapon free of its sheath before yanking the door open.
The corridor was empty, not even a trace of the guards that were outside earlier. An alarm bell rang in my head, telling me to move, to run, to hide somewhere. I pushed it back. I needed them to attack so I could get one or two of them alive. I needed witnesses. If we could pin an assassination attempt over the Chosen on Isen or Sadon, both Arden and I could get what we wanted. And if I bit more than I could chew, his men were supposed to even the scales. Hopefully. 
I was just stepping back when a folded piece of paper caught my attention. Picking it up from the floor, I gave the corridor one last glance before slipping inside. Unfolding the crumpled paper, I stepped closer to the light to see the message scribbled in tiny letters.
‘I know you have no reason to trust this message, Chosen, but I hope you do, for precious lives depend on it. Meet me at the highest tower in half an hour. Make sure you are not seen. Do not be late. 
~A grateful friend’
A shiver ran down my spine as Erin plucked the paper out of my fingers, reading it out loud. When she looked back at me, fear drained her face of color. 
“Do you think it’s a trap?” she whispered, glancing toward the door. The corridor outside remained quiet. Now that I thought about it, there weren’t even any servants, and it was way past dinnertime.
“Possibly.” I nodded as I strode to my bed. Slipping my jacket on, I glanced at Erin as I secured my leather belt to my abdomen. She had forgone the frivolous dresses for a pair of pants, and as she gripped her sword, she again looked like the girl that attacked me in the forest, ready to defend her family at the cost of her own life. 
I adjusted the saber on my back, but she didn’t move. 
“If I were them, I’d attack here. There is only one way in, and they have the numbers. That tower, while it is high, has a narrow bridge leading to it so even one person could hold a large group by themselves. Our chances of survival are better there. Besides, if it’s not the trap, then we might get some valuable information.”
Erin flinched, hugging her sword. I could almost taste her fear, so I stepped toward her, catching her shoulders. “We are going to be fine. Just stay close and don’t drop your sword.” 
Part of me hoped Arden was wrong, hoped that Isen was just a double-faced bitch with a big ego and a terrible temper. Not a killer, not a schemer ready to sacrifice hundreds of people for some land. Not someone who didn’t believe in the Chosen, so she was ready to trample other people’s faith as well. 
But it wasn’t just her. Sadon was definitely not a devoted worshiper, and I doubted most of his nobles cared if I lived or died. And the people out there…they were more scared than happy to have the Chosen walk among them, real one or not.
They are not ready to accept you, a thought echoed in my mind, speaking in Arden’s voice. They are not ready.
A hand yanked me back, pressing me against the wall. I was already sliding one of my new knives out, ready to stick it into my attacker’s neck when I recognized Erin’s tense face. Pressing her forefinger to her lips, she nodded toward the corridor we were about to enter. I counted four men as they passed by, their armor rattling with each step.
When everything was quiet again, Erin pulled back, giving me a concerned look. Cursing myself for getting distracted by my own pathetic thoughts, I gave her a sign to follow.
We continued to sneak around, avoiding the sparse patrols and the nervous servants until we were at the base of the highest tower. There were no guards posted outside, which was odd, but everything about tonight was, so I chose to believe it was luck, not the hidden claws of a trap. 
Standing in front of the double doors separating us from the narrow bridge that led to the tower, I hesitated. To reach the highest point, we’d have to cross the bridge, and then go up another flight of stairs. If I had to fight, that was the place I’d choose for an ambush.
The door creaked as we slipped outside, pressing our backs against the wood. The biting wind slammed into us, carrying along an onslaught of cold raindrops. Wiping my face with my sleeve, I looked at the towering giant that stood dark and quiet in its lonely vigil. Used mainly for observation and for holding Paralea’s flag high for everyone to see, this place was perfect for a secret meeting. Or secret assassination. 
Studying the structure, I wondered how many soldiers could hide in there. If there was a garrison inside and they attacked, pushing us to the bridge, then another group surprised us from behind, we’d be done. There would be no surviving that, not unless my glowing powers decided to make an appearance and blinded everyone long enough for us to sneak out. No chance of calling for aid either.
“We came this far,” Erin said, her voice barely audible over the roar of the storm. The rain drummed on the stone ground, making the whole thing slippery and even more dangerous. A chest-high parapet stood on both our sides but did nothing to stop the chilly wind.
By the time we reached the other end of the bridge, we were soaked. Stopping by the small door at the base of the tower, we drew our weapons out without a word. I gave Erin a sign to move back and turned the handle. A flash of lightning chose that exact moment to illuminate the sky, so when I stepped inside the tower, I could see absolutely nothing. Keeping my sword in front of me to protect my head and chest in case someone attacked, I waited.
Nothing happened.
Slowly, my vision sharpened until I could distinguish the piles of crates lined by the walls and the rackety table in the middle of the room. There was no movement or any sign of human presence. The base room was huge, circular like the tower, with several tiny windows that spiraled alongside the staircase leading up. By the time we reached the top of the tower, my thighs and chest were burning both from the strain and the anticipation. 
There were no soldiers in the tower, which was a good sign, but the part that kept me alive for so many years insisted that being so high up with no escape routes was a bad, bad idea.
The door gave easily under my boot before I barged inside with my weapon raised. My eyes darted around the room, noting an empty table with two benches, more crates, boxes, and…a single hooded figure standing opposite of us.
There was no one else apart from the person by the arched windows. They stared outside as if the howling wind and the pouring rain didn’t bother them. The hood fell low over their eyes, so it was impossible to see their face, but the expensive fabric it was made from suggested a noble.
“You came.” The figure turned, pushing the hood back to reveal pitch-black hair and equally dark eyes raising to meet mine. “I was afraid you wouldn’t.”
“Su’Ana?” I gasped. Instead of the beautiful dresses she usually wore, she now had on a pair of loose pants and a tunic fastened at the waist with a thick belt. A short, curved blade hung from her waist. 
“We don’t have much time,” she said hastily, taking a step toward us. I raised my weapon in warning, and she stopped, retreating with her hands in the air. “I mean you no harm. I know I have no right to ask for any more of your help, but I have no one else to turn to. So please, just listen, and if you choose to ignore my plea, I will bear you no ill will. All I ask is for you to listen.”
I considered her words as I looked around once more. There were no other rooms, and the only way out was the one we had come from. If someone attacked us, she’d be caught in here with us, and we could use her as leverage. And if she was telling the truth about needing my help, then…uh, then what? It’s not like I was in a position to help right now.
“Erin, stay by the door and let me know if you hear anything,” I said, lowering my blade.
Su’Ana put her hands down. Moving closer, I glanced out of the open windows overlooking the Royal Castle, its lights flickering brightly and making it visible from every point of the city. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.
“Speak.”
“I am the second eldest daughter of the Empress of Caggery, so my marriage couldn’t be anything other than a political arrangement. Sadon wanted the favor of the Imperial family of Caggery, and my mother wanted…” Su’Ana hesitated, her throat bobbing. “It was never supposed to be him. My mother wanted me to marry Arden Holmond.” My eyebrows rose in surprise, and she glanced at me, a somber smile appearing on her lips. “We were engaged before the war, but once he became King, he broke off the engagement, saying that he had no intention of marrying soon. My mother was livid, so I ended up here.” A shadow fell over her face, her hands balling into fists. “I’ll spare you the unpleasant story. You can already imagine how happy my life is here.” She motioned toward the bruise still visible on her face as if it were something normal. “But things have gotten worse.”
“Oh?”
“King Holmond approached me a few weeks ago and asked me to convince you to leave with him.” I kept my face straight this time, but it didn’t matter because she was back to looking out the window. “He was worried your life would be in danger, especially with Isen preparing to make a move. You may not know, but…”
“I know,” I interrupted, and she blinked in surprise but then just nodded.
“He even offered to help me sneak my children out of here, but I refused because it was too dangerous, too risky. They were already in danger, and at least here, she couldn’t go after them openly. And also…there was you.” She met my gaze briefly, only to lower her head. “I thought that with your arrival, maybe you could fix this place, punish all those vile creatures that pretend they are noble and good, and…” Trailing off, she sucked in a sharp breath, balling her hands into fists. “The night when you saved my son, I realized I was wrong. Paralea can’t be fixed, at least not fast enough for my children to live to see it. Even if you stay here and try, you are just one person. You might have the power to defeat Hathan, but you can still die like the rest of us. And I will not have the Chosen’s death on my conscience.”
“So what, you’re saying now I should go with him? When he is already gone?” I raised an eyebrow, testing to see if this was part of Arden’s plan. Did he put her up to this to push me toward him? She shook her head, eyes suddenly wide with hope.
“No, he is not! He’s still in the city!” she said, pulling something out of her pocket and raising it to the level of my eyes. It looked like a letter, but the rain had smeared most of the words. “He sent me a message earlier to apologize for leaving so abruptly and to tell me that should I ever need help, I could count on him. So I did. I reached out to his spies in the castle and asked them to get my children out. They said they had orders to help me, but not before your plan was enacted since they were to listen and obey you. They didn’t tell me what the plan was, but I have my own spies, so I figured out the rest, and I…” Her voice cracked, and she nervously licked her lips. “She is going to kill you tonight.” 
Su’Ana stepped toward me. I tensed but allowed her close enough to see how red her eyes were. 
“I know you were waiting to catch them in the act, but this is not something you can handle, not on their territory, not even with Arden’s help. They know what you are capable of now, so they will come with everything they’ve got. I didn’t call you here just to speak with you. I called you here now because your room will be attacked any second.” I frowned, looking out the window, but there was no sign or sound of commotion out there. “Clearing a path for you to come here, getting the information about the time of the attack, that’s what years of connections and favors could do for me. So believe me when I tell you, Isen will not let you see the sunrise if you remain here. She has the Riagrim working with her, and we both know they will not stop until they see you dead. All the regular guards were assigned to the outer wall and the Inner Palace, and just like that night with my son, they were ordered to look the other way. Because that’s how things are done here.”
A gasp came from the other side of the room as Erin clasped her mouth, eyes wide with horror. The Riagrim again. I wasn’t foolish enough to think we’d seen the last of them, but I thought that at least in this fancy place, they wouldn’t be a problem.
Before I could decide what to do, Su’Ana touched my hand.
“It’s almost time. Look.”
I glanced out the window but kept a hand on my knives in case she was planning to run me through with that short sword of hers. She stood no chance against my saber, but this close, she could disembowel me with one swift movement.
A minute passed, then two, and just as I was about to ask what we were waiting for, one of the lights in the North wing went off. Then another and another puffed out until a lone flicker remained where my rooms were. Shadows passed over the windows, then that light died as well.
“They will start searching,” Su’Ana said in a serious voice, and I turned, realizing I had left myself open for a few precious seconds and she hadn’t attacked. “We don’t have much time.”
“Time for what?” I demanded, glancing back at the dark side of the castle.
“Time to escape,” she replied, already walking away from me.
“We are stuck in a tower!” I protested, throwing a look over my shoulder before following after her. “If what you are saying is true and there are too many of them to fight, then why call me here where we are cornered?”
“We are not,” Su’Ana replied with full confidence. She stopped near one of the piles of crates and motioned at them. The shadows moved, and two figures stepped forward, rushing to Su’Ana’s side. I didn’t think I could mistake the boy’s face after seeing his terrified expression in my mind so many times, but the girl, a few years older than him and a head taller, was unfamiliar if not for the resemblance she bore to the older woman. Su’Ana turned to face me, keeping the two children by her side. “This is why I needed you here.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, glaring at her. What kind of trap was this?
“Please, I beg of you,” she whispered, her fingers digging into the children’s shoulders. “Your plan will never work. Even if you capture a Riagrim and they somehow agree to confess, Isen will claim that the Riagrim were working alone, driven by their hate for the Chosen. You will never expose her like this. Moreover, I cannot wait until this is over because we might not survive tonight at all. I already risked everything to help you. Now I need your help to get them out. I beg you, Chosen. Help me! Help them!”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, my hand tightening on my saber.
“So you’re saying this wasn’t part of Arden’s plan to have me leave with him?” I frowned, trying to ignore the pleading eyes of the children. “If I am caught trying to kidnap the crown prince, there is no going back for me. I will lose not only the Temple’s support but the people’s too.”
Su’Ana shook her head.
“These children are the most precious thing I have in my life, and I am ready to entrust them to you. All I ask is to take them out and save yourself. And if you don’t want to go to Jernen, then don’t. Go to the Temple. Leave. Hide. Let this world burn for all I care! Just…take my children to safety before you do. Please.”
The boy was squeezing his mother’s leg with a terrified look on his face, while the girl stood a little taller, staring back at me while trying to hide her shivering.
“How do we even get out of here?” I sighed, ignoring how Su’Ana swayed with relief. This was not how tonight was supposed to go. I was supposed to prove myself tonight, to win finally, to set things right. But I was still too weak, too useless, too…worthless. I guess just because I chose to believe I was capable of more didn’t make it so.
My eyes landed on the children again, then switched to Erin while she opened the door when Su’Ana headed her way. Even if I couldn’t save this city from the human monsters who ruled it, I could save them. Or die trying. That would have to be enough.
“I have a way,” Su’Ana said, pausing at the door as she looked at me over her shoulder. “I hope you are not afraid of heights.”
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Su’Ana was out the door before I could even make a sound, Erin following with her sword in hand. I gave the room one last look, then slipped into the dark staircase, listening to their fumbling steps and whispered words. When I finally reached the ground floor, Su’Ana was waiting for us outside, shielding her children with the folds of her cloak. The rain had let up a bit, but everything was still wet and slippery. 
“On the other side of the tower, there are ropes—”
“You want us to climb the tower?” I exclaimed, and she hushed me.
“No, not climb. You will…slide.” Offering no further explanation, she made a sign for us to follow, then hurried through the narrow landing between the tower and the parapet surrounding it. When she stopped to point at something, I searched the darkness until I found it. 
A rope. Dangling in the air between the tower and the outer wall separating the Royal Castle from the city, the rope hung over the battlements, disappearing into the darkness beyond.
“You can’t be serious,” I whispered, turning to glare at the princess. 
“It’s the only way. Nobody will allow you through the gates, and even if you try, you won’t get far,” she replied with a shake of her head. “But we can use their own plan against them. While everyone is making sure you can’t escape through normal means, they won’t be expecting something like this. The rope takes you past the palace grounds and right onto the street. From there, you need to find your way to the warehouse district. Arden should have men on the lookout. They will find you.” I pursed my lips. This was the second time she had called him Arden, and with everything she had said, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was playing this role at his behest or if she truly was doing it only to save the children. Her fear and desperation looked entirely genuine, though, so that was enough to push me toward the edge of the parapet. Su’Ana kneeled to hug her son before picking him up and depositing him in Erin’s arms. “You go first, dear. He is not very heavy.” She led Erin to the rope, and I clenched my jaw, throwing a glance at the castle before joining them by the ledge. 
“How did you even come up with this?” I frowned as I watched her guide the boy to wrap his legs and arms around Erin’s waist and neck.
“You haven’t been to Caggery yet, have you?” she said with a hint of a smile in her voice, picking up something from the ground. She produced a pair of gloves for Erin to put on, then handed her a big hook with space for her hands, hitching the curved part on the rope. Before I could reply, she turned to look at me over her shoulder. “When you do one day, you’ll understand. It’s so beautiful.” I opened my mouth to tell her I wasn’t asking about the sights, when she turned her back to me, patting the crates that rose even higher than the parapet.
Erin hesitated, looking at me with a question in her eyes. I could see it there, the fear and the unease, but that wasn’t all there was. Now more than ever, her eyes shone with purpose. 
“I told you,” Su’Ana said, looking between the two of us. “I used all the money and influence I had to secure your escape tonight. Everything. Don’t let it go to waste.”
Before any of us could make the decision, a loud bang made us jump. I looked back just as the castle doors flew open, and a dozen figures dressed in black poured onto the bridge. 
“Go!” Su’Ana hissed, grabbing the hilt of Erin’s sword and unsheathing the weapon. “Go now! Please!”
Erin sent me a pleading look over her shoulder, then took a deep breath and jumped. The rope went taut as her weight pulled it down, a sharp scream echoing through the night as she and the boy soared over the yard with painful slowness. 
“Su’Ryn, you go with the Chosen,” Su’Ana sobbed as she squeezed the girl’s shoulders. “You remember what I’ve told you, right?” The girl nodded, grabbing her mother’s hand as if trying to hold her back. “I love you, my precious girl! Take care of your brother!”
Su’Ana turned as if she was planning to rush the men who were already making their way across the bridge, but I blocked her way. 
“You are going next with your daughter,” I said, sliding my weapon out. “I’m better at killing than you, and they are after me. I can hold them back enough for you to pass, then I can follow.”
“No, you can’t,” she whispered, holding my gaze. “Because there are only two hooks.” My eyes widened in shock, but she just smiled. “I knew from the start that there is only one way I can leave this place. I might not look like much, but I am not just a pretty doll.” She pushed the hand with my saber away, sidestepping me as she drew her own weapon with her free hand. “Save my children, Chosen. That’s what you are here to do, right? It might not be Hathan we’re facing, but it’s darkness all the same.”
Su’Ana ducked under my arm, and by the time I thought to grab her, she was already at the bridge, shrugging off her cloak and raising her weapons. The figures in black paused, surprised by her sudden appearance, but then one of them moved to attack. Su’Ana ducked under the powerful blow that could have taken her head off, kicking the man’s legs from underneath him. He lost his balance and slipped on the wet stones, his head slamming into the ground with a sickening thud. He didn’t get up.
Su’Ana moved into a defensive position again, her posture firm and confident. 
It all happened so fast that even the Riagrim just stared in shock. But then Su’Ana screamed, ‘Go!’ and they all ran toward her. It wasn’t until something tugged on my elbow that I realized she was talking to us.
“They are through!” The little girl pulled hard onto my arm as if afraid I’d run without her. “We need to—” Su’Ana’s voice rose in a scream of pain, but the sound of battle continued. “We need to go, or she would have died for nothing!”
“Shit!” I cursed, sheathing my saber and picking her up even before she was done talking. She wrapped herself around me while I grabbed the gloves and the hook from where Su’Ana had left them. I had barely put on one glove when a figure rounded the tower, running toward us. Swinging with his sword, he forced me to jump back, almost falling from the unstable crates. I kicked him in the face to win us a second, then threw the hook over the rope and leaped just as the blade cut through the air where I had been standing a moment ago.
The girl squeezed me so hard, I could barely breathe, but the chilly air blowing in my face and the growing strain on my arms was all I could focus on. The drop was long and terrifying. The distance between the tower and what waited on the other side of the wall—endless.
The rope jerked, and I almost lost hold of the hook. Looking over my shoulder, I half expected someone to be flying after us, but what I saw was worse. Two of the figures had climbed onto the crates and were hacking at the rope with their swords. With every next slash, the rope jerked harder, dropping inch by inch. 
I turned ahead, watching the wall slowly draw closer. Too slowly.
We weren’t going to make it. The rope wasn’t going to hold, and with the speed we were going, we’d be lucky if we survived the fall. And even if we did, we’d be stuck on this side of the wall, waiting to see who would get to us first—the guards or the Riagrim.
The rope jerked again, and then we were free-falling just as a few steps separated us from the wall. I let go of the hook, grabbing onto the rope with one hand and wrapping the other around the girl’s head. I twisted my body, so it was my back that hit the wall, the impact forcing the air out of my lungs. A loud crack filled my ears, but I wasn’t sure if it was my ribs, my shoulder, or my head that made it. Whatever it was, it didn’t kill me, just made me wish it did.
We slid down the rope, the skin of my ungloved hand tearing as I tried to halt our descent. Grabbing onto our lifeline with my other hand, I screamed as we finally jerked to a stop, every muscle in my shoulders straining. We twirled a few times against the wall while I fought to catch my breath, but every intake felt like a dull dagger pushing deeper and deeper into my chest.
“Did we make it?” the girl whispered, her face still hidden in my neck. I gritted my teeth, looking back at the dark side of the castle. Several lights had flickered on, and as the ringing in my ears subsided, I heard horns blaring in alarm.
“Almost.” Rolling around until my feet were pressed against the wall, I started climbing. My hands were trembling from the added weight, but I willed them to hold on just a bit longer.
I’ve had worse, I chanted in my head as I took one step after the other, pulling us toward the top of the wall. There were no guards, just as Su’Ana had said, but I doubted that would be the case for long. I could hear the shouting drawing nearer already. 
Once my fingers grappled the edge of the wall and I rolled onto my back, a relieved sob escaped my lips. The girl unfurled from around me, dropping to my side.
“You are hurt,” she said, and I opened one eye to see her hovering over me. “How bad?”
“I’ll be fine, kid. We aren’t done yet.” I pushed myself up—or tried to since the pain stole my vision and sent me toppling down. Small, delicate hands steadied me.
“I don’t think you can make it,” she whispered in a shaky voice. Fear shone in her eyes, and as she glanced at the castle, her shoulders slumped. Swallowing with difficulty, she raised her eyes to me. “My brother is out with your friend, so if the guards catch us, it doesn’t matter what happens to me. But you…”
“We are getting out of here even if it kills me,” I told her, pushing myself to my feet. I bit back another scream, then dragged my feet to the outer side of the wall, looking down. Definitely too high to jump, and neither of us could climb down with our hands and feet. 
Cursing under my breath, I looked around in search of something that could help us when my eyes fell on the rope. It was still hanging limply across the yard, its other end disappearing into one of the buildings closer to the wall.
This could still work. Fuck, this had to work!
I picked up the rope, tying it around the raised ends of the battlements several times, then dragging more and more of the rope up to the wall. As if realizing what I was planning to do, the girl rushed to help.
I dropped the gathered rope on the outer side of the wall, watching it fall to the ground below. It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Erin anywhere, so I sent a silent prayer to whoever was listening that she hadn’t crashed somewhere and died on impact. 
“Can you climb?” I asked the girl. She looked over the edge, her shoulders caving in.
“I…I am afraid of heights,” she whispered. If I didn’t hurt so much, I would have laughed. After jumping from a tower and flying through half the Palace, now she thought to mention she was afraid of heights? Then I remembered she had her eyes closed and clinging to me for dear life the whole time, and I sighed.
“Get on my back. Try not to choke me again.”
She looked like she was ready to argue, but then she climbed onto another of the battlements, crouching down to wrap herself around my torso. The pain intensified as her weight forced me to straighten up, but I pushed it aside. Adrenaline was my friend, and until I lost that, I could keep going. I might be many unflattering things, but a quitter I was not. I was going to get that girl out of the castle, and not even Hathan could stop me.
Grabbing onto the rope, I took a steadying breath and pushed myself off the wall. The skin on my hand stung, and my feet almost buckled several times, but slowly, we made our way down. I was just about ten feet from the ground when I noticed the movement on the street.
I reached for my saber on instinct, but the girl was pressed against it, and I couldn’t even draw it without slicing her face. That mistake cost me my balance, and I lost hold of the rope, sending us both flying to the ground. We landed hard, with her whimpering in pain beside me while I prayed that if anyone was about to off me, they’d do it quickly because I really was at my limit.
