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      Marcella woke up on the table.

      This time there was sunlight. Her injured wrist was throbbing from how she’d abused it further to pick up the cloak off the ground the last time she’d been awake. At least they hadn’t taken it from her again. It was tucked under her front, between her and the table. As she slowly woke up, she could hear voices in the room that had her staying completely still even if she could have done more than flail her injured wrist at them.

      “—want—heal—wrist—or after?”

      Marcella caught a few words from a woman’s voice. There was something slightly familiar about it, but she couldn’t recall from where. It wasn’t like she knew one Inimicus from another. She’d spent the majority of her time alone in their dungeons.

      But the fact that she was hearing anyone at all was a bad sign.

      Her mind was still sluggish and fuzzy from the constant pain beating at it, but it was a little more rational than it had been when she’d woken up before.

      Which meant she was rational enough to know she wasn’t having a nightmare. Rational enough to know she was on a heretic’s table. Rational enough to be terrified of what they were going to do to her.

      There was no use in playing dead.

      They cut open their dead anyway.

      She opened her eyes right as another voice spoke in the Inimicus tongue. “—heal—after—hide—all at—do it at all—in pain—weaker—control—She’s so broken—answers.”

      Prince Nikias.

      She had a vague recollection of him in the throne room? And then in a hallway with the puella—Aimilia, but for some reason they’d been fighting. She didn’t remember much of it.

      Marcella blinked open her eyes and tried to see past the curls in her face and the cloak she’d been burying her head in. She could see him out of the corner of her eye, him and a woman in a chiton with trimming Marcella recognized.

      The kind marking her as one of their heretics.

      If there had been any doubt in her mind or hope this wasn’t what she thought it was, seeing her removed it. It was the same heretic that had started to cut her open before.

      And there was no Gavril this time to stop them.

      He was gone.

      Or dead.

      Marcella prayed he would ride fast.

      If he was alive. If he wasn’t…

      She prayed she would die fast.

      The heretic replied with a grin that would have had Marcella retching if she weren’t laying on top of Gavril’s cloak and doing so would ruin it. “—tomorrow—rock to look—getting—build the anticipation.”

      Prince Nikias gave her a nod and then started for somewhere else in the room, but as he did so he looked over at Marcella. Since she’d shifted after waking, lifting her head slightly at their voices, the cloak could now be seen under her. He narrowed his eyes at it and snapped to the heretic. “—she doing—take it—demon—commander’s cloak or a prince’s.”

      The heretic’s eyes widened when she spotted the cloak. Her face went ashen and she started toward Marcella, saying, “—Princeps Nikias—grabbed—injured wrist—”

      They were going to take the cloak. After what she’d put herself through to pick it back up? After she’d promised Gavril she would keep it?

      The savage animal they all thought her and her people to be rose up in her. That cloak was her territory.

      “No! No!” Marcella screamed in their tongue. She twisted as best she could, covering the cloak with her body and lifted her injured wrist as her only shield. “Back! No!”

      The woman startled at Marcella’s screams but kept coming toward her anyway.

      Marcella wasn’t giving up this cloak before they killed her.

      Maybe she just wanted them to kill her.

      She screamed in agony as she moved her fingers, but she did it anyway. Her vitae answered her call.

      All she could manage was the easiest of runes. A blinding light.

      The woman hissed and stumbled back, throwing her hands up. Prince Nikias covered his eyes as well, and Marcella shifted, tucking the cloak under her chin and shoulders. It was all she could do.

      She didn’t think she’d be able to do it again as her teeth cut into her cheek and the sharp pain pulsed up her arm as it hit the table again.

      When Prince Nikias recovered, his face twisted into an expression she’d imagined Dhelnir had made when he’d created the Abyss. His footsteps nearly shook the marble walls as he threw the heretic to the side to get to Marcella. He grabbed her shoulder and started to twist her up to grab the cloak, but she thrashed her head, slamming it into his arm and screaming into his ear as loud as she could. He winced but still sank his hand into the cloak she was trying to protect when the woman darted forward, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him back.

      She said something Marcella couldn’t hear over her own screeching.

      Prince Nikias winced and then he shook his head, shrugging her off and returning to Marcella. But this time instead of going for the cloak, he went for her throat. Vitae lit up the air, and Marcella was cut off mid-scream as his runes sank into her neck and silenced her.

      He turned back to the room, ignoring Marcella’s rasping. Her eyes were too full of water and she felt them spilling over now that she was muzzled too.

      The woman spoke again. “—cloak—have it for today—tomorrow—speak—she speaks—long.”

      Prince Nikias glared at Marcella who just sank deeper against the cloak deeper and narrowed her eyes at him. He let out a soft scoff. “Fine—have it—done—do what—must—enough so—question her tomorrow.”

      The woman nodded. “—order—”

      Prince Nikias was gone. And Marcella was alone with the heretic.

      The woman turned back after Nikias was gone and stepped toward Marcella. She made a soft cooing noise, like one would to an injured, feral cat. Marcella couldn’t respond, not in any real way with the runes on her neck.

      The woman stood in front of Marcella’s head and then reached forward. Marcella winced, shying back, but she couldn’t go far enough. The woman’s hand landed on the top of her curls and she pet them for a moment, turning what might once have been a comforting gesture into one that only inspired terror and a shuddering sense of being violated. The heretic didn’t even seem to care how limp and filthy Marcella’s hair was. She made little shushing noises and Marcella buried her head deeper into the cloak as tears continued to spill out of her eyes.

      Then the woman grabbed Marcella’s left wrist and jerked it forward. Marcella tried to scream at the fire the motion sent through her, but nothing came out other than a breathy, gasping whine. Leather bit into the injury and then metal clicked, distorting her fingers and making the throbbing deeper as her fingers were fastened still, preventing her from casting if she could muster up the strength to do it again.

      The cold bite of a tiny sharp blade cutting into her skin was one she felt in her nightmares.

      She felt it again.

      Her vitae rose up as the runes etched onto the blade called it. She couldn’t even catch or command her own magical energy.

      The woman hummed behind her as she moved the blade through Marcella’s skin.

      Marcella screamed silently.

      What had happened to Gavril?
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        * * *

      

      Marcella woke up to a hand on her throat. She blinked her eyes open to see Prince Nikias pulling his hand back and she felt the runes on her neck fade.

      Her throat was still raw and hoarse regardless, and her back ached so deeply she almost didn’t feel the lingering pain in her wrist. Almost.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see more Inimicus in the room this time. Not many. Just two. They were carrying a trunk. The trunk the Heart was in.

      They set the trunk on the ground within her sight, right by Prince Nikias’ feet. He glared down at her and said in her tongue, “Keep cloak if speak.”

      She replied in his tongue, “Where Gavril?”

      Prince Nikias’ jaw clenched, and distantly she wondered if he hated hearing his language in her voice.

      She felt that way about her language in his.

      But not Gavril’s. Not anymore.

      “Speak, demon—mage.”

      Why did he call her mage when Gavril always called her soldier?

      And why did he have to correct himself from demon?

      One of the Inimicus opened the trunk, and Marcella winced at the glow of the Heart blinding her. Prince Nikias kicked it and said, “Rock. Value?”

      She couldn’t let them know the value of what they had. Not even if it would save her life.

      It was the one thing she’d managed to keep from them the first time on the table, and if she wanted any hope of Asentai’s favor when she did return to the goddess in death, she had to keep it now. She had to make up for her pathetic weakness from before.

      “None.”

      To them at least.

      It was a holy relic. The holiest of all relics. The faithless Inimicus and their heretics had no use for it.

      She could see the glow of vitae in the air above her. A strange, foreign vitae latched onto her own like a parasite. She could feel her heart beat against the glowing line attached to her, monitoring her heartrate again just like before. The heretic said in their tongue, “—truth—”

      Prince Nikias shook his head and leaned down further, continuing to speak in her tongue. “Must know something.”

      She continued to speak in his. “No. Gavril. Want Gavril.”

      “Away. Not coming. Answer,” Nikias snapped in her language and kicked the trunk until it was right under her. “What purpose this?”

      “None.” For them. Marcella didn’t know their word for pretty or beautiful. “Nice rock. Want Gavril.”

      “—true—”

      Nikias snapped something at the heretic before returning to Marcella. He grabbed her jaw, nails sinking in as he butchered her language and said, “Will take cloak. Answer. Gavril not coming, demon. Stuck me.”

      She tried to curl around the cloak tighter, but with her wrists both strapped down so tightly she couldn’t even wiggle her arms, she couldn’t. She hissed, “Gave answer. Die.”

      “I will.” Nikias whispered so low she barely even heard him. Then his lip curled up, and he grabbed her head, shoving it up and reaching under it for the cloak.

      She screamed and thrashed despite the motions taking the distant aches in her body to raging fire through every limb. She tried to rip her head out of his grip, but it was tight and he yanked the cloak out from under her.

      Her screams were half sobs as the familiar warmth and fabric vanished and she was left with the reality of the fact that she was on the table and Gavril was nowhere to be found.

      There wasn’t going to be any rescue.

      Maybe this was what she deserved. For the way she’d treated him. She hadn’t believed him the first time he’d tried to save her from the table, so now she was going to suffer it alone.

      Her forehead hit the table as she cried, and to her horror, her cries just took the shape of a word. A name.

      She just cried Gavril’s name.

      Prince Nikias’ voice was somewhere in the background, barking in her language, demanding answers about the Heart, but all she could do was cry and beg for Gavril even though she knew he wasn’t coming.

      At some point a blade bit into her skin, but she only screamed for Gavril louder, interspersed with a few, desperate prayers to Asentai for a miracle.

      She knew now what miracle she had prayed for the night before he’d left. It had been him. She’d been praying for him to stay.

      He hadn’t.

      Vitae burned her side, but she already had so many bruises and burns and cuts into her skin along her vitae paths and her broken wrist, what did she care about getting whipped by vitae anymore?

      Either they’d go so far as to kill her and put her out of her misery or they’d give up and leave her to curse herself for not begging Gavril to forget the mission and to stay, no matter how pathetic and shameless it would make her.

      If it meant he would be there, she didn’t care.

      At some point, a hand sank into her hair, ripping her head up and twisting it to the side so she was forced to look up. Prince Nikias.

      “Demon—Mage. Answer. What rock. Do. And when wake. Gavril.”

      She didn’t believe him. She didn’t.

      But she was dying on this table and she could feel it.

      Vivet.

      Gavril had said it as softly as a breath, but she was a soldier and she knew a command when she heard one. But she wasn’t his soldier. And yet…

      Live.

      If this bought her enough time for him to come back…

      “I’m tired of fighting.”

      “Fighting is not tired of you.”

      Asentai forgive her. Although if she survived… the one she really needed to beg forgiveness from would be Hypatia. Still, the promise of Gavril had her resistance unraveling like a ripped tapestry.

      What a pathetic soldier she made for her clan. How weak her faith was for her goddess.

      Yet, still she found herself obeying Gavril’s commands.

      She answered in her tongue, “Not a rock. It’s a relic. A… holy object. It’s useless to you and yours. No better than heathens. It is blessed by Asentai. A mark of her favor for my people and to be a mark and blessing for Desero and Montis at Hypatia’s marriage. You have no use for it. Or me.”

      “Agreed,” Nikias sneered.

      He dropped her head and it hit the table. He barked something to the heretic behind her.

      He didn’t ask anything more, and Marcella scraped together a broken scrap of rejoicing at that. He didn’t even care. He had no idea how valuable it was to her people. It wasn’t just a relic. There were lots of relics. It was the holiest of relics.

      Maybe Asentai was still with her even in this darkness. Marcella at least wasn’t given the chance to break and tell him it was the Heart of Asentai.

      “—three—rock—truth—kill her.”

      Marcella sobbed once more.

      Or maybe not. Maybe she’d been forsaken for her weakness and faithlessness.

      Of course he’d lied. He’d done it before, and like a fool she’d believed him and she’d fallen for it again. But she couldn’t even find any relief in knowing she’d be put out of her misery.

      Not after all this. Not when she wanted to live.

      Gavril had made her want to keep fighting. He had given her a reason to live.

      Actually, Hypatia had. If she lived, she could capture Gavril and have everything. Dying on an Inimicus heretic’s table was not part of that.

      But the thought of capturing Gavril was laughable to her at the moment. How could she capture him now? She’d spent days begging for him with only the thought that if he were there she would be safe. He was the only thing she could think of wanting.

      She kicked and thrashed and screamed in agony and fury. And she screamed for Gavril. As though wherever he was, she could somehow scream loudly enough that he might hear her.

      She believed him now. Far too late for it to matter, but she did.

      Behind her the heretic spoke. “Princeps Nikias—wanted her alive—heal her injuries—memories—the plan.”

      Nikias yelled over Marcella’s furious screaming. “—order you—deal with Gavril—useful information—she had no value—make Gavril see—not have this demon—second pulling my—brother—she can rip his—hands.”

      “—you order, Your Highness.”

      Prince Nikias disappeared from Marcella’s view and the woman appeared instead, eyeing Marcella like she was a squeaking rat.

      And she was.

      The woman picked up something from a table behind her, a glass with runes etched onto it. Marcella—in the distant recesses of her mind that weren’t overcome wholly with her terror—remembered how she and all her people had been taught to never take an Inimicus cup that had runes etched onto it. It was yet another disgusting way they manipulated the body.

      The woman grabbed Marcella’s head, twisting it to the side and shoving the glass into her mouth. Marcella shut her mouth in just enough time the liquid splashed against her lips. The woman scowled and pinched Marcella’s nose shut and shoved again, forcing her jaw to open and drink.

      Marcella choked down the poisonous Inimicus drink, certain this was it.

      May Asentai welcome her daughter with open arms.

      May Gavril stay safe, wherever he was.
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      Marcella wasn’t certain what was real anymore.

      The pain was all consuming. There were ebbs and flows to it, but the aching, burning, and throbbing were never far. Fresh. Old. It didn’t matter. It was everything.

      She tried opening her eyes at times, but it was either too dark or too bright and she never saw anything other than the vitae that made up runes. It was just the glow of magic energy.

      Once she thought she saw the Heart in front of her, and she opened her mouth. But nothing came out. She was silenced. Or she’d screamed her voice gone forever.

      And she was furious. She cursed and raged at Nikias silently. At all the heretics. At all the Inimicus.

      She could sense the vitae in the Heart.

      She wasn’t sure if she was stretching her hand out to it or someone was forcing her hand on it. All she knew was that the feeling of the cool crystal beneath her hand was different from the burning pain or the sweat-stained wood scraping her skin.

      Marcella wasn’t a void heart. She couldn’t absorb vitae from things like those creatures. But she could sense the vitae pulsing in the crystallization Asentai had left behind when she’d taken her last walk on the earth. A reminder of her power, her gift to her children—mages like Marcella—to know where their power came from and who to turn to.

      Marcella couldn’t move her fingers to cast even if she could access the vast amount of vitae in the crystal she was touching.

      Someone was making her touch it.

      But Marcella could pray.

      So she did.

      She prayed that—if not her to be blessed by Asentai with a miracle—that one day, someone who touched the Heart would be. And in that moment, a different burning overtook her. It was separate from the pain burning in her, but it was intrinsically tied to it. The last time she’d felt this kind of fury, she’d spit out the worst curses she could think of.

      All directed at the one man who’d been trying to help her.

      His absence sat in her chest like the Abyss sat at the edge of the world. If something had happened to him… If his people had sent him out, and he’d been hurt…

      This time…

      She prayed that the Inimicus would be destroyed. She prayed the so-called peace they claimed to be pursuing was ripped out of their grip and they would know the suffering they caused her people.

      If not Marcella’s saving miracle, then maybe it could be someone else’s.

      She drifted off again into nothing. She couldn’t feel anything. Not even her pain.

      Everything went cold and still. It was just emptiness. A void.

      Then she was ripped back into her pain, hoarsely crying and begging to go back to the nothingness.

      Or maybe that had never happened.

      She was certain at some point early on the heretic shoved a glass to her lips and forced her to drink the bitter liquid. She couldn’t tell if it was water or wine or something else. All she knew was it was disgusting and made her already weak, heavy limbs even heavier and her vision darker.

      She tried to shy away, whined and whimpered now that she could no longer scream, but it always went down her throat.

      She wasn’t sure what she was hallucinating or not. She thought she saw Hypatia or maybe it had been a silver-backed raven. Or maybe it had just been herself standing there in her cousin’s bridal outfit.

      The whole idea had been be so no one could tell them apart. It had worked.

      She even imagined Gavril.

      Several times. She hallucinated him rushing through the door like he had last time, freeing her from the straps and wrapping her in his cloak. He would pull her into his arms and promise it wouldn’t happen again, just like before.

      He’d been wrong.

      She didn’t even care. She’d take him. She’d take his empty promises he couldn’t keep as long as they came with him.

      If they were going to kill her once they were done, she at least just wanted to make sure Gavril knew she hadn’t taken the cloak off willingly. She’d kept it.

      At least she could tell her hallucinations. Or she could if she wasn’t silenced by runes on her throat.

      She was on her seventh hallucination of Gavril when she realized there was something different about this time. He’d paused at the doorway like he usually did, freezing at the sight of her. But there was no relief when he saw her.

      It was hard to see beneath her ratty curls covering her face, and she was barely breathing. Being deathly still helped keep the worst of the pain at bay. A minuscule difference, considering how beaten and bloody she was.

      But his face fell at the sight of her. He choked and stuttered over the word, “N—no, no—”

      There were other voices out in the hallway. One of them was the heretic. All in the Inimicus tongue, but Marcella caught just enough to translate. “—late—seven days—lasts longer than five—body going—tomorrow—orders—”

      Her hallucinations of Gavril didn’t usually include the heretic. Everything was too hazy for her to even remember the last time she’d seen the heretic. But given the state she was in, maybe the last time the heretic had seen her was supposed to be the last. Marcella had the feeling she didn’t have long left. An hour, maybe?

      Maybe that was why this hallucination was different.

      Gavril took a slow, stumbling step into the room as another voice started arguing in the hallway with the heretic. He closed his eyes, and his hand fell from the doorway. When he opened them, they burned in a way she hadn’t seen since he’d nearly beaten the silenced mage to death.

      Then he was moving so much faster than she usually imagined him to. He was usually calm and composed when he knelt down at the head of the table and looked up at her and murmured soft, comforting words in his thick accent. She would hallucinate him reaching forward and brushing his fingers over her cheek in a way she couldn’t really feel but pretended she could. He would take her left wrist and it wouldn’t hurt when he did so, just run his fingers across the lines and make it glow in whatever strange thing it was that bound them. Right before he would move to let her up and finally tell her why he had bound them together, he would vanish.

      Now…

      His face was red and his hands were shaking as he ripped through the room. He knocked things over and fumbled with items as he scrambled to grab things. He was yelling something at someone in his tongue. It was so loud.

      She heard another voice, and then there was a rune lighting up the air nearby. The light from the vitae blinded her sensitive eyes. Whatever had been forced down her throat that made her weak also made light brighter and darkness deeper.

      When she recovered enough to make him out again, he was hurling a glass vial at a marble wall. It shattered, and Marcella watched the dark red liquid slowly drip down it. More glass shattered, but in the seconds between she could hear his voice under his breath, muttering in his language.

      Once there was no more glass to shatter, the sound of paper ripping filled the air. Marcella, in her hazy vision, only saw a few of the scraps float to the ground. Not that she had a hope of deciphering the Inimicus writing. But once there was a pile of scraps on the ground, Gavril cast another rune and they went up in flames.

      She caught a hint of his face in the glow of the fire.

      She’d never seen him so furious.

      When there was nothing left but ashes, he looked up and around at the destruction he’d wrought in a few minutes. It was hard to see his face, especially as he shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. But she thought she saw something on his cheek, sliding down from his eye, that caught what little light there was.

      She opened her mouth, but the runes on her neck choked her voice so all that came out was a soft, pathetic whine.

      Gavril immediately turned to face her, quickly using the hand that was in his hair to brush at his cheek, and she was left wondering if she’d imagined what she’d seen at all.

      If what she was seeing at all was real.

      But the fury was gone, and his mouth was parted as he stared at her, a flurry of emotions coursing across his face so quickly she couldn’t make out any of them. Any of them but one.

      Hope.

      He whispered, “Marcella?”

      His tongue lolled over the ‘l’s the way it always did. The way her hallucinations had never quite replicated perfectly.

      He was real.

      She still couldn’t speak, so all that came out was another desperate, needy whine and she tried to push up to move toward him but in doing so just hit the table when she met the straps’ resistance. She whimpered as all her aches and pains came rushing back.

      Gavril immediately rushed forward. Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see his shaking hands fumbling with the straps as he muttered under his breath. Cursing, if she remembered the context of his words correctly from what she’d heard of the soldiers swearing under their breath on the road. He struggled with the straps and every second only increased his agitation, and she wished again she could open her mouth to just tell him it was alright. He could take his time.

      He was there.

      She was safe.

      That was enough.

      Eventually he swore louder and cast a rune. Marcella winced at the light as he quickly moved to her legs. When she recovered, she saw he’d cut the strap in half with vitae. More vitae lit up the dark room and blinded her until all the straps were severed. Gavril came back up to her head and then looked over her, his eyes tracing her back and her legs. She couldn’t see them but from the way she felt she was certain there was no inch of skin left unbruised or uncut or unmarred at all.

      “Mea spes… I thought—dead—too late—” he whispered, voice breaking over the words. His eyes were wide and his lips parted as he gaped at the damage. “—I start?”

      She couldn’t answer him. Even if she wasn’t silenced by the runes on her throat, she wasn’t sure she would have the strength to speak.

      But he didn’t seem to be looking for an answer from her before he knelt down in front of her like all the hallucinations had. He reached forward as he stared up at her and gently cradled her cheek in his hand and she leaned into it, his skin too warm and his hand too solid to be pretend.

      He whispered in her language, “I—I’m so sorry. I—I have failed you—But—I need you to stay still a little longer. I need to start on these wounds now. I know you want off, but this is going to save your life and decrease the pain. Can you do that? Can you hold on a little longer?”

      Marcella nodded against his palm, her throat tight and her eyes watering as he pulled his hand away and rose again. She closed her eyes and just slumped against the table as his vitae filled the air and she could feel it begin to pour into the wounds that overtook her whole body. She just sank into the sensation slowly pushing away the worst of the pain and tightening her grip on her own life again. His vitae felt like him. When she had the limiters off and she could sense the energy of magic, if she focused, she could feel his vitae under her skin at her left wrist.

      She’d memorized it.

      Now she was overwhelmed by it.

      She never wanted to leave it.

      At some point she started to drift off, and the last thing she heard was a mixture of both their languages: “Marcella? Hold on, mea spes. Vivet. Marcella!—not lose you—amo—Don’t go—fight—an order, soldier—Do you hear me?—Fighting is not tired of you yet—Vivet.”

      She couldn’t quite get her mouth to cooperate, to tell him she wasn’t going anywhere. She could feel it. She wasn’t fading. No. She wasn’t dying on that table. But she was exhausted, and for the first time in so long he was there, so why should she fight? Why shouldn’t she rest?

      She was pulled back to consciousness when she heard the thud of something hitting the ground. She blinked her eyes open to see Gavril had fallen to his knees, barely catching himself on the table as he was bent over, sweating and panting for breath.

      Marcella could feel a difference in the pain radiating through her whole body. It wasn’t gone by any means, but it was better. She could think a little more clearly. She was stiff and sore but she could move. She could breathe without the motion sending her into tears.

      Gavril’s knuckles were stark white as he clutched the table, struggling for every breath. He looked up at her open eyes and huffed, “Need moment—Will finish in second. Hold on. Don’t go, please. I will save—just hold on.”

      Oh. He thought she was still going to die any moment.

      She shook her head at him and then she started moving. She started to push herself up, getting her legs under her. Gavril’s eyes widened and he immediately staggered back to his feet, reaching for something nearby. As she got her knees beneath her and started to push her front up off the table, fumbling for the front of her chiton pooling at her waist to try to cover herself, a familiar, warm weight settled around her shoulders and fell down her front.

      The cloak.

      She looked up to see Gavril leaning his weight against the table as he rested his hands on her shoulders while she knelt on the table. He whispered, “There, warm. Almost done. Just lie back down.”

      Not when he was going to collapse any second if he used so much as another speck of vitae. She wasn’t in danger of dying any more, but if he kept going he would be.

      She kept pushing herself toward the edge of the table, right toward him. He couldn’t stop her. She swung her legs off the edge and tried to slide off, but the second any weight hit her legs, they buckled. Gavril immediately wrapped his arms around her to catch her, but his legs buckled as well, sending them both to the floor.

      Once they’d landed, he pushed himself back, leaning against the wall, and pulled his arms back like her skin would burn him.

      That would not do.

      With her weak arms, she grabbed his left hand and pulled it up to her throat and let out another pathetic whine. His eyes widened and he quickly lifted his other hand and then the runes were gone and she could speak. He tried to pull his hands back again, braced for whatever venom he clearly expected to fly from her mouth.

      Instead she pulled his hands toward her as she crawled forward. She took his left hand and slid it beneath the cloak to press against the top of her chest, over her heart, so he could feel the strong, solid beat. She wrapped the other around her and curled into his chest, settling herself so he could hold her and feel her heartbeat. She whispered, “Vivet. I live. I am safe.”

      He slowly pulled her in tighter, moving the hand over her heart. He curled one arm around her waist and the other around her shoulders, his left hand finding her neck, resting against her pulse. She felt his breath catch as she rested her head on his heart and slid her arms around his waist, holding onto him.

      She rasped, “You are here. I am safe. Rest. I live. I will live. You may continue when you are strong again. The pain is not so bad, not when I can hear your heartbeat.”

      His heart stuttered at her voice, and he curled around her, pulling her even more tightly against him, but gentle enough not to aggravate any of her lingering aches. He buried his head into her hair, and her curls dampened where his eyes were squeezed tightly shut against her. He ran the fingers of the hand that wasn’t measuring her pulse up and down her arm. The way they moved, though, didn’t seem to be random.

      It was almost like he was writing a rune across her skin. But whatever it was, Marcella didn’t know.

      But she didn’t mind it. It was nice.

      After days of blades and burns and before that bruises and scrapes, to be so gently handled and softly touched did more to soothe her agony than any of his healing runes did.
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      Gavril was ripped out of his soft dozing by the sound of Aimilia’s voice. At some point he’d stopped tracing the rune for ‘safe’ against her skin and had given in to his own exhaustion.

      “—ril! Are you alright? Is the Sordes alive?”

      Right. Gavril really didn’t have the time to sit there with Marcella in his arms until he had enough strength to finish healing her. At least, Aimilia couldn’t hold off the other Runai for as long as he would need. And now that he was certain he had the strength to stand and carry Marcella, he would not let her spend another second in this room of horrors.

      She was alive. Barely. He’d barely gotten there in time and realized her lifeless body wasn’t actually lifeless after all.

      It was a miracle—he was certain—she’d made that noise, and it had pulled him out of his red haze so he could save her.

      “Yes! Marcella is alive! I’m coming. I just overdid it,” Gavril called out as he opened his eyes. The only light in the room came from the hallway where Aimilia had cast runes. That was fine by him. She must have chased off the healer for him that had told him his wife was dead. Or she’d run off when he’d started destroying the room. If he could see the full scope of what he’d destroyed—of what the healer had done to Marcella—he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from bringing the whole palace down around them.

      At the sound of his voice, Marcella shifted in his arms, her head shifting up from his heart and into the crook of his neck. Her heart was still beating as strongly as could be expected where he had his fingers against her pulse. His heart swelled and his throat tightened, but he focused on getting to his feet with her in his arms. Her eyes fluttered as he did so, her face twisting, and the tiniest pained whimper out of her throat had him shifting his grip gently, pulling her in and murmuring softly in her tongue, “I have you. I will keep healing soon.”

      She didn’t seem to wake, just settled into his arms as he got his legs beneath him. She sank her fingers into his cloak, wrapped around her. He paused for a moment, watching the fabric rustle and feeling her breath against his skin, assuring himself this was real. He wasn’t too late. He’d made it in time. Time enough at least to save her from the agonizing, slow death she’d been left to endure.

      If he and Aimilia had been a mere hour later… If they’d been stopped at all when they’d returned to the castle…

      Marcella shouldn’t be alive at all. The heretic said she’d been on the table for seven days. The longest a Sordes had ever lasted was five.

      This was a miracle. It could be nothing but. Somehow, barely, just barely, it seemed maybe her goddess had granted her a miracle. Or maybe Asentai had granted it to him. Because if she’d truly been dead—

      She wasn’t. So there was no point throwing himself off that cliff. His wife was alive.

      Although what kind of state she was going to be in when she woke up, he had no idea. All he seemed to be able to do was keep her alive against her will. He couldn’t keep her safe.

      “You might want to move faster, Gavril!”

      The panic in Aimilia’s voice had Gavril moving as quickly as he dared, darting out of the room and back into the hallway where Aimilia was casting a rune, creating an invisible wall and blocking the right side of the hallway. Gavril and Aimilia had arrived back in Areator in the dead of night and hadn’t wasted a second rushing back to the castle and straight to the healer’s workrooms while they were empty and no one could stop them. Unfortunately, the window of time they had where no one knew of their arrival was over.

      Nikias was rushing down the hallway toward them with several guards and the healer on their heels. His eyes were fixed on Aimilia, burning, and his face flushed with rage. “You! I should have had you arrested the second I saw that look in your eyes, Commander. I should have known you weren’t capable of staying out of this. You have disobeyed my direct orders!”

      Gavril quickly hurried to Aimilia’s side—her hands were starting to shake—but she still held them up and at the ready to cast. But her voice was strong and solid as she replied, “And you have broken the law not once but twice now! Consider us even, you cretin!”

      Nikias came to a stop right before he hit Aimilia’s wall. His black chiton and cloak fluttered in the air as he caught himself on the wall with one hand. He didn’t even seem to see Gavril, carrying Marcella behind Aimilia. He was wholly focused on her. The guards behind him, however, eyed Gavril. He held Marcella tighter, but was highly aware how quickly he might have to adjust his grip and slip her over his shoulder to free his hands for casting.

      “I could have your commander’s cloak for this,” Nikias hissed.

      Now that Gavril could see Nikias in the light of the runes, he understood what Aimilia had meant on their wild rush back to Areator. There was something wild and wholly unreasonable in his eyes.

      “Then I will be honored to lose it if keeping it meant letting you get away with this,” Aimilia said, lifting her chin.

      “That’s not happening,” Gavril said, forcing Nikias’ gaze away from Aimilia and to himself. The illusion Gavril always had over his right arm itched, but he pushed away the urge to scratch it as he said, “You might have found a loophole in my vow for you to take advantage of, but you have still broken the law subjecting my wife to this again.”

      Gavril should never have trusted him. He never should have left Marcella alone in Areator. He’d left to protect her from this, but it had happened the second he’d turned his back regardless.

      “Just because you call her that doesn’t make her any less a demon!” Nikias spat, eyes narrowing in on Marcella. “And at least I’ve managed to save you from being stuck with her for the rest of your life.”

      Right. Aimilia had mentioned he’d been calling Marcella that. And he too thought Marcella was dead.

      “You’re wrong on both of those matters. First of all, she’s not dead. Second of all, she’s not the Desero demon. You know that, Nikias. This is Marcella, not Hypatia. And she has done nothing to deserve this.” Gavril wasn’t certain his words could get through to Nikias in his haze, but he also didn’t need them to.

      He just needed to get Marcella to safety.

      Then he needed to speak with his parents, and the second he did, Marcella would be as safe as she could be in this palace. It bought him time at least.

      “No. That’s not possible,” Nikias said, shaking his head. His eyes darted over Marcella in Gavril’s arms. “No Sordes has ever lasted longer than five days before. Today is the seventh. Her heart stopped. I saw it myself when I had the rock brought to her for the healer to run tests on them both on the fifth day. She touched it, and her heart stopped while her hand was on it.”

      No. Gavril felt his own heart seize in his chest. That couldn’t be true. That—

      “The healer was measuring her heartbeat. We waited several minutes to be certain. She was dead.”

      All he could see was her lifeless body on the table, so still and beaten that he’d believed on sight what the healer had told him. He’d believed she was dead then.

      And Nikias wanted Marcella dead. He would have wanted to be certain.

      Gavril’s arms shaking drew a pained whine from Marcella that immediately calmed his racing heart. Whatever Nikias thought—Whatever he’d measured—Whatever heartbeat hadn’t been there before, it was there now.

      He focused on the warmth of her skin emanating from beneath his cloak and the soft brush of her steady breathing on his neck. She was alive now…

      “Well, you were wrong. Clearly, she’s not. The rock must have messed up the healer’s monitoring rune,” Gavril said. He was so good at lying he didn’t even know when he was telling them half the time.

      “You will be safe while I am gone. I promise. I’ve ensured it.”

      He fully believed her heart had stopped like Nikias claimed.

      But he also believed it had started again. A miracle. She’d said the rock wasn’t for him or his people, but it was for hers. Maybe for that very purpose. He didn’t know. All he knew was that she was alive when she wasn’t supposed to be.

      If it had been solely up to his abilities, she wouldn’t be. Of course she wouldn’t. He was the worst failure among men.

      “She’s a Sordes. She’s from Desero. She’s the demon’s spitting image. That’s good enough for me.” Nikias spat. “She cannot be the demon’s replica without being one herself. And her heart stopped. But if it beats now… what more evidence do I need that she’s as abominable as the demon herself?”

      Aimilia turned her head, her hair falling into her face to hide her lips as she muttered, “I told you we can’t reason with him.”