“Nehrah! I thought you were dead!” Erin’s familiar voice made me sigh in relief and frustration at the same time. If it was her, then there was zero chance of her putting me out of this misery. She’d probably add more to it now. “Can you get up? We need to go! The city will be flooded with soldiers soon. They sounded the alarms.”
“Fuck,” I whispered, accepting the hand that entered my vision. Erin steadied me, but before I could tell her to lead the way, my throat clogged, and I doubled over, falling into a coughing fit. By the time I didn’t feel like throwing up my lungs, my head was spinning. I stared at the blood on my hands, then looked up. Erin’s expression was one of pure horror, but it was the two children who made me clench my teeth and force a smile on my face. Clinging to each other, with bruises, cuts, and dirt all over, they looked like they were ready to follow me into hell if I told them that’s where we were going. “Take the lead.”
“Alright,” Erin muttered, throwing my arm around her shoulders and motioning for the children to follow. Holding her elbow pressed against her body, the little girl pulled her brother along as we disappeared into the nearest street. I focused on putting one leg in front of the other while Erin chose the direction, moving with quick, impatient steps until she realized I couldn’t keep up. With the slow speed and all the stops we had to make to hide from people walking about, it was hard to keep my blood pumping, so the pain and exhaustion seeped back in, adding extra weight to my legs and more daggers in my chest.
“Just a bit further,” Erin grunted, adjusting herself so she was carrying more of my weight. I tried to stand on my own, but my knees buckled, and a second pair of hands, tiny and weak, grabbed onto my other side, keeping me up. I glanced at Su’Ana’s daughter as she threw my other arm around her shoulders, wincing as her swollen, bruised hand squeezed mine.
I didn’t have the strength to push her off. In fact, I didn’t have any strength left at all. So my legs gave out, and I almost fell onto the cobbled street. Cursing, Erin dragged me to the nearest building as dark shadows crept into my vision.
“This feels familiar,” I murmured as her worried face came into focus right before me. “Are you going to tell me I’m safe again?”
Her lips pursed in a line as she cupped my face. “You are not done yet, Raven, so don’t you dare give up!” I smiled at her but didn’t reply. “You two, stay here and keep her awake! I’ll be right back!”
Erin disappeared. Two pairs of hands slipped into mine, squeezing so hard I groaned in protest. I turned my head to the children to find them kneeling beside me.
“Don’t die,” the boy whispered as tears streamed down his dirty face, leaving clear lines along his hollow cheeks. 
“She won’t die,” his sister snapped. “She is the Chosen! She can’t die! Her duty is not fulfilled. Just you see, she will be fine, and she will defeat Hathan and destroy everyone who hurt us. Everyone who hurt m…” She trailed off as her voice broke. Bending over me, she stopped her face so close to mine that our noses almost touched. “I swear to fulfill my mother’s life debt to you, Chosen, so don’t die! And when Hathan comes, and you fight it, let it destroy this wretched city! Not everyone deserves to be saved.”
I tried to tell her that was a very dark thing to say for a kid when a loud thudding sound broke the quiet of the street. It took me a moment, but I recognized it—running feet, definitely more than one person. They were drawing near and quickly. 
I reached for my saber in case it was the Riagrim or the guards, but even before my fingers wrapped around my weapon, a figure dropped to its knees in front of me. For a second, I thought it was Erin, but the person was too tall and too broad-shouldered to be her. 
“Arden,” I said even before his face came into focus.
“Yes,” he whispered, his eyebrows creased in worry as he took stock of my injuries. 
“Things got a little messy.” I scoffed, struggling to keep my eyes open. Something warm covered my cheek, so my body felt the urge to relax, and I knew very well that if I allowed that, I’d pass out. Maybe never to awaken again. “I guess you are getting what you wanted.”
“I didn’t want this.” I heard him say as he slid his arms around me, picking me up. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. You weren’t supposed to get this hurt.”
I was too tired to reply. And just like that night when I appeared in this strange place, I let the darkness swallow me. Strangely enough, this time, I felt safe.
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I jerked awake, trying to sit up and grab my saber when a sharp pain in my abdomen sent me falling onto the ground. I waited for the deadly attack to come, but when that didn’t happen, I allowed myself a look around. 
The last thing I remembered was staggering through the streets of Tahakar. Now I was lying on a bedroll, covered with a bunch of blankets. There was barely anything in the small tent except for a trunk by my feet and a chair with a man lounging in it. I stared at Arden’s hunched form, wincing at the uncomfortable angle his head was resting on his shoulder. He was wearing one of the fancy shirts he used to prance around the Palace with, but it was crinkled, dusty, and with the sleeves unevenly rolled to his elbows. A wet cloth was hanging from his loose grip, but that didn’t seem to bother him even as a water drop slid down his finger and fell to the ground.
The rest of my memories swooshed back in.
We had made it. We had found them, and judging by the lack of commotion outside, we were safe. Well, the children were, which was what mattered. I doubted I’d be safe anywhere in this place, real Chosen or not. If the people who smiled and begged for my blessing could work with people who were ready to throw their lives to end mine, then nowhere was safe.
Just like back in my world. Why did I think that here would be any different? Because they could see the sun? Because they had food and comfort and a chance for a future? Because this world wasn’t dying? 
No matter their circumstances, all humans were selfish at their core. 
I was better off going back to my world—at least things there were simple. Nobody tried to be my friend just because they liked me, everyone looked out for number one. I didn’t have to bother with politics, plots, or faith. I just had to survive, one day at a time, until I inevitably hit a dead end. 
Pushing the blankets off as quietly as possible, I dressed in the clothes draped on the trunk. I couldn’t find my saber, but my leather belt was left with my pants. Pain pierced my abdomen when I tightened it around my body, but it was nothing like the searing agony I felt last night…or however long ago we escaped Tahakar. 
Maybe the wounds hadn’t been as bad as I thought. Or maybe my real power was healing. I had had too many close calls in the past few months, and I survived all of them. That couldn’t be another convenient coincidence.
Tiptoeing to the slit of the tent, I allowed myself a glance back. Arden’s face was pale, his lower lip slightly bruised as if he had been biting it a lot. Even in his sleep, there was a deep line on his forehead, as if he was dreaming of something unpleasant.
For the first time since I swore never to trust another soul, I wanted to break that vow. I wanted to believe everything he said, but a voice in my head insisted that he was just like the rest of them. And trusting someone I barely knew could end up in only one way.
Yes, maybe he didn’t want to kill me, but I had no doubt I was in his camp because he made it happen. He tried to entice me with sweet words and promises, and when that didn’t work, he manipulated me and those around me. The talks about the common enemy and the danger we were in. His presence the night I saved Su’Ana’s boy. It was again he who suggested not showing my powers to the Temple, ensuring that I would distance myself from the priests. Then there was Su’Ana’s deal with him—her children’s safety in exchange for her cooperation in convincing me to leave with him.
He said he wanted me to go with him of my own volition, but did I? It felt like he set me up, so I had no other choice. Or was I overthinking this? What if he really was honest in what he said? Unlikely, nobody was that honest. Nobody.
I turned my back to the King or Jernen, walking out of the tent. The bright light of the camping fires had me shielding my eyes, and by the time I put my hand down, the men and women around them were staring at me with shock. A figure rose from the group, almost toppling me to the ground when she ran to my side and threw her arms around me.
“Nehrah! You have been unconscious for three days!” Erin whispered, and as she pulled back, tears glistened in her eyes. When I didn’t say anything, her relieved smile faltered. “Are you alright?”
“Peachy.” I grimaced, stepping out of her grip. “I need some time to…process things. Don’t follow.” A flash of hurt passed over her face, but I was already turning away. She opened her mouth as if to argue. “I mean it, Erin. Do not follow me.” 
Her shoulders sagged, and she gave me a defeated nod. Glancing toward the fire where the soldiers and servants still stared at us, I marched into the cover of the trees. 
Why did things always have to go to shit? Just when I thought I was leaving behind the person I was forced to become and turning into someone new, someone who could trust and hope and help, the world had to remind me that person could never survive. Because that’s all I was reduced to. A survivor. 
I was ready to stop pretending I had it in me to be a savior, to forgive and forget, to trust and believe. I was not the Chosen. I was not a hero. Allowing myself to dream, to hope I could be one, was what got me into this mess in the first place. 
I was ready to get back to Boston, where such hopes didn’t exist. But how would I get back? Jumping off a tower didn’t seem enough, even though it was as close to falling into an elevator shaft as I could get without actually plunging into death. Maybe that was it. Maybe I needed to really be dying to trigger whatever brought me here. It’s not like there was anything to lose. 
Sighing heavily, I leaned my forehead against the rough bark of the nearest tree. The fresh, damp smell of vegetation and earth that I had grown to love now suffocated me. This place suffocated me. The only thing I had left was anger.
Chosen? My ass. 
Savior? Fuck that! 
Why should I fight Hathan to save the people who wanted to kill me? While I wouldn’t go around kicking puppies, I wasn’t a saint, either. I had selflessness beat out of me years ago. I was done!
I slipped one of my new knives out. Twisting my arm until my wrist was facing up, I brought the blade to it. Just a pinch and I could sit down and wait. Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t. It was better than staying here.
I waited for the pain to come, but even as the seconds dragged, nothing happened. I looked down at the blade, only to realize I was still holding it an inch away from my skin. Even as I willed my hand to move, it refused.
Maybe I wasn’t ready for death. I could just walk off that camp and disappear somewhere where nobody would find me. It’s not like they could stop me.
A loud crack came from behind me. It had sounded deliberate, almost like they were announcing their presence. Couldn’t have been Erin; she was still as loud as a horse. 
“Came to say ‘I told you so?’” I asked without turning. The quiet rustling of clothes told me he had moved closer, but he still said nothing. Maybe it wasn’t Arden after all. Maybe it was one of the Riagrim preparing to sink their blade into my back. 
“You should be resting.” Arden’s voice made me sigh with disappointment. There goes my hope for early retirement from this crappy job. Now it was up to me to quit.
“I’ll rest when I’m dead,” I replied with a chuckle, and a figure entered my peripheral vision. I didn’t bother to look at him, my eyes still examining the perfect lines of my throwing knife. Even with my attention on the blade, I could sense the disapproval oozing from him.
“Chosen—” he started, but before he could finish, I pointed the knife at his face.
“Don’t call me that!” I snapped. Arden didn’t so much as glance at the blade. “I’m not your Chosen. I don’t want to be your Chosen, and apparently, a lot of people agree with me that I shouldn’t be your Chosen. So do yourself a favor and leave me the fuck alone! Go find someone else to save you because that sure as hell won’t be me!”
I didn’t realize I was panting until I started gasping for breath. Looking at Arden’s unreadable expression made me want to throw the knife at him.
“I see,” he finally said, and his voice was even more devoid of emotion than his face. My chest tightened. A tiny part of me felt disappointed that he had accepted the explanation without a fight. I silenced that part, turning to walk away.
It was better that way. If he couldn’t understand, then he couldn’t. He only cared about the Chosen, and since I couldn’t be that, he had no reason to even talk to me. And good riddance because he was the last person I wanted to talk to.
“You’re hurt,” he said, emotion finally slipping into his voice. Not just emotion—pity. I didn’t need nor want his pity, and I most definitely wasn’t going to take it.
Spinning around, I glared at him. 
“I’m not hurt. I am angry!”
“Angry?” He raised an eyebrow, looking me over from head to toe. “You don’t look angry to me. You look hurt.”
“You motherfucker…” I snarled, sending the knife flying toward him. My aim was off, as I intended it to be, so it was supposed to fly past his ear even if he hadn’t tilted his head. The spark returned to his guarded eyes as he righted his posture. “Is that angry enough for you, huh?”
“Not really.” He shrugged. “If you were angry, you would have actually tried to hit me. You didn’t want to hurt me. An angry person wouldn’t care.” 
I screamed in frustration, slipping another knife out of my belt. I wanted to throw it at his neck to shut him up, but as the image of him dying in agony on the ground flashed in front of my eyes, my hold on the weapon slackened.
“See? Not angry,” he challenged, and before I knew it, a fog was falling in front of my eyes, and I was hurling that knife toward his chest. He twisted his body, the blade slicing through his arm before sinking into the trunk behind him. He stared at the knife with surprise, and when he turned his head toward me, there was an actual smirk on his lips. “Good. Now you look a bit angry. Why don’t you try to punch me instead? Maybe that will convince me.”
I knew he was baiting me. Oh, I knew. But I was too far gone, and the idea of punching something was too tempting to resist.
I attacked without warning, my first punch aiming at his jaw. He took a step back, slipping his arm in the path of my fist and diverting the blow past his face. Blocking my other arm as I tried to sneak an attack from the side, he launched one of his own. I had to take a step back to avoid it, but then I was upon him again, punching and kicking with everything I had while he conceded step after step. My chest burned from the effort, and my muscles were crying in agony, but I couldn’t find it in me to stop.
I was so, so fucking angry. I was angry at this fucking world, at the Temple, at Sadon and his wives, at everyone who turned a blind eye to the horrors happening in that place. Most of all, I was angry at myself for not being good enough to do anything about it. For never being strong or smart or capable enough to make a difference. 
My fist slipped past Arden’s defenses, landing straight into his jaw and knocking his head back. He staggered a couple of steps, and the shock of getting a hit made me pause as well. Wiping the blood from his broken lip, he looked at me with that mask of absolute calmness that made my blood boil in more ways than one.
“That hurt,” he said, spitting blood on the forest floor. “Did it feel good to hurt me?”
“What is wrong with you?” I shook my head, my anger deflating against my will. “What do you want from me? Because if it’s pain, I can go all night!”
Arden’s shoulders slackened, and he let his hands fall by his sides as if he didn’t expect me to attack again. I took a threatening step toward him, but he kept his guard down. 
“I don’t know what is going on inside your head, but whatever is eating at you, let it out,” he whispered, his voice suddenly sounding dead serious. I tried to look away, but his eyes held me in a firm grip. “Get rid of that dead look in your eyes, and fight back. Just because some people betray you and try to hurt you doesn’t mean everyone will. You can’t give up because of them. You can’t question yourself or your purpose. The Chosen—”
The spell broke, and I took a step back, anger flooding my veins again.
“Shut up already!” I shouted. “I’m not your fucking Chosen!” Lunging at him, I aimed my fist toward his chest, hoping that he wouldn’t be able to react fast enough. 
I was wrong. He caught my fist, twisting until he was behind me. Holding my arm pressed to my body so I couldn’t swing it, he wrapped his other hand around my throat, squeezing it in a warning. 
“Yes, you are,” he whispered in my ear, and I screamed in frustration. Lacing my leg around one of his, I pushed my body against his, throwing him off balance. We crashed on the ground, but he refused to let go even as I trashed against him with all my might. Sliding back until he was leaning against one of the trees, he wrapped both his arms around me, his legs immobilizing mine in a lock that rendered me completely at his mercy. I screamed in rage until my voice broke. 
“It’s alright to be angry,” he said as I arched my body only to be pressed harder against his chest. “They betrayed you and tried to hurt you, and the Temple, who was supposed to protect you, did nothing. The people who you are supposed to save turned their backs on you.” His voice was quiet yet oddly soothing, and before I knew it, my struggle died down, leaving me to pant while my eyes stung with angry tears. I wanted to tell him that wasn’t what I was most angry about because I was used to betrayal, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words, to voice the fear that had been haunting me my entire life. “It’s alright to be hurt, too,” he continued, leaning his face closer until his breath was tickling my ear and sending shivers down my back. “Betrayal is never easy, and neither is losing people. But it wasn’t your fault. Just like it’s not your fault that you were born with the fate of an entire world on your shoulders. Because you are. You are the savior we have been waiting for. I believe that. Erin believes that. Those children and every single person in that camp believe it. Soon, the rest of the world will too.” The pressure on my legs disappeared, and I realized he had released them, his arms slackening around me to the point he was embracing me rather than holding me down. Still, I couldn’t move. “But none of that matters if you don’t believe it because there are things that cannot be forced. Things like loyalty, trust, and love. Things like duty. They can only be chosen.”
I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the itching on my cheeks where the treacherous tears spilled like they would never stop. Arden nuzzled his face against my hair, sighing.
“I don’t know you and the life you had before you came here,” he said, “but I will be honored to serve you and fight by your side. Because you are so much more than what we could hope the Chosen would be. You are merciless with your enemies but kind to your friends. You were ready to put your life in danger for strangers, and you were willing to dedicate your future to saving ours. The Teachings never promised that. So even if I could choose between you and someone else, I’d still choose you. Not because of your hair or your powers, but because of you. I choose you, Raven.”
I sob escaped my lips, and I slapped a hand over my mouth.
“It’s alright. You can cry. Nobody will see,” Arden whispered, his voice so gentle I was afraid it might break me even easier than those powerful hands that held me together. I wanted to tell him I wasn’t crying, but instead of words, another sob escaped my lips.
He cradled me even closer as words I could barely hear kept pouring from his mouth.
“What are you so afraid of?” a voice whispered in my ear, but I wasn’t sure if it belonged to him or myself. It kept asking and asking, making me want to scream, but I couldn’t even remember how to open my mouth.
What was I so afraid of? 
This, obviously. I was afraid that I would allow myself to get attached to this place, these people—to Erin, to him, to others. And then someday, something will happen, and no matter how hard I try, I will be too weak and too helpless to stop it. Just like always.
I will lose everything, waking up alone in the darkness again. 
And the worst part? This time, I would remember all of it.






  
  Chapter 30
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Having a mental breakdown was more tiring than escaping the clutches of countless Riagrim and fleeing a well-guarded castle. There was no doubt about it. What was worse, facing the person I had it in front of was making me want to have another one. I wasn’t the type to shy away from my emotions, my mouth refused to stay shut even when it ought to, but crying like a baby in front of Arden…it felt different. It felt  dangerous. 
And not the type of danger that would leave me bloody and battered in a dark alley. 
Closing my eyes, I rubbed my throbbing temple, trying to hide my grimace.
The crying hadn’t even been the highlight of that night. After I was done sniffing and sobbing like an idiot, Arden just released me and walked away. He said nothing, just left as if to give me the chance to run as I intended. I considered it, I really did, but after coming up with a dozen excuses not to go, I found myself walking back into camp. When I stepped into the light of the fires, I could swear I everyone let out sighs of relief.
Arden didn’t talk to me again, which was splendid because I had no desire to talk to him either. His words still haunted me, still made my heart race and my mind twirl in circles until the heaviness that previously nested in my chest moved to my head. So, for now, I was content with riding in the carriage with Erin and the children sleeping in our laps.
Looking down, I stared at Su’Ryn’s relaxed face, where she lay on the wide bench, her head resting in my lap. While the boy was more inclined to stay with the servants who pampered him with care and food, his older sister had made it her goal to stick to me like her life depended on it. Even my annoyance didn’t seem to sway her. 
The strange sensation of being watched crept over my skin, leaving goosebumps in its wake, so I looked at Erin sitting across from me. She pretended to stare out of the carriage window like she was fascinated by the alternating green fields and lush trees, her fingers striking the boy’s head while he slept curled against her. She hadn’t asked what had happened in the forest, but she watched me like she expected me to vanish into thin air.
“Cut it out. I’m not going anywhere.” I sighed, and she finally looked at me.
“Why not? You were ready to go two nights ago,” she said, slouching in her seat as the carriage hit another pothole, sending us bouncing on the benches. “Raven, talk to me! I don’t understand what changed. I…”
It was my turn to look at the fascinating plains outside, watching as trees came and went and the green fields gave place to the freshly plowed ground. We had taken a detour, Gorrek, the tired-looking Elite Guard had informed us. Instead of picking up the shortest route to Jernen, they had opted for the longer one since they thought Sadon might send men in pursuit, and the longer road gave more options to hide.
The carriage jolted again, and Su’Ryn almost toppled to the floor between the seats. Sitting up, she looked around in confusion while rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“Did we arrive yet?” she grumbled.
“I think we’re speeding up.” I frowned, leaning closer to the window to see what was going on outside. The words had barely left my mouth when the carriage came to a rapid halt, sending both me and Su’Ryn flying forward. I caught myself on the wall, but she fell between the seats, groaning in pain. After making sure she wasn’t hurt badly, I stepped toward the door. My fingers barely brushed against it when it opened, and Arden stepped right into my face. Surprised, he took a tentative step back, righting himself. 
“What is going on?” I asked, moving to get out, but he held a hand up to stop me. 
“A large group of Paralean soldiers is catching up to us,” he said, glancing at the others behind me. “We are still on Paralean soil, so they can’t find you here.”
I nodded, looking down at his hand that was still blocking my way. He didn’t move.
“We are in the middle of a field, there is nowhere to hide,” he added as if reading my mind. I opened my mouth to ask what he expected us to do when he motioned for me to move back. I did as I was told, and he patted one of the seats. “Lift it up.”
Sliding my fingers to the edge of the seat, I pulled it up. The top came off easily, revealing a hollow space below. Erin was already doing the same with the other seat.
“This won’t fit all of us,” I pointed out. 
“I know.” Arden nodded, switching his attention to the children. “You two, in there,” he ordered, nodding toward the bench beside me. “Stay put and don’t make a sound, no matter what you hear. Understand?” They glanced at me but then obediently climbed into the narrow space. I gave them an encouraging smile before putting the top back on.
Turning to look at the other empty compartment, I frowned. This could only fit one of us, if barely. I was just about to point that out again when one of the servants appeared beside Arden, carrying something in her hands.
“The servant’s clothes, as you instructed,” she said, shooting us a glance. “The pants are on the bottom.”
“She won’t be needing pants,” Arden replied, picking up the loose purple fabric and unfolding it. He turned toward the carriage again, giving each of us a thoughtful look. “Which one of you is better at pretending?”
The puzzlement in Erin’s gaze made the decision super easy.
“Get inside.” I nodded toward the hidden compartment. 
“You get inside!” She frowned, pointing at me. “Your face is too memorable! The moment they look at you, they’ll recognize you! And the hair…”
“Nobody ever looks at my face. They are too busy looking at my hair,” I said, gripping the top of the seat and nudging her to get in. “I can cover it. Believe me, you can’t do whatever he has in mind. You can thank me later.”
Erin mumbled something under her breath but laid down, adjusting herself while I lowered the seat. Arden passed the servant’s dress along, motioning for the woman beside him to take off the headscarf she was wearing. Once he had the cloth in his hand, he stepped inside, closing the door.
When I climbed into the carriage the first time, I thought it was ridiculously big. Now that it was the two of us in and I was stripping my clothes, it felt like there wasn’t enough space to breathe. To his credit, Arden kept his eyes averted until I slid the servant’s dress on, surprised by how airy and soft it was. It reached just above my knees, leaving most of my legs and arms bare, but the cut was flexible, and it allowed for great mobility.
I looked back at Arden, awaiting his instructions, when I noticed his hesitation. 
“The scarf, put it on me,” I said as I gathered my hair and twisted it in a low bun. When he didn’t move, I gave him an impatient look. “I thought we were in a hurry?”
“Right.” Taking a deep breath, he straightened his back and patted his thigh. “Sit.” I cocked my head, wondering if I should laugh or tell him to fuck off. “If we don’t want them to look closely at you, we have to make it uncomfortable for them to look at all. I’d offer for you to kneel in front of me if that’s your preference, but then I’d have to expose more of me than you might want to see. I don’t think our relationship has progressed that far yet.”
“Yet,” I snorted, grabbing onto his shoulders and striding his lap. The dress rolled up to the middle of my thighs, but his eyes remained on my face as he reached to tie the headscarf around my head. He worked it out quickly, just like Erin did, then proceeded to adjust it so none of my hair was showing. When he was pleased with how it looked, his eyes met mine.
“I…” He hesitated for a moment, but then his face settled in his usual calm expression. “I will have to touch you to be believable, but I’ll try to be as respectful as I can.” Heat flooded my body as his hands slid over my thighs, raising the servant’s dress almost to my hips. He didn’t look away even as he drew me close enough I could feel every hard muscle on his, all of them locked tightly as if he couldn’t bear to relax. “Can you handle a kiss?” he asked, his lips already so close to mine I wasn’t sure why he was even asking. The edges of his mouth curled up in the first sign of amusement I had seen since we left Tahakar, and I felt desire stir in my belly until a kiss was the least I wanted from him. “To make things more believable.”
“Yes,” I said almost too quickly. To make things more believable, I wanted to add, but the words faded into pleasant nothingness as he leaned closer. His kiss was gentle, his mouth moving tentatively as if he expected me to pull back. When I parted my lips in invitation instead, he froze as if surprised.His tongue slipped into my mouth and, any trace of the previous hesitation vanished. His kiss turned wild and demanding, like he only had a few seconds left to live, and I was the only thing keeping him tethered to life.
What are you doing? A voice in my head demanded as I kissed him back, pressing myself harder against him, desperate for more. This would never work, the voice insisted, but I shut it out. I didn’t care. Not at that moment. Kissing him was everything I imagined as I lay in my bed at night and thought of impossible scenarios to put myself to sleep. His intoxicating scent—a mix of soap, scented oils, and spice—made me forget that we were pretending, that we were in danger of discovery, that any minute now, we might need to grab our weapons and take lives. It made me forget my embarrassment from the other night, the anger, the fears, the part of me that insisted it would be better for everyone if I was gone. It made me forget that he was a king and I was the Chosen.
Someone banged on the side of the carriage, and I jumped, mercilessly yanked out of my desire-clouded mind. The door was yanked open, and a man appeared at its entrance, his red and gold uniform leaving no doubt who he belonged to. His face crunched into a frown as he took in the sight of us, and he quickly set his eyes on the wall beside Arden’s head, keeping them there as he shifted uncomfortably. 
I stared, trying to remember what I was supposed to do when the soldier braved a look in my direction. Arden pressed my head toward him until my face was hidden in the crook of his neck. His other hand moved to my bare thigh, where he ran his finger in lazy circles up and down the bristling skin. The aching between my legs was almost too much to bear.
“Do you mind? I’m in the middle of something,” Arden said with a voice that was dripping with unashamed arrogance. He sounded amused, bored even, but with my cheek pressed against his neck, I could clearly feel his heart galloping as fast as mine.
“We need to see everyone at your party, sir! The crown prince and one of the princesses are missing, and everyone on Paralean soil must concede to a thorough search or answer in front of His Majesty!” the soldier barked, but the sharpness in his voice dulled with each word. I couldn’t see what Arden’s face looked like, but considering how his fingers tightened on my leg, I doubted the soldier liked that expression directed at him.
“Do you know who I am, soldier?” Arden demanded.
“Y-Yes, Your Majesty,” the man replied quickly, his voice completely losing its sharpness. “We still need to search, sir, as per orders of the king. I—”
“Look around,” Arden interrupted him. “Do you see any children in here?” I turned my head to peek at the Paralean soldier when Arden slid his hand up, stopping almost at the apex of my thighs. Sucking up a sharp breath, I froze just as the soldier replied.
“No, Your Majesty.”
“Then your search here is finished. Close the door and inspect the rest of the party as you see fit. My men will cooperate.” The threat in Arden’s voice turned the air heavy with tension, and as much as I wanted to focus on what the soldier replied, all I could think about was Arden’s thumb brushing the inside of my thigh. I wanted to tell him to move his hand higher and take care of the fire he started, but then the door slammed shut, and Arden’s fingers froze.
His hands retreated to the safety of my waist, and we both stood perfectly still, listening to the shouts and the noises the soldiers made as they searched the carts and wagons. Arden turned to face me, the caress of his gaze setting my face ablaze. 
His eyes were dark with longing, his breathing coming sharp despite the calm he had just displayed moments ago. I squeezed my thighs around his legs, desperate to soothe the ache between them and that’s when I felt him—long and painfully hard. His cock jerked against his pants, almost like it couldn’t wait to feel my insides wrapped around it.
A moan rose to my lips, but I stifled it, afraid that we were one step away from doing more than just pretending. Fuck, I wanted him. I wanted everything that mind and body had to offer, but even without the nagging voice in my head, I knew it was a bad idea. I still didn’t trust him, and if I fucked him, I was afraid that I’d do something even more stupid next. Like catching feelings.
“I think he is gone.” His voice was hoarse and quiet, but even as I nodded, neither of us moved. “I think…” Arden’s gaze lowered to my lips. A yes was already forming on my lips when the door flew open again, and his captain appeared, freezing in shock. His gaze flicked between us, and he looked like he was considering closing the door and walking away. Arden shook his head, tearing his eyes away from me and looking at his captain. “Are they gone?”
“Uh, yes, they left,” Swen muttered, scratching the back of his head. “We should get going. There are still a few hours of sunlight left.”
“Yes, we should,” Arden agreed, then without a warning, he carefully set me down on the opposite bench. Climbing off the carriage, he stopped, looking at me over his shoulder. His face was expressionless again, not unlike seconds before when I could see every single thing going through his mind. “Wait for ten minutes, then let them out. We won’t be stopping until nightfall, so the ride might be a bit uncomfortable.”
Then, without waiting for my reply, he closed the door and walked away, leaving me flustered and confused, staring blindly into space until a knock came from below the seat.
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I squinted my eyes against the sun, blinded and disoriented. Before long, the familiar scents of grass and pines, of flowers and smoke engulfed me. Warmth crept over my skin while the gentle kiss of the wind ruffled my hair and made me smile. 
Raising a hand to shield my eyes, I looked at the trees at the bottom of the hill, almost immediately finding the barely noticeable path disappearing between them. Once I spotted the tiny pillar of smoke rising above their tops, I stepped forward.
Heart beating faster and faster, I continued until the tall grass and the field of flowers gave way to damp earth and low bushes. The branches hid the sun, but even without its light, I could easily find my way—after all, I knew this place like the back of my hand.
Before long, the trees parted to reveal a small clearing and my eyes immediately landed on the overgrowing garden and the chopped wood stacked on two neat piles beside it. My heart gave another loud thump as I took in the small house rising on the other side, with its inviting white coat and big windows. Excitement tied my stomach in knots as I stepped on the path left between the tomato beds that led straight to the front door. 
I thought I saw a movement in one of the windows, but it wasn’t until I had crossed half the distance that the door opened. My step faltered, and I held my breath as I stared into the shadows of the house, waiting. A strange sense of deja vu filled my chest, quickly replaced by the impending feeling of loss. Without thinking, I reached a hand toward the house as if that would stop it from disappearing.
A figure filled the frame of the door. My eyes widened as I recognized the tall build, the wide shoulders, and the fit body barely hidden beneath the simple pants and shirt the man wore. His hair was shorter than I remembered and his face seemed softer, but none of it hid the strong lines of his jaw, the straight nose, the hazel eyes that I had missed so much.
“You’re back.” Arden let out a shaky breath before he was running toward me. I didn’t move—I couldn’t move—too stunned to even form a thought. But as I felt him wrap his arms around me and whisper my name, overwhelming relief washed over me. My body instinctively relaxed, and before I knew it, I was hugging him back.
A minute passed, or maybe an eternity, until we finally parted. My heart soared as our eyes met, and the warmth and adoration in his gaze made my knees weak. He cupped my face, running his thumb over my cheek where the last of my cuts were still healing.
“Arden,” I whispered, desperate to make sure this was real, that he wouldn’t disappear.
“Oh, how I missed that voice.” He smiled wider, kissing me without warning. My first thought was to push him away and ask him what he was doing, but his mouth felt so soft, so sweet, so…right. Everything about this felt right.
The moment I started kissing him back, his gentle touch turned into a consuming passion that had me clinging desperately to his shirt. He slid his fingers into my hair, pressing his body against mine until I was aching with a need I had been suppressing for the longest time. When he took a step back again, the pure delight in his eyes made me forget all my worries.
“You really are back,” he whispered, leaning his forehead against mine.
“You doubted me?” I heard myself asking.
Arden smiled, catching my hand and raising it to his lips. 
“Never. Not even in the beginning.”
“Neither did I,” I smiled back while cupping his cheek. Arden snorted.
“That’s a lie, and we both know it.” Before I could tell him it was not, he pulled me back into his arms. “But it doesn’t matter because you trust me now, don’t you?”
I smiled even wider, nodding without hesitation.
“Yes, with all my heart.”
I wrapped my arms around his neck, trying to pull him down for another kiss when he froze. I was just opening my mouth to ask what was wrong when his body melted into a whirlpool of shadows. The house behind him vanished, then the trees, the garden, and the sky until only I remained, surrounded by complete darkness. Then it swallowed me as well.
I jumped, kicking the blanket off as I fought to free myself. Heaving for breath, my chest was so tight with the feeling of loss and longing that I felt like crying. 
Something shifted on my side and it took me a second to recognize Erin’s sleeping form. She hadn’t woken, thankfully, because I couldn’t bear her questions and concern right now.
Crawling out of my bedroll, I hurried out of the tent. As the cool night air brushed my face, I was finally able to bring air into my burning lungs. A few of the guards were sitting by the fire in full armor, and as I stepped outside, their eyes immediately locked on me. Before one of them decided to check on me, I hurried in the opposite direction.
How…how did Arden end up in that dream? For over a decade, I had been dreaming of the same thing over and over again. Nothing had ever changed, not a single thing. Except tonight. But why now, why him? What did it mean?
I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t notice the figure that appeared from around the tent before it was too late. I ran straight into them, swaying back until they caught and steadied me. Even before I looked up, I was reaching for my knives only to realize I had left them behind in my hurry.
“Are you…alright?” Arden asked, his brows creasing in concern. “You look distressed.”
“I’m fine,” I huffed, stepping out of his grip. He didn’t try to stop me but didn’t leave either. Instead, he looked around as if to make sure there was no danger before setting his eyes on me again. I couldn’t see that gleam of adoration, but there was definitely something in there. Something besides the obvious concern. Or maybe I was imagining things.
Arden didn’t look like he believed me but he nodded just the same. I was just about to leave when he cleared his throat.
“Since you are awake, would you mind if we talk? I have something to say.” Tension radiated from his body as he scratched the back of his neck, but it was the hope in his eyes that snapped me out of my stupor.
“I can’t…I can’t right now,” I said without thinking, taking another step away from him. Disappointment flooded his face, but he nodded in acceptance. “Later.” I added, surprising even myself. Watching him make that expression had my gut twisting like there was an angry rat in my stomach that was trying to claw its way out. “Let’s talk later.”
Arden held my gaze for a moment, then nodded. I took that as the end of the conversation and hurried past him. I needed to be alone so I could think. I needed to figure out what this meant. Most of all, I needed to calm down.
I had barely taken a step among the trees when Arden’s voice stopped me again.
“Raven,” he said quietly, waiting until I looked at him over my shoulder, “Thank you for coming back.” I sucked in a surprised breath, my traitorous brain calling the image of him from my dream as he said almost the same words. Then I heard him add, “That night, I wasn’t sure you would.” His eyes darted behind me and he sighed. “You’re unarmed, so please stay close to the camp where we can protect you.” Then without waiting for my reply, he walked into his tent.
I continued to stare after him, my body torn between staying and running the other way.
Could it be this dream was related to my powers? Like…foresight or whatever people called it? It had always felt like that before, like it was trying to tell me something but I could never understand the message. I had been wracking my brain, trying to come up with a good reason to take the leap and trust him, and now…was this enough?
Ever since I started having this dream, I would always wake up feeling this wrongness. 
But tonight, the feeling didn’t come. Tonight…it had felt right.
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I raised my eyes from the blades I had been cleaning for the past hour, looking at the man who had joined me by the fire. The others kept their distance since last night—either warned to leave me alone or cleverly discerning that I didn’t want company. 
Tall and bulky like a boulder, Swen’s biceps bulged to the size of my thighs, with the three rank lines encircling his left arm looking like they might rip. Gorrek had explained that three meant Captain, two meant Colonel, and one meant General. I would have expected him to have a higher rank considering how chummy he was with Arden, but apparently, his commoner origin added a few extra hoops to jump through before getting the goods.
I raised an eyebrow, looking around the darkening forest.
“You have nice…trees,” I deadpanned. My mind was still out of sorts and I wasn’t trying to be funny so when he threw his head back and laughed, I blinked in surprise. “Do you need something?” 
Swen rubbed the edge of his eye as if wiping a tear, his smile still taking half his face as he said, “His Majesty would like to have dinner with you if you are willing.”
I licked my lips, glancing toward the large tent where Arden had disappeared some time ago. I had promised him to speak later, foolish me, so it seemed that my time was up. Not that there was any point in avoiding him. I had already made my decision. Or I thought I did.
After that dream, my eyes kept trailing him everywhere he went, searching for some kind of explanation. So far all the dreams I had about him were quite pleasant, although in a very different way, but that one…that one wasn’t like the others, I had always known that. And even though Arden respectfully left me alone, I could feel him watching me just as often, the look in his eyes was almost as intense as the one the man from my dream had. So much so that I caught myself fantasizing about that little house and…us.
I sheathed my blades, then said, “Sure.”
“He’d be delighted to hear that. Please, follow me.” 
I hurried after him, catching up just as he stopped in front of Arden’s tent. He pushed the cloth open, giving me a sign to enter. 
Several trunks were lined by one of the walls, a table set beside them with a pile of parchments and writing materials resting on top. Arden was hunched over it, scribbling something down with such a focused expression that he didn’t even hear me coming in.
As if sensing my eyes on him, he finally looked over his shoulder. I waved awkwardly while he got up, pushing the chair in before striding to my side.
“You came,” he smiled, stopping so close that I felt my heart moving to my throat.
“I thought that was the point when you invited me,” I pointed out with a shrug. His lips twitched as if he was about to laugh, but then he just nodded. Tearing his eyes away from me, he motioned toward the other table set in the middle of the tent. I had tried my best to ignore it, especially when I noticed the candles flickering on it, making it look like we were going to have more than just dinner.
Arden pulled a chair for me, waiting patiently as I strode to his side. He was wearing his shirt half open, no doubt for my benefit, but I tried my best to keep my mind empty of any ideas that may complicate my situation—like helping him undo the rest of those buttons and get rid of it altogether. I had a feeling that he’d look much better without it anyway.
The smell of food tickled my nose, and my mouth filled with saliva. As I looked down at the steaming plates of potatoes and roasted meat, of green vegetables and omarah, I was reminded I had barely eaten anything today because I had been too distracted. My face must have betrayed my hunger because he chuckled and said, “Help yourself.”
I didn’t wait for another invitation, stabbing the biggest piece of meat on my plate. It was kind of chewy, and the taste differed from the other meats I’d tried here, but it still made my whole body tingle with joy. There might be a day when I will eat slowly and gracefully as if it isn’t going to be my last meal, but today is not that day, I thought as I watched Arden diligently cut his meat into small pieces. I shook my head, devouring another two bites.
“So, what did you want to talk about?” I asked, keeping my eyes on my plate. 
He chewed on a bite for a ridiculously long time before putting his fork down.
“About what happened…between us.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, my mind going back to my dream. There was no way he knew about that so he had to be talking about…the other things. Shit, I really was losing my grip. I had almost forgotten about that mess. Clearing my throat, I plastered a smile on my face.
“Oh? About which part exactly? Where you made me attack you and then forced us to talk about our feelings? Or where you got a boner from kissing me? Or about how you have been avoiding me since then? Don’t worry, I’m not making any assumptions here.” 
Arden rubbed his chin thoughtfully, and I felt disappointment seep into my mouth at the lack of a stronger reaction.
“All of that.” He scratched his brow. “That night in the forest…” I looked down at my plate, stabbing another piece of meat. Arden trailed off only to sigh loudly. “I understand that you might not be ready to talk about it, but you should. If not with me, with Erin, or someone else. It’s unhealthy to bottle your emotions and keep your fears to yourself. More often than not, when you talk about it, you’ll find out those fears are unfounded and your feelings—reciprocated.”
I shifted in my chair, shoving the last of my dinner into my mouth so I didn’t have to reply. Arden pushed his half-empty plate toward me. I looked at it hesitantly, but when he nudged it again, I took it. He watched me eat, which made it extremely hard to swallow. I was just finishing the last of it when he rose to his feet and walked to his desk.
“As for what happened in the carriage,” his low voice came from behind me, making the hair on my neck rise, “I should have thought of another plan, but we were pressed for time. If I made you uncomfortable with my actions, I am sorry.”
He circled the table again, sitting down and putting another plate between us. A pile of fresh, ripe raspberries stared back at me, filling the air with a sweet aroma. Yet I was too busy staring at him to pay them any mind.
“I didn’t say I was uncomfortable.” I frowned, regretting my words immediately. What was I even saying? Admitting I hadn’t been uncomfortable was all but saying that I was comfortable with him touching me anywhere he wanted. Which wasn’t wrong, but it sounded a bit too desperate even for me. Trying to make it sound less like an invitation for a do-over, I added, “And you had a half-naked woman in your lap. I’d say your body’s reaction was normal. You don’t need to be sorry about what you did.”
Arden stared at me for a long time before chuckling under his breath. Leaning his elbows on the table, he propped his chin on his hands, giving me that familiar smirk that made me feel like somebody had lit up a fire under my ass. His face looked even more handsome under the candlelight, the shadows making his cheekbones sharper, his mouth more sensual. But it wasn’t any of those things that made me choke on the raspberry. It was that warm look in his eyes, the look that had been haunting me all day.
“If you think just any half-naked woman in my lap can elicit the same reaction, you are gravely mistaken,” he said, his tone sending a jolt of excitement to my core. 
Fuck. I was so sick of feeling sorry for myself because I longed for something that I might never have. If that dream was some revelation about the future I was supposed to follow, then I’d follow it to hell. Consequences be damned, but I was going to trust this man. And if it turned out the dream was real and one day, he looked at me with those adoring eyes, that wouldn’t be so bad. 
 I copied his posture, plastering a taunting smile on—it came much easier this time and the longer we stared at each other, the faster the tension in my gut uncoiled.
“Is that so?” I dragged, glancing at his lips. His expression didn’t change, but his throat bobbed.
“Yes,” he said, still holding my gaze. “And I said I was sorry for making you uncomfortable, not for doing it. Light forgive me, but I would have done more, so much more, if I knew you were a willing participant rather than playing along because you had no other choice.” 
I didn’t realize how close we’d moved until he sighed, and his breath tickled my face.
“I had a choice,” I muttered, suddenly feeling self-conscious about what I was saying. Pulling back a bit, I watched disappointment flash in his eyes as if the new distance between us hurt him. 
“Good.” He nodded, letting his hands fall off the table. He picked up one of the raspberries, popping it into his mouth. “Because next time I have you in my arms, I don’t plan to stop at just kissing you.”
I scoffed despite the flutter in my stomach.
“You’re playing with fire, Your Majesty,” I said, grabbing the biggest of the berries and slipping it into my mouth. Sweetness spread over my tongue, making me smile happily until I noticed the smirk on his face.
“I like being warm.” He shrugged. “And please, call me Arden. I’ve already had my hands up your skirt. I think we are close enough to call each other by name now. Don’t you think, Raven?”
Fighting a smile, I gave him a non-committal shrug even as something tugged at my chest when he said my name with such a familiar tone.
“Are you going to finish that?” I cleared my throat, pointing at the half-empty plate with the raspberries. I could swear he stifled a laugh.
“What’s mine is yours,” he said, pushing the plate toward me. I was just reaching for the berries when a scream echoed through the camp, making us both jump to our feet. I cursed as I realized I had left my saber where I had been cleaning it, but still followed Arden outside once he retrieved his sword.
“What is happening?” Arden stopped one of the running soldiers. I spotted the servants had gathered by one of the fires, huddled together as they looked around in alarm. Erin stood among them, craning her neck left and right.
“One of the sentinels signaled an armed group approaching. There seemed to be two dozen of them. Captain Swen and the others went to intercept them. Please stay here, Your Majesty! We’ll take care of them!” The soldier saluted him, then ran off toward where the sounds of battle were coming from. I moved to follow, but Arden blocked my way with his hand.
“There is no need for you to fight every battle,” he said, holding my gaze. “Your duty is to fight Hathan, not some insignificant nobodies. While we are here, you needn’t worry about outside attacks. We will protect you and those you care about.” His eyes slid to where Erin was standing, watching us with worried eyes, then to Su’Ryn and Ma’Hinar beside her. “I stand by every word I’ve said, Raven,” he continued, turning to face me. “I believe in you, and I will support you should you choose to accept this burden. But I can’t force you into it. It has to be your choice. You have to want to be the Chosen and save those people. And if you do, then every single person here,” he waved his arm, past the servants and the remaining soldiers, past the trees where the sounds of battle were growing fainter, “will protect you with their lives. Including me.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, but the sound of running feet saved me from answering. Swen appeared from among the trees, a sword in hand and blood coating his armor. He headed toward us, wiping his blade on the edge of his cloak before sheathing it.
“Riagrim,” he reported. “We made quick work of them, but I fear some might have slipped away. They know the Chosen is in Jernen now, so they will likely keep coming. Do we wait for the morning or depart now?”
“Now,” Arden said without hesitation. “We ride until we reach Gerald’s Keep.”
“As you wish, Your Majesty.” Swen nodded, already turning away. “We’ll take care of the bodies and be ready to depart in an hour.” 
Arden nodded in dismissal, and Swen headed toward the servants, barking orders for them to start packing while the guards who had remained behind were sent to grab shovels. Everyone scattered to the tents and wagons, their fear gone in favor of a complete focus on the task at hand. 
“I’ll come with you,” I said. Arden gave me a sidelong glance, nodding once.
“Good.” He let the sword fall by his side, then strode back into his tent.






  
  Chapter 32
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“I’d really prefer to keep going. Every time we stop, somebody tries to kill me,” I sighed. We were two days away from Jirra, Jernen’s capital, but Arden had ordered his men to sway from the course and stop at this place instead. It only extended the trip by two hours, but there were at least four more till sundown, which we could have spent getting ahead. 
“The duke is a friend of King Holmond’s, so we should be safe there. Well, safer,” Erin added sheepishly when she saw me rolling my eyes. “And I wouldn’t mind sleeping in a real bed. I’ve forgotten what that feels like.”