      She was right. He hated it when she was right.

      Gavril muttered back, “Then we need to just get away from him.”

      Especially if he was still determined to try and kill Marcella even with Gavril there.

      Aimilia nodded. “I’m on it; just keep him from watching my hands. And let’s hope you’re a good teacher.”

      Nikias, however, did not miss the exchange. He slammed his fist on the wall and snapped, “Commander, you know that as long as that demon breathes my brother isn’t going to let go of her. What do you think you gain now? Leftover scraps of affection he barely had for you as a friend? You deserve better than that. Are you ready to just let go of everything you ever wanted to stay in his good graces and live the rest of your life second best to that demon?”

      “Hey!” Gavril stepped in front of Aimilia, who had turned her head at Nikias’ words, shielding her from Nikias’ sight. He hoped her movements were the act of Nikias’ words getting under her skin and upsetting her more than anything else.

      It was like Aimilia had said. Like Nikias didn’t expect to live much longer so he didn’t care about the consequences of his words or actions.

      Gavril narrowed his eyes at Nikias. “You do not get to talk to her like that. Just because your human decency and any sense of right or wrong died when Faustina did doesn’t mean the same for the rest of us.”

      Mentioning Faustina had the desired effect. Nikias’ seething was fully directed on Gavril and the girl in his arms who looked just like the Desero demon. He slammed his fist against the wall again, the vitae brightening as it held him back. “Watch your mouth! Everything I’ve done has been to clean up your mess! I’ve been doing all of this for your benefit and so Aimilia can have everything she wants! But it’s not like you care about your oldest friend with the way you’ve been treating her ever since that demon got her claws into you.”

      Aimilia didn’t even blink, she was too focused on her runes. Good.

      Gavril kept Nikias’ eyes on him as he snapped, “Just because I don’t love Aimilia romantically does not mean the care I do have for her is any less because I do love my wife. You don’t get to decide what’s best for all of us. You don’t get to decide my marriage is a mess for you to clean up. Besides, what do you know about what any of us want? Maybe getting everything we want isn’t worth it if the price is this ocean of blood you would have us drown in.”

      Gavril snapped his mouth shut the second Aimilia’s hand brushed his back. He followed her lead and took a few steps back, catching sight of her rune out of the corner of his eye as the illusion took over. He kept walking backwards as the illusion of him, Marcella, and Aimilia appeared where they’d been a moment before. Nikias didn’t even blink, the illusion replacing them was so seamless.

      It looked like Aimilia had grabbed him and they’d turned away from Nikias to whisper quietly. Nikias’ eye was twitching and his lip was curling up at the fake scene.

      As Gavril kept walking backwards, catching up to Aimilia, he could see her fingers continuing to fly as sweat dripped down her brow, tweaking the illusion. The fake Aimilia would shift her weight, the fake Gavril would bend lower. The fake Marcella in his fake arms was deathly still, easier to focus on making the other two move if no one was expecting Marcella to move much anyway.

      He forced himself to look away from the fake as nausea rose up in his throat while the knowledge that he’d been too late pounded at his head. He focused on her breathing against his skin. Her heart was beating now. That was what mattered.

      Once they were out of Nikias’ range of hearing, Aimilia whispered, “Go, hide her in your room. You just need a few hours. I’ll hold the illusion as long as I can—” They both looked back to see Nikias slam his fist against the wall again, as he barked at their fake-whispering forms. Aimilia continued, “—and when it and the wall falls, arresting me will take some time—especially since I won’t be going quietly. That gives you until dawn when you can get before your parents and invoke your vow with your father.”

      Gavril’s eyes widened and he whispered back, “I can’t just let him arrest you.”

      Aimilia smirked despite the strain it was clearly taking on her to split her focus between a conversation and a realistic illusion that was also hiding them from sight. “My uncle will make sure I get released immediately. I’ll get grief about dishonoring the house, but I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll hide Marcella and then I’ll come back.”

      Aimilia shook her head, her fingers twitching to keep the illusion moving realistically. She looked at Marcella in his arms, her lips twisting in a pained, sad smile. “Don’t. I’m a commander in my own right. I can handle your brother and the dungeons for a few hours. Your wife needs you right now more than I do.”

      Marcella shifted in his arms, and the illusion in front of Nikias started to weaken, so Gavril tightened his grip and took off. He was fairly certain Marcella wouldn’t actually want him anywhere near her, not after he’d so thoroughly failed her a second time and was responsible for the agony she’d gone through.

      Responsible for her dying.

      Responsible for saving her life when she’d been about to die again. Ripping away the thing she’d begged him for the first time she’d gone up on the table. The thing she’d begged him for so she wouldn’t end up back on the table again.

      He didn’t want to see his own reflection in the mirror—of course she wouldn’t want him near her. He hurried through the dark halls. Thankfully, Gavril had been preparing for the day he hoped to have Marcella moved from her cell in the dungeons to her proper quarters—the room connected to his—so he already had several complex protection runes set up that would actually keep her safe so he could return and help Aimilia. No one who meant her harm could get past the doorframe.

      Although, the way Marcella had crawled into his arms and whispered that she was alive and safe was forever burned into his mind and skin. He would not let himself get his hopes up. He would not let himself read anything into it. She had just survived the operating table for far longer than most Sordes ever had. She’d died, even if only for a few minutes before her heart started back up. Her mind wasn’t in the right place, and as soon as it was, she wouldn’t want him anywhere near her.

      But he would protect her regardless.

      The peace he’d been chasing, using her and the rock to try and achieve it…

      It was not worth this.

      He would not let it be her blood that bought peace.

      And whatever that might cost him, he would sacrifice it all.

      Let Areator burn itself to the ground. Let his people and the Sordes slaughter each other until they were all extinct, so long as Marcella lived.
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      Marcella woke up again when she was being laid down on what felt like a cloud at first. It was so soft she couldn’t imagine there was anything else it could be until the hands setting her down started to pull back and then a blanket was pulled up over her. She blinked her eyes open to see it was dark, the only light coming in through the windows of a room she’d never seen before and a few runes set into the walls. They weren’t quite the same as the light runes from the dungeon, but they glowed nevertheless.

      The Inimicus were much better at constructing and setting runes than her people were. Their complex two-handed runes were better suited for it. Those runes were no longer dependent on the vitae of the mage who cast them and would use the vitae the mage poured into them until it ran out and it faded away. Light runes constantly used them, but these runes didn’t seem as active and would likely only use most of their vitae when whatever circumstance would activate them occurred.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep since Gavril had appeared, but she knew she felt a little less pain than before. But she was still so incredibly sore and weak.

      She was on a huge, luxurious bed—the kind of which in Desero only the main branch of the family got. Gavril was arranging the blankets around her, and if he’d looked exhausted before in the dim light of the heretic’s room, he looked doubly so now. Like the smallest breeze would send him clear to the ground.

      She blinked up at him from where she was on her side in the nest of blankets and pillows. He didn’t seem to notice she was awake as he stepped back, and her heart started to race as he moved away.

      He was leaving? He’d just gotten back. What if he left and he never came back?

      What if he left and she woke up on the table to realize it had just been another hallucination?

      Maybe it was insane, but she couldn’t stop herself. If he left—

      She fumbled, trying to reach out to him, but he was out of reach, so she was left weakly calling out, “Gav.”

      He turned back to her, startling at the sound of her voice. He said in her language, “Rest, Marcella. I have done what I can for now. When my strength is back, I will do more, then your body will do the rest.”

      “Don’t go,” she whispered.

      He looked down at her and said, “There is nothing more I can do for you here.”

      She furrowed her brow. What was he talking about? He was there.

      Her voice was hoarse as she whispered, “You can be here.”

      He shifted closer to the bed, his fingers brushing the blankets. “You want me to stay here with you?”

      She stretched her left arm out, still incredibly sore but not devastated like it had been before. She whispered, “Be here.”

      He nodded and slowly climbed onto the bed, reaching down to untie his sandals before he shifted fully onto it. He sat against the headboard and Marcella shifted until she could lay her head in his lap and wrap her arms around his waist once more, burying her head into his stomach. Maybe it was pathetic since only a few weeks before she’d been determined to fool him, win his trust, and take him as a hostage, but she didn’t care.

      It was hard to care about feeling pathetic after being shattered into a thousand pieces.

      A hand came to rest on her head, fingers gently running through her curls. She didn’t know why he was doing that. Her hair was filthy. All of her was filthy.

      After a few moments, he whispered in her tongue, “I do not deserve this.”

      Marcella muttered, “I do not care.”

      Gavril made a noise in the back of his throat, a choking sort of brokenness as he sank deeper in the bed, and Marcella shifted to allow him that, moving her head up to his chest again and curling her front into his side, his cloak still on her shoulders crumpling between them. He kept running his hand over her curls. “This is my fault. I failed you. I promised it wouldn’t happen and it did. Did they cut your fury out of you too?”

      “You did not put me on that table. Not now, not before. You got me off now and before as well. This was not your failure.” Marcella reached up with her left hand, resting it on his heart beside her cheek. “Do not blame yourself when I do not blame you.”

      “I cannot seem to keep my promises.”

      “Do you intend to break them? Or do others break them for you?”

      He was silent, just running his hand through her curls.

      She sighed against his chest. “You have shown me more kindness than I have earned from the way I’ve treated you when you have always been trying to help me. Always believing the worst of you is exhausting. I am tired. There is much I do not understand about what is going on. What purpose you or your people have for me, but you sat and prayed with me. You prayed for me. An Inimicus who will humble himself before a goddess he has never deigned to ask for help before for the sake of a clan girl worth nothing cannot be all bad. I am just sorry it took me this long to see it.”

      His hand stilled, cradling the back of her head as he brought his other to her waist, pulling her tighter against him in a way that had Marcella’s lips curling into a smile against his heart. He whispered, “Rest, mea pulchra spes, I am decided. Long day ahead.”

      As she drifted off once more, he whispered, “Si vis amari ama. Dum spiro spero. Amo.”
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      Gavril finally found the strength to untangle himself from Marcella when dawn broke. His stomach churned as he thought about Aimilia sitting in the dungeons for helping him and the fact he’d let her sit in a cell all night, but his resolve to go help her had broken the second Marcella wanted him.

      He could not abandon her when she begged him to stay. Not after his leaving had been the cause of all of this.

      He had made his decision with her in his arms. His leaving had been the problem. Which meant there was only one solution.

      Let his people choke on the blood they spilt and languish in the deserts they made in the name of peace. He would have the woman he loved.

      “Si vis amari ama. Dum spiro spero. Amo.”

      “If you want to be loved, love. While I breathe, I hope. I love.”

      Now that she was resting, and Gavril would be able to get an audience with his parents, he could at least ensure Aimilia did not pay for doing the right thing and helping him.

      As he shut the door, he cast a few runes, ensuring no one but him would be able to enter. And the rune was complex enough it would take an expert to dismantle it without it blowing up in their face.

      If it did blow up, there was another rune on the inside protecting Marcella. This was what he should have done in the first place. He was too naïve and his wife had paid the price.

      He’d barely made it down the hallway before a Solitus servant was bowing and stammering out that his presence was being requested in the throne room by his parents.

      Good.

      He didn’t care that he looked every bit like he’d raced in right off of the road. He had more important things to worry about.

      And cleaning up wouldn’t matter if this went the way he expected. His decision was already made. His parents’ displeasure didn’t matter.

      The servants opened the doors for him, and he strode into the throne room with his head held high. He immediately saw his parents on their thrones and Nikias standing off to the side, one hand on Aimilia’s shoulder as she glared at Nikias out of the corner of her eye. Commander Cyprian stood on her other side, alternating between giving Aimilia a disapproving look and glaring at Nikias.

      Aimilia wasn’t in limiter cuffs, so Gavril took that as a good sign. At least she hadn’t been arrested yet.

      And her commander’s cloak was still on her shoulders, just as dusty and dirty as his from their time on the road. So that was good. Although, if Nikias had been serious about stripping her of her position, he could be waiting to do it officially in front of their parents and Gavril.

      “Boy. You will explain why you are here without the men you left with or the supplies you claimed you would find as well as the events of the previous night.”

      Father’s voice forced Gavril to stop assessing Aimilia and Nikias and face his bigger problem. Gavril came to a stop halfway through the room, but when he didn’t move to kneel, Father raised an eyebrow. Mother scowled and leaned forward slightly.

      Gavril straightened up and said, “Explain to me why I came back to find my wife strapped to a healer’s table and tortured for days when you made a binding vow to me that as long as I was able to provide information that could bring us to peace, she would remain safe and off the tables?”

      “I promised I would not give an order for such a thing. Nikias acted without my knowledge.” Father tilted his head, a light in his eyes that told Gavril he’d known what Nikias had been up to even if he hadn’t been told it. “He told me and the whole court that he needed to take your little she-wolf to the healers for a broken wrist. I was told she resisted our healers, which was drawing out the process. That was the extent of my knowledge until I woke up this morning.”

      Gavril ground his teeth together. His father not being told officially gave him just enough room to claim he didn’t know. Gavril had no way of proving he’d known.

      “Then you should be furious with Nikias for deceiving you and breaking the law. We have a deal between us, and she is my wife, so even if we didn’t, that still means it’s illegal to let the healers use her as an experiment.” Gavril turned his glare on Nikias, whose expression was blank but his grip on Aimilia’s shoulder tightened, causing her to twitch. “Apparently, the one who will one day make the laws thinks he is wholly above them.”

      “Do not talk about your brother and future king so disrespectfully, boy,” Mother snapped, leaning forward and gripping the arms of the throne tightly.

      Gavril had stepped back before he remembered she was on the other side of the room.

      Besides, they were in front of Aimilia and Cyprian, so he was safe.

      “I did not call you here to talk about Nikias. You are here to explain yourself. Speak,” Father snapped.

      Gavril saw Aimilia try to move toward him, but Nikias’ grip on her kept her in place. He just shifted his hand slightly, flattening his palm, but it was a gesture Aimilia could not mistake. Years of being someone’s closest—and practically only—friend had lent itself to them finding ways to communicate without words. In class, sparring with each other, sparring as a team against other mages, and when they were in front of Gavril’s parents.

      This gesture meant he was fine, and he didn’t need an interruption to save him.

      Gavril had always suspected Aimilia had so thoroughly attached herself to him as his friend because she liked being needed.

      “I found the supply cache my wife told me about, and I expect within a few days Mage Turpis will arrive with the supplies proving my wife is not a liar.” Gavril did so enjoy the way his father’s eye twitched and his mother’s lip curled up when he said ‘wife.’ “All of the men will tell you with a healer’s runes monitoring their heartrates for truth, they all saw the supply cache exactly where my wife said it would be. As for why I left them to ride ahead? I should think that was clear. Commander Aimilia discovered Nikias was breaking the law and had gone behind your back, Father, to have a healer torture my wife and then give the order to kill her. I returned in order to protect her and save her life. My binding vows to her and my honor on my word as a Runai demanded it. I made a vow to protect her when I married her, so last night, I was not going to rest until I had fulfilled it.”

      He was not going to rest until Marcella was safe.

      She wasn’t safe in Areator.

      He should have never let his desire for peace blind him to that. That she could never be safe in Areator. How prideful he was, thinking he could keep her safe when he could not even do the same for himself.

      “That is the only explanation I have for my actions, especially as I have broken no laws and fulfilled every obligation.” He looked over to Nikias and Aimilia. “But someone here has broken the law.”

      “Boy, watch your tongue. You were not asked to speak a word more.” Father’s voice had him falling silent.

      He didn’t want to risk making this worse for Aimilia.

      Depending on how bad this already was for her.

      Father turned to Nikias, and he was immediately walking forward, pushing Aimilia with him. She shot him a dirty look Gavril had been on the receiving end of countless times before, but did walk forward.

      Father leveled Nikias with a firm but far less stern look than he gave Gavril. “Son, what do you have to say to these accusations?”

      Accusations?

      Gavril ground his teeth down again while Aimilia huffed.

      “I have done nothing that is outside my power as crown prince. That demon has no rights, and we would all be better off without her presence. I gave Commander Aimilia of House Mitis a direct order to stay out of the matter. It’s clear she disobeyed, and she does not deny it.”

      Aimilia lifted her chin and said, “I do not.”

      “Marcella is not the Desero demon; what is wrong with you?” Gavril snapped.

      “She’s close enough.” Nikias’ voice was stone cold and as dark as the mourning clothes he’d been wearing for exactly four years now that the anniversary had passed.

      “She didn’t kill Faustina!”

      Nikias immediately ripped his left hand away from Aimilia, turning around to Gavril and grabbing him by his chiton. Father was out of his throne and striding toward them. Gavril stumbled as Nikias started pushing him back, yelling, “You leave her out of this! I don’t care if your she-wolf wasn’t the one who did it. The demon she looks like did, and her corrupted vitae makes them closer to demons and abominations than Runai. If I cannot have justice on the demon, I will have it on her lookalike!”