We had left the children to ride in the carriage with a couple of the servants, opting for horses for a change. I’d never admit it, but I missed Storm’s obnoxious temper and constant snorting. The mare I was riding now was meeker and easier to control, but not wondering if I’d slip off the saddle or fly off because the horse stopped abruptly took the fun out of riding.
“Beds are overrated,” I murmured, nudging my horse forward as the group moved on. When we passed through a small town on our way to the old gray castle, I realized I hadn’t hidden my hair. Scrambling to put my hood on, I noticed Arden shaking his head. I let my hands drop, wincing as the wind picked that moment to send my hair flying everywhere.
The people of the town started murmuring prayers and words of awe, but nobody ran or hid when they met my gaze. We quickly left them behind, their voices rising in excitement as our group moved up the hill.
Duke Estara and his two sons were waiting for us at the gates, their faces bright with anticipation. All three bowed even before we dismounted, and as Arden neared the older man, they embraced each other with a familiarity I hadn’t seen him display with anyone before. As he talked with the duke, his smile grew brighter and his laughter—lighter, almost like he forgot to put on that mask of carefully crafted joviality he wore in front of everyone.
Erin poked me at my side, and I looked away before I was caught staring. My eyes moved to the two younger men. Dark-haired and tall, they looked almost like twins, even though one of them had long, straight hair reaching past his shoulders while the other kept his short, the edges curling at his ears.
“C-Chosen,” the former spoke, wiping his hands on his pants as he stepped closer. He seemed to be the older of the two but also the meeker. While he stood hunched and trembling with excitement, his sibling behind him kept his back straight. “My name is Iziah, and this is my younger brother, Sylas. It’s an honor to meet you!”
Raising an eyebrow at the fact that he offered me only his first name as if hoping I’d use it, I almost didn’t notice his outstretched hand. I took it, expecting him to shake it, but he brought it to his lips instead. I felt bad watching him fight his nervousness, so I let him kiss it, and I didn’t even make a face.
“Be careful. She doesn’t like to be treated like a delicate lady,” Arden’s voice rang from behind me, and I withdrew my hand, turning to glare at him over my shoulder. Amusement flickered in his eyes as he met my gaze before he turned to the brothers. “It’s good to see you again, Iziah. Have you been well?”
“Yes, Your M-Majesty!” Iziah stuttered, looking even more nervous than before. “It’s an honor to know His Majesty cares about my well-being! I’ll make sure to stay healthy so as not to disappoint you!”
Arden nodded in approval, patting him on the shoulder.
“And you, Sylas?”
“I am well, Your Majesty,” Sylas replied with a bow, no trace of nervousness in his voice. “I dearly miss my sister, but I know you have been taking good care of her.” Arden stiffened, but it lasted only a second before he smiled again.
“Delia has been well. She misses you all.” As he spoke this time, Arden’s voice slipped into the cold politeness I had heard him use with Sadon and the other nobles. “You might get the chance to see her sooner than you think. Your father told me in his last letter that you are ready to be trained for the Royal Guard.” Sylas’ head snapped toward his father, his face brightening. Before he could say anything, the duke cleared his throat.
“Yes, yes, let’s leave these tedious talks for later. Why don’t you introduce us, Arden?” The duke turned toward me, and we studied each other for a moment. His face was lined with scars I hadn’t noticed before, and underneath his bushy eyebrows and thick beard, he appeared to be smiling. If Arden trusted him that much, then maybe I could enjoy a good night's sleep without worrying if I’d wake up with a dagger in my eye. Or not wake up, I guess.
“Gerald, this is…Raven, the Chosen,” Arden said, putting his hand on my shoulder in a way too familiar gesture that didn’t go unnoticed by the older man. “Raven, this is Duke Gerald Estara, a former General of the Jernenian army and a very close friend to my family.”
“It’s an honor to meet you, Chosen.” The duke smiled, bowing even lower than his sons. He was as tall as Arden but not nearly as well-built, with a round belly and a limp, revealing that it had been a long time since he had actively used his body. Before I could stop myself, my face twisted in a grimace. The duke looked at Arden, eyebrows knitted together.
“She doesn’t like people bowing or kneeling,” Arden pretended to whisper, but he was standing way too close for me not to hear every single word. I was ready to elbow him in the stomach when I noticed the others staring at me.
“Nice to meet you too,” I said instead, extending a hand for the duke to take. He hesitated but then slipped his calloused fingers into mine, squeezing tightly. He didn’t try to kiss it, which made me like him a bit more.
“It’s not every day we receive the Chosen in our home, so I hope our exaltation doesn’t offend you.” He let go of my hand, clasping Arden’s shoulder. “Who would have thought the Chosen would appear in our lifetime, eh? I wish I was still well enough to fight, especially with what’s to come. These damn bones!” He sighed, looking at me with resignation. “Never grow old, Chosen. I do not recommend it.”
I laughed without meaning to, and I felt Arden’s fingers squeeze my shoulder before letting go. 
“Well then, let’s go inside. Dinner is being prepared, so you can take some time to rest and refresh yourselves.” He turned halfway toward the castle, motioning with his hand for us to follow. Arden moved past me and joined his side, but I lingered, glancing over my shoulder toward the carriage. Ryn and Hinar were standing among the Jernenians, both dressed in servants’ attire and loaded with belongings as if they were helping around. Erin stopped beside me, following my look.
“They’ll be fine,” she murmured, eyeing Iziah and Sylas, who seemed to be waiting to escort us inside. “They’ll have the guards and the servants caring for them. His Majesty said we are not to reveal their identity to anyone, even the duke and his family.”
I nodded, glancing at the two brothers. The older one was shifting impatiently as if he couldn’t sit still, while the other was not even trying to hide his staring. When I met his gaze, he smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. Shrugging off the uncomfortable feeling that tickled the back of my neck, I headed toward the castle.
I found a bath full of steaming water waiting for me in my room and barely waited for the door to close before I stripped and slipped inside. I kept my saber on the table by the tub, close enough to grab it and slay any wanna-be assassin, but the only person in the room with me was a young servant girl who looked too busy picking an outfit for me to kill me. What was even better, she wasn’t of the chatty sort, so we did our thing in pleasant silence.
When the water grew cold and I finally moved to get out, she rushed to my side, holding a soft bathing robe for me to slip into.
“Would you like me to prepare you a dress or pants, Chosen?” she asked as she stepped back, glancing toward the bed where she had laid out several pieces of clothing.
Chosen.
The word still rang hollow in my ears. The servants in Tahakar had called me the same, but I wasn’t sure if any of them meant it. Yet it sounded so natural in this stranger’s mouth as if there was nothing else she could call me.
‘I believe in you, and I will support you should you choose to accept this burden. But I can’t force you into it. It has to be your choice.’ Arden’s words echoed in my head again. ‘You have to want to be the Chosen and save those people.’ 
I had come this far. I had told him I’d go to Jernen with him. Yet I never told him if I planned to accept the position. I just let everyone treat me like I did, and it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair to give hope only to take it away; it wasn’t fair to expect faith in me when I didn’t have any in myself.
A movement caught my eye, and I tensed as the maid slipped a hand into her pocket, pulling something out. I was ready to grab her and throw her to the ground before she could sink that knife into me when I realized it wasn’t a knife she was holding but a comb. 
“Shall I comb your hair first?” she offered, looking at me with big, innocent eyes.
A coward and an idiot. It was stupid to let my guard down, but it was even more stupid to turn every single person I met into a villain. There were good people out there, good people worth saving. People who still believed in the Chosen, even if the Chosen was me.
If I wanted to stay here, if I wanted to have the things I had been offered and pursue the things I wanted, I had to stop that fear of failing, of losing. 
I traveled through worlds. I healed faster than any human I knew. I made my goddamn body glow somehow. Who knew what else I could do? I was by no means a normal person. Even back in Boston, I wasn’t normal. I had survived the Underground for years, even though I started as a weak, scared girl everyone bet against. And with my memories of my first ten years missing…I had no idea who I was. Or what I was.
“Chosen?” The maid’s voice pierced my thoughts, and I focused my eyes, realizing I was still standing in front of her, water dripping from my hair.
‘Even if I could choose between you and someone else, I’d still choose you. Not because of your hair and your powers but because of you. I choose you, Raven.’
I sucked in a sharp breath, feeling like my heart might jump out of my chest.
I had to choose this. If I wanted to be more than the shadow that just survived in a dead world, I had to want this. I had to fight for it, even if the fear made it hard to breathe.
I had to trust. In him, in the others, in these people.
I was the Chosen, for good or for bad. Maybe this time, I could make a difference. Or at least try.
“A dress will be fine,” I said breathlessly, sitting on the stool with my back to her. “You can do what you want with my hair.”
Standing with my back exposed to her was nerve-wracking, but as she started combing my hair and massaging my scalp, I relaxed a bit. Once I found myself dressed in a dark blue gown with her tying the laces on my back, my heart slowly started to settle. The fabric was light, and the cut was flexible enough for me to move freely, so I chose to focus on that instead of the fact that a good portion of my boobs were on display. She even tried to arrange my hair in a twisted hairdo on the top of my head, but as she saw me wincing and grimacing at every pull of her deft fingers, she opted to just leave it down. 
When she finally stepped away and gave me an approving nod, I let out a sigh of relief. She could have attacked me at any time. I wasn’t sure if I could stop a knife in the back fast enough if she was up for it. But she didn’t.
Not all people want to hurt you, I reminded myself as I got up.
I shifted uncomfortably, running my palms over the front of the dress to straighten any wrinkles that may have formed from sitting down. When I realized what I was doing, I let my hands fall, feeling utterly ridiculous. 
“Is it time?”
She nodded. There were no guards outside the corridor, which only served to show that Arden really trusted these people. Or maybe he trusted that I could handle myself.
The maid walked a step in front of me, turning around from time to time to make sure I was following. When we reached our destination, I noticed there were guards on duty, but even they stood slack at their posts, glancing longingly inside the hall. She bid me goodbye, letting me find my own way through the crowded room.
The hall was not as big as the ones in Tahakar, and the massive blocks of stone it was made from kept the place cool despite the numerous candles and torches hanging from the walls and the ceiling. I spotted Arden first, sitting on the central table with the duke and a middle-aged woman who was probably his wife. There was an empty seat by the king, so I headed their way when I noticed Erin. Sitting at another table, she watched the duke’s younger son as he talked animatedly, gathering everyone’s attention to himself. His eyes kept going to Erin, and I did not like how he looked at her like he wanted to eat her. Unfortunately, there were no empty seats around them.
“Raven.” Arden’s voice made me turn, only to realize he was standing by my side. The guests nearby tried not to stare too openly, but I could feel their eyes even before he joined me. “Is everything alright?” He followed my gaze and smiled, pressing his hand to the small of my back. “She will be fine, don’t worry. It’s just dinner.”
I nodded, allowing him to lead me away. Erin gave me a faint smile before turning her attention back to Sylas. 
“You look beautiful,” Arden whispered in my ear before we reached our seats. Gerald and the woman next to him rose to their feet, and the rest of the hall followed as if given some invisible signal.
“Not breathtaking anymore? Pity,” I teased, ignoring how my heart leaped when he chuckled. 
“I didn’t know my compliments had such sway over you. I’ll choose my words more carefully next time.” He winked. I opened my mouth to tell him his words had zero effect on me, but he was already turning away.
The duke introduced his wife, Helia, then a few more people sitting nearby. I forgot their names the moment I heard them, too distracted by the plates of food the servants kept bringing over.
“So it’s true then?” the duke asked while I was emptying my plate as slowly as my rumbling stomach allowed me. “We’ll be going to war with Paralea?”
I glanced at Arden, trying to keep the surprise out of my face. He was sitting relaxed in his chair while his face remained the epitome of tranquility. 
“I hope not, but we’ll be ready if it happens. They lost something very precious, so I do believe they will retaliate in some form, but I hope an altercation can be avoided. For now.”
“He is a fool.” The duke shook his head. “He has been cozying up to you for years to avoid confrontation. He won’t mobilize his army just because the Chosen decided to leave with you, would he?” 
I gave Arden a sidelong glance, wondering if he really trusted the duke that much if he hadn’t told him the whole truth. Gerald kept mentioning he but said nothing about Isen, which could only mean he didn’t know of her part in the whole scheme. And he assumed I just left Paralea of my own volition, so Arden hadn’t told him what transpired that night either.
“I’ve long since stopped trying to follow Sadon’s logic.” Arden chuckled, a dark note slipping into his tone. I grimaced in agreement when I caught the Duchess staring at me.
“Gentlemen, I think those topics are inappropriate for such a lovely dinner,” she said, giving Arden and her husband a pointed look. They conceded without argument, and a smile blossomed on her lips as she turned toward me again. “You and His Majesty seem awfully close. How did you meet?” 
“I fought him because I thought he was an assassin,” I replied without thinking. The glass slipped from the Duchess’ fingers, and her wine spilled over the tablecloth. A servant rushed to clean it while Arden burst out laughing beside me. “What?”
“You thought I was an assassin?” Arden shook his head in disbelief.
I shrugged as I tried to keep my face blank. Now that I thought about it, it really was a stupid notion. 
“A bad one, but yeah.” 
The tension from the earlier topic dispersed as more people turned to see what the merriment was all about. I threw another look in Arden’s direction only to find him smirking. The tables were much smaller than the ones in Tahakar, and the seats were placed so close together I could feel Arden’s leg brush against mine every time he moved. 
“Our king is many things, but an assassin he is not,” Duke Gerald said with a smile, and I was ready to laugh when I noticed Arden stiffening, the edge of his lips falling down until he caught himself. Suspicion crept into my mind as I continued to study him, but he avoided my eyes, keeping his on the duke as he spoke again. “He prefers to tackle things head-on. Sometimes to his own detriment.”
“I’ve noticed.” I nodded, forcing the smile back to my face. 
More food was brought in, and their quiet conversation became a noise in the background as I tried not to drool at the sight of so many different dishes I had never seen before. There was this green leafy thing called carilla, as the Duchess explained, and it was covered with spices and omarah, and when I took a bite, it literally melted in my mouth. The enticing smell of sizzling meat and steamed vegetables then got my full attention. 
Once my hunger was satisfied, I found myself dozing off. The warmth of Arden’s shoulder against mine and the fullness of my stomach was lulling me to sleep faster than a smack on the back of the head. That was until I felt a warm hand squeeze my thigh and Arden’s voice whisper in my ear.
“Tired?”
“Yep.” I nodded, feeling the heat from his touch spread to other parts of my body. His face was so damn close that I felt the unexpected urge to touch it. Then I remembered we weren’t actually alone or in that kind of relationship, so I turned away before I made a fool of myself. 
“I think we shall have an early night,” Arden announced as he turned to the duke. “We rode almost without stopping the past few days, and we can all use a few hours in bed.”
“Then maybe you should stay tomorrow as well,” the duke suggested, patting Arden’s back. “One more day wouldn’t make a difference.”
“Tempting, but we ought to return home.” Arden offered me a hand as if I couldn’t get up on my own, and to my amazement, I took it before I could come up with a biting remark. He waited for me to circle my chair before letting go of my fingers, only to slide his to the small of my back. “Everybody is eager to see the Chosen. We can’t keep them waiting.” I gave him a pointed look, but he just smiled, turning away from the table and urging me forward. “We’ll see you in the morning, Gerald. Make sure Sylas is ready to leave.”
“Have a good night, both of you,” the duke said with a smile, inclining his head toward me. I was muttering a goodbye when Arden nudged me again as if he couldn’t wait to get out of the room. I gave him a curious look, wondering if I had said something I shouldn’t have, but if anything, he looked in better spirits than before.
He said nothing as we moved past the guards on duty and down a silent hallway, the sounds of the dining hall fading to a dull echo. When his hand withdrew, I turned to look at him, only to realize he was no longer beside me. Spinning around in search of him, I found him standing a few steps back, staring at me.
“What?” I sighed, leaning a hand on my hip. “What did I do now?”
“You look different,” he said as if he didn’t hear my question, the amusement from earlier gone. I looked down at myself, wondering why did I even choose to wear a dress in the first place. “I don’t mean the clothes, Raven. Your eyes, they don’t look dead anymore.” A smile crept onto his face, and it was so surprising that it took my breath away. “Does that mean you have made your choice?”
Licking my lips, I tore my gaze away from him since it was getting difficult to form a coherent thought when he was staring at me like that. 
“Yes.”
Arden strode to my side, sliding a finger under my chin and guiding it up so I had no choice but to look at him. One finger, barely a touch, and my insides were melting. My thoughts were a blur, but for once, there was no confusion about my feelings. No conflict either. I wanted this…whatever this was. I needed it, consequences be damned.
“And this?” he whispered, his finger tracing the line of my neck as he leaned closer. I sucked in a sharp breath as my brain finally registered what he was asking.
“Fuck yes,” I muttered as I grabbed him by the front of the shirt and pulled him toward me. His arms wrapped around me, removing the rest of the distance between our bodies. It felt so natural and right, just like in the dream, that the knot in my stomach from earlier uncoiled, leaving me perfectly content.
I won’t be scared anymore, I told myself as the world swirled and my back was pressed against the stone wall, the icy touch making me shudder. The heat of Arden’s powerful body chased away that cold, leaving behind nothing but a blazing fire. 
Guiding me to wrap my legs around his torso, he slid his hands under my skirt, grinding his body against mine until I was growling with impatience.
“I have a confession to make,” he whispered in my ear before biting it. Fuck, I couldn’t remember ever wanting someone to touch me so badly. His mouth, leaving sloppy kisses over my neck and shoulders; his rough fingers, gliding slowly over my legs just like they did in the carriage; even his cock, hard and ready, pressing against my ass through too many layers of fabric. I wanted it all. “I’ve been imagining us like this since the first moment I saw you.” 
“Pervert,” I murmured as I dug my fingers into his shoulders. His teeth tightened on my neck as he pressed his hips harder against mine, making me quickly get over this stupid game of teasing. I was just going to rip his shirt open on my way to his pants when he pulled back to look at me. 
“I told you I’m not going to stop at just kissing you next time, and I’d hate to be made into a liar,” he whispered, the smile on his face making me even wetter than I already was. He brushed his lips against mine, and as I tried to kiss him, he pulled back again, chuckling. “It has been a while since I have gotten on my knees to pray, but tonight I plan to worship the Chosen until you beg me to stop.”
“You can try. I don’t beg,” I whispered, feeling my mouth go dry as the image of him on his knees with his head between my legs made me roll my hips against his erection. He groaned, and for the first time, I saw impatience flash in his eyes.
“Is that a yes?”
“My room is just down the hall. Hurry the fuck up.” 
Arden stared at me for a long moment, rigid and hard against my body. Slowly, he set me down, only to scoop me in his arms. I didn’t even have time to protest before we were at my door, and he was kissing me again. I grappled with the doorknob the moment he set me down, no longer caring if he thought of me as desperate. 
I was desperate. I was going to die if his cock wasn’t buried inside of me in the next few minutes. 
His fingers intertwined with mine as if to make sure I wouldn’t leave him behind, but he let me lead as we stepped into the dark room. I was just about to push him against the wall and tear his clothes off when a noise came from behind me. Arden shouted, but I heard him too late. 
I saw the movement, but my mind was too clouded with lust to react fast enough. Something sharp sunk into my stomach, and the world shattered in an explosion of pain.
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All my life, fear had been my constant companion. Fear that I wasn’t good enough to be king, fear that I was making a mistake, fear that my family might be hurt, fear that my secret might get out too early.  
Yet, it felt like I had never known true fear until I watched that blade sink into Raven’s stomach. Spending so much time on the battlefield, I knew what a fatal wound looked like. And as I watched the glee burn brighter in the eyes of the assassin, I knew this was one of those cases.
My body moved on its own. Picking the assassin by the neck, I slammed her onto the ground, cutting off her scream as the air was forced out of her. Her head bounced off the floor, but she continued to struggle even as I straddled her to keep her down.
Snap. 
The sound barely registered as I broke one of her arms, then the other. She tried to scream, but I was still pressing on her chest, so all she managed was a heaving shriek before her eyes rolled back. I didn’t care to check if she was alive because that was when I heard the thud.
 Turning, I gasped in panic when I couldn’t see Raven in the dark. Then I noticed the form lying on the floor and leaped toward her. Her eyes were open when I reached her, but they stared up unseeingly as she pressed her hands against the wound. Bright blood poured out of it in heaps, staining her dress and draining her face of color at an alarming rate.
“No, no, no!” I whispered, covering her hands with mine. “You can’t die! Raven!” When she didn’t reply, I glanced at the door. I couldn’t leave her, but I needed to get a healer if she were to stand any chance of survival.
“Guards!” I bellowed, my fingers digging harder even though they did little to stop the life flowing out of her. “Guards! Damn it!” Just as I was about to shout again, the sounds of running feet made me look at the door with hope. That’s when Raven’s fingers squeezed mine.
“I’m…sorry,” she wheezed, tightening her grip. “I wanted…to…help.” A smile tugged on her lips, despite the streak of blood that slipped from the edge of her mouth. “Arden, I…” I held my breath, waiting for her to continue, when her eyes closed, and her head bobbed to the side.
“No!” I grabbed her shoulders and shook her, but her eyes remained closed. I could feel her heartbeat slow down as I pressed my fingers to her neck again. The door burst open, and Swen stormed in with half a dozen men in tow, their weapons drawn and ready to ward off any attackers. But it was too late, too damn late…
“Is this…?” Swen sucked in a sharp breath. His eyes went to the body behind me, then back to Raven. “Is she…?”
“Get me a healer now!” I snarled at him and, for the first time since I’d known him, I saw fear flash in his eyes. One of the soldiers was sent for the resident healer, while another two went to check on the assassin. I focused my attention back on Raven, begging her to open her eyes. She could curse me or even tell me she was leaving because she was sick of being attacked. It didn’t matter because when I saw that blade sink into her, my first thought wasn’t for the Chosen or the fate of the world. It was about the foul-mouthed woman with protective walls higher than a mountain and an overflowing kindness she didn’t know what to do with.
Someone shook my shoulder, and I flinched, looking up at Swen as he tried to pull me away from her. I struggled against his grip but then noticed the gray-haired man Gerald employed in his service ever since he took over the land. The same man who had sewn my own wounds during the war and saved my life on more than one occasion. I couldn’t even remember his name, but that didn’t matter. He was the last hope Raven had.
I allowed Swen to pull me aside so the healer and his apprentice could take my place. Then I watched with growing horror as they cut the front of her dress to examine her. 
There was so much blood.
The apprentice sucked in a sharp breath, looking at me with fear in his eyes as if he thought he’d be the next. His master remained focused on the wound as he prodded inside and clicked his tongue. Neither of them reached for the bag of instruments lying open by their side.
Time seemed to slow as the healer pressed his fingers against Raven’s neck and held his breath, his face a mask of concentration. Finally, he let his hand drop, looking at me.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he said in a low, careful voice. “But she is already gone.”
The words hit me like the knife that now lay on the floor beside Raven’s still body, blood dripping from the blade. For a few painfully long seconds, that was the only sound I could hear. 
“No.” The word slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it. “She can’t die.”
The healer looked at me with pity, his gaze lowering to the young woman. Red was slowly creeping over her blonde hair, her face turning paler and paler by the second.
She couldn’t die. The world needed her. My people needed her. I needed her. My past, present, and future. I couldn’t have those if she was dead, could I? That wasn’t how it was supposed to go. The Chosen couldn’t die on my watch.
“No!” I snarled again. The apprentice skittered away as I kneeled beside her, shaking her again. “Raven, wake up! You can’t die, damn you! Raven, come back to me!”
My voice echoed through the room, and I was distantly aware of the shock on my men’s faces, but I didn’t care. She wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be dead. She…she had so much to do, she had so much to…
“RAVEN!”
A hand tried to pull me back, but I shrugged it off. Hopelessness filled my chest, squeezing my heart so tightly that it felt like I might die as well. I roared in desperation before leaning my head on her chest. 
I prayed. I prayed to hear her heartbeat once more, to feel her warm touch and bitter words. Anything, I’d take anything at this point. As long as she was alive, she could go back to Sadon. She could even go back to where she came from and leave us all to die.
“Please, wake up,” I whispered, my voice barely audible even to my own ears. 
I heard feet shuffling, and I tensed, ready for someone to pull me again, when a very loud gasp made me open my eyes. At first, I thought somebody had lit up a candle, but the light was too close and too bright. Pushing myself up, I stared at Raven’s body with awe and horror as light spread from her chest, snaking under her skin like eels underwater.
“Nehrah!” the healer whispered with a shaky voice, scrambling away from the body. Holding my breath, I watched the wound on her stomach repair itself until only smooth skin remained where the gaping hole had been moments before. 
More voices joined in with prayers, a few people dropping to their knees. 
Warmth crept onto my fingers, and I realized I was holding her hand, the coldness disappearing as if chased away by that beautiful light. I wanted to laugh and scream in relief, but I couldn’t move. Not before she opened her eyes. 
Minutes dragged as we waited until, finally, the light sunk back into her core, leaving her…perfectly unmoving. I was just reaching to check for a pulse when her eyes opened so fast that several people shrieked in shock. 
I sucked in a relieved breath when her lips parted, and she whispered, “Arden.”
My heart leaped, but my joy lasted only a second since her eyes rolled backward again. Even before I could shout for the healer, he was by her side, touching her with reverent fingers as he checked her pulse before examining the rest of her body for remaining injuries. He ordered the soldiers to carry her to the bed but didn’t argue when I picked her up and gently set her on the covers.
With the healer, his apprentice, and two maids with basins of water and washing cloths crowding the bed, I was forced to the other side of the room. They cleaned and redressed her, checking on her vitals every few seconds.
A familiar voice made me turn just as Erin pushed her way into the room, her hand rising to cover her mouth. When she noticed me, her fear-filled eyes flooded with tears. 
“She is not dead, is she?”
I opened my mouth to tell her no, but the image of Raven’s lifeless body and the healer pronouncing her dead burned in front of my eyes. So I just shook my head, watching the girl’s shoulders sag with relief. Erin walked to the bed with hesitant steps, and to my surprise, nobody told her to get out of the way.
“Your Majesty.” Swen’s cautious voice forced me to look away from the bloody sheets one of the maids was just discarding on the floor. “They will take it from here. We have other things to deal with.” When I didn’t reply, his voice turned firmer. “By now, everyone in the castle would have learned of what happened. We need to take action, but we must be careful since the duke knows your secret. The assassin couldn’t have worked alone, which means someone in the castle is still…”
The assassin. I had forgotten about her. 
“Where is she?” I demanded, the sluggishness in my body vanishing. I reached for my sword, only to remember I had left it in my room because I thought we were safe. I had told Raven she was safe here, and she believed me. She let her guard down because she finally trusted me. If she survived this, she would never believe a word I say, and it was all my fault.
“I ordered them to put her in the dungeon and guard her with their lives,” Swen replied. I looked back as we reached the door, watching the maids tug the covers to her chin while Erin sat by her side, placing a wet cloth on her forehead.
The corridor was brimming with soldiers, their whispers filling the air as those who had been inside shared what they had seen. Everyone grew silent as we passed. It took everything in me not to rush to the dungeon and torture that wretched woman until she told me everything she knew. But I had already caused enough damage with my outburst earlier; I couldn’t allow myself more missteps. Not when we still had enemies under our roof.
A few of Swen’s men followed and we were just turning the corner when I ran into Gerald himself, almost sending him to the ground as we collided. He dropped the cane he sometimes used when the pain in his leg got too bad, and righted himself with Iziah’s help. Both regarded me with tense expressions as if expecting me to strike them down where they stood.
“I had no part in this,” Gerald said before I could speak. “And I will help you find those responsible, Your Majesty.” Your Majesty, he said, the words showing just how rattled he was. Gerald was one of the few people who rarely referred to me by my title since he was close to my family, and to do so meant he was purposely drawing the line. But did he do it for my sake, to show he recognized my authority? Or to appear as a good, abiding subject in front of his men? “Is she…what can I do?”
I made sure my voice was steady when I spoke.
“Lock the castle and gather everyone in the Mess Hall,” I ordered, glancing at his older son. Iziah flinched, immediately bowing his head. “As of this moment, I am taking control of this KEep until everyone the assassin was working with is apprehended. I have no desire to shed any more blood tonight, so make sure your people cooperate.” I moved to go around him but stopped, catching his gaze. “But should anyone cause trouble, I assure you, heads will roll. There will be no mercy for anyone who raises a hand against the Chosen.”
I didn’t wait for his reply. 
We didn’t meet anyone on the way, but my reeling mind attributed that to the fact that everyone was being summoned to the Mess Hall. When we reached the corridor leading to the holding cells and the smell of fresh blood hit me, dread squeezed my throat.
I ran, ignoring Swen’s cursing and the sound of weapons being drawn behind me. Yanking the door open, I tripped on something on the threshold. A look down confirmed what I already suspected—one of the guards was lying there in the pool of blood. Two more were slumped by the wall, their throats slit as if they hadn’t even put up a fight. It didn’t look like they did that to themselves, so the only explanation was that someone they knew and trusted attacked them while they were distracted.
I stepped over the body, rushing toward the cells at the other end of the dungeon. The stench of blood intensified, and even before I reached the bars, I knew what I’d see. The door to the cell in the center stood wide open, the body of the maid slumped against the wall with her throat torn open. And just above her, scribbled in big, red letters, was a message.
Gatahna gri Hathan hamyra. 
Swen strode to the assassin’s side to check on her body. He then rose to his feet and touched the writing on the wall, turning to me with a grim expression.
“Still warm. And fresh,” he said, wiping his hand on his pants before striding out of the cell. I stared at the inscription while he turned to his men. “Get the others and check everyone’s rooms for traces of blood. Half of you go to the Mess Hall and look for anyone with blood on them. They might not have had the time to change or clean everything. Go!”
Even as they left, I continued to stare at the woman’s broken body, my blood boiling hotter and hotter until the fire was all I could feel.
“They wanted us to know they did this,” I said as I felt Swen stop by my side. “They wanted to show they are not afraid to strike even where we feel most secure. We underestimated their devotion. We won’t do so again.”
Swen’s jaw tightened, and his hand tightened on his sword as if he wanted an excuse to draw it. I knew exactly how he felt, but right now, weapons would be of no help, not even to quench my roaring anger.
“What do you want to do?” Swen asked, releasing the hilt as if he had come to the same conclusion. Turning my back to the dead assassin and the taunting message, I looked at my friend with renewed determination.
“As of now, our prime objective is keeping the Chosen alive, even at the expense of our own lives.” Swen nodded readily, his eyes darkening with resolve. “Send our fastest rider to the Temple and request an escort to meet us on the way. Tell them it’s time for them to fulfill their oaths and protect their Chosen.”
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“She’s waking up! Hush! She’s waking up,” a familiar voice filled my ears. “Amaya, darling, can you hear me? Does anything hurt? Can you move?” 
“Everything hurts,” I groaned as I shook my head to clear my vision. Once my eyes adjusted, a bright white room came into view, the smell of chemicals and smoke making me cringe my nose. Four people hovered over my bed, their faces pale and distraught. A sense of recognition passed through me, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t recall any of their names or where I knew them from.
“Give it a minute, child, and it will pass,” the man with a goatee on my right side said, squeezing my shoulder. His lab coat seemed way too big for his lean frame, and his round glasses made his eyes look unnaturally large. I nodded, leaning my head against his hand as he slicked my hair back.
The nausea gradually subsided, and they helped me sit up. Still dazed, I ran a hand over my stomach, trying to determine how bad my stab wound was. Whoever that person waiting in my room had been, they got me good. That knife had sunk all the way to the hilt, and they even twisted it. Bastards!
My finger slid over smooth, tight skin that held not even a scratch. Frowning, I lifted my shirt enough to look at my stomach only to find a perfectly unblemished abdomen, not a sign even of my old scars. What the hell?
“What happened?” I gasped, looking up at the four people standing by my side. The middle-aged woman with bouncy sandy-blonde hair on my left gave me a stern look.
“You went too far again, darling. You shouldn’t push yourself so hard.” She raised a hand, caressing my cheek. “You’re strong, Amaya, but you are not without limits. Your powers are growing, but if you keep this up, you may extinguish yourself before your time.”
“What?” I frowned. 
My powers? Push myself too hard? What the heck was she talking about? 
Did she mean that glowing thing I did with my hands? And how did I push myself too hard? By getting stabbed? Last time I checked, I had no say in the matter.
Then it hit me. 
She had called me Amaya, not Raven. Who the hell was Amaya?
“I think we should cease training for a few days.” The goatee man turned to the others. “She seems quite shaken. We shouldn’t have pushed her so hard. She is only a child.”
I raised an eyebrow, opening my mouth to remind them that I was, in fact, twenty-five years old, which by human standards classified me as an adult. They didn’t even look that much older than me.
“Agreed.” They all nodded before I could even utter a word.
I thought about asking them all those questions that were swimming in my mind, but to my surprise, the words refused to come. I felt like I should listen to them, not argue. Like they knew what was best for me and that I had to trust them to take care of me. It was an odd sensation that I fought with everything I had, but before long, I had forgotten about my questions.
My eyes kept shifting between the four faces, trying to stay calm while I figured out where I was and what I was doing there. Now that I looked closer at them, they weren’t wearing the typical garments of Paralea or even Jernen. They were wearing high-neck shirts and lab coats, and one of them even had a stethoscope hanging around her neck.
A quick look around the room made me think we might be in a hospital with all those tubes, machines, and monitors. Two computer screens in the corner were showing a moving chunk of data. That’s when it hit me.
I was no longer in Jernen.
“Arden,” I whispered, my chest tightening. He was not here, or rather, I was not there. It had been all in my head. I had fallen into that elevator shaft, and those four somehow found me and woke me up, pulling me back from my own fantasy world. That was the only explanation. 
The hurt and disappointment I felt at that moment were so overwhelming, bile rose in my throat. Tears blurred my sight as an invisible hand squeezed my chest tighter and tighter until I couldn’t breathe. 
It couldn’t have been a lie. It couldn’t have been an illusion. I was sure of it. Paralea was real, and Jernen and Erin and Arden and even the fucking Riagrim. It had to be real!
“Amaya?” the man with the goatee called, looking at me with concern.
“My name is Raven,” I said through gritted teeth, but even if he heard me, he didn’t react. 
“Let’s get you to your room, sweetie.” The blonde woman helped me off the medical bed, then took my hand, gently pulling me after her. The other three remained in the white room, watching us go before their whispers faded into the background. 
I thought about yanking my hand free and demanding an explanation, but then that thought drifted away, and I just continued to obediently follow the blonde woman. I didn’t know what this place was and why it felt safe, but it was all wrong. Why weren’t they killing me after what I saw in that warehouse? Why were they being so nice? Why did they act as if they knew me? Where were we going?
I tripped, and as I righted myself, I finally looked around. We were walking through a corridor with rooms on both sides where giant windows let us watch their occupants as they played, read, or slept. Most rooms held children, some as young as toddlers, others seemed old enough to be teenagers. The majority sat alone, but a few had adults with them, watching them with notepads in their hands.
I stopped by one of the windows as the boy inside—he couldn’t have been older than seven—stepped into the middle of the room and closed his eyes, his brows crunching in concentration. The two women with him said something I couldn’t hear, and he nodded. A second later, he disappeared in a flash of light.
I looked toward the blonde woman beside me, and she smiled as if nothing unusual had just happened. A bright light flashed in the room again, and my head snapped to where the boy had reappeared, his body glowing as if something bright was moving under his skin. 
“What the fuck?” I whispered, pressing my face against the glass where he was now grinning while offering each of the women a handful of yellow flowers that were positively not there before. 
“His transition is almost complete,” the blonde woman next to me said, a note of pride making her voice even sweeter. “Thomas was a late bloomer, but look at him now. Remarkable! He…”
“Raven,” a soft voice whispered in my ear, and I twirled around to the corridor we had come from. The fluorescent light flickered off with an eerie buzzing, drowning the space in deep shadows. “Raven,” the voice called again, and the pull to go to it was so strong that I took a step toward the darkness. Then I stopped myself. 
What the hell was wrong with me? Who goes down a dark corridor with no weapons just because a voice calls to them? Fuck that.
I turned back to ask the blonde woman what we should do, only to find her gone. Thomas and the others had disappeared, too, leaving me alone in this strange place with nothing but uneasiness setting every cell in my body on high alert.
“Oh, come on!” I snarled, feeling an odd sense of relief as I realized the fog in my mind was getting thinner. The only problem was the flickering lights and the darkness weren’t going away. “Next thing you know, the rest of the lights will go out, and I’ll be attacked by a scary monster,” I murmured in annoyance.
The light above me flickered off. 
Nice, Raven. You had to open your big mouth. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I snarled, balling my hands into fists.
Emergency lights kicked in, painting the corridor in a ghostly blue tint that somehow made the place even more eerie. The quietness deepened, the only sound coming from my racing heart and the cracking of rubble and glass under my feet.
I reached for the saber on my back, but there was nothing there. A quick check of the rest of my body told me I was completely unarmed and royally screwed. 
A movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned toward Thomas’ room, sucking in a sharp breath. The glass lay shattered, and the contents of the room were shredded. There was no trace of Thomas or the two women, but even in the dim blue light, I could see the blood splattered all over the walls. 
“Raven, come back to me!” the eerie voice from before insisted.
“Screw you!” I snarled, spinning around in an attempt to figure out where the voice was coming from so I could go the other way. There would be no following voices and no going into the bright light. Not today.
I didn’t know what this place was and even if it was real, but I wasn’t going to die. Not a fucking chance.
I crouched, picking up a severed pipe lying on the floor by Thomas’ door. Anything that could be used as a weapon was better than none. 
A loud thud came from the room opposite Thomas’, and I spun, raising the pipe before dropping into a defensive stance. The glass was intact there, but the ghostly blue light barely pierced the darkness on the other side of the window. 
A whiff of cold, rotten flesh invaded my nostrils, making me grimace as I covered my nose with my sleeve. There was something oddly familiar about the stench, but my muddled brain offered no answers.
Another thud came from the darkness inside that room, and something slammed into the glass, creating a large crack in its center. The fracture spread through the window with eerie slowness while a voice in my head screamed for me to run.
But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even blink. 
Every muscle in my body cried in agony as I struggled against the strange hold, trying to break free. The shadows in the room shifted, growing darker and darker before hurling themselves at the window.
The glass burst, tiny shards raining over me. Pain exploded everywhere at once, but I tucked it at the back of my mind, too busy watching the darkness spill out of the broken window like a black fog that dispersed once it got too close to the light. 
The hold on my body disappeared, and I staggered back. The moment I righted myself, I ran. I ran like I had never run in my life, not daring to even glance behind me.
Something wrapped around my leg and yanked, pulling me across the floor until I was lying on my back. A wave of darkness slammed over me, slipping into every fiber of my being. I screamed, but instead of sound, light erupted from my mouth, so blinding even I had to close my eyes. Then the cold, disgusting touch of the shadows disappeared, and I opened my eyes, gasping for breath. A face came into focus, hovering over me with a look both awed and terrified. Tears swam in his beautiful hazel eyes as he let out a sigh of relief.
“Arden,” I whispered, desperate to make sure this was real. Before I got my answer, darkness swept over my eyes, and I was dragged deep under, praying I wouldn’t meet that monster again.
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I woke up again, but this time it wasn’t because a monster was trying to crush me in his clutches. It was because of somebody’s annoying snoring. 
Opening my eyes was like trying to peel my skin off with a dull knife, but a few minutes of agony later, I was wide awake and trying to sit up. My body felt numb and heavy, especially around my stomach, with a thick layer of bandages taking my breathing capabilities to a bare minimum. 
The snoring continued, undisturbed by my moans and curses, as I finally leaned on the headboard, forehead dripping with sweat. The curtains were open, but there was no light coming in. All I could hear besides the wheezing was the quiet and repetitive tapping of raindrops on the window.
The snoring monster was lying on the couch by the foot of the bed, turned so they had a clear view of both the door and me. I thought that snoozing while on the watch defeated the purpose of having a favorable point of view, but what did I know?
I grabbed one of the smaller pillows lying around and aimed at my careless guard. Grunting from the effort, I let my hands drop by my side the moment the pillow landed on their head. They jumped with a yelp, unsheathing their sword so fast that all I saw was a blur of metal. Their reflexes were impressive—for a person who would have been dead if there was any real danger.
“Hey, muzzar, don’t sleep on guard duty!” I laughed as I watched Erin turn around with her sword raised, searching for an enemy that, luckily, wasn’t there. Her stance was much better than before, though, and even as she raised her weapon with the right hand, she angled it so she could instantly protect herself, should the attack come from the left. 
Pride swelled in my chest as my smile grew.
Her head snapped toward me, and she dropped her sword. I stifled a groan when she reached the bed and threw her arms around me, sobs rocking her body even before she touched me.
“You should be dead,” she whispered with a trembling voice. I patted her head.
“If I got a meal for every time I heard those words, I’d be very fat right now,” I grunted, pushing her to sit. Erin didn’t smile, her expression dark as she studied me from head to toe.
“I’m serious.” She lowered her gaze to my chest, where the bandage was the tightest. It felt like there was still a blade embedded in there. “Raven, you were dead. For several minutes.”
“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. I did remember being stabbed—that much was certain—but then…Well, I obviously wasn’t a ghost, I wasn’t thirsty for blood, nor did I yearn for her brains, so it couldn’t be that bad. 
“You glowed again.”
“I did?” I perked up, but when her face remained dead serious, I wiped the smile from mine. “Do I need to drag the words out of your mouth one by one, or are you going to start talking?”
“I…I wasn’t here when it happened, but from what I heard from the healers and the guards…You’d lost too much blood, and your organs were…by the time the healers came, it was too late.” She kept staring at my face as if expecting to find a plausible explanation there, but I had nothing to offer her. “Your heart stopped. King Holmond shouted at you to come back and…” I winced, looking away. Yep, that made sense. Shout at the dead girl because it was my fault that somebody tried to rearrange my organs. “Then your body started to glow, and your wound…” Her eyes trailed back to my bandages, and I unconsciously reached out, rubbing the place where I could almost feel the knife still stuck in my flesh. “It healed itself in front of everyone.”
“It did what?” I laughed, but the awe with which she stared at me made me hesitate. I looked back down. I could feel pain, lots of it, so it couldn’t be all healed, right?
I lifted my night dress, tugging on the bandages.
“What are you doing?” Erin hissed, trying to grab my hand, but I batted hers away. “You shouldn’t do that! The healer said there might be internal damage.”
“Oh, shush, if I can come back from the dead, some internal damage won’t kill me,” I murmured, trying to keep my tone light. I had died? I had come close so many times that death had never scared me that much, but…I had died? My mind wasn’t ready to deal with that. Or with the fact that, apparently, I also came back from the dead.
 Erin didn’t try to stop me again, as if just as curious to see what lay underneath. 
It took me forever to untie the bandages, and as the final pieces dropped in my lap, I gazed at my perfectly intact stomach and the nasty bruising covering everything from my hips to my breasts. I ran my fingers over the black-and-blue skin, wincing as shots of pain surged through it. There was no trace of the stab wound. I just looked like somebody kicked me around a lot and then some.
“This is…” I started, looking up. A smile finally made its way to Erin’s lips.
“…a miracle,” she finished. “Everyone in the room saw it, and the whole castle now knows. They believe now, Raven. Everyone here knows you are the real Chosen!”
“That didn’t stop them from stabbing me.” I let the shirt fall, resting my back on the pillows. Erin lowered her eyes, her hands balling into fists. “How long was I out?”
“Four days. You woke up once yesterday, and then you fainted again.” 
“What about the person who stabbed me?”
Erin licked her lips, getting up from the bed and turning her back to me.
“It was the maid. She must have been waiting for you to come back from dinner alone. She didn’t expect His Majesty to be with you, obviously.” Erin’s shoulders caved in again, her eyes lowering to the floor. “It’s my fault. I should have stayed here with you as usual. If it was me attending you instead of her, she wouldn’t…”
“She would have found another way,” I cut in, rubbing my forehead. “What I don’t get is…why wait? She could have slit my throat while I was in the bath earlier. She had plenty of opportunities.” Just hours before I was stabbed, I had been scolding myself for being suspicious of everyone, for seeing enemies where there were none. How ironic. I shouldn’t have trusted Arden when he said this place was safe. I shouldn’t…
No. This wasn’t his fault. He tried to protect me.
Images from before I lost consciousness flooded my mind. Of Arden following me inside the room, heat radiating from him as impatience and desire propelled me to move faster, not minding my surroundings. He spotted her first and even tried to push me aside, but it had been too late. 
“Maybe she wanted to make a statement. To show that they could attack anywhere and any time and get to you.” Erin’s voice sounded distant as I tried to shift through the flashes of pain and horror. “At least King Holmond thinks that.”
Silence filled the room, and for a few minutes, all I could hear was the sound of the rain and the distant cry of a bird. Erin’s eyes were weary when she neared the bed again, wringing her hands nervously. 
“Do you remember anything from…?” She trailed off, biting her lower lip as if to stop the rest of the question. Her eyes still burned with curiosity, though.
A cold chill crawled down my spine at the dream that was still fresh in my mind.
“I…it didn’t feel like dying to me. I woke up back in my world, or I thought it was my world. I thought this place was just in my head and somebody had found me and woken me up. The people I saw, it was like I knew them, but I’d never met them before. And then that place…it was off, but it felt familiar. And there was this boy who could glow and teleport. And then…” I paused, licking my lips. I wasn’t making any sense, I knew that, but that dream or whatever it was, it had been so confusing, like a small piece of it was missing, and until I found it, nothing could make sense. The problem was I didn’t even know what was missing. “Everyone disappeared, and I was alone. And in one of the rooms, there was this…creature, and it was pure darkness.”
Her face turned ashen in an instant.
“You don’t think that darkness was…?” she whispered, her hand going to her mouth as if saying it out loud would make it real. It felt like the temperature dropped a few degrees as we stared at each other. The word Hathan, while used mainly to describe the entity that wanted to destroy the world and every living thing in it, had other meanings as well. 