      Gavril tried to shove Nikias’ hands away, but everything was moving too quickly. Aimilia grabbed at Nikias’ arm and said, “Nikias, stop! Let him go!”

      Before the two of them could succeed, Cyprian grabbed Aimilia and hauled her back, hissing something in her ear.

      “What you have done to my wife is not justice! You just want everyone else to suffer. Just because the Desero demon killed your wife doesn’t mean I’m going to let you kill mine!” Gavril couldn’t manage to throw Nikias off him, despite getting his feet under him and pushing back. Nikias kept pushing Gavril across the throne room.

      With one last shove, Nikias let go of Gavril as he stumbled closer to the door and spat, “Get out of my sight.”

      Father had stopped halfway across the throne room, eyeing Gavril and Nikias.

      Gladly.

      But not before he’d made sure Aimilia hadn’t lost everything because she’d helped him.

      “If you’re going to strip Commander Aimilia of her position, I have a right to object and plead her case,” Gavril said.

      Not that he imagined his father or Nikias would take his side. But he had to try.

      Aimilia ripped herself out of her uncle’s grip and shot him a glare before she stepped forward again, staring down both Nikias and the king as she said, “There is no case. I am honored to say I disobeyed Prince Nikias’ direct order. I knew exactly what I might lose by going against his orders and doing what was right, but it’s never stopped me before. And you can take my cloak, arrest me—do whatever you want, but I would do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Nikias shook his head, a dark look in his eyes as he walked up to her.

      Aimilia took a deep breath and started to reach for the clasp bearing her name, but as soon as Nikias reached her, he put his hand over hers and pulled her hand away, leaving her cloak on. He turned his head to Father and said, “For disobeying my direct orders, I will have Commander Aimilia suspended from her duties indefinitely until I have ascertained she can be trusted to follow orders again.”

      “A wise judgement, son. Then the matter is settled.” Father waved his hand dismissively.

      Aimilia ripped her hand out of Nikias’ and immediately rushed across the throne room to Gavril, taking him by the arm. He stumbled to hurry out with her without so much as a second look at his family or hers. But Gavril could feel Nikias’ eyes on them even as the door was shut behind them.

      As soon as they were in the hallway, Aimilia dropped his arm and let out a breathy, weak laugh. “I was expecting worse.”

      Gavril huffed and took off down the hallway, leaving Aimilia to scramble to catch up. Their steps were no longer in sync. “You were right. Nikias cannot be reasoned with, and my parents will always choose him and his clouded judgment. I cannot believe I share blood with them. How they can just brush off the things they’ve done so easily. Torturing and trying to kill my wife simply because Nikias lost his.”

      Killed. They’d killed her, but somehow she was alive anyway. But Gavril could not let them know. If Nikias thought she was a demon like Hypatia simply because she looked like her, then Gavril could not imagine how much worse it would be if Nikias knew he was right about her briefly dying.

      “I’ve always told you that you are the best of us not because of them but in spite of them. I told Nikias that before I left. You should be king.” Aimilia huffed. “Even if that means having a Sordes queen.”

      The idea of him and Marcella sitting on the Runai throne was laughable. Not when he couldn’t breathe just standing in this cursed palace.

      Gavril shook his head. “Not on your life. No. I’m done. I only came to make sure you weren’t punished too severely for helping me save Marcella.”

      “Done? You’re a prince. You don’t get to just be done.” Aimilia scoffed, pausing before she picked up her pace. “Wait… no. I know that look. That’s the same look I saw on your face over three years ago. Actually, no, four years ago.”

      The anniversary had passed, explaining why Nikias was more unhinged than usual.

      The anniversary of Faustina’s death.

      But it was what he’d almost done right before that that Aimilia was referring to.

      “If I cannot turn my back in this palace without my own blood plunging a scalpel into my wife, then you know what I have to do,” Gavril said.

      Aimilia tried to grab his arm, but he pulled it back before she could. She huffed. “No. No, you don’t! Your Sordes is safe, and as long as you are in the palace, she is safe. You are the only voice of reason in your family. The only one who actually cares about real peace and saving our people from spilling their blood endlessly. If you leave—”

      “And yet I am as useless as a Solitus to them.” Gavril cut her off. “They don’t listen to me. They don’t care what I think. My absence will hardly be noticed. Actually, I’m sure they’ll breathe a sigh of relief. Or if I am missed at all it is only for the fact that my eye isn’t around for my parents to blacken.”

      He ignored Aimilia’s soft gasp and kept going, forcing her to hurry to catch up as he started up the stairwell. Gavril could count on one hand the number of times he’d actually admitted the truth to anyone. Aimilia had figured it out on her own, so he’d only said it once to her. The way his parents treated him behind closed doors.

      “So you’re just going to give up?” Aimilia snapped, and he could see her out of the corner of his eye, trailing after him. Her face was flushed as red as her hair. “What happened to you? The Gavril I grew up with was determined the path to peace was possible. Even when I thought you were insane, you believed there was a chance that little theory you found in the academy library was more than a flawed approach. You believed peace could be possible. What happened to the man who was willing to sacrifice everything in order to do what’s right?”

      Gavril whipped around, coming to a stop on the stairs and narrowing his eyes down at Aimilia, who narrowed them right back. “I am doing what’s right. What’s right is protecting my wife, the woman I love, from the horrors of this palace. I will not sacrifice her. I will not let her blood spill for peace. Peace can rot. I will have her safe. And she is not safe here.”

      Gavril started back up the stairs, but this time Aimilia didn’t follow. She just leaned against the railing and yelled after him, “I should have known! I wasn’t capable of convincing you not to run away back then, and I’m not now, am I? The Runai need you even if I am the only one who knows it! You’ll never forgive yourself for abandoning us! And you’re breaking your vow with your father! Have you even thought this through? What you’ll lose? You’re making a mistake!”

      Not if it kept Marcella safe.

      Not if it meant he might actually have a life with her instead of whatever this nightmare was.
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      The next thing Marcella was aware of was fresh air, an arm banded around her legs, and a shoulder pressing into her stomach.

      When she blinked her eyes open, she could see nothing distinct in the darkness. It seemed she was always waking up at night or in darkness. But the stone streets below her were moving, or rather she was moving. Well, the person carrying her was moving.

      Moving rather quickly as well.

      Each time she woke up she felt a little better, but Marcella could still feel bone deep aches that she was starting to fear would never go away. She still turned her head and spotted golden blond hair and she breathed easier.

      Whatever was going on, Gavril had her. That was enough reassurance for her.

      Even if the fact that he was hurrying through the streets of Areator in the middle of the night with her slung over his shoulder was still mildly concerning.

      Since she’d arrived, she’d only left the palace grounds once, and the places she’d been to while trapped there had been limited.

      When she shifted, he adjusted his grip and murmured in her language, “I am with you. Just stay still and we will be out soon.”

      Out where?

      She had the feeling he meant a different word but just didn’t know it.

      She muttered, “I can walk.”

      Gavril let out a soft huff of a laugh. “Not in your state, you can’t. This is faster.”

      “Wouldn’t a horse be even faster?”

      Gavril’s grip on her legs tightened. “Horse is not an option.”

      It wasn’t?

      Gavril turned a corner and his brisk jog came to a screeching halt. She grabbed at his back to steady herself even though Gavril’s grip tightened like iron. She shifted up, trying to peer around him to see the obstacle in their path. But she heard it before she could see it.

      In the Inimicus tongue, she heard, “Gavril—too intelligent—acting—rashly.”

      Prince Nikias.

      She stiffened—as much as she could while slung over someone’s shoulder—clenching her hands into Gavril’s chiton. Her bones ached deeper just hearing him.

      Gavril responded in a cold, dead voice. “Get out—way—kill you.”

      “How—to do—your arms full—lupa?”

      The small burns and cuts it seemed Gavril hadn’t had the chance to heal yet burned and almost multiplied hearing Nikias speak.

      “—know who she is—kill you—calling her that—did to her the second I wasn’t around—two-faced coward.”

      “—predictable—knew exactly the path—run away—did when we were children—broke—your toys.”

      Nikias’ voice was just as sharp as the knife that had cut her open for days on end.

      “She’s not a toy.”

      Gavril’s voice was just as solid as the Heart had been under her fingers.

      “Isn’t she?—front of me and Father and Mother—strategy?—care—use her to prove—done for the last few months—”

      Gavril’s grip on her tightened. “—mea uxorem—broken the law—cannot leave mea uxorem—my home—safe—own brother—cannot stay—out of my way.”

      She should ask him what that phrase, mea uxorem, meant the second they were alone. If they ever got another moment together again.

      “—past me—you can’t—think is going—forgotten?—sight, out of mind?”

      Before Gavril could respond, light ripped through the air and she was tumbling to the ground while Gavril let out a short, pained yell as he dropped her.

      Marcella hissed as she hit the ground, rolling over to now see Nikias standing a few feet away, lowering his hand from the rune he’d cast. Gavril was doubled over, clutching his right hand to his chest.

      She blinked. Yes. It was his right hand.

      Only it wasn’t clear untouched skin like it had been moments before.

      Now it showed lines tattooed across the skin like his left wrist. Apparently the illusion he’d had placed over it was now shattered. There was no leather and metal band, but it was something similar. Something she didn’t understand.

      Was he bound to Nikias the same way he’d bound her to him? Or bound to someone else the way she was bound to him?

      He turned and looked over at her on the ground. He opened his mouth as he stared at her, while she stared at his arm. She managed to get her arms under her to push herself up, but they were shaking.

      Before Gavril could speak, Nikias did, stepping closer. “—forget the—made to Father—your promise—use that girl—claimed—Father is going to do—sees you’ve taken the girl—breaking your word?”

      Gavril looked back at his brother. “—know very well—happen to me—Father’s threats—binding my magic—only reason I have let this—as far—No more. I—consequences of breaking that—one I made her.”

      Nikias rolled his eyes. “Think—give up your magic—Areator—happens next?—live the rest of your life without your magic—city walls—crippled—utterly alone—”

      He then gestured to her on the ground, unable to get her legs under her. Gavril shifted, looking down at her, and she sank as her hands shook against the stone.

      Nikias continued, “—weak broken Sordes—no better than a Solitus at her best—even walk—her people—open arms?—enemy prince—worthless girl—kill you—nowhere else to go—belong nowhere—stand you when she discovers—Father—enemy, her people’s enemy, her enemy—defend yourself—helpless. Dead within the year.”

      Gavril stared at Marcella. She held her breath. She thought she understood now. Gavril had been trying to escape with her. She looked at the markings on his right hand. If her translation of Nikias’ words was right, that apparently allowed his father to strip him of his magic. And he was willing to give it up for her.

      But Nikias was right.

      She was worthless. She’d be unable to protect them. And if he didn’t have his magic, neither could he.

      And if they went, and she told him about her orders from Hypatia, to capture him and hold him hostage, he would hate her.

      Even if by some miracle he didn’t, it still didn’t solve the problem. If he left now, his family wouldn’t want him back. He’d be worthless as a hostage.

      Hypatia wouldn’t just let him live if Marcella asked nicely.

      And where else would they go? Beyond the clan territory and the Inimicus, first were the Stonai Elemens, and they would kill them even faster. The Stonai despised her people and the Inimicus more than the Inimicus despised her people.

      So as much as she didn’t want to speak the word rising in her throat, she had to.

      She grabbed Gavril’s leg and said in her tongue, “Stay.”

      “Marcella, no—”

      But she was looking up at Nikias and she switched to their tongue. “We stay. Keeps magic.”

      Nikias raised an eyebrow, looked back to Gavril and said, “—smarter—I thought.”

      Gavril shook his head. He bent down and started to scoop her back up into his arms. She clasped her hands around his neck as he muttered in his language, “Pulchra, stubborn girl.”

      She whispered in hers, “This time you stay. You do not leave me. I will be safe with you. Only with you.”

      He nodded and hefted her higher in his arms. He looked past her and at Nikias and said, “—done go unanswered—tortured her—kill her—not brothers—blood—dawn—provocco—”

      Nikias nodded and said, “So be it.”

      She murmured to Gavril as he turned on his heel and carried her away from his brother and back toward the palace in the distance, “What do you mean, ‘go unanswered?’ What are you doing?”

      Gavril murmured, “I am keeping my promise to you. You have faith in Asentai, in miracles. Have faith in me too, and I will explain tomorrow evening.”

      She nodded against his shoulder and sank into his grip as her eternal exhaustion set in while her aches woke up. She whispered, “If I did not have faith in you, I would not have said to stay here in this horrible place. I just know it is not so horrible with you.”

      He whispered as her eyes fluttered once more, “Forgive me. I pray I am enough, but if I am not, forgive me. Vivet.”

      Live.

      She thought it strange he was commanding her to live as her last conscious thought. So long as he stayed, she would find a reason to continue living in this horror.
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      “Up! Up! You!”

      Someone was speaking in Marcella’s tongue, but it wasn’t Gavril. Or even a man’s voice at all. It was a woman’s. A familiar one.

      Hands were on her shoulder, viciously shaking her.

      Marcella was lying on something soft, and when she opened her eyes to the blinding light of the dawn, she hissed and the woman was grabbing her and hauling her up. Blankets fell off her and pooled around her waist.

      “Stupid, worthless girl! Up!”

      Marcella blinked to see obnoxious red hair and she realized why the voice was so familiar. Aimilia.

      The Inimicus girl was dragging her out of the bed—she was in the room Gavril had brought her to after he’d gotten her off the table. How’d Aimilia get into the room. Wait. Gavril. Where was Gavril?

      What was Aimilia doing there? Why was she dragging Marcella to her weak, shaky feet?

      Marcella tried to shove the other girl away, but the attempt was laughably feeble. “Get off me. I’m up! What do you want? Where is Gavril?”

      Aimilia’s brow was furrowed until Marcella said Gavril’s name. She opened her mouth, frowned, and then said, “Stupid. Your fault. You stop him. Come!”

      Marcella switched to the Inimicus language as Aimilia started physically hauling Marcella behind her as fast as possible. Marcella stumbled and said, “Your tongue. Understand some. Tell me in your tongue.”

      Aimilia wrapped her arm around Marcella and took on her weight to get her to move faster. She said, “Because of you, Gavril provocco Nikias—Oh—wouldn’t know what that is. They are fighting. Gavril wants—laws Nikias broke. If Gavril wins, he will kill Nikias.”

      This was because of her?

      Marcella stumbled after Aimilia faster but she didn’t fully understand. “Stop Gavril? To save Nikias? One who put me on table?”

      Aimilia made a noise in the back of her throat and glared at Marcella. “Stupid girl. No! Do you—care about Nikias—rot—need to stop Gavril to save Gavril.”

      Marble hallways she’d never walked before flew by, but at least Aimilia knew them by heart. Marcella said, “Gavril… not strong enough to win?”

      Aimilia’s brow pinched and she gritted her teeth. “—Gavril sees—you above me—never know. No. Gavril has—chance at winning—Nikias and killing him. Nikias doesn’t want to fight Gavril—holding back—wants to be dead—Gavril wants him dead—enough. What do you think—happen to Gavril—kills his brother—throne? Think their father—let Gavril become heir? No—Gavril will provocco his father or his father will provocco him, immediately—Gavril is good—not good enough to beat Nikias and then beat his father.”

      Marcella had to process what she understood for a moment to piece it together. Nikias wanted to be dead? She had a vague recollection of him saying something that fit with that while she was on the table.

      If Gavril killed Nikias, his father would kill him. But that—

      “Father will kill own son?” Marcella gaped.

      Aimilia sighed and her annoyed air disappeared as she was completely solemn while still rushing Marcella through the halls. She spoke quietly, “This father will this son—long as I have known him—than you—Gavril is not—not like them—loss does not matter to his father—He’s not like any of us. That’s why I amo him, why I’ve always wanted him. Is it not the same for you?”

      There was a word Aimilia used.

      Amo.

      Gavril had used it before, but she’d never figured it out. She’d heard it and variations of words that sounded like it somewhat often. She felt like she should know it, especially since Aimilia was accusing her of it.

      “I—” Marcella pushed her confusion away to focus on what mattered. “How do I save?”

      Aimilia turned her down another hallway and picked up speed. “—law my people cannot intervene—matter of honor—you are not one of us—You can intervene without—laws. And Gavril—he will listen to you. He is doing this for you. He amat you. When you—between him and his brother—stop, he will. He has never amavit anyone the way he—you.”

      That word again. Amo. Amat. Amavit.

      Different forms of the same word. She’d heard them before.

      “Amo. Amat. I do not know,” Marcella said.

      The edge of the courtyard where a crowd was gathered appeared between the columns of the peristyle they were racing toward. “Stupid girl!—blind? Amo!—done out of amo for you! What is it in your cursed language? Just—go—Amo—amat—He amat you, and if you amas—or any care for him or yourself, go!”