Evil. Death. Darkness.
“I’m not sure. I thought it was all just a terrible dream, but…I am not so sure what is real and what isn’t anymore.” Running a hand over my stomach, I tried to shrug off the sudden hopelessness that filled my chest at the thought of that creature. Whatever it was, I felt small and utterly helpless against it. And if that was Hathan that I was supposed to fight, we were royally screwed.
I rubbed my temples, a throbbing headache already forming underneath my fingers.
“You need rest.” Erin helped me lie down, her face tensing every time I groaned in pain. “Go to sleep. I’ll keep watch.”
She turned her back on me, returning to where she dropped her sword. She sat back on the couch, placing the weapon in her lap.
“Erin,” I called. “Thank you.” I couldn’t see her clearly in the dark, but I thought she nodded. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad to be here. I might not be the Chosen your people hoped for, but I can still help.”
A soft sigh came from the couch, and Erin leaned back in her seat, disappearing from my view.
“We don’t get to choose our heroes, Raven,” she whispered. “To have faith is to believe not when everything is certain, but when nothing is. That’s why people find it so hard.”
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I thought dying would be painful. It seemed that living after  dying was way shittier. That was my conclusion after the first five unsuccessful attempts at getting up.
My body was stiff, and every wobbly tilt made me feel like I was being punched in the gut with scissors. Somehow, I felt even worse than I did the first time I woke up. Still, my feet held, and I didn’t bleed, so I was going to be damned if I stayed in bed another minute.
By the time I reached the couch, tears blurred my vision. I leaned on it, taking a few deep breaths to relax my muscles. My limbs felt heavy and awkward, but despite the pain, I was getting better. Staying still had never worked for me, my body needed to push through the pain, or it might never rise again.
A quiet creak came from behind me, and I turned instinctively, panic tightening its hold on my chest. I had forgotten to take the dagger from under my pillow. Where the hell were the rest of my weapons? 
My gaze landed on the open door, locking on the person frozen on the threshold. Relief swept through me as I recognized the stupidly handsome features and intense hazel eyes of the King of Jernen, who obviously had no idea how to knock. Before I could scold him for that, he was already by my side, his hands wrapping around me.
He held me to his chest without saying a word, his heart hammering against my ear. The smell of soap, spices, and metal enveloped me as a strange warmth filled my chest.
“I’m glad you’re alive,” he whispered in my hair before pulling back to look at me. Dark circles made his eyes look hollow, his cleanly shaved jaw now sporting a few days’ worth of stubble. I raised an eyebrow, wondering which one of us was the wounded one, then reminded myself not to check the mirror anytime soon. His eyes darkened, anger replacing the relief. “Do you have a death wish?”
I huffed a laugh. “Is that a trick question?”
“Why in Gia’s name are you on your feet?” he snarled, scooping me into his arms before I could even protest. I gasped at the sudden pain that shot through my abdomen, freezing all motor functions before it increased. “Where is Erin?”
“I sent her to sleep after I woke up. There are like a million guards outside. I don’t need one in here too.” I sighed in annoyance as we drew closer to the bed. “I’m not going back there.” He ignored me, propping one knee on the mattress in an attempt to lower me down. I tightened my arms around his neck, refusing to let go. “I’ll just get up by myself again.”
Arden rose, waiting until I loosened my hold. He was so close that, for a second, I forgot what we were talking about. 
“Should I hold you like this, then?”
“Might as well,” I sighed, looking away from him before I said something even more stupid. I had more dreams after I woke up the other night, and luckily, those didn’t feature a scary monster made of darkness that killed me in all kinds of imaginative ways. They did, however, include a very naked Arden, staying true to all his promises before my temporary death. “Take me to the balcony.”
“Yes, my lady.” He smiled, heading toward the small balcony. The rain had slowed down to a light drizzle, and the air was cool against my clammy skin. I glared at the gloomy gray sky that was so much like the one in my world, but the fresh, crisp air reminded me I was no longer there.
A pleasant chill ran through my body as my bare feet touched the ground. Arden’s hands brushed over my shoulders, adjusting something heavy and warm over them. He buckled the pin of his cloak around my neck, ignoring the fact that the raindrops made his shirt stick to his body in just a few seconds.
“You are still recuperating. You should be careful not to get sick.”
“As if.” I snorted, looking away. “A knife couldn’t take me out. I doubt a cold will do more than tickle.”
“That’s not funny.”
I squinted my eyes at him.
“Why are you being so nice and caring all of a sudden?”
“I’m always nice and caring.” He smiled, and something in the way his face grew softer had my stomach twisting in knots. I couldn’t see that calculating look in his eyes or the carefully maintained expression he showed others. He just looked…like himself, relieved and relaxed. “You’re just too stubborn to let me show it.”
“Right,” I murmured, leaning on the banister that rose up to my chest. My room looked over the stables and the training yard, both of which were disturbingly quiet and empty. When we arrived, the place was brimming with activity. Even as I was leaving for the banquet, I could hear swords clashing and people shouting from outside. Now it was all gone.
“What did you do with the duke and his family?”
“Nothing.” Arden appeared by my side, copying my posture as his expression turned contemplative. “I have no proof to act against them, and I…I need to trust that Gerald is on my side because if he isn’t…your attack might not be the worst he could do. I’ve known him since I was a boy, and he has never given me a reason to doubt him until now. I have to trust him.”
I wanted to ask if he was trying to convince me or himself but decided against it. I wasn’t the best person to talk about trust. Or give advice about it.
“I heard the maid was found dead,” I muttered, watching him from the corner of my eyes. His body stiffened, throat bobbing. “She was Riagrim, wasn’t she?”
Arden took his time before replying, “Yes, I believe so.”
My hand tightened on the railing. Those damn people had been behind every assassination attempt so far, and it felt as if they were getting closer and closer to their end goal. And that was pissing me off so much that I wanted to punch something. Arden sighed, turning his back to the training grounds and sitting on the railing. I could feel his eyes on me, but I refused to meet them, looking at the gloomy sky instead. 
“They got to her before I could question her.” 
“Of course they did.”
The gray clouds were giving way to darker ones, the sharp wind helping them move closer and closer to us. A big drop landed on my face, and I wiped it with a sigh.
“I think I know what Hathan is,” I said just as giant lightning flashed through the sky. A roll of thunder followed, so loud and powerful that the hair on my neck rose. Arden pushed himself off the banister, stepping so close I felt his breath on my face. His eyes seemed even brighter up close, curiosity and a hint of fear shining through them as he caught my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.
“Whatever it is, I will fight by your side.”
The image of that creature flashed in front of my eyes, its imposing presence growing stronger and stronger as its deadly claws sunk into me. I pictured myself fighting it, but no matter what I did, it kept coming after me, leaving a path of dead bodies in its wake. And among them, was Arden’s face.
I shuddered, chasing the image away. 
“Shouldn’t you at least ask what it is before making such bold declarations?”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said softly while his hold on my fingers grew stronger. “If I’m going to die, I might as well die fighting beside you. I can’t think of a better way to go.”
“I don’t think we can fight this,” I whispered, balling my hands into fists while I fought to free my mind of the feeling of dread and horror that came with the dream. Real or not, if I had to face that thing to save them, then they were all doomed.
“Then we’ll die trying.”
I looked at him with exasperation, but he just smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile by any means, nor was it the playful one he usually wore when he fooled around. Instead, he looked resolved, like a man who was about to be executed but refused to run.
“Idiot,” I heard myself say. “Fighting that thing and dying is my job.”
Another lightning cut through the sky, followed by a rattling thunder that sounded even closer. I flinched at the sound, but Arden didn’t even blink. Instead, he stared at me so intently that I felt my body growing warmer.
“Raven…” he started but trailed off. His eyes moved to our hands, and his expression went from shocked to bewildered. My eyes widened as I stared at the bright light that shone through my skin.
Fuck. Not again…
“Stay back, I can’t…” I gasped, yanking my hand free from his.
I felt a sudden pull, as if somebody yanked my body at the speed of a racing car. Darkness swept in front of my eyes, and the only sound cutting through it was Arden shouting my name. The feeling of weightlessness disappeared, and my feet hit solid ground. I stumbled forward, trying to regain my balance, when something bumped into my shoulder.
I fell on my stomach, crying out in pain, only for the sound to disappear in the cacophony of noises around me. I felt somebody trip on my foot and quickly pushed myself up, ignoring the dizziness and the throbbing in my abdomen.
“Hey, you! What was that?”
I shook my head to clear my vision and froze. I was no longer on the balcony, and the person in front of me was definitely not Arden.
Panic squeezed my throat as I stared at the Orion soldier towering above me. The shiny armor glistened under the dim light in the street while my heart raced so fast, I thought I might pass out. The people around us moved back, not daring to run but not wanting to stay too close, either.
“I asked you a question,” he snapped in a voice distorted by the helm. “What was that light? Where did you come from? Answer or…”
No, no, no…This was wrong. I wasn’t supposed to be here. I had to go back! 
I tried to focus on Arden—his face, his eyes, his fingers, his voice calling me. I tried to recall anything and everything I remembered about him, down to the tiniest scar and imperfection. I needed to get back to that world. I needed to return to them. I had already decided that I would fight, that I would save whoever I could from that thing even if it killed me. But I needed to be there to do that.
Screams filled my ears, and I opened my eyes in panic. The Orion soldier took a step back, his blaster aimed at me. I looked down at my glowing hands, relief swooping in as I tried to imagine the cold, wet terrace I had been standing on moments before. I felt the pull and braced myself. 
The street disappeared in a flash of light, and I landed on my knees before toppling forward. A pair of hands caught me and lay me on my back, pushing the wet hair out of my face. Warm fingers tapped my cheek as drop after drop hit my face.
“Raven! Raven, can you hear me? Raven!”
I opened my eyes to Arden’s worried face hovering over me. 
“I made it,” I murmured, even as the nausea grew stronger, making my insides burn. There was no pain, but it felt like all strength had been drained from my body, and my head was going to burst from the pressure pushing at my temples. 
Arden picked me up, and by the time I opened my eyes again, we were out of the rain. Once he set me on the bed, he took a step toward the door, but I caught his hand, squeezing it with all the strength I had left. I had to keep touching him, or I was afraid I might disappear, and I wasn’t sure I could get myself back. But if I kept holding him, maybe…
“Hold on,” he whispered, touching my cheek. “Hold on, Raven. Don’t you dare die on me again.”
“I told you I’m not going to die,” I grumbled, clenching my teeth as the nausea rose to my throat, filling my mouth with bile. I rolled to my side, throwing up over the side of the bed. Falling back into the pillow, I sighed in relief that lasted only a second. “I’m not done here.”
“Of course you are not,” he said softly, but his voice was heavy with concern. “Now, keep your eyes on me.” I tried my best to do that, even as two other men joined us by the bed, talking over each other. I couldn’t distinguish what they were saying, but I kept clinging to his hand and as more and more minutes passed, I didn’t disappear. 
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I was starting to wonder if one of my superpowers was putting people to sleep.  
That was the only explanation I could come up with as I lay on my side and watched Arden snore quietly in the chair by my bed, his chin resting on his chest at a very odd and no doubt painful angle.
There were more guards than any sane human could fight outside, so why did he and Erin insist on staying in my room to watch over me? Every time I woke up, they were sleeping. They might as well get some proper rest in their own beds. They looked like they needed it more than I did.
My eyes raked through his disheveled hair, his haggard face, his crumpled clothes. He looked so different when he wasn’t trying to appear so fucking perfect all the time. The Arden that smiled while flattering his enemies, manipulated people to his advantage and made it impossible to tell what he was thinking or feeling…he wasn’t someone I wanted anywhere near me. That man was dangerous and untrustworthy. He was scarier than any assassin because I could never predict when he was going to strike.
 But this person, with his vulnerable face and exposed neck, this person wasn’t that bad. 
This was the man I saw with tears in his eyes when he thought I’d died. The one who looked at me with genuine worry every time I winced in pain. The one who smiled when he told me he’d be honored to fight and die by my side.
A soft groan escaped his lips, and he shifted as if in search of a more comfortable position. He licked his lower lip before settling down again.
I couldn’t stop imagining his lips—the feel of them, the taste of them, the things they promised to do to me. With so much time on my hands and with him constantly showing up, it was hard not to think about what happened before my…unfortunate accident. Yet even as he spent hours on end in my room, he acted like nothing had changed. Polite but withdrawn, he barely even looked at me while dealing with paperwork or reading through reports. 
If he hadn’t taken my weapons from me, I would have thrown something at him.
Sighing loudly, I threw my covers aside. A light tap on his leg had him jumping, a blade flashing in his hand and stopping an inch from my face. I stood perfectly still as he blinked the sleep away until, finally, he dropped his hand with a sigh. Rubbing his face, he looked around the room. 
“Come here.” I patted the bed, and he stared at the bedsheets with suspicion before giving me a questioning look. “If you are going to sleep, you might as well be comfortable. You already had your hands up my skirts, was this how you phrased it? Sleeping in the same bed shouldn’t be as scary.”
Arden scoffed. Kicking his boots off, he climbed beside me, pulling me to him when I tried to give him space. I opened my mouth to tell him that I wasn’t planning on staying, but he hushed me, burying his face in my hair.
“Go back to sleep,” he just whispered, and before long, his breathing slowed, his hands slacking around my body. I shifted around to stare at his face, studying him carefully so that if I ever needed to focus again, I could imagine him in even more detail. He smelled of dust and paper, there was even ink smeared on his chin. His lower lip was bruised, probably from biting it too much, but at least the beard he had grown in the past few days was gone, leaving his cheeks smooth and soft to the touch. 
If things were different…If we weren’t from disparate worlds, with these heavy responsibilities on our shoulders, it would have been so easy to fall for him. If we were normal people who met by chance, we could have gotten away from everyone and lived happily ever after somewhere. But then again, if I wasn’t the Chosen, I doubted he’d give me a second look no matter what he said about choosing me.
Sighing, I pressed my face against his chest, breathing in his scent. 
Damn, I never thought that lying in another person’s arms and not doing anything could feel so good. Arden Holmond was a dangerous man because he made me want things I knew weren’t going to end well for me. 
I forced myself to pull away, watching his face as I slipped out of his grip. His brows creased, but he continued to sleep even as I got up. Trying not to grunt too loudly, I dressed myself and tiptoed to the door with my boots in hand. I winced as the wood creaked, but when he didn’t rise, I slipped outside.
The ten guards on duty straightened up, opening their mouths to greet me. I pressed a finger to my lips, and they quieted, exchanging a confused look. I took that time to lean on the wall and put my shoes on.
“His Majesty is sleeping. Don’t wake him up,” I ordered, receiving a round of nods. “Where is Captain Swen?” 
“Making final preparations for our departure,” one of the soldiers replied. “I can take you to him, Chosen. We…we are supposed to escort you everywhere you go.”
“All of you?” They nodded, and I grimaced. “How overbearing.” I looked between them, but all I saw was an unshakable resolve. They were probably going to follow, even if I ordered them not to. “Fine, but some of you need to stay. We can’t leave the king unguarded while he is sleeping, right?” 
I gave them a minute to make arrangements, then signed for the one who spoke to lead. We walked in silence, and while a part of me searched their faces, wondering if maybe one of them was Riagrim waiting for their chance, I tried my best not to show it.
We met several maids on our way, all busy cleaning the hallways with silent, careworn faces. There were voices coming from outside, and the closer we got to the courtyard, the louder they got. Every time we passed someone, they would freeze, then drop what they were doing and kneel. They didn’t speak, didn’t move, just waited as if expecting an execution.
I wondered what Arden had done to invoke such a different reaction. When we arrived, everybody was so friendly and eager to please, and now all they showed was fear. Maybe it was because one of their own almost killed the Chosen. Or maybe because they had heard what happened after I was stabbed and realized I was indeed their savior, and they had angered me enough to let them die a horrible death. Whatever it was, I was still too pissed to tell them to rise. So I ignored them, keeping my eyes ahead.
Once we reached the small courtyard we had passed through on the day of our arrival, I winced at the loud noises. My room had been so quiet for the past few days, almost as if Arden had ordered everyone not to make a single sound near it, so listening to the soldiers walk in their heavy armor or polish their weapons over conversations felt foreign and strange. 
Swen stood at the bottom of the staircase leading to the yard, watching everyone with his arms crossed in front of his chest. As if sensing my gaze, he turned.
“It’s good to see you on your feet, Chosen,” he said as a way of greeting, waiting for me to descend the stairs before speaking again. “But shouldn’t you be resting? And where is His Majesty? I thought he was with you?”
“He is sleeping,” I replied, ignoring the way his eyebrows rose. “Let him sleep for a bit. He looked like he needed it more than me.”
“No surprise, he hasn’t slept since you were attacked,” Swen sighed, and it was my turn to raise my eyebrows. Swen winced as if he had said something he shouldn’t have. “We have taken all possible precautions to assure your safety, so please, while you are here, try not to give the poor guards any trouble as you did in Paralea. And once we leave, a group of warrior priests will be meeting us halfway.”
I nodded, not sure how I felt about meeting more of the Temple’s followers after what happened in Tahakar. Silence spread between us, only to be broken by a scream. I reached for my knives, but then I remembered I had left them back in my room. By then, a body was already slamming into mine, almost sending me to the ground. I caught Ryn by the shoulders and pushed her back before she toppled me down.
“You are alive!” she gasped, studying me from head to toe as if expecting to see something missing. “We heard you died!”
“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.” I smiled, ruffling her braided hair. She didn’t pull away as she usually did, but her hands balled into fists, making me wonder if she’d punch me for the joke. I noticed her brother watching us from a few steps away and waved at him. He skidded to his sister’s side, giving me a hesitant smile. “Are you two alright?”
“We’re fine.” Ryn squared her shoulders. “But we were told that the moment we reach Jirra, we’d be put on a ship for Caggery.” Pursing her lips, she glared at Swen before turning her pleading eyes to me. “I don’t want to go there! I want to stay by your side! I have a debt to pay!”
I looked at the captain for help, but he seemed oddly focused on the dull gray sky.
“It’s not safe to be around me, Ryn.” I sighed, crouching in front of her. Pain shot through my chest, but nothing like what I felt before. I was healing at a rapid rate again, and I was fucking glad for it. “You will be safe with your grandmother. That’s what your mother wanted. That’s why she got you out.”
“My mother would never sacrifice her honor for her safety!” Ryn said through gritted teeth, and the fire in her eyes made me hesitate. “If you send me away, you will be tarnishing my honor! I might not be strong or powerful yet, but I will be one day, and once my debt to you is paid, I will leave. So don’t send me away.” She continued to stare even as I looked away, catching Swen’s pitiful gaze. 
How was I supposed to react when a ten-year-old talked about honor with such passion in her voice? I’d heard from Erin that Caggery was quite different from Paralea and Jernen, and not just because they were ruled by a long line of women. Apparently, their society was built upon the idea of honor and prestige that had to be respected and earned, regardless of one’s wealth or standing. Their honor was at the center of everything—it could elevate their position from the lowest to the highest, even send the Empress in the gutter if she ever tarnished her reputation. I found it hard to believe that society built on something as whimsical as honor could thrive, but even Arden had insisted that Caggery was flourishing under the current Empress’ rule, with not a single civil unrest or war for the past seventy years.
Still, Su’Ryn and Ma’Hinar had been raised in Paralea. What did they know about their mother’s country’s customs? Not enough to risk letting them stay, for sure. 
“Erm, well, we’ll see,” I said, rising to my feet. “For now, do as you’re told. Go on then and be careful.” Su’Ryn nodded, catching her brother’s hand and pulling him back to where they had been playing in the yard. I felt Swen’s eyes on me again. “What?”
He shrugged, opening his mouth to say something, when he suddenly tensed. I followed his gaze, taking in the figure that had appeared on the top of the stairs. Leaning on a cane, Duke Gerald gave us a deep bow. He looked like a man who had had a rough couple of weeks, but unlike his servants, he didn’t look scared.
I climbed the rest of the steps, leveling up with him.
“Rise,” I said. He straightened his back but kept his head lowered.
“I offer my sincerest apologies for all the offense and suffering you had to endure under my roof, Chosen. I swear on my name and the lives of my family that I will do my best to find the person behind the attack. I will…“
“Enough,” I cut him off. “For some reason, Arden trusts you. I don’t. So I suggest you get your house in order, Gerald. And next time we see each other, I need you to convince me without a shadow of a doubt whose side you’re on. Fail to do that,” I paused, waiting for him to look at me, “and I’ll give you something worse than Hathan to worry about.”
I strode past him without waiting for his reply while my guards rushed to follow. Once I was back in my room, I slipped inside, noting with relief that Arden was still sleeping. I felt an odd sense of satisfaction seeing him in my bed. Tiptoeing to his chair, I sat down to take my shoes off. I wasn’t feeling sleepy, and the stiffness of my muscles had dissipated after the walk, so I thought about going to the balcony or finding something to eat. That was until I heard the covers rustling. Arden rose to his elbow.
“Raven?” he muttered, blinking at me. “What are you doing? Come back here.”
I opened my mouth to say I didn’t need any more rest, but there was something especially alluring in the way he lifted the covers and patted the space beside him. Before I thought better of it, I climbed into bed, allowing him to pull me to him again. Arden hummed in approval as he wrapped himself around me.
“Two hours,” he murmured, his lips brushing against my neck before he rested his head on the pillow. “Two more hours, and then we go back into the messy world outside. So stay for two hours. Yes?”
“Yes,” I whispered, closing my eyes. Escaping in his embrace, even for a short while, sounded like a splendid idea. 
Arden’s arms tightened around me, but this time, even as his breathing evened and his heart slowed down, his grip remained firm and unyielding. Smiling to myself, I closed my eyes, and to my surprise, sleep claimed me almost immediately.
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“May the Light bless you, Chosen. We are under your command,” the largest man I had ever seen in my life said as he fell to one knee, bowing his shaved head. I stared with shock at the formal greeting, feeling even more out of place as another fifty warrior priests followed his example, muttering the same words in eerie unison.  
They didn’t move—I wasn’t sure if they were even breathing—and as Arden cleared his throat, I realized they were waiting for me. Swen had mentioned that Arden had sent word to the Temple requesting an escort, but I didn’t expect so many of them to come. At least they were wearing white, which was a relief.
“Rise,” I said, and they got up as one, watching me in expectation. “Let’s get going?”
Arden nodded in approval, giving a sign to his own men to move back. The warrior priests mounted their horses, settling in a tight formation around us, leaving only Arden by my side.
They weren’t the talkative type, no surprise there, but even if they were, I wasn’t sure I was that type today. With Jernen’s capital drawing nearer and nearer, nervousness filled my stomach. By the time we reached the gate, I was having a hard time sitting still in the saddle.
Memories of my arrival in Tahakar resurfaced, of visiting the Temple and watching the city from my room, because it wasn’t safe to go down there. That should have been the first red flag, or maybe the tenth. If it wasn’t safe for the savior that everyone should protect and revere because they were literally the only person who could save them from Hathan, then what was the point of their faith? I couldn’t help but wonder if the same thing was waiting for me here, despite Arden’s assurance that Jernen was different.
As we neared the gate, I took a long, calming breath. Arden moved his horse closer, and I realized the warrior priests had loosened their formation around us.
“Relax and smile,” he said, giving me an encouraging smile. The gate towered above us, wide open and welcoming. I released the breath I had been holding, squinting my eyes against the bright sun that shone right into our faces.
We’d barely moved past the gate when the screaming started. At first, I thought we were being attacked when something bounced off my face and fell into my lap. My hand was already reaching for my knives when I saw what it was that hit me—a tiny bouquet of white and purple flowers tied at the stems with a white cord.
The streets were packed with people cheering and waving. The shouts grew clearer as we passed them by, some chanting Arden’s name, some Gia’s, some…the Chosen’s. A frail woman brushed her fingers over my knee, quickly pulling her hand back as if expecting it to turn to dust. When it didn’t, her face brightened with the biggest smile, and she started showing her hand to the people around her as if it were some kind of precious gem.
We progressed slowly, trying not to trample somebody in the cramped streets. More and more people reached to touch me, and, to my surprise, none of the warrior priests stopped them. Their eyes kept darting around, and their proximity had everyone pulling back, but none looked like they were about to start cutting people to pieces.
“Do you see it now?” Arden shouted above the cheers, his face looking so delighted that the sight took my breath away. “Welcome to Jirra, Chosen. Let’s get you to where you belong.”
It took us another hour to reach the Temple, and contrary to my expectations, there were more and more Jernenians eager to wave and stare and throw stuff at me—flowers, mostly. And tiny gifts, which Arden explained, were items people usually left at the Chosen’s altar in return for happiness, health, and love.
Once the giant Temple came into view, the crowd thinned. Warrior priests in black uniforms stood close to the steps leading to the building, keeping everyone at bay with minimal effort. There was a small group of people waiting behind them, and they were definitely not from the Temple. For one, they still had their hair, and they weren’t wearing black or white; also, they looked way more focused on Arden than me.
Just as the thought crossed my mind, Arden jumped off his horse and strode toward them. A young boy, not much older than Su’Ryn, pulled away from the group of women and sprinted toward Arden.
“Brother!” the boy screamed, throwing himself into the king’s arms. Arden laughed, twirling him around before setting him on the ground. 
Someone cleared their throat, and I looked away from Arden and his family, only to find the leader of the warrior priests standing by my horse with his hands outstretched. His intimidating size took me aback yet again, so I didn’t think of telling him that I could get down by myself. Luckily, once my feet touched the ground, he stepped back.
“Raven,” Arden called, motioning for me to join him. The boy, dark-haired and with the same hazel eyes, still clung to Arden’s side. Three women were standing beside them, with the oldest one watching me with the same intense gaze that had made me lose my train of thought more often than I cared to admit. Her hair was streaked with gray, and despite her aging beauty, she carried herself with such grace that even if I didn’t see the crown on her head, I could tell she was someone used to commanding others. 
Her smile was warm, though.
Two younger women were standing behind her—one dark-skinned and wide-eyed, her hands covering her mouth as if she was trying not to scream; the other was tall and slender, with cold eyes and a face that could make men turn their heads. Her smile most certainly wasn’t warm—at least not until someone shouted ‘Delia!’ from behind me, and her attention switched to them. Her eyes lit up, and without saying a word to the others, she picked up her skirts and ran toward the person who had called to her. I watched her throw herself into Sylas’ arms, the two of them laughing as they stared at each other with an affection that I hadn’t seen on either of their faces before.
Arden cleared his throat. 
“Raven, this is my brother, Errek,” he patted the boy’s head with a smile, “my cousin, Isla,” he pointed at the girl who had regained some of her composure and was now curtsying, “and mother, Medina,” he finished with a warm smile, touching the old woman’s cheek. “And this is Raven, the Chosen.”
As the last words left his mouth, all of them bowed. I raised my hands to tell them to stop, but then realized they weren’t the only ones. Every single person on that square was bowing, except for the warrior priests watching them.
“It’s nice to meet you,” I said hesitantly. Should I bow or not? What were the protocols for this kind of thing, and why was I getting so worked up about it? It was never so hard to figure that out with Arden, but the calm elegance and the feeling of superiority around his mother’s delicate frame made me feel like I should at least curtsy or something.
“The pleasure is ours,” the Queen Mother replied, squeezing her son’s arm. “We can get to know each other later. I believe there is somewhere the Chosen needs to be.”
Arden glanced up at the Temple before turning to face me. 
“Go on then. You are almost there.”
“Alone?” I asked before I could stop myself. I felt like an idiot, but there was something about having him nearby that had grounded me these past few days, and I wasn’t quite ready to part with it.
“I’ll be right behind you.” He smiled, his eyes darting to the rest of the square. Everyone had quieted, watching us with anticipation. Watching me.
Taking a deep breath, I stepped away from them, glancing at the rest of our party. I spotted Erin by the horses, and she gave me an encouraging smile, but she then looked away when Sylas stopped to introduce his sister to her. Gritting my teeth, I turned toward the stairs that suddenly felt too high to climb. 
I stepped on the first one, then the next. Before I knew it, I was already halfway up, the giant door looming over me like the maw of a sleeping beast. This one wasn’t made of gold, but the white wood with its shining golden drawings seemed oddly fitting. The white walls, the giant statues on top, and the enormous dome were almost identical to those in Paralea, but the serene quietness of the place had me relaxing instead of tensing up.
I paused on the last step to find two lines of priests in flowing white robes waiting for me. Facing each other while leaving plenty of space for me to pass, they watched me with a mix of awe and excitement. As I took a step toward the door, the first two bowed at the waist, a hand touching the Chosen’s symbol embroidered on their chest. Every next step had more and more priests doing the same until I was finally inside the Temple. 
The inner sanctum held even of them, but my eyes skimmed over them until they found the High Priest. It was easy to pick him out among the crowd, and not because he was perching on a podium in front of a giant statue of the Chosen. Alright, maybe partially because of that, but the massive gold medallion on his neck and the absolute authority with which he stood despite his frail body were dead giveaways.
I couldn’t help but compare this scrawny old man with a serene smile to that cold prick back in Paralea. They were literally like the opposite sides of a coin. I could only hope their personalities were just as different.
I stopped in front of the podium, realizing I had no idea what to do. I was going to talk to Arden later about throwing me into such situations without any preparation. 
To my relief, it was the High Priest that moved first. One of the other priests stepped to assist him on the way down, but the old man dismissed him with a flick of his fingers. When he finally stepped off the podium, he stopped in front of me and bowed. I could almost hear his old bones cracking at the movement.
“Rise,” I said quickly. He complied, showing no sign of discomfort.
“Welcome home, Chosen,” the High Priest spoke, his eyes studying me with such joy that I shifted uncomfortably. It wasn’t just awe and excitement of my arrival like I saw on the faces of the others. There was something else, something more…familiar. Part of me wondered if maybe Arden sent them some kind of message and told them how to act—or rather, how not to act—so I would let my guard down and believe, this time, it could be different. But it wasn’t possible for every single person in the Temple to be that convincing. 
Yet, if this was their genuine reaction, why was it so different from the Temple in Paralea? The whole thing was making my head throb.
“Don’t you need me to prove myself before you start calling me that?” I asked, and even if he was offended by my biting tone, the High Priest didn’t show it. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders lightly.
“Have you not done so already? You bear the markings of the Chosen, and you have displayed powers nobody has ever seen before. We might not have witnessed them with our own eyes, but we trust those who have.” His gaze slipped behind me, and I turned, staring at where Arden had stopped a few steps away from us. The king inclined his head in acknowledgment, but didn’t approach as if to give us the space to… I didn’t even know what I was supposed to do now. “We’d be honored if you choose to do so again, but I already recognize you as the Chosen. I vow to follow and obey our savior, and so will this Temple, until Hathan is vanquished, and the world is safe once more. Every single person who dwells within these walls is yours to command, Chosen.”
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Just like that? It was true that I literally died and came back from the dead, with witnesses apparently, but this felt…too easy. Or maybe my mind was so warped by what had happened in Paralea that it refused to accept the win. 
As if sensing my inner struggle, the High Priest turned to Arden instead.
“We’ve made arrangements for the anointment ceremony, Your Majesty, but there are some final details that need to be discussed. We have also prepared the Chosen’s symbols.” The High Priest motioned to the podium he had descended from, and I looked up. I hadn’t noticed it before, too overwhelmed by what was going on, but there was a stone table in front of the statue, and on it lay a pair of blades and something that looked like a mask. 
The Chosen’s Symbols. Erin had mentioned those. The blades to fight Hathan and the mask to ward off evil. Whatever that meant.
“…we were preparing to send them to Paralea for her Ascension but never received the request from their Temple,” the High Priest continued when he noticed me staring at the objects. Stepping out of my way, he motioned toward the stairs. “Would you like to see them? They will officially belong to you after the ceremony, but you can examine them if you wish.”
I hesitated, but my curiosity pushed me forward. Soft whispers filled the hall as I climbed the steps to the stone table, looking the three objects over. The blades were unsheathed and lying next to each other, shining brightly under the candlelight. If they were the Chosen’s symbols, that meant they were insanely old, but their edge looked sharp enough to slice through bone. 
I picked up one of them, catching it by the flat side of the blade. The balance was impeccable, and they felt much lighter than a weapon of that size had the right to be. Looking up close, they weren’t wrought of steel, but some kind of lighter alloy. Maybe that’s why.
Putting the blade down, I stepped in front of the mask, frowning. It was made from the same black metal as Arden’s dagger, but there were silvery lines running across its surface, like glowing veins that made my skin crawl. Two small holes were left for the eyes and a wider one for the mouth. The whole thing looked like it was made to scare, and well at that. Wondering what it was supposed to personify other than a deformed face lined with scars, I reached out to touch it.
I had barely picked it up when a cold, dreadful voice whispered in my ear.
Amaya.
I jumped, turning around to see who had sneaked up on me, only to find myself alone on the platform. The closest people were Arden and the High Priest, both standing at the base of the steps and looking at me. But it couldn’t have been them. The voice had been too close, too quiet, too…
Amaya.
It felt almost like it was speaking in my mind, and no matter which world I was in, that was never a good thing.
My fingers tightened around the mask, ready to slam it in the face of whoever was messing up with me, but no matter how long I searched, all I saw were the confused faces of the priests. 
“Raven? Is everything alright?” Arden called, taking a step up the stairs. 
Raven.
“The fuck?” I gasped, unsheathing my saber as I continued to search the sanctum. More and more priests started whispering, pointing, and looking around as if trying to figure out what I was doing. Nobody seemed to have heard the voice, or at least nobody found it strange it spoke my name.
Was I going crazy? Where was this voice coming from? How did it know my name? And who the hell was Amaya?
Come, Raven.
“Raven!” Arden shouted, and the panic in his voice made the hair on the back of my neck rise. Running up the stairs, he reached out as if to grab me, and that’s when I noticed it.
The light.
Time seemed to slow as I looked down at my fingers, watching the glow move under my skin until I felt like it was about to burst. A familiar weightlessness filled my chest, and the world swirled around me in a hurricane of colors. Darkness swallowed Arden from view, the bright Temple vanishing as I landed heavily on a tiled floor, pain shooting through my knees. 
A wave of nausea had me doubling over just like that time when I teleported to my world and back. I waited for my vision to clear and for the darkness to dissipate, only to realize that I was seeing perfectly well. Everything was just dim, apart from the few neon lights hanging on the walls.
Recognition hit me as I took in the destroyed corridor, the faded stains on the walls, and the shattered windows and crumbled ceiling. I knew this place. I’d been to this place before.
Turning around to face the corridor where the darkness was thicker, I swallowed.
My nightmare… I was inside my nightmare.
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I had never been afraid of the darkness—for me, it had always been a good thing. It provided cover, gave an advantage, it instilled fear in others. It was my most prized weapon. That was before I realized I might need to actually fight it. How do you even fight darkness? 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I growled, squeezing the mask in one hand and my saber in the other. 
Raven.
“Oh, shut up already and show yourself!” I shouted, my grip on the saber tightening. The rooms I slipped by were all empty and destroyed, but it didn’t look like it happened recently. The blood stains on the walls were old and dry, and the layer of dust on the floor was thick enough to rise in a flurry all the way up to my knees.
A familiar name caught my attention, and I stepped closer to one of the doors, rubbing the grime off of the name tag. THOMAS, it said, surrounded by faded drawings of yellow flowers and cars. The room behind the door was empty and dark, just like the others. For a second, the image of the boy flashed in my mind, his wide smile and proud expression as he handed the flowers to the two women. Then another image replaced it—of that same boy choking on his blood and dying as whatever killed him splattered his guts over the wall. Or maybe it wasn’t the boy’s insides, but those women’s. 
It doesn’t matter whose guts it is! My common sense insisted. Get out of there! 
A soft whisper had me spinning and slashing with the saber, but my weapon cut through the empty air, revealing nothing there. My gaze landed on the door opposite Thomas’ room where, on a big rectangular plaque decorated with tiny ravens, was written another name.
AMAYA.
Darkness filled the room, so thick that the creepy emergency light couldn’t penetrate it. 
Who was this Amaya person, and what the fuck was their connection to me? But most importantly, what was that thing inside? Was it really the Hathan Gia’s Teachings referred to? A tiny part of me insisted it had to be, but how could I be sure? I wasn’t even sure if all of this was real. But real or not, my instincts were telling me to get away from it.
My feet moved on their own, taking a step back, then another. I kept my eyes on the glass, praying for my new powers to get me out of there. My back hit something solid, and I let out a yelp, turning and slashing through the air. My saber grazed the wing of a double door, sending sparks raining on the floor as metal met metal. 
Cursing myself, I looked over my shoulder to the creepy room, my heart dropping as I watched the door slide open with a loud creak. Darkness spilled out, rising and rising until it took the shape of a body that looked almost human. 
“Shit.” The word rolled off my tongue as a pair of red eyes appeared in the middle of the darkness. We stared at each other for one impossibly long moment, then my self-preservation instincts finally kicked in.
I threw myself against the double door behind me, almost crashing onto the floor of an oval room with two metal tables in the center. Mirrors covered the walls, half of them broken, with glass scattered on the floor. I ran to the door on the other side of the room, haunted by the sound of that thing following. Just as I reached the exit, the creature barged in with a jump, landing on one of the tables. Its nails, or what I assumed were nails even though I couldn’t exactly see any, bent the metal surface as it crouched, preparing to leap again.
I rushed out of there, slamming the doors shut before jamming my saber through the long handles like a bar. I didn’t like the idea of leaving behind my weapon, but if I didn’t get away from there, I was dead anyway. Getting some extra time to figure a way out was the best chance I had.
I sprinted down another corridor, wincing as the thing threw itself against the door. The sound of screeching metal made my skin crawl. I was just turning the corner when the door bent outward and that horrendous creature jumped into the corridor, its red eyes locking on me.
Digging my heels in, I looked around in panic until I spotted another door. Running away from a much faster predator in a straight corridor was suicide. Maybe I could confuse it and hide. Maybe…
Blood, glass, and broken equipment covered the floor of the room I staggered into. Every step I took was impossibly loud, and even before I could cross the space, I slipped and lost my balance, sliding on the floor all the way to the wall. The mask slipped from my fingers, rolling under one of the overturned metal tables, but before I could even get up to retrieve it, the door burst open. The monster stepped inside with a slow, lazy gait, inspecting its surroundings. Darkness dripped from its body like water from a street dog after a downpour, the tiny drops turning to mist even before they reached the floor.
I stayed perfectly still, holding my breath and praying my racing heartbeat wasn’t loud enough for it to hear. I’d never believed in gods or monsters, but that thing…that thing made me question everything I thought I knew.
I felt the urge to pray. To beg someone to protect me and save me from this hell. But then again, who could I pray to? If this really was Hathan, the only person who could defeat it was…the Chosen. Me.
The creature’s eyes landed on me.
I barely had time to throw myself aside before it reached the space where I stood. The monster hit the wall, or rather landed on it, perpendicular to the floor, then bounced off with frightening ease.
I tried to get to my feet, but I slid over something long and metal, falling again. I grabbed the object, swinging it as the creature lunged at me again. The bar caught it in the head, killing its inertia. My heart made a happy flip as the thing landed on the floor, temporarily stunned. I hadn’t hoped that would work, not against a creature made of shadows, but it did. I fucking did it!
After losing a couple of precious seconds to enjoy my victory, I realized my mistake. The creature was already getting to its feet, its unnaturally long limbs reaching for me. I swung with the bar again, but this time it caught it. The shadows entwined around it like tendrils, sliding toward my hand.
I tried to pull my weapon back, but the monster’s other limb lashed at me—where I previously saw fingers, now a sharp blade made of shadows reached for my abdomen. I jumped back just enough to avoid being cut in half, but not far enough to miss it completely. Pain exploded in my stomach as my shirt tore, and a cold, burning ache dulled everything else in my mind. I let go of the bar to cover the wound, blood seeping through my trembling fingers. Damn it.
Yield.
A voice spoke in my head, similar to the one before, but not exactly the same. I stared at the creature, wondering if it was it that was speaking. The thing didn’t have lips; it didn’t even have a face. Yet as it stared at me with those red eyes, I had a nagging feeling it was sentient.
But how did it speak? And how the heck did it know my name?
“What do you want?” I asked, trying to move further away from it. It didn’t attack me this time, which was good. Maybe I could outtalk it and get out of here. 
Yield.
“Fine, I’m yielding,” I said, raising my free hand in surrender. It followed my retreat slowly, almost gliding over the floor as its oddly shaped body twisted around itself. I tried to keep my attention on the terrifying red eyes since its movements were making me sick.
Accept. 
Frustration rushed through my body, pushing the pain away. How was I supposed to talk, let alone reason, with something so cryptic?
“Accept what?” I asked, my feet taking me even closer to the door we had come through.
Darkness.
I would have laughed if I wasn’t so terrified. I should have seen that one coming. 
“What are you? Are you Hathan?”
I really hoped it wasn’t. I didn’t want to fight this, and if this was the fight for Arden’s world, then I was definitively losing. Savior, my ass. I bet Gia was turning in her grave.
Feed. Devour. Everything.
“Fuck this,” I hissed, bolting toward the door. I didn’t reach it, not even close. Something wrapped around my ankle, yanking me back. Nails, or maybe it was teeth, sunk into my calf, and I screamed, kicking the air but without dealing a single blow.
In the next instant, I was flying across the room. I crashed into one of the shelves, shattering it along with everything on it. Landing on my side, I opened my eyes, searching for anything to defend myself.
I shouldn’t have left my saber back there. And the mask…where did I put the mask? I couldn’t remember.
The creature attacked again. I rolled out of its way, hissing as something sharp caught me in the back. Luckily for me, I was already at full capacity for pain, and adrenaline was pumping through my veins like there was no tomorrow, so it didn’t even slow me down.
I saw the metal bar I had hit it with and crawled toward it. My fingers wrapped around it just as I was mercilessly pulled back, the glass on the floor tearing my skin.
I swung, and it caught the monster in one of the limbs. I heard a crack, but apart from a low hiss, the creature didn’t react. Its other hand grabbed me by the chest like I was a tiny doll, shadows slipping around my body. I swung with my weapon again, but the bar went through its head as if it were nothing but mist. The shadows thickened around me.
Mine. Feed.
I swung that damn pipe at it again and again. Coldness crept into my skin, soaking my clothes and turning my skin to ice. I started to shiver but refused to give up, screaming as I kept lashing with my weapon. Just as my hands were about to give out, the cold recoiled.
Light filled the room, growing stronger and stronger until the creature shrieked and let go. The familiar weightlessness swarmed my body even before I hit the ground. I landed awkwardly on my side, groaning in pain as I pushed myself up. Nausea sent me doubling over and heaving until I noticed the fluorescent lights were gone. There was no glass under my feet and no creature made of darkness reaching to feed on me. 
Instead, I could see light. Human voices. 
Wiping my mouth, I stumbled to my feet, trying not to fall back on my face. It was hard to control my double vision, but I forced myself to look up. Relief filled me as I saw the sea of bodies dressed in white robes. They kept their distance, their faces coming in and out of focus, but their fear was so palpable that I didn’t need my eyes to feel it.
Another figure entered my vision, this one not wearing white, and I took an involuntary step back before I recognized his voice. 
“Raven! Raven, what happened? Where did you go?” Arden’s voice dripped with panic as he reached for me. “Raven, what happened to you?”
My feet gave in, but he was already there, catching me just before I hit the floor. His arms felt hot after the freezing touch of the creature, and I welcomed their warmth, clinging to him in case my cursed powers took me away again. Arden shook my shoulders, and I forced my eyes to open.
“Raven!” His fingers dug into my arms, making me wince.
“I think…” My voice was barely a whisper in a silent hall. “…I just lost to Hathan.”
His eyes widened in horror before he said something I didn’t hear. 
I tried to keep my eyes open, but I failed at that, too. 
I failed to beat Hathan. 
I failed to save them.
I failed.
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I opened my eyes, haunted by the unsettling feeling of being watched. I found Su’Ryn sitting on the floor, chin propped on the edge of the bed. Her big dark eyes followed my every movement as if my life depended on her not blinking. Even after seeing me wake up, she didn’t react. She didn’t smile or speak or even flinch. Just kept staring like a creepy doll.  
“What are you doing?” I croaked.
“Erin told me to watch over you while she was gone,” she finally spoke. I took a deep breath and dropped my face into the pillow, trying to assess the condition of my body. My muscles felt like cotton, and my bones hurt, but other than that, I felt fine. Well, except for the bandage tied around my chest, but at this point, waking up with something keeping my insides tight and cozy had become a habit. 
I was alive. I fought Hathan and lost, but somehow I still lived. Could that count as a victory? Probably not. I definitely got my ass handed to me. If I couldn’t beat that thing, this world was doomed.
I failed. I couldn’t do it after all.
“Are you going to die again?” Su’Ryn asked. I let out a dark chuckle.
“I wish. That would make things so much easier for me.”
It didn’t matter if I was dead or about to be. I had to face the consequences. I couldn’t accept the position and mislead these people. If I turned it down, then maybe another would come along and do better. Maybe they’d know how I ended up teleporting to that place and how to control those goddamn powers.
With more and more frustration fueling my body, I pushed myself into a sitting position. My arms wobbled, but I sat successfully, letting my legs drop to the side of the bed. Ryn shifted so she could keep watching me, her hand sliding over the sheet until it was almost touching mine.
“I don’t want you to die,” she whispered, catching my little finger with hers. Desperation squeezed my throat as I stared down at her innocent face. “So don’t die, Raven.”
I struggled to get the words out, and after a while, I even managed a smile. 
“Don’t worry, kid. I’m not that lucky.”
I pulled my nightgown over my head, tracing the bandages with my fingers while trying to find the knot. Without a word, Ryn climbed on the bed behind me, her small hands fumbling with the dressing. Once she was done, I strode to the full-length mirror in the corner and peeked at my reflection, slightly afraid of what I might see. Since I didn’t feel any sharp pain, I assumed I had already healed, but that was not entirely true.