      Aimilia let go of Marcella and raised her hands casting a rune, and the people blocking their path stumbled out of the way from her sharp gale of wind. Marcella got her weak legs to move, not as fast as she wished, but she ran forward.

      She came to a stop at the front of the crowd. On the grass and dirt, a rune lit up the ground. Within its bounds were Gavril and Nikias. On the other side, the king and queen stood, watching with blank faces. Although the queen was gripping the king’s arm so tightly it was certain to bruise.

      Nikias was on the ground, on his knees, his arms shaking as he held up a shield rune. Blood trickled down out of his mouth and one eye was swollen shut. Gavril was favoring one side, but his hands were still flying through the air, casting rune after rune.

      Lightning struck Nikias’ shield again and again until it shattered. Gavril cast another rune, right below Nikias, and before Nikias could respond, Gavril flung his hands up, and the rune flew up into the air.

      A platform of vitae.

      She’d only ever seen someone do such a feat once before. Hypatia, obviously.

      How did the Inimicus know such a technique? Had they stolen the technique and developed their own two-handed rune to replicate it? Was that possible?

      Gavril’s fingers flew and the rune disappeared while Nikias’ hands were flying, cutting off the rune Nikias was forming and sending him back to the ground. There was a huge crack ripping through the air, and Marcella was snapped back into action.

      Nikias screamed in agony as Gavril started to walk toward him. Marcella prayed to Asentai to bless her enough to make her run faster.

      Gavril’s hands started to move. Nikias was completely incapacitated.

      Marcella grabbed Gavril’s arm, crashing into him as her legs finally gave out. She said in his tongue, “Stop!”

      The only thing keeping her upright was her grip on his left arm. She covered his left hand with hers, the lines on her wrist laying over the lines on his left. The metal pieces of the bands clinked. He wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at Nikias on the ground, on his back, holding his broken right arm to his chest. Nikias wouldn’t be able to cast another rune. Not with both hands as the Inimicus only could.

      Gavril’s hair was plastered to his skin from sweat and his chest was heaving. His hands were shaking, and the look in his eyes terrified her more than she’d ever known he could. The same look from when he’d nearly killed the silenced mage. The same look from when he’d trashed the healer’s workroom.

      She whispered, “Stop.”

      He spoke in her tongue, “Marcella, you should not be here. Go back. I am keeping my promise.”

      She kept speaking in his, “Non. Vivet.”

      Gavril would not look away from where Nikias was on the ground, watching them. He said, “You cannot ask me to let him live after what he did to you. You of all people should want me to kill him.”

      She ducked under his arm and wrapped her arms around his neck to hold herself up. She held him close and said, “Gavril…”

      She had a suspicion. Of what amo, amat, amavit, meant.

      Love. Aimilia believed Gavril loved her so much…

      “Misericordiae.”

      Mercy.

      She switched back to her tongue. “Have mercy on him. Not for him. But for me. Vivet. Not life for him. Life for you. Doing this is not for me. Sparing him is for me. Do not leave me. If you do this, you will be taken from me. Stay. Keep me safe. Killing him means you cannot keep your promise. I demand you keep it. So live. Let him live so that you may live for me.”

      His left arm wrapped around her waist and crushed her to him, taking on the weight her legs couldn’t anymore. His other hand came up to the back of her head, pressing it into the curve of his neck. He whispered in her tongue, “As my soldier commands me. Mercy only so that I may keep my promise.”

      He brushed his lips against the top of her head before she felt him lift his head again and look past her toward Nikias on the ground. Nikias was still clutching his arm, breathing heavily out of his nose and his jaw clenched tightly as he lay on the ground in his black chiton, coated in dirt and blood. Nikias’ gaze was hazy and unfocused as Gavril spoke in their tongue, “—owe her your life—grateful—going to show it.”

      But as Marcella looked at the older prince, she didn’t think he was going to be grateful she was forcing him to live against his will. She hadn’t been.

      The rune on the ground beneath them faded, and before Marcella could even think of making herself let go of Gavril and start walking, his hands were under her legs, lifting her up and wrapping her legs around his waist as he braced his hands beneath them. She leaned against his front, keeping her arms wrapped around him as he started walking. The crowd of Inimicus started to part and hurry out of Gavril’s way.

      One person didn’t run away. She stood at the front of the crowd. Aimilia.

      But she wasn’t looking at Gavril and Marcella. She was looking at Nikias, who had turned onto his good side, still clutching his broken arm to his chest, teeth clenched, but the haze had faded. His gaze was wholly focused on Aimilia.

      And then the queen was kneeling beside Nikias and screaming for a healer while Gavril carried Marcella back under the peristyle. Aimilia ripped her gaze away from Nikias as she fell into step beside Gavril. Gavril looked at her and rolled his eyes. He muttered, “—one job, Aimilia—couldn’t just look after her—if things didn’t go—that’s why I removed the runes—get in—instead you—drag her into this?”

      Aimilia scoffed. “—stupid job. Take care of the girl—death?—leaping at the chance—girl who you amas—second you knew—it—No—too much—killed out of honor, and she wouldn’t thank you for it either—be angry at me and alive than dead—spend the rest of my life—happy with someone else.”

      Gavril’s grip on her thighs tightened. Marcella dimly realized that Aimilia thought Marcella had taken her place as Gavril’s girl.

      Marcella wasn’t so sure she hadn’t.

      She also wasn’t sure what she was going to do about it.
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      When Marcella woke up with a startle, it was because she didn’t remember falling asleep.

      But she did jerk forward in the same bed as before—not her cell. She was starting to believe she may not be going back to it.

      Whatever room this was, it seemed to be hers now. And as she looked around—once again the sun was setting—it didn’t look like it had belonged to anyone before her. There were no personal effects or touches, no décor really that she could see. She had always thought the Inimicus—especially inside their palace—would be particularly lavish in contrast to the stark, simple way the clans lived. Even the main branch of Desero wasn’t that lavish—not the way Marcella had been taught the Inimicus were. A nice bed, nice food, and nicer clothes were really the only luxuries Hypatia had. She didn’t wear any more jewelry than simple, basic pieces that any clan girl might have passed on from their mothers—with a Solitus mother, Marcella didn’t have any. Hypatia hadn’t had any decorations, not even any religious ones despite the fact that she was a seer, which meant she’d been blessed by Asentai more than anyone else. Other than her bed, the only furniture Hypatia had had was a wardrobe, a mirror, and a desk.

      In Marcella’s quarters in the Desero barracks, she’d had a cot and a trunk that stored all of her belongings. And even those belongings had only taken up a third of the space of the trunk. When she’d received it upon joining the ranks as a soldier, Marcella had gaped at the size. She couldn’t imagine how she was ever going to fill it—if she ever would.

      That was a problem of a day long past. Today she was in an empty Inimicus room without limiters and nowhere near her cell. And while she still felt ridiculously weak and sore, she felt better. A minuscule amount.

      She could breathe for a minute, the way she hadn’t since Gavril had come into her cell, telling her he was leaving on a mission.

      And now that she could breathe, she could think.

      Now that she could think…

      What was she doing?

      She’d ended up on that table. Again. Gavril had saved her again.

      And he’d tried to run away with her slung over his shoulder, knowing it would cost him his magic.

      Marcella couldn’t imagine doing that for anyone.

      Not after she’d spent so long cut off from her magic. Being ordered to do it? That she understood. She could follow orders to go and die for Hypatia. She couldn’t imagine condemning herself to a magicless life voluntarily.

      Not for anyone.

      And yet, when she’d said stay, he had. When Aimilia had shoved her into the fight and Marcella had said mercy, he’d shown it.

      She was mostly certain Aimilia had been trying to tell her that Gavril loved her. And… Marcella couldn’t find any evidence to disprove it after all of that.

      And yet she had her orders. She was supposed to kidnap Gavril so Hypatia could leverage him against his family. But…

      Now that she knew his own father would bind his magic for running away and kill him if he had killed Nikias… would that plan even work?

      She felt sick just thinking about it.

      Or faint.

      When was the last time she’d eaten something and not just had that drugged liquid shoved down her throat? She couldn’t recall, but the chiton covering her waist and thighs was filthy. Her hair was also disgusting. Gavril’s cloak covered her torso, although now that she was thinking clearly, she felt rather self-conscious and exposed even though she was modestly covered.

      She spotted a clean garment sitting on top of the dresser, so she achingly crawled her way out of the bed and on wobbly legs with thin scars running up her skin she hadn’t had before, she made her way over to the dresser. There was also a basin of water with a rag and soap on the dresser, and she set to work cleaning her own filth off herself. She shed the ruined chiton and reluctantly unclasped the dirty cloak and let it fall to the ground.

      The water was cold and harsh against her skin and aching muscles, but it was worth it to be clean again. Her scrubbing picked up in intensity the second she reached the first thin scar running over her skin. They were on her legs, her arms, her neck—the thin lines ran across the flow of her vitae. They were so thin and small maybe she could scrub them off. The skin turned raw and red, sending tinges of pain through her as she tried to scrub away the feeling of leather straps, blades, and the pervasive sensation of violation that had hung over every inch of her since the second she’d woken up on that table.

      Her legs were shaking and starting to buckle when she started on her hair. She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see her own scars as she used the water and the soap that was left to wash her hair. The water turned murkier, and Marcella had to be satisfied with the job she’d done and hope she’d done enough to restore her curls to normal. With her soaked hair plastered to her neck and shoulders, the water dripping and running down her skin, she fumbled for the clean garment, taking care not to look at her own skin.

      It wasn’t a chiton. It was a peplos, falling all the way to her ankles instead of just above her knee like her chiton had.

      It hid the scars on her legs, which she liked. It also had sleeves she could tie together, which helped cover the scars on her arms. The less of her to be seen the better.

      She wasn’t certain she was ever going to feel like she didn’t want to hide, buried beneath a ridiculous amount of fabric as if it would be a defense from her chiton being ripped to shreds to expose her back and any part of her they wanted to get at.

      Her knees hit the ground as she was halfway through tying the left sleeve. She was shaking.

      She tried to breathe.

      Gavril was back. It wasn’t going to happen again.

      He’d said that last time.

      When everything had been happening so quickly, it had been so easy for her to believe now that he was there everything was going to be alright. That this time would be the time he kept his promise.

      She had her hand over her mouth as she bit her tongue and tried to force down her sobs. She was so sick of crying. She was so sick of feeling helpless.

      Even when she wasn’t on the table… who was she fooling? In Areator she was always on the table.

      But she’d given up her chance to get off it. She’d told Gavril to stay.

      Why? Why had she done that?

      How stupid was she?

      The door opened and she jumped. It was Gavril.

      At least it was Gavril.

      Better him than someone else. He had a tray in his hands, and he quickly set it on the bed and rushed over to her, saying, “Are you alright? What happened?”

      His arm came around her and he pulled her into his embrace, and she supposed she didn’t have somewhere better to go. Her left sleeve remained only half done as they sat on the floor next to the dirty chiton and cloak.

      She took a deep breath, pushing down her encroaching sob, and shook her head. “It’s too quiet. It brings back memories, and my legs are still weak. I am weak.”

      A hand brushed her cheek, stilling the motion of her head and forcing her to look at him as he spoke in her tongue, “No. Never. I have never known anyone who has the strength to live after what you’ve been through. No one has lasted longer than you have through the atrocity you went through. Everyone who was put on those horrific tables died. You—” Gavril’s voice cracked, and he paused, swallowing thickly. “You are alive. It is a miracle, and a testament to your strength. To live through suffering is strength. What has happened is my weakness, not yours.”

      Maybe she should take the opportunity to throw all of her terror and anger at herself for trapping herself there at him instead, but she found herself instead softly leaning into his palm instead and sighing. “It seems all we do is have the same arguments. Live or die. Who is to blame? We are left just sitting here.”

      “Then instead of wasting breath, we eat. You need food. As I have argued before. You will get stronger when you eat well, and I know you have not been eating,” Gavril said, sliding his arm around her back and taking her hand in his as he lifted them off the ground. He helped her back to the bed, sitting her back against the headboard as he sat across from her and moved the tray between them.

      That was when she noticed something about him. A strange shadow under his eyes. A little shimmer to his skin. His vitae.

      With the limiter cuffs off, she could sense it resting on the surface of his skin. Around his eye. What a strange sensation, but yes, she could feel his vitae in him and on him.

      As he started to uncover the plates, she said, “You are hiding something from me. You have an illusion on your eye.”

      He looked up sharply, nearly knocking over the glasses of water as his face paled. “What?”

      She lifted her left wrist and said, “I know what your magic feels like. This bond means I can sense it on your face.”

      Gavril looked down and muttered under his breath, a curse in his language as he fussed with the glasses and plates on the tray. “It’s nothing.”

      “If it was nothing you would not be hiding it. Show me.” Marcella leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Don’t hide from me.”

      Gavril kept his head lowered, his hair falling in his eyes so she couldn’t see them. His voice trembled, but it was clear how hard he was trying to keep it steady. “You ask me to make myself nothing in your eyes.”

      “What could you possibly have to hide from me? You have seen me in every weak, pathetic, most helpless position and in the absolute depths of my humiliation and horror. Gavril—” But before she could continue, he looked up at her and cut her off just by the desperation in his eyes.

      “Say it again.”

      “What?”

      “My name—my whole name. Say it again.”

      It wasn’t a command. It was a plea.

      Still, she was a soldier, so she obeyed.

      “Gavril.” She didn’t know why he wanted to hear her say it. The short syllables came out mangled and jagged in her accent compared to the way his people said it with their sharp, smooth lilts. But he just leaned in closer, the tray the only thing that seemed to be stopping him from being on top of her, but still he was so close. And yet she whispered his name again, “Gavril.”

      His eyes closed and his forehead brushed hers. Her breath caught in her throat as she felt the slight breeze of his soft breaths on her cheek. She didn’t dare move. She didn’t think she could move even if she wanted to.

      She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

      He shook his head against hers before reaching up and brushing her still soaked curls back behind her ear. He pulled back slightly and with a quick gesture from his hands, the invisible runes holding the illusion over his eye vanished.

      Marcella couldn’t stop the choking gasp that left her.

      Gavril lowered his head and turned away, hiding his right eye from her, wincing at the noise she made. His shoulders hunched over deeper as he seemed to try to make himself smaller. Marcella knew the gesture. She’d done the same when trying to hide her fear and shame.

      She reached forward, taking his face in her hands and turning it back toward her. She brushed her thumb under his swollen black eye as she stared into his eyes and demanded, “Who did this?”

      “It does not matter—”

      “Nikias? After you spared him at my request? I’ll kill him. I—”

      Gavril reached and wrapped his hands around her wrists, but he didn’t push her away, just held her hands tighter against his face. He said, “No. Not Nikias.”

      Then…

      “Your father?”

      He whispered, “Not this time.”

      Those were the only two she could think of. Then again, she didn’t know many Inimicus, but she felt confident it wasn’t Aimilia.

      But then he continued, squeezing her wrist as his voice broke, “This time it was my mother. Nikias is her favorite; she wanted to repay me for breaking his arm.”

      Marcella’s mind froze at his words.

      It had been shocking enough to hear from Aimilia that his own father held no regard for his own son, that he would kill him without hesitation if he killed Nikias, but this was another. His own mother laid hands on him like this for going after Nikias?

      Because of her. He’d only gone after Nikias because of her.

      Then it hit her what exactly he’d said.

      This time.

      She whispered, “How many? How many of these injuries have you hidden from me?”

      “From you? I… A dozen? I don’t keep track. Over the course of my life? I would not even know how to begin to count. It’s… this is how things have always been. Nikias was not spared when we were younger, but he is the heir. He figured it out. How to be the right son. He was top of his class. Always said the right thing—It is impossible to live up to him in their eyes.” His knee bumped into the tray again as he tried to shift closer but was prevented from doing so unless he wanted to upend it. “You see now. I… I can’t let anyone see. You—Now you know how weak I am. Why I have failed so utterly to protect you. I cannot even protect myself.”

      She’d never heard anything more insane in her life. And she knew Hypatia.

      “These marks are not yours to be ashamed of. They are the shame of your parents, who are so weak and pathetic and stupid their only option is to beat you into submission,” Marcella spat, sliding her hands further, curling her fingers to cradle the back of his head. “You—You are better. And that terrifies them. You terrify them. So they control you through violence and threats.”

      He pulled his head out of her grip and lowered her hands, letting go of them and sitting back. He said, “I am not. They are not. But your words are meant well—I understand. But I am not here to bare to you my weakness. I am here so you eat. I am here for you.”

      Marcella opened her mouth because she was not done, but before she could speak, he was shoving a bowl into her hands and giving her an order. “Eat.”

      Fine. She would let it go for now.

      She sank her teeth into the bread and dipped it in the broth, the plain food a balm to her stomach that still threatened to upheave at any moment.

      Whether that was because she hadn’t eaten in so long or because her gut twisted every time she looked up and caught sight of his black eye—knowing it was his own mother’s hands that put it there—she wasn’t sure.

      Every time she paused or slowed, bringing a question up to her tongue, Gavril just ordered her to finish eating before they spoke. She rolled her eyes at him but did so until there was no food or water left.

      She turned the bowl upside down to show it was empty, raising an eyebrow at him until his lips twitched into a smile and he said, “See? Was that so hard?”

      She just dropped the bowl back onto the tray and he picked it up and set it on the nightstand beside the bed before settling back into his seat. He braced one hand on the sheets, leaning on it as he looked at her, and in a voice as soft as the way he brushed his fingers over her damp hair, he asked, “Can you… Can you tell me exactly what happened while I was gone?”
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      Marcella’s spine went rigid and she bumped into the headboard, but she took a deep breath.

      She was safe.

      Gavril was with her.

      Although… she looked at his black eye… Maybe neither of them were safe.

      Still, she pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, focusing on her left wrist. Healed. Perfectly fine. Her half-done sleeve exposing the lines and the metal band on it.

      “Not long after you left, I was brought to the training grounds. Nikias and Aimilia were there. He made me spar with Aimilia. She—she did not hold back like you did. It was rough. I felt sick all the time. I did not eat. Then one day Nikias was the one I was sparring against. He broke my wrist and then I was in the throne room. I could not focus enough to understand what he was saying, not until Aimilia appeared in the hallway. Even then my memory is hazy, but they argued and she stepped out of the way right as I passed out again. When I woke up—”

      Marcella choked on the words. She ducked her head as the feeling of leather straps and wood on her bare skin and a knife cutting into her spine came rushing back.

      She couldn’t stop her sobs as she dug her hands into her legs and tried to hide her shaking by curling in as tightly as possible. But then arms were around her, and she was being pulled into an embrace she was beginning to know better than her own skin. She leaned into Gavril, letting go of her knees so she could curl into him, burying her head in his shoulder.

      She took great, heaving breaths as she tried to continue but it wasn’t until there was no water left to spill out from her eyes, that she was able to continue in a hoarse, stuttering voice.

      “—I woke up… where I woke up. They’d taken your cloak—” She sat up, turning her face toward him, making sure he could see her desperate honesty. “I didn’t take it off. I wore it. Always. I picked it back up and tried to keep it, but they took it from me. They—they asked me about the—the rock that you took when you caught me. Then—I don’t really know what was real after that. I saw so many things. I saw you so many times until you were finally real and there. That’s all I know.”

      There was a dark edge in Gavril’s controlled expression, an edge that was becoming more familiar the more she saw it. It terrified her, but she knew it wasn’t directed at her. It was because of her. But… there was a restraint this time, he was holding it back. His hand on her back was slowly tracing a pattern. It felt familiar, the one he’d traced before, a rune of some kind. She didn’t know if he was doing it for her sake or his.

      He whispered, “So you do not know everything they did to you?”

      She thought back. She remembered Gavril breaking glass and thick liquid pouring out of it. Him shredding and burning papers.

      “They… did what they did to all of my people who ended up on those tables. Studied me. Cut me open like a rat. Took my blood. Examined my vitae. I do not want to remember more than that.”

      He nodded against her head, rustling her curls with the motion. “Do… Do you remember the rock?”

      There was something thick and heavy in his words. Something Marcella had the feeling she should better understand but didn’t.

      Marcella blinked. “I… remember Nikias asking me about it. I… there was a point I could not tell what was real or not. I might have touched it. I don’t know.”

      Gavril shifted her even closer, his grip tightening so firmly Marcella knew she wouldn’t be able to get out of it no matter how hard she tried. Not that she wanted to. While talking about this, there was nowhere else she wanted to be.

      He murmured, “That is enough. I… I needed to know if Aimilia was hiding something of her involvement to make herself look better. She told the truth.”

      “What did she say?” Marcella blinked up at him. “I do not understand all that happened even though it happened to me.”

      “Aimilia said Nikias approached her, asking her to spar with you while I was gone to continue—” Gavril shifted back, but Marcella just grabbed onto him tighter and he stilled. “And she agreed. She was happy to get a chance to have it out with you, but she didn’t know what Nikias actually wanted. He knew she would be vicious. Aimilia is always vicious. He expected her to injure you badly enough to need magical healing, an excuse to get you into the operating room. When Aimilia wasn’t meeting expectations, and he knew time was running out before I got back, he stepped in and broke your wrist. His plan was to have you questioned about the rock and information gathered until the day before I returned, when he would have the healer manipulate your mind so all you would remember was being healed. That’s what the original plan was according to the healer when I asked.”

      The way Gavril said it didn’t sound like he’d simply asked.

      He continued, “Nikias changed his mind in the middle of it to kill you instead. I do not know why. I have not seen him since I spared his life. If I do, I might change my mind about it.”

      “Aimilia was not aware?” Marcella muttered. “I would think she would want me gone most of all.”

      “When Aimilia realized what Nikias was up to, she rode out to meet me and get me back even faster. That is why I entrusted you to her if I were to lose against Nikias. She would get you out of the city and back to your people.” Gavril let out a huff. “Well, until she decided to drag you out and make you intervene in the challenge.”

      Marcella still didn’t understand why Aimilia had ridden out to get him, but from the disbelief in Gavril’s voice she thought maybe he didn’t either.

      He just sighed and pulled her closer. “Why did you?”

      “Why did I what?” Marcella looked up at him.

      “Why did you ask for mercy for my brother?” Gavril cradled her cheek with one hand, the other still tracing a rune over her spine. “Why did you tell me to stay when I tried to run away?”

      Marcella shivered as his fingertip stuttered over her spine before continuing on. Her mouth was dry. She had to say something, so she gave him nothing of use. “Nikias was right there. We would not have gotten past him. It was not worth the fight.”

      Gavril made a noise in the back of his throat. “I may be weak and worthless, but you saw I had him. I beat him in my challenge. He could not bring himself to fight back. I could have gotten us past him.”

      Marcella reached up and ran her hand over his right arm, the lines currently hidden under another illusion. She tightened her grip on it and said, “And you would practically be a Solitus. You would still have had your magic bound by your father.”

      “So?” Gavril stopped tracing the rune and just splayed his hand out across the small of her back.

      She’d been held by him before but only just now it was occurring to her how close they were. Aimilia’s words—or at least what Marcella thought Aimilia had been saying—came rushing back. Her heart started pounding and heat flooded her cheeks.

      Gavril whispered, “For so long, all you have wanted is freedom, death, or my suffering. Why would you turn down the chance to have your freedom and my suffering? Why would you sacrifice your freedom so that I would keep my magic?”

      If Marcella had an answer, she could not hear it over her pounding heart.

      Love.

      Was Aimilia right? Did Gavril love her? Was that why he’d done this? All of this? From trying to let her go on the road up to almost killing his brother for what he’d done to her?

      What else could it be?

      And what else could he be looking for as he held her in his arms and begged her for an answer she did not know she could give?

      “I don’t know.”

      If she did know, she didn’t want to know.

      So she didn’t know. She’d just done it. And now she was going to have to live with it.

      “You called for me, the healer said.” He reached one hand into his pocket and started fiddling with something in it. “While you were… Do you remember that?”

      Marcella just swallowed thickly.

      Gavril’s expression fell, but he pressed on. “You said you were safe with me. You forgave my failures. You told me to be with you. You commanded me to live for you. Why?”

      “I—” Marcella’s tongue was heavy. Her mind was blank as all she could feel was his arms around her and his front pressed to hers. Her heart was beating so fast she kept expecting to feel it just burst into pieces. “I don’t know. I—I cannot explain my mind in such a fragile state. I just did. That’s all.”

      Gavril’s eyes darted down to her lips as she finished speaking, and he stared at them for a moment while all she could hear was her blood thundering in her ears. His grip on her tightened, digging into her skin, not painfully—desperately.

      His head shifted a hair closer before he closed his eyes, took a deep breath and pulled back. He slowly let go of her, shifting her off his lap and back onto the bed as he moved back. He didn’t leave entirely, just put distance between them, and he said, “Of course. I understand.”

      She was glad he did because she didn’t.

      “Explain to me,” Marcella said, the words falling out of her mouth now that she could think again. His eyes widened, and she gestured to his right arm. “The promise you made to your father. That if you abandon it, you will be unable to access your magic.”

      Gavril nodded, the shock in his gaze fading, and he held his right arm in front of him, the skin deceptively bare, but she could sense his vitae hovering in the invisible runes on his skin. He shifted his fingers and the illusion faded, revealing the lines marking his arm.

      “I—when I brought you back, after you were pulled away, I argued. I thought that even if they did not respect me, they respected the law at least not to—I—Then I found out Nikias had—After that I…” Gavril shook his head and lowered his arm. “I have made such a mess of this all. These runes bind me to my word, and my father to his. My father’s word was that you would not be put back on that table on his orders as long as I made sufficient progress and delivered to him what I promised.”

      She frowned. “Then you should be able to take his magic, shouldn’t you? He broke his word.”

      Gavril looked up at her and sighed. “The bond is between me and my father. Nikias acted without my father’s knowledge, so that protects him.”

      She reached forward, stopping short of touching his arm, drawing back and just brushing her fingers over the lines on her left wrist. She frowned. “These are promises? And if they are broken—You can take my magic from me?”

      Gavril’s eyes widened and he leaned forward. “No! No. Not at all.” He lifted his right arm. “This is different. They are different types of bonds. Ours is different. I cannot keep you from your magic nor you mine. You have nothing to fear from ours.”

      She still eyed her wrist for a moment before looking back to his right arm. “But, on the road, I asked you if you could use it to track me.”

      Gavril nodded. “Ours means that I can sort of sense the direction you’re in if I focus. Now that you do not have the cuffs on, you can do the same to me. You can find me and I can find you. So that we can keep each other safe.”

      He had that look in his eyes again, so she quickly lowered her left arm and said, “What did you promise your father that you would fail if we’d left?”

      Gavril opened his mouth, closed it, and then pushed himself off the bed and started pacing the room. He wouldn’t look her way.

      She followed his path with her eyes. What could he have possibly promised that would have him so agitated and afraid to speak?

      Before she could ask, a bird landed on the windowsill and her blood ran cold.

      A silver-backed raven. It had to be from Hypatia. She couldn’t let Gavril see it. She shifted on the bed, leaning forward to try to force his gaze on her and where it wouldn’t land on the window, and she said, “Gavril—”

      But then the door flew open, drawing her gaze. For a split second, she didn’t recognize him. She’d never seen him in anything but black, but when she did, she couldn’t stop her short scream at who it was.

      Gavril immediately stopped pacing and she was pulled up to her feet and swept behind him as he faced who was in her doorway.

      Nikias.

      His arm was in a sling and he was covered in bruises. His lip was split and he favored one side. Instead of the black chiton and black and gold cloak she’d always seen him in, he was wearing a white chiton and a red commander’s cloak. Marcella was still shaking as she clutched the back of Gavril’s chiton.

      Nikias opened his mouth, but paused before speaking, looked at Gavril’s black eye, and winced. In their language, he said, “Again?”

      Marcella was most surprised to find obvious softness and care in his voice when he asked. She didn’t think he was capable of it.

      It still didn’t mean he hadn’t had her tortured and experimented on.

      Gavril’s lip curled up in a sneer as he spoke in his language. “Get out. Now.”

      “Gavril—talk?”

      Marcella could see the raven shifting from foot to foot out of the corner of her eye. She pushed herself onto her toes and whispered in her language, “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      Gavril muttered in her language, “He has nothing to say to me that I want to hear. I would rather be with you.”

      She pushed at his shoulders slightly. “There will be time enough for that. Go. Get it over with.”

      He groaned and turned back to face her, and she managed to shift in just enough time to block the raven with her hair. He leaned down and her breath caught in her throat as he brushed his lips over her temple and said, “As you command. I will be back, but you will stay in this room from now on. Go ahead and sleep if you are tired. You do not have to wait for me.”

      She told herself she was struggling to think straight and breathe right because if he looked a little bit too far behind her he would see the raven.

      He then turned back to his brother and any softness that had been in his expression before was gone. He lifted his hands and cast as he walked toward the door, the lines on his right arm and his black eye disappearing beneath illusions.

      He snapped at Nikias in their tongue, “Move.”

      Nikias quickly left her doorway, and Gavril shut the door behind him. The second they were gone, she hurried over to the windowsill and held out her hands for the raven to perch on. It jumped into the air and landed on her finger, spreading its wings as the runes on its back lit up.

      Marcella,

      It’s been months. Hurry up. One of their commanders found a Desero supply cache.

      I don’t know how they could have possibly discovered it by accident. Which means the only other option is someone who knew about it told them. It better not have been you.

      If it was, you will be forgiven so long as it was part of your plan to win the prince’s trust and capture him. We need a hostage.

      And the Heart. Konstantin and I have been making excellent progress with the other clans, despite the mark against me for having lost the Heart in the ambush. My new husband is proving more useful in that area than I anticipated. However, promising the return of the Heart has gone a long way.

      I expect you to deliver.

      The High Priest is also anxious to get the Heart back before the Inimicus defile it. I care more about getting my coalition and the army that will come with it.

      Once I have my army, we will be ready to move against the Inimicus. And it’s going to be bloody—unless we have something to bargain with.

      Bring me my hostage. Soon.

      Chiefess Hypatia of Desero

      Once the message had faded into the air, Marcella carried the raven back over to the window and sent it on its way with shaking hands and a thundering heart instead of a reply.

      She was running out of time.

      She’d given up her chance to have Gavril essentially at her mercy and she didn’t know why. Either way it was lost. And even if she had taken it, his family would not negotiate for him.

      But if she didn’t escape and give Hypatia something, what was her other option?

      Stay in Areator where the only person trying to protect her was just as much a prisoner as she was?

      And let her people march against the Inimicus without any advantage and shrug the ensuring bloodbath off her shoulders?

      Maybe… Maybe if she told Gavril—

      But… if he loved her and he discovered she’d only been getting close to him to earn his trust so she could kidnap him and if she told him the only reason she wasn’t was because she realized he was just as worthless to his people as she was to hers…

      If he loved her, he wouldn’t when he discovered the truth.

      Besides, what could he do? His family would not listen to him. He would be as helpless to stop it as she was. If he even wanted to after she revealed her betrayal.

      That ruthlessness she’d seen in him could just as easily be turned on her as it was protecting her.

      Marcella had gotten no closer to a solution by the time her tears had run dry again and she’d crawled into her bed. When her door creaked open and a weight shifted the bed, she kept her eyes closed and her breathing even. She forced herself to stay still as a hand brushed over her side and then her hair. She willed her mouth to stay shut when he whispered, “Marcella?”

      When he was convinced she was asleep, he just tucked her hair out of her face again and brushed his lips to her temple and murmured something in his tongue.

      “—pulchra—uxorem—excrucior.”

      His weight left the bed, and when she heard a door creak, she cracked an eye open to see he wasn’t going out of the front door and into the hallway. He was going through the other door into a bedroom connected to hers.

      He was close.

      At least for tonight she was safe.

      Tomorrow…

      She did not know.
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      Gavril leaned back against the door connecting his room to Marcella’s the second he closed it. The set of gold lily pins and clasps that lived in his pocket grew even heavier. It wasn’t the right time to tell her despite the soft hope he was nursing in his chest.

      At least she was sleeping peacefully, although Gavril didn’t know how he was going to.

      She needed the rest. It was going to take a while for her to finish recovering from her ordeal, physically at least.

      She didn’t remember that her heart had stopped. That she’d died.

      No one survived the table. No one survived their heart stopping for several minutes. Not in recorded history. And he might have more faith in Asentai and miracles now, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t also realistic. There was no telling how long—if ever—it would take for Marcella to fully recover.

      He didn’t know if this was something someone could ever truly recover from.

      He didn’t know if this was something anyone could be forgiven for.

      At least, Gavril had no intentions of ever forgiving Nikias for what he’d done.

      But he would use it for all it was worth.
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      Gavril shoved Nikias down the hallway until he was certain they were far enough away from Marcella’s room that they wouldn’t disturb her if she did try to sleep. Nikias was hissing in pain the whole way as Gavril had grabbed him by his bad arm. Intentionally.

      Gavril shelved his surprise and confusion that Nikias hadn’t seen the healers already to fix his arm and all his other injuries. It didn’t make sense, but his brother deserved to heal the slow, painful way. He deserved far worse.

      And the fact that Nikias was wearing white for the first time in four years was completely incomprehensible.

      “You have five seconds to convince me that I shouldn’t reconsider sparing your life and end it right now,” Gavril snapped.

      Nikias stumbled but managed to get his legs under him and straighten up as Gavril finally let go of his bad arm. But he kept his gaze on the floor, and his voice was low, like every word was being dragged out of him. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not. I might be an idealist, but I’m not a fool. Goodbye,” Gavril scoffed, turning on his heel.