The cut on my stomach had closed, but it had left a scar this time—the surrounding skin was dark and sleek, almost like the surface of a burnt blade. The rest of my skin, where the creature had held me, was covered with dark veins.
“What the fuck?” I whispered, horror squeezing my chest. I half expected the veins to spread over my hand like some kind of rash, but no matter how much I poked or prodded, they didn’t move or go away.
“It looks better now,” Su’Ryn said from the bed. “They were bigger and darker when you came back. The High Priest said that your body is healing you, but it might take some time.”
“Healing me from what?” I muttered, regretting my question immediately. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to that.
A creak came from the other side of the room, and I turned, staring at Erin, who had frozen at the door. A pair of warrior priests stood outside, both of them peeking over her shoulder as if to make sure my body hadn’t disappeared. When they noticed me standing naked in the middle of the room, they immediately looked away. 
“Raven!” Erin squealed, kicking the door shut before grabbing something from the back of one of the chairs and rushing to my side. She draped a shawl around my shoulders, tightening at the front as she glared. “Have you no shame? Why are you walking around naked?”
“You don’t look surprised to see me up?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. Erin gave me a deadpan look.
“You died and came back, Chosen.” She scoffed. “I figured you were just being lazy and extending your nap.” The mocking note in her voice disappeared as her hands stopped on my shoulders. “I…I knew you’d come back.” She shrugged, smiling shyly. “You are the Chosen, after all.”
“I’m not,” I said, but she just shot me an exasperated look, striding to the armoire and ducking her head in. “Have you seen this?” I asked, lifting the shawl to show her the dark veins over my skin. She glanced over her shoulder, then returned to rummaging through the clothes inside. 
“Of course I have. Who do you think looked after you?” she replied, pulling back with a handful of linen in her arms. “Please, be mindful of your surroundings from now on. What if somebody else walked in while you were naked?”
“What does it matter? I’m not ashamed of my body.” I grimaced, looking down at the dark veins. “Well, except for this thing.” 
“It matters because you were officially recognized as the Chosen,” Erin replied with a sigh, setting the clothes she picked on the bed. “After the entire Temple witnessed you disappearing in a flash of light and reappearing all bloody and mumbling nonsense about Hathan, any remaining doubt about you being the Chosen has disappeared. We’ve been waiting for you to wake up so we could hold the ceremony.”
“But I failed,” I said, staring at her back. She continued to separate the clothes, as if not listening at all. “And it wasn’t nonsense, Erin. I met Hathan and fought it. I lost.”
She paused, staring at the purple dress in her hands before putting it down. I glanced at Su’Ryn, but she just stood with her back to the wall, glancing between the two of us. When Erin turned, her expression was surprisingly harsh.
“Did you?” She cocked her head, looking at me from head to toe.
“Yes!” I frowned, wondering if she was even listening to what I’d been saying. “I barely escaped with my life and…this!” I motioned toward the weird dark stuff on my body, but she didn’t even look down. “I was supposed to beat it and save you all, right? Well, I…”
“Well, there you have it.” Erin shrugged. “We are still here, aren’t we?” Her eyes darted to Su’Ryn, and the little girl nodded in agreement. “You are still here, too. So how can you say you failed when you are still alive?” I opened my mouth, but no words came out. I was still alive, and that thing was still trapped in that place, wherever that was. It hadn’t followed. “Nobody said you had to win on the first try.”
I avoided her gaze. This wasn’t the first time I had tried to help. Not even the second and the third. But every time I tried, it always ended up making it worse. What if the same happened here? What if the next time that thing followed me? What if it killed her and Su’Ryn and Arden and everyone? All because I couldn’t do anything. 
She took my hand and seated me on the edge of the bed. Su’Ryn drew closer, picking up the undershirt Erin had brought over. She handed it to Erin, who motioned for me to lift my arm.
“You only fail when you stop trying,” she said softly, sliding the shirt over my head and tugging my hair free. She cupped my cheeks so hard that I grimaced in exaggerated pain. She didn’t let go, though. “As long as you are alive and willing to fight, we will recognize you as our Chosen. This is our decision to make, and you can either respect it or leave. But should you choose to accept it, let go of your fear. Because as long as you fear, your faith shall waver.”
I stared at her bright, determined face, feeling my throat tighten. She never wavered, never questioned, even when I didn’t have powers, even when she knew I doubted this whole ordeal. I had considered her weak, blind, and often dangerously naive, yet from the very start, she had been stronger than me, braver than me. I could see it now.
“You can’t leave,” Su’Ryn interjected, and I flinched, realizing I had stayed quiet for far too long. I huffed a laugh, looking at the girl as she raised her chin. “I have a debt to pay.”
I rolled my eyes while Erin clicked her tongue in disapproval.
“This young lady is really determined to stick to you.” She crossed her arms, glaring at Su’Ryn, who pretended not to notice. “We put her and her brother on a ship to Caggery, but she somehow got off the vessel and showed up at the castle several hours later. By then, it was too late to catch up with the ship.”
I looked at Su’Ryn with an open mouth, but she just shrugged.
“I told you I’m not going. If you try to send me off again, I will find a way back, even if it kills me. On my mother’s honor and mine.”
I looked at Erin in disbelief, but she just threw her hands in the air. 
“Maybe I should sleep some more,” I sighed, trying to lie back in the bed, but Erin caught my arms, pulling me up.
“Not a chance! I’ll call the maids to draw you a bath and send word to the Temple that you’ve awakened. They’ll probably want to hold the ceremony as soon as possible.” She stopped with her hand on the door, turning to look at me like she was expecting an answer. 
“This is really happening,” I murmured, searching her face for any sign that this was a joke. When we first met, and I had agreed to play along at being their Chosen until I figured a way back, I didn’t expect I’d actually be recognized as such. I didn’t really believe I was their so-called savior. The notion was too ridiculous. But since then, I had died and come back to life. I had teleported between worlds, and I had fought a creature that shouldn’t exist. I could no longer pretend I was a normal person who got into this world by accident. 
I was the Chosen—by my choice and by their faith. And it was time to learn how to step into those shoes, because failing again was not an option.
“Tell the Temple.” I nodded, straightening my shoulders. “Tell them I’m ready.”
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I took a deep, calming breath, exhaling slowly. This wasn’t helping. At all. 
I used to be small, fast, invisible. Now they were asking me to stand tall and walk slowly while thousands of eyes looked at me with expectation and hope. I thought I could do it, but with every passing second, uneasiness crept up my spine, making it harder and harder to move.
The streets were loud, full of people throwing flowers or waving white flags. More banners with the Chosen insignia hung from balconies, street lamps, and trees while the path from the castle to the Temple was cleared, with warrior priests securing the streets. I watched them as we passed without hurry, each standing with their back to the people as if not even worried about anyone causing trouble. Their white attire gleamed even brighter than usual, and for once, the liveliness and excitement of the crowds caused cracks to form in their stony expressions, revealing the exalted individuals inside.
I let the curtain fall, taking another deep breath. 
I can do this. I can do it right this time.
The carriage stopped with a wobble, and the shouts grew even louder. Bright sunlight blinded me as the door opened. I took the extended hand of the warrior priest standing outside, allowing him to help me out as the long train of my gown dragged behind me. Resisting the urge to lift my skirts so I could move more comfortably, I reminded myself that I was being watched. If I couldn’t handle walking in a dress, what right did I have to fight for these people? I got this. 
Locking my eyes on the spotless white stairs leading to the Temple, I eyed the warrior priests standing on each step. As I started my way up, the closest of them moved, unsheathing the pair of swords hanging from their golden belts. White ribbons hung from the cross-guard of each weapon, the Chosen’s symbol embroidered on the fabric. The blades swooshed through the air, meeting above our heads with a distinctive clank before creating an arch of shining steel and reflected sunlight. I took another step, and the second pair of warrior priests moved with the same grace and determination, eyes locked on me.
Walking slowly so as not to trip, I heard Erin’s words reminding me not to slouch my shoulders. Arden’s voice whispered in my ear to keep my chin up while Su’Ryn warned me not to trip and fall on my face. A smile tugged on my lips as I imagined them watching me with approval, and before I knew it, I was stepping off the stairs without a hitch.
I turned to look at the square below, my eyes gliding over the sea of white gathered around the Temple. Another cheer erupted from everywhere, so loud that it scared the crap out of me. I waved, and the noise became so deafening that I wondered how many people would end up with their ears bleeding by the end of the day.
The Temple was quiet when I entered, so the only sound came from the rustle of cloth and the quiet clicks of my shoes. As I neared the inner sanctum, I could finally hear them. Even without distinguishing the words, I could feel the excitement in their hushed tones. With their exaltation slipping under my skin and relaxing my taunt muscles, I found myself walking faster while my unease gave place to impatience.
Once I stepped through the wide-open doors of the inner sanctum, I locked my eyes on the altar at the other end of the hall. The High Priest was waiting on top of it, with Arden standing right beside him.
I tried to keep my eyes forward, but curiosity got the better of me, and I allowed my eyes to wander. Every single person in the room kneeled down as I passed, placing a hand over their hearts. Familiar faces flashed before my eyes as my feet carried me onward.
Erin, Su’Ryn, Isla, and even the Queen Mother. Jernen’s whole nobility had cramped the space, along with a great number of priests in their impeccable white robes. 
I reached the other side of the hall so quickly that I wasn’t sure if I hadn’t teleported. The High Priest stood in the center like the last time, his wrinkled face the epitome of formality and ancient grace. He wore a golden shawl over his shoulders this time, with the symbol of the Chosen embroidered on the edges. The entire sanctum looked even brighter than I remembered, every surface gleaming and reflecting the rays of the sun peeking through the stained glass windows.
I glanced toward Arden, our eyes meeting for a moment. He was wearing the signature deep purple of his house, but his clothes were covered with golden embroidery, some of which suspiciously resembled the Chosen’s insignia. The massive crown he wore reminded me of Sadon and his ridiculous habit of wearing his everywhere, but somehow, Arden looked just right in it.
It struck me again, the realization that he was really a king, a monarch of an entire nation. And I was the Chosen, his Chosen, the savior of his people.
I stopped in front of the altar, glad that at least this time, somebody had instructed me on what to do every step of the way. The High Priest raised his hand, and the room quieted, the only sound coming from the chanting crowds outside.
“As we stand today, flesh and blood and bones, every one of you shall live until the day darkness rules the skies and hearts of men. Then your Savior shall rise, the Chosen of men, and bring forth light to guide your way.” His voice was smooth and melodic, almost as if he was singing. The hair on my body rose, but for once, there were no warning bells urging me to flee. My mind was quiet for the first time since I could remember, and despite the fact that I had not a single weapon on me, I felt safe. “Every knee shall bow to them, every tongue shall praise their wisdom, and every heart shall follow their command. The Chosen alone will then give man knowledge and strength unbeknown and fight the master of death, Hathan.”
Despite my curiosity, I dared not look aside, not even at Arden. I kept staring at the High Priest, mesmerized by the spark of power and intensity that flickered in his eyes.
“You shall recognize them by their light hair. They shall possess knowledge of the world and the powers of the Light. And they shall be your champion against all evil.” The High Priest turned to Arden, lifting the object from a big cushion in the king’s hands. “The Order recognizes you as the Chosen. We place our faith and our lives in your hands. Guide us, teach us, save us.”
After untying the thread around the object, he unwrapped it, revealing a set of two unusually thin swords, each as long as my arm. My heart leaped in anticipation of having them in my hands again. After I had lost my saber in that place, I felt oddly naked without a weapon. These were definitely an upgrade.
The old man nodded for me to go to him, and I climbed the steps, glancing at Arden as he moved back to make space for me. The High Priest faced me, lifting the weapons with trembling hands. I took over for him, the handles fitting my grip perfectly as I turned the swords, feeling their lightness and their perfect balance.
A quiet cough made me raise my eyes, locking them on the High Priest. I hadn’t noticed him move, but he now held another object in his hands—a mask made of sleek dark metal with pale lines running over it. 
A pang of guilt pinched my chest—I had lost the real thing in that place while I fought the monster. The High Priest hadn’t looked mad about it, but then he insisted the mask was an important object for the Chosen and the people, so we couldn’t forgo its role in the ritual. So they had a replica made. Luckily, this one didn’t come with creepy voices.
It looked almost exactly the same as the real one, but as I leaned down for him to adjust it on my face, it felt off. It was heavy, yet hollow and empty somehow. And as I raised my eyes, looking through the holes left for them, I felt…nothing.
The High Priest turned to face the people gathered in the sanctum. 
“Gia prophesied the arrival of the Chosen, and she gave us three tasks. Spread the word to every corner of the world, for knowledge of the future shall guide us. Train our minds and our bodies, for we will all be their army. Guard their weapons, for they are all the power the Chosen needs. We’ve completed our tasks, and we’re ready to serve. Dear believers, I give you the Chosen.” 
The High Priest stepped back, leaving me alone at the front of the altar. I turned to face the hall, the quiet whispers dying down as their eyes locked on me. I dared not breathe as I stared at them, searching their faces for any sign of hesitation, any sign of rejection.
“Long live the Chosen!” Arden’s unfaltering voice spoke from behind me, carrying to every corner of the room. A moment of silence followed before the crowd took on the words, chanting them again and again as I stood there, finally ready to embrace my fate.
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Closing the door behind me, I took a deep, calming breath.  
It was done. I had done the hardest part. Now I just needed to defeat Hathan.
Huffing a laugh at the thought, I strode to one of the tables and carefully lay the two swords on top of it. The priests had protected those babies for centuries. That meant they were vital. What was so important about them was an entirely different topic, but they looked to be of the finest quality, so I was definitely going to put them to good use. If I was lucky, I might actually be able to slay that thing with them.
I started pulling the pins out of my hair, wincing when I realized twenty of them were lying on the table, and my hair was still mostly up. Once I couldn’t find any more of them, I reached behind my back to unbutton my dress, only to realize that I was facing a task even more impossible than defeating Hathan.
I turned on my heel and was about to go find someone to help me get it off when a knock came on the door. I sighed with exasperation.
This better be a servant.
I stomped to the door with an annoyed sigh, yanking it open only to find Arden leaning on the doorframe. He was still wearing his formal attire, the crown on his head hanging slightly askew. The smile on his face had me biting back the curse I had ready on the tip of my tongue.
After the ceremony, I had to give blessings and words of encouragement for hours before I was whisked back to the castle to attend a ball in my honor. Arden and I had barely exchanged two words the whole evening, and Erin was nowhere to be found, so I had made my exit the moment the opportunity presented itself. Even the food couldn’t convince me to stay. 
“Nice crown.” I scoffed, and Arden looked up as if just realizing he was wearing it.
“You like it?” He took it off, examining the precious gemstones with a bored look. “It’s yours then,” he said, setting it on top of my head. The thing was heavier than it looked, so I lifted my hands to catch it before it fell down. Arden used the opportunity to sneak past me into the room. I pushed the door closed before offering him back his crown.
“I have enough problems, thank you very much.” I pressed it against his chest, but he made no move to take it. “Why are you here, anyway?”
He raised his hands, wrapping one around my fingers while the other caught the crown. Without looking away from my eyes, he placed the crown on top of my blades, pulling me toward him.
“You left the ball.”
“So?” I shrugged, trying to keep my expression blank as the edges of his lips curled upward. “I showed up for the most important part. They can party without me. You, on the other side, should be out there. You are their king.”
His fingers trailed the line of my neck before stopping under my chin and pushing it up. I was painfully aware of just how close we were, but for the love of everything good in this world, I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to move.
“I’m right where I want to be,” Arden whispered. He brushed his lips against mine and smiled when I opened my mouth invitingly, my body already leaning into his. He took a step forward, then another, pushing me back until I was locked between him and the door. His hands trailed my curves, making the fabric feel unbearably tight while his tongue teased mine with maddening slowness. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I tried to bite him in protest. 
He pulled back, his expression tense, and I wondered if maybe he was one of those people who liked it all gentle and slow. I sure hoped I was wrong. 
“No interruptions tonight. Not even for Hathan,” he said breathlessly. I ran my hands through his hair before wrapping them around his neck. 
“Then help me out of this bloody dress, will you?”
Arden smirked, spinning me around so fast I had to brace my hands against the door or risk kissing it. He brushed my hair aside, sliding his fingers down my neck until goosebumps spread over every inch of skin he touched. He worked through the buttons with impressive speed, and by the time the pressure around my chest disappeared, I was trembling with impatience.
The dress fell in a pile on the floor, leaving me in nothing but the thin chemise underneath. His hands slid around my waist, one of them snaking between my legs until it reached the apex of my thighs. I moaned again as his fingers rubbed against my clit, desperate to feel him touch me without the goddamn thing in the way. 
I thrust my hips against his hand, but he pulled away. I was just about to curse him when he threw me over his shoulder and carried me to my bed. My back had barely hit the cold sheets when his mouth was on mine and he kissed me with such wild need, that I struggled to remember how my body worked. I tugged on his cloak, undoing the clasp and pushing it aside while he nibbled on my neck, tasting every inch he could reach. Dealing with the buckle of his pants turned out to be more complicated than I expected, and I was positive I blushed for the first time in my life when I heard him chuckle. His large hand covered mine, undoing the damn thing with ease before he sat on his heels.
Lifting my leg, he placed a light kiss on my ankle, slowly making his way down. I closed my eyes, inhaling deeply as a pleasant thrill rushed through my body with every touch.
I had been imagining this moment for weeks, wondering what his tongue would feel like, where his hands would touch, how his cock would taste like. It could have been the fact that I hadn’t fucked anyone for a long while, but I was not prepared for how amazing this all felt.
A loud moan tore from my lips as his tongue reached my center, sucking and licking like bringing me pleasure was his only purpose in his life. His arms slid around my thighs as my body moved on its own, urging him to go faster, to find that right spot and not move from there. Tightening his hold on me, he obeyed, giving me exactly what I wanted until I was thrashing in his grip. 
He didn’t let go, even as I slid my fingers into his hair and tried to pull him away. Instead, he gave me a few more long, lazy licks, his hot breath tickling the sensitive skin as the ripples of my orgasm surged through my body. 
His mouth traveled to my stomach, and I relaxed my grip on his hair, catching his gaze just as his he fondled my nipple through the fabric of the chemise. Arching against his mouth, I opened my legs in invitation.
Arden shifted closer, but even as his lips hovered over mine, he made no move to get his stupid pants off. I was just about to help him when I noticed the way he stared at me.
“What?” I breathed, unease coiling in my chest. He was smiling, but his eyes were serious. Way too serious for a man who still had traces of my orgasm on his face.
“Before we go any further, I want to make something clear,” he said quietly, propping his elbows on the sides of my head. I held my breath, silencing my need and frustration as curiosity took over. 
“I’m not a virgin, Arden. You don’t need to coddle me.” I scoffed, but he just shook his head.
“This isn’t a joke for me, Raven. You are not an itch to be scratched for a night or two or a body to keep my bed warm. I want you, all of you. I want your body, your mind, your cleverness, your humor, even your anger. I want to rest and fight beside you. I…” His throat bobbed, and he swallowed loudly, pushing a strand of hair that had fallen over my cheek.
I realized I was standing utterly still, my body so hot and cold at the same time, that it felt like it might burst at the seams.
“It took me some time to admit it to myself, but after watching you die in my arms…” He licked his lips and smiled, the tension draining from his shoulders. “I love you, Raven, more than I’ve loved anyone else. I want to spend my life, however long, by your side.” The look on his face was so honest that it made me take a breath again. “But I need to know what you want. If it is just an ally you seek, you shall have it. I will do everything to aid you. I will lay my life for you, just like I promised. But if a day comes when I have to watch you love another, I will not bear it. Do you understand?”
He waited, trembling with impatience, but even as I licked my dry lips and shifted beneath him, he said nothing. He…loved me? He barely knew me, barely knew anything about my life before coming to this place! I wasn’t sure he’d stand by those words if he knew what I had done, what I had been. Yet…part of me wanted to believe him. Part of me wanted…his love.
“I…understand,” I whispered. He nodded, but his eyes bore into mine still, waiting for more. But I didn’t have more to give him, not right now. I tried to get those words into sentences, to explain, but before I could do that, he sighed.
“I surprised you, I apologize,” he said, a smile slipping back onto his lips. “You do not need to answer me right away. You can think and…” He moved to get up and instinctively grabbed his shirt to stop him. It wasn’t forceful, rather pathetic really, but he froze instantly. His eyes rose to my face, his pupils slightly dilated even if his face remained blank.
“I said I understand,” I said a bit louder, hoping that would be enough. 
Arden took a deep breath and sighed, but I couldn’t decide if it was of relief or exasperation. Not until he muttered, “Thank the Light.”
He leaned down and kissed me. The moment I felt him smile, hope blossomed inside my chest. A hope that we could win, save everyone, and create a little piece of heaven, away from everyone, just like in that dream. An…escape from the past and the horrors that wait ahead. A safe haven waiting for us at the end of the line. Something to keep us going.
Arden broke the kiss, his fingers gripping my shoulder as if to keep me down. Still with my eyes closed, I waited to see where his mouth would land next when his voice made my blood turn cold.
“Raven, no!”
I opened my eyes just in time to see light slithering under my skin, spreading quickly up my arms and down my legs. I gasped, trying to slide away from him when Arden pinned me to the bed.
“Fight it! Calm it down! Stay!” he shouted, his voice a mix of panic and desperation.
“Arden, let me go!” I screamed as I tried to kick him off me. “I can’t control it!”
Damn it! Damn it to hell! 
I couldn’t go now, not when I wasn’t sure I could get back—when I wasn’t sure I’d survive if I ended up with that creature again. But most importantly, I couldn’t risk taking Arden with me.
“I’m not letting you go!” Arden snarled through gritted teeth, his grip tightening. “Calm yourself!”
My body had grown lighter, and the warmth in my chest had become almost painful. Then suddenly the light disappeared and so did the strange weightlessness. I thought that maybe I succeeded, maybe I calmed myself and stopped my powers from taking me wherever they were about to take me, when my back slammed against something hard. Arden landed on top of me, his weight forcing the air out of my lungs.
Rolling over, Arden pushed himself to his knees. His face was tense, but that’s not what got my stomach twisting in knots. There was a strange reddish light that came from behind me, making his features almost demon-like.
“By the Light…” he whispered, looking down at me with horror. I felt like I was going to throw up again, but the growing concern in his eyes helped me clear my head enough to sit up. “Where are we?”
Rising to all fours, I turned to check on our surroundings. Sand and pebbles shifted beneath my hands, digging painfully into my skin. I forgot about the pain and the heaviness in my chest the moment my eyes landed on the giant neon sign hanging on top of the building opposite where we stood.
ORION HEADQUARTERS.
I sucked in a sharp breath, but all this did was make me even more aware of the stench of foulness in the air. The sky was dark gray, covered with a thick layer of clouds like always.
“Raven, is this what I think it is?”
Trying to suppress the panic that was fighting to take over, I turned to look at him. His mask of calmness cracked as our eyes met, and the color drained from his face. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I tried to keep the fear out of my voice.
“Welcome to my world.”
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