      “Wait! Gavril—” Nikias grabbed Gavril with his good arm and swung him back around, this time looking Gavril in the eyes. This time Gavril was taken aback by the desperation in them. “Just hear me out. I am sorry. I mean it. I’m not just saying that.”

      “Why should I believe you? You lied to my face before I left. You promised Marcella would be left alone. And then you turned around and tortured her. Your words mean nothing,” Gavril spat, but he stayed where he was.

      “I won’t deny what I’ve done. But I will say, I let my emotions cloud my judgment. And I know you don’t want to hear it, but what I did, I didn’t just do for me. I was trying to protect you,” Nikias said.

      “You don’t seriously expect me to believe that? That is such—”

      “I have always been trying to protect you. But as I should have learned years ago, I… I am a failure at that. At protecting anyone.”

      Nikias lowered his gaze, stuttering as his fingers brushed his red cloak. “Or maybe I should have realized I’m the thing everyone needs to be protected from. I thought by handling the she—Sordes girl—while you were away, I would be sparing you in the long run. When the anniversary comes… I—ever since you brought the Desero demon’s lookalike into the palace… Even her voice, it’s the same. I—” Nikias shook his head, a haunted look in his eyes.

      Gavril shifted back, still ready to leave, but…

      Nikias didn’t talk about Faustina. Not unless he was forced to. And Nikias never said her name or brought her up of his own volition.

      Gavril eyed Nikias’ white chiton and red cloak. He wouldn’t… After the first year had passed and Nikias continued to wear his mourning clothes, Gavril had asked about it, and Nikias had told him he had no intention of stopping. He was going to mourn her death the rest of his life.

      “It’s a reminder of how I failed her. I can’t ever let myself forget that.”

      Nikias, even at his worst, wouldn’t have stopped wearing his mourning clothes just to fake an apology.

      Maybe… he was being genuine.

      “Let me start at the beginning, please. When I heard that the demon was getting married—after she took my wife from me, and not only had she gotten away with it—I failed to kill her—but now she was getting an alliance, a husband—I couldn’t stand it. After she’d taken everything from me… That’s why I came up with the scheme to kidnap her before her wedding. It was the perfect chance to take away everything she’d taken from me and get justice for Faustina. I had to—” Nikias’ voice cracked, and he swallowed. “So when you came back with a girl who looked exactly like her, sounds just like her—I’m not saying this for your pity. Just—I—All I could see was the demon killing Faustina in front of me, and all I could hear was her voice, taunting me, and I…”

      Gavril steeled himself. Maybe a few weeks ago he would have been blaming himself for not noticing how unwell Nikias was. If he did now, it was only because if he’d recognized it, maybe he could have stopped Nikias before Marcella had suffered.

      Nikias continued, “Of course I wanted her to suffer, as though I could convince myself I was somehow making the demon suffer instead. That it would somehow make my guilt go away. But that was just part of it. I justified it because I wanted to spare you a lifetime married to a woman who resents you and despises you no matter how much you love her.”

      Gavril’s jaw clenched and he crossed his arms. “That still doesn’t change what you did to the woman you know I love. You k—almost killed her. You meant to kill her. And even so, it’s not your place. It’s my life, and I would rather Marcella be alive and safe and in it no matter how much she might resent me than have her gone.”

      “Yes…” Nikias winced, keeping his gaze lowered. “I see that now, and I also see I was wrong. About the Sordes girl. About how making her pay for the demon’s crimes would be justice. I knew logically she wasn’t the demon, but in my nightmares I just saw the demon and Faustina’s blood on my hands, and my reason was nothing compared to the guilt I’ve had for—I didn’t want to see it, but now I’ve been forced to confront how hollow and empty I felt. Making the Sordes girl suffer changed nothing.”

      There was something Nikias wasn’t saying. Gavril knew him well, even if he no longer considered him his brother after his betrayal. Nikias was stubborn, prideful, and as immovable as a rock. He didn’t move unless someone else moved him.

      “What exactly brought about this epiphany in the last day or two? In the throne room the morning after I returned, you seemed to think making her suffer would change something,” Gavril said, narrowing his eyes.

      “Look, after the girl’s heart stopped—or when I thought it had… that was when I realized nothing had changed. The demon had still gotten away with everything. But I at least still thought I’d been trying to clean up the mess I thought you were in, so I focused on that to try to absolve myself. Then I realized I was wrong about what I thought I was saving you from. A wife who hates you. When I stopped you from running away—well, it wasn’t really me who stopped you.” Nikias finally looked up again. “It was her. She told you to stay to protect your life and your magic. And then she ran out into our fight, and… there’s no doubt in my mind that girl doesn’t hate you. Far from it. Her regard for you is obvious to anyone with eyes.”

      Gavril ground his teeth together even as his heart stuttered. He’d had his own quiet hopes, of course. He always had a quiet hope that could never be cut out of him that Marcella would be able to love him the way he did her. His hopes had only risen due to the same events that Nikias claimed changed his mind about her, but only a few minutes ago, when he’d tried to ascertain her heart’s standing, she’d pulled back. She’d claimed she did not remember or could not explain.

      But he was absolutely not discussing this a second more with Nikias.

      “And yet she still screamed at the sight of you. Because you interrogated her while a healer experimented on her. Because you ordered the healer to experiment on her until she was dead.” Gavril shook his head. “And none of that explains this apparently profound moment of realization and growth you claim to have had about how committing such atrocities did nothing to bring any justice or ease your guilt.”

      Nikias ran a hand through his hair. “I… Honestly… After you left the throne room, someone said something to me that made me realize that all I felt now was sick with myself for ruining my relationship with you. I thought the demon had taken everything from me, but I was wrong. I didn’t realize how much I still had left to lose, but this time I’m the only one to blame. I lost what little I had left for nothing because… nothing I did could bring Faustina back, and all I’d done was just make everyone else as miserable as myself. I thought—I wasn’t thinking about the future. I was too focused on the past. Ever since Faustina—despite what our parents think, I have no intentions of remarrying. I always intended on you and Aimilia ruling after me, if I even made it that long. That was the plan, and then you showed up married to a Sordes girl. And I… knew.”

      There was a solemnity to his voice that sent a chill down Gavril’s spine.

      “When I made the decision to go behind your back and… kill the girl, that you would kill me. I knew when I went after you to stop you from running away you would challenge me. And I knew I wasn’t going to fight back. Now… the last thing I expected was for Aimilia and the girl to intervene. For me to live… So… I’m alive. Your girl is alive, against all odds and… you weren’t the one with a mess to clean up. I was. And apparently… according to your girl, my death won’t fix this either.”

      There was only one person aside from Gavril who would ever speak to Nikias so frankly and so harshly.

      “Aimilia spoke to you after the throne room?” Gavril gaped at him.

      Nikias huffed and crossed his arms. “I don’t know if spoke is the right word. More like, she stormed into my office and yelled at me before turning on her heel and leaving before I could get a word in edgewise.”

      That sounded like her. Wait—

      Gavril swore under his breath. “She told you.”

      Nikias raised an eyebrow, but Gavril could see right through the aloof mask he slid on. No one could spot an illusion like Gavril. Nikias asked, “Told me what?”

      Which unfortunately meant everything before had been genuine.

      “You didn’t figure out I was going to escape with Marcella. Aimilia figured it out. She knows me better than you do. And she told you so you would stop me, didn’t she?”

      Nikias not giving anything away was exactly what gave him away. That, and Gavril also knew Aimilia better than he did most anyone. Nikias said, “She did nothing of the sort. Every action I’ve taken has been my own. She did not ask me to do anything. Nor do I answer to her if she had.”

      Gavril scoffed. “You don’t have to lie to protect her. I’m not buying it. She ratted me out to you.”

      If Aimilia hadn’t opened her big mouth—

      “Does it matter?” Nikias huffed, crossing his arms. “Your Sordes girl told you to stay, didn’t she? Wouldn’t she have done the same even if I hadn’t gotten in your way? You didn’t stay because I convinced you.”

      Gavril would deal with Aimilia ratting him out later. Nikias was his current and biggest problem.

      “Have you said everything you wanted to? Are we done here?” Gavril said, moving to turn back regardless of the answer.

      Nikias started to reach forward with the arm in the sling and immediately jerked back, hissing. But he still stumbled into Gavril’s path and stopped him with his good arm. “I made a huge mistake, and I don’t want to lose you over it. You’re still my brother—”

      “I don’t care what you want.” Gavril shoved him back, hissing, “You are not my brother. Not anymore. I don’t care that you’re sorry now that you have to live with the consequences of your actions. You don’t get to die to absolve yourself. You can’t undo what you’ve done.”

      “Then how can I fix it?”

      He couldn’t. But…

      Gavril’s eyes darted down to his right arm and the lines hidden under the illusion. He looked back up at Nikias. “Are you willing to do anything?”

      Nikias stepped back, taking a sharp breath. It was clear what Gavril had in mind.

      Oh, he had no intention of ever forgiving Nikias. But if Nikias wanted it badly enough…

      If he could use it to protect Marcella…

      “Whatever you ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavril now had another set of lines on his right arm, this time on his bicep, marking the vow Nikias had just made. Nikias now had a matching set on his left arm.

      A rather painful process for Nikias since his right arm was broken and he’d had to use both hands for casting the runes for the bond. It was still just a fraction of the pain he’d caused Marcella.

      Still… Marcella was safer now for it.

      He dropped onto his bed, exhaustion setting in. He’d still have to deal with Aimilia ratting him out, despite Nikias’ insistent denials she hadn’t.

      But that was another day’s problem.

      If Marcella was going to insist they stay in Areator, Gavril was never going to let her be harmed again.
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      All Marcella saw in her dreams was the edge of a table she could not get off of and dead bodies piling up below her. Every time she tried to get off it, the straps tightened and slammed her front down into the wood while a knife dug into her back. When she tilted her head to the side, her left wrist was blank and bare. No bracelet.

      When she lifted her head and looked ahead as far as she could, she saw why.

      Gavril lay on top of the pile of bodies.

      Marcella screamed his name. Or she tried to. All that came out was a garbled, hoarse noise as runes on her throat prevented her from making any comprehensible noise.

      He didn’t move. He didn’t respond to her desperate cries.

      He just lay there, his face pale and ashen except for the swollen black eye.

      Dead.

      She kept trying to get off the table, but it only made the pain in her spine deeper as whoever was wielding the knife dug in further.

      There was no relief. No escape. No peace.

      She woke up screaming. That was what she was used to more than the last few occasions she’d woken up far more peacefully.

      But unlike before, when she would wake up screaming in her cell, curling into herself and focusing on the feeling of nothing on her wrists, this time she curled into the arms wrapped around her.

      Instead of waking up to the echoes of her screams and her uncontrollable sobs, she heard his voice, bent low over her ear as he murmured softly, a combination of their languages, “—with you—tuebor—swear it—pulchra spes—no more—know not how—will. I am here. What little I am worth, I am here.”

      Marcella scrambled to throw her arms around Gavril, wrapping herself around him and sinking into him. His hand sank into her hair, cupping the back of her head as she buried her face into his shoulder to muffle her shaking sobs.

      She’d take the nightmares if only she would be able to wake up from them and not be a pathetic sobbing mess afterwards.

      But she could not stop herself from seeing Gavril’s dead body. She clutched his back and wrapped her legs around him so she could feel the rise and fall of his chest against her and know he was real and alive. His other hand moved up and down her back, and that feeling of his warm palm shifting the fabric of her peplos chased away the feeling of the knife running along her spine.

      He kept murmuring, and she slowly, finally stopped sobbing. She stilled as his hand came to a stop on the small of her back.

      When she finally lifted her head, she could see it was early dawn as her eyes focused. Gavril’s hand slipped from the back of her head to her cheek as he stared at her. “Deliciae, I cannot help but blame myself. I wish I could save you from reliving it at least.”

      Deliciae? That was a new one. Marcella was more than certain they were not insults now. That was worse.

      She swallowed thickly and shook her head as she started pulling away and he slowly let her go as much as she wished. “It is not anything to concern yourself with. I am only sorry that now that I am in this room, it will be hard for you to ignore.”

      Gavril blinked and his mouth parted as his eyes widened and the horror on his face—much like she imagined hers had been when he’d said he could not count the injuries his parents had given him—was unmistakable. “Not only have you been having these nightmares about your—about what happened and not told me, but your first thought is about being a—a bother to me?”

      He always focused on the one thing that ripped to the forefront just how weak and pathetic she was.

      “You hide lots of things from me. You speak words you know I don’t know for your amusement.” Marcella shifted, pulling at the blankets even though she knew she couldn’t really escape even if she could just pile them all tall enough to bury herself in. “You don’t tell me what this is that has bound me to you. What you have promised to your father.”

      So all she could do was find something else in the hopes of distracting him from her inadequacies.

      “I… I—I am—a coward and selfish.” Gavril sighed, lowering his head. “You are right. I have kept things from you because I am not strong enough to face you when you know. I hide because I hope, yet I know there will be no hope when I tell you.”

      He did not have to say it. It was written all over his face and it was spilling out of his voice.

      How much he loved her.

      “Tell me one. Just one, and…” Marcella stopped, sinking her nails into the blankets.

      She could not promise anything. She could not let herself.

      “Please,” she whispered, letting go of them. They fell to her waist once more.

      Gavril watched the blankets shift, closing his eyes for a moment before his hands sank into the fabric. He mouthed something, and Marcella caught only one word: ‘Asentai.’ He was praying.

      For what or who, she did not know. She did not know if she wanted to know.

      “I will tell you. The promise I made to my father is that… I would… I… I needed something to bargain with. We—I—I promised—I saw you—Oh, this is a mess.”

      She needed to give him something. Something to make it easier.

      Hypatia’s message weighed on her shoulders.

      “I know why I said to stay.”

      Gavril looked up at her, something shining in his eyes.

      Love. Hope.

      “I am… so tired.” Her voice broke.

      This wasn’t an act. It wasn’t a lie. None of it ever really had been. Despite being a master of illusions, she was starting to suspect none of it ever had been for him as well. Secrets, yes, but not lies.

      “I am tired of fighting. You know I am. And so are you. That is why you wanted to run. We are both so tired of fighting.” Her arm brushed his as she leaned forward ever so slightly. “But… Fighting? It is not tired of us. It will not let us go. You said to me, the very first night, you want peace above all else. The only freedom is in peace. We cannot get it by running away. We’re going to have to fight for it. I stayed for the hope of peace.”

      Fingers laced through hers resting on the blankets. She did not know who had moved first. All she knew was her heart was thundering in her chest as she stared at him and his fingers shifted down her palm and to her wrist. The pads of his fingers gently brushed over her pulse, and the lines started to glow as his vitae in the lines responded to his touch.

      “That is… what I want… wanted. I want it, of course, but I—” Gavril sighed. His fingers curled around her wrist, and she was certain he could feel her heart racing. If she shifted her hand to feel his pulse, would it be racing just as fast as hers?

      “That is what I wanted when I made the promise to my father. And I believed, if I could promise him a solution, and that solution would also require keeping you alive and safe, then peace could be within reach. That solution… my father believes if we understand your people’s magic we can fight it. I… I believe… if we understand it, we can stop fighting. When I was at the academie, I found a journal from a man who studied the first of your people who… He… He couldn’t find any difference in our vitae. No evidence of this corruption. His theory was that we were the same, the only difference being in whether we use two-handed runes or single-handed. He died right after; no one knows who killed him. I didn’t think much about it save for the very last thing he ever wrote. In my tongue: ubi solitudinem faciunt pacem appellant.”

      That sounded familiar. Had he said it before?

      And where was this going? What did it matter if one man realized that the Inimicus idea of her people’s vitae being corrupted was wrong if he was dead?

      Gavril continued, “It means ‘They make a desert and call it peace.’ Peace has always been a foreign, elusive thing for me. Until you. I saw you—at first I thought I had imagined it. During your escape, you cast separate runes with two hands at the exact same time.”

      His grip on her tightened.

      Where was he going? Why did she have such a terrible, ominous feeling settling over her shoulders?

      “My people believe that while yours can cast runes single handedly, you can’t cast them at the same time. That skilled Sordes can cast one right after the other, but there’s always a split second of delay. That you can’t balance your vitae to equally distribute it the way we have to for our two-handed runes. But I know what I saw, and it was at the exact same time. So… if you could balance your vitae enough for that, then it should be possible to prove corruption wasn’t possible. In you I saw a path to peace. A way to prove our people aren’t that different, but when I returned, with your vitae now under my skin because of…” Gavril’s left arm shifted and he cleared his throat. “The bond. I thought it was proof, that there was no corruption, but still they waved it off. I realized my parents aren’t interested in peace based on such discoveries. At least, I needed more time to get enough proof they could not wave away. So in order to keep you alive, I promised I would get useful information out of you that could end this war as long as they let me do it my way and not put you on the table.”

      She stayed silent. Something was dropping into her stomach, dark and turning.

      “So that’s what I promised. First, I came to you to spar not for that purpose, but so it at least looked like it. I just… I wanted you to have a reason to live. Even if that reason was your hatred of me. But—”

      Marcella shot off the bed, backing away from him.

      She’d guessed they’d been trying to study her people’s style of fighting. She’d assumed when it had become sparring with magic they were looking for weaknesses.

      She just hadn’t realized he was studying her very magic. The so-called corruption his people believed was in her.

      Experimenting on her like the heretics.

      Just without a scalpel.

      The feeling of straps on her wrists still lingered. The table scraping against her skin and her back exposed to cool air and a blade was still too fresh. She grabbed the nearest receptacle as she emptied what was in her stomach into it.

      When a hand brushed her shoulder, trying to pull her hair back, she swatted it away and kicked at him. Her skin was crawling as she kept retching, sick from the knowledge that she’d just been clinging to him like a child. He was no better than the heretic who put her on the table.

      She shuddered as she finished and there was nothing left for her nausea to dredge up.

      She pushed the—drawer. She’d grabbed a drawer from the dresser and had thrown up into it—away. She could see Gavril hovering, kneeling on the ground out of the corner of her eye, hands hovering in her direction but not on her.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry—”

      “Stay back. I—I—” Marcella shook her head and curled into herself. She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to keep falling into these pieces, but now—

      Of course he had been. She’d been foolish to think he’d been treating her as anything else. Nothing was sacred to the Inimicus.

      Not even when they loved.

      Something hit the ground in front of her.

      She pulled her hand out of her hair to see Gavril kneeling in front of her. There were notebooks stacked in front of her with papers sticking out of them, all in Gavril’s handwriting. One was the same notebook she’d seen him writing in on the road. Another she vaguely recalled seeing in the workroom with the Heart. Some of the papers had her language written on them.

      “This is all of it. It is yours. Do with it what you will.”

      Marcella slowly reached forward and pulled the stack toward her. She refused to look at him as she opened up the first notebook.

      Her hands were shaking as she tried to read the Inimicus writing. It was hard for her to decipher anything, but there were clues in her own language to help her, at least in the notebook she’d picked up. The one he’d been writing in on the road.

      It seemed mostly just his attempts to learn more of her language to better communicate.

      Then she got a little deeper into it and spotted a rough sketch of a rune, but it wasn’t an Inimicus rune. It was one of her people’s. The rune she used to create blinding light in her escape.

      The note in his language said: Impossible.

      She skimmed ahead to the others. There were little notes about her along the way. Things she’d said to him. How she was no one. Her mother was a Solitus. She’d said she liked sparring. The gold lilies marked an engagement. Then after they came to Areator, notes on her general fighting style. More notes about her language. Then drawings of the runes she’d used when she had to use them.

      A note that said: Never casts two at the same time while sparring. Maybe I imagined it?

      Notes about the Heart.

      And… as she reached the end…

      Marcella swallowed. It wasn’t… as horrid as she’d first thought, but she was still too fresh off the table not to feel exposed and violated by anything done to her without her knowledge. Even if it had been done with the best of intentions.

      As she closed the last notebook and pushed it away, she pressed her fist to her mouth. She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t furious.

      Maybe Gavril was right.

      Maybe they’d cut it out of her.

      But she was disappointed. And it was her own fault. She’d expected better of Gavril. She shouldn’t have.

      She’d believed he was the best of the Inimicus. He was. He still was. But he was still an Inimicus. They couldn’t help themselves. It just showed how wholly incompatible their people were. Their best might love someone who was the worst of her people, but he would always see her first as something to be used.

      “You said…” Marcella rasped. “The night you bonded us, that you will have peace at all costs. You meant… my reaction when I found out you were going to study me and my magic. That I would hate you and never forgive you for treating me just as much as a rat as your heretics would.”

      “I did.”

      “And yet…” Marcella looked up. “Now you give it to me to do with what I will, despite believing these notes hold the key to finding a way to stop fighting, despite knowing if I destroy these your father will bind you away from your magic…”

      “Yes.”

      “Because…” The cold marble against her legs held her in place. Or maybe it was the way Gavril was looking at her. “You no longer want peace at all costs?”

      “Peace is no longer what I want most. I want it. But I want you—” Gavril took in a sharp breath. “I want your forgiveness and trust more.”

      She wasn’t an idiot. But she wasn’t ready for that conversation and neither was he. They were both too fragile and surrounded by enemies on all sides to tear each other apart.

      She pushed the whole stack back to him, swallowing her revulsion at the fact that they would continue to exist. “Keep them. I… If you think somewhere in them and in me is the key to bringing our people to peace… keep them. I…” She looked into his eyes and made herself as clear as she could with veiled words. It was a poor illusion, but she prayed he didn’t call her out on it. “I want peace at all costs. It is what I want most.”

      Gavril’s lips pressed together as he slowly pulled the stack to him. He lowered his gaze to the floor. No wonder he favored illusions. He needed them to hide the way he wore his heart on his sleeve.

      She said, “Whatever you need from me… to figure out what this is that you believe can bring peace… I will give.”

      It bought her time at least. If she could figure out a way for peace, maybe Hypatia would still reward her. She could go home and back to her life and spend the rest of it trying to forget green eyes and gold hair while she rested in the arms of someone who would at least hold sacred the same things she did.

      If she couldn’t fulfill Hypatia’s plan—at least if she did capture Gavril, it wouldn’t bring the results Hypatia wanted—she needed some way out of Areator and back to her people where she belonged.

      Gavril belonged among his.

      At least she believed it when she didn’t think too long about the fact that she’d never felt like she really belonged before. Or when she didn’t look too closely at the illusion hiding his black eye.

      “Alright… I—” Gavril looked up as he picked up the notebooks. “We will start when you have enough strength to walk.”

      He reached for her with his other hand, his left hand, to help her up. When she didn’t take it, he whispered, “Contumax puella, do you want to sit on the floor the rest of the day?”

      She reluctantly took his hand and let him help her back to her bed. Once she was back on it, she pulled as far away from him as she could, wrapping her arms around herself and ignoring the longing spilling out of his eyes as he slowly moved to the door connecting their rooms.

      She held her left wrist against her heart as she curled back into the blankets.

      She wished she was angry. She knew what to do with fury.

      This empty, aching disappointment was new to her.

      She only had herself to blame.
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      Blessedly, Gavril gave her space over the next few days. Although that might have been in part because every night she scraped together enough vitae to cast a rune that would keep any sound within her room from escaping. When she woke up screaming, he couldn’t hear it. Using just that little bit of magic left her reeling, but it was worth it.

      Of course, he still attended to her like a servant—she imagined none of the actual servants would be willing to do it, or maybe he didn’t want to find out and just decided to do it himself—he brought her meals and helped her up to get her shaking legs beneath her. Maybe he was doing it to try to win her over. Her recovery was slower than she wished, but Gavril just softly murmured she had gone through a lot and even magical healing couldn’t do everything. Rest would take care of it all in the end.

      He always said that with a strange look in his eye that had her doubting if she was ever going to fully recover. If even he didn’t fully believe what he was saying… She hadn’t been strong before this. Was she going to be condemned to be even weaker and more pathetic than she’d been before?

      Half a week after she’d agreed to help Gavril with his theory, he rushed into her room one morning, a light in his eyes and a hopeful smile that immediately had her defenses rising. She would not let herself get swept away this time like she had before.

      He stretched his hands out to her and said, “Come, Marcella, there is something you need to see.”

      She took his hands and let him pull her to her feet and off the bed. She had been getting around her room fairly well, but never for long periods of time. She wasn’t certain yet how she would fare when walking through the palace. She spent most of her days sleeping or trying not to retch up what Gavril nagged her into eating.

      No one had ever survived the table as long as she had. They were in uncharted territory for what recovery looked like. If true recovery was even achievable.

      Gavril was one step ahead of her as he looped an arm around her waist and took on her weight as they started walking. He didn’t seem to care about her tangled curls and her wrinkled peplos.

      He rushed her through the halls—a little more careful when they went down the stairs—but eventually he led her out into the main courtyard. She hadn’t been here since he’d taken her to the academy.

      That felt like a lifetime ago.

      That had been one of the few good days she’d had since setting foot in Areator.

      When they walked out into the bright sunlight, she blinked a few times until she spotted something that had her spine going rigid and sending her stumbling back. Gavril caught her and steadied her, murmuring, “Breathe. It is alright. I am with you.”

      She clutched at his sleeve, but her breathing still came out ragged as all she could see was the same table from the nightmares that she woke up from screaming every night. He wrapped his arm around her waist tighter, pulling her into his side. He murmured, “Trust me.”

      No.

      Not again.

      Last time she’d trusted him she’d still ended up on that table.

      But before she could shove him away, the sound of doors slamming open had her startling into his embrace further. Two more operating tables were being carried out by several servants and over to the other one.

      As a fourth was carried out, Prince Nikias was following them, snapping orders in their language and looking absolutely waspish. He was wearing white and had a red and gold cloak again. Curiously, his arm was still in a sling and it seemed like his injuries hadn’t been touched by an Inimicus heretic—healer. When the four tables, straps and all, were gathered in the middle of the courtyard, Nikias looked over and spotted them.

      Marcella shifted back into Gavril further and cursed her weakness.

      Better Gavril than Nikias.

      Nikias called out in their language, “—all of them—four—healers—supplies—left behind that wasn’t destroyed.”

      And even though she couldn’t see Gavril’s face because she would not take her eyes off Nikias and the tables that tormented her, she could feel him preen a little behind her. He called out, “—they and their supplies—stay out of the palace and away from mea uxorem—my hands to myself.”

      Nikias’ eyes skimmed over the way Marcella was curled into Gavril, half hiding in him. He raised an eyebrow. “—doesn’t look like—hands to yourself.”

      “—get back—catch you in it.”

      The servants all scurried away and Nikias shook his head and backed up. Before she could ask, Gavril was shifting forward in front of her, putting his hands on her shoulders and leaning down to speak in her ear. He said in her language, “Go ahead. Destroy them.”

      What?

      As she turned her head back to gape at him, he said, “There will be no more of them in the palace. Ever again. They are yours to destroy.”

      Marcella’s breath caught in her throat. “How?”

      Gavril looked past to where Nikias was watching them intently. “Nikias owes you his life. This does not even come close, but I told him we would not continue with my work until not even so much as a splinter of these things is left in the palace.”

      She didn’t entirely understand why Nikias would sacrifice the tables to let Gavril keep his magic, given what would happen if Gavril overtly refused to continue studying Marcella. But she was not going to question this blessing any further.

      She turned back to the tables and Gavril slid behind her again while she lifted her hands. They were shaking; her vision was blurring. She cast her first rune, a simple one. A bolt of pure vitae sliced through the wood, severing the four tables into multiple pieces. She sent another one after it, cutting them up further. She increased her casting speed, rune after rune of pure vitae she sent into the tables, rendering them into smaller and smaller pieces each time. Burning and scorching the wood. The leather straps clattered to the ground as the legs turned over and the tops were in fragments.

      Her throat was raw.

      She’d been screaming the whole time.

      Her legs shook and she couldn’t quite get her hand up again to reduce the rubble down further. She started to pitch forward, but an arm slipped around her waist and pulled her back and she fell into Gavril’s chest. She was sweating and panting, and she let out another frustrated scream as she couldn’t keep going.

      They weren’t anywhere close to the dust she wanted to render them into.

      But she was too shattered to finish destroying them. They’d gotten to destroy her first.

      As she used him to remain upright, he brought both of his hands up and he murmured, “I will finish it. You already brought them down. They cannot keep you anymore. I will turn them to ash.”

      She watched through her watery eyes as he finished his rune, keeping her half cradled in his arm as he did so. A fire sparked and the wood started to catch. As the fire started to spread, he lowered his hands to wrap his arms around her waist and hold her up against his chest as her sobs slowed and she watched the tables haunting her go up in flames.

      She shuddered, and then she was being picked up. Gavril just held her against himself as she watched the flames slowly eat away at the wood. He murmured, “You are safe. I promise. It is over. It is done.”

      She hated it. How much she wanted to believe him.

      But… he’d said in the palace.

      She couldn’t even be angry at him. He had the best of intentions, but he was Inimicus. Just because the tables were no longer in the palace didn’t mean they didn’t exist elsewhere and that she wouldn’t end up on one as long as she stayed trapped in Areator.

      But she could not stand, so she just leaned against him and watched the fire.

      Behind it, Nikias moved around the fire, heading toward them. He locked eyes with Gavril, who just held her tighter, and shook his head. Nikias paused, nodded, and then turned back to the palace.

      That was when she saw it. She’d missed it at first because he always wore his sleeves tied down to the wrist—even the white chiton—but in the gaps and beneath the cloak she could see it on his good arm. Lines like there were on Gavril’s, only Gavril’s always hid underneath an illusion.

      Aimilia came running out of the doors right as Nikias reached the steps. Nikias startled as she flew right by him, her commander’s cloak whipping through the air until she came to a screeching halt at the sight of the burning tables. Nikias hurried after her, catching her arm with his good one.

      She immediately whipped around to him, and Marcella couldn’t make out what they were saying, but Aimilia gestured to the mess and then was throwing his arm off her only to grab it again. She started to pull at the ties, exposing the lines, but he ripped his arm back. He winced as he used his bad arm to re-tie it, and Aimilia was throwing her hands up and turning around.

      Her eyes landed on Marcella and Gavril and she took off toward them. Gavril made a noise in the back of his throat.

      Wait, was Gavril upset with Aimilia now?

      As she ran up to them, she spoke in the Inimicus language, “Gavril! Please—talk—”

      Marcella turned her head to look up at Gavril as he huffed and rolled his eyes. He said in their language, “I’ve been busy—mea uxorem—”

      She gestured behind her toward Nikias, who was staring at them, shifting his weight but not coming any closer. “—that busy if you—your brother!”

      “Are you asking—spill everything to Nikias?”

      What?

      “Give me—explain—know I would never—brother.” Aimilia’s eyes then landed on Marcella. Her eyes brightened. “Let me fix—Let me help—”

      Gavril adjusted and tightened his grip on Marcella. He shook his head. “—later—need to get her back—rest. But—tomorrow—nice—we’ll see.”

      Aimilia brightened further, shifting back with a decisive nod. “Tomorrow—trust me—”

      She then spun on her heel and hurried back toward the palace. Marcella shifted upward, peering over Gavril’s shoulder to watch as Aimilia breezed right past Nikias.

      The second she passed him and started up the stairs he was moving after her. She picked up speed. But Marcella hadn’t forgotten what she’d seen on Nikias’ arm.

      As Nikias walked, calling something out after Aimilia that might have been ‘commander,’ Marcella whispered, “Why does your brother have a promise binding him?”

      Gavril’s jaw clenched. “Because he owes you.”

      “I have not made any bond with him.”

      “Like I’d let him anywhere near you again,” Gavril scoffed. “He made it with me. He’s not going to raise a hand to you or give an order that could in any way harm you again.”

      “Why would he agree to that? Why would your parents approve of that?”

      “Our parents didn’t. We did it and they have to live with it. As for why he did it? He—My brother is many things. Many things I abhor and despise as of late, but… he does not want my hatred. He is desperate for a way to redeem himself in my eyes. He’s not going to get it, but I figured I ought to at least take advantage of it.”

      “He is your brother,” Marcella murmured thoughtlessly as something else began to form in her mind. “His actions against me cannot truly overcome that.”

      Gavril just grunted and started carrying her back to the main entrance of the palace. She looked over his shoulder at where Nikias had been.

      Where the valued prince had been.

      The one their parents would give anything for, unlike Gavril.

      Gavril would be worthless as a hostage to Hypatia, like how Marcella was worthless as a hostage to his parents. But Nikias?

      If Hypatia had Nikias as a bargaining chip, peace could truly be within reach.

      And with a broken arm he didn’t seem to be going to the heretics for and a magically binding vow not to ever hurt her again, Marcella just might be able to pull off capturing the valuable prince. That was her way out of Areator.

      For as much as Gavril might claim to hate Nikias for what he’d done… Nikias was his brother. And Marcella betraying his trust and kidnapping Nikias would reveal the truth. He wouldn’t forgive her the same way she couldn’t forgive him for studying her. He wouldn’t be angry with her, just disappointed.

      And he would be spared the feelings he had for her that had him so willing to sacrifice everything for her sake.

      Yes.

      Marcella was decided.

      She would play along with Gavril in order to keep the limiter cuffs off until she was strong enough and had the chance to take Nikias hostage. Hypatia would use him to broker peace. Gavril would release her from whatever strange bond was on their wrists when he discovered her betrayal, and then they would go back to their lives.

      Marcella would finally be something of worth to her people and have a life she’d only dreamed of.

      And Gavril… he would have his peace and forget the time he ever thought he could want her more than that.
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      A few days later, it was time to return back to Gavril’s work. There was no putting it off.

      But to Marcella’s surprise, instead of Gavril taking her down to the training grounds, they stayed in the palace and he led her to a section she’d never seen before.

      A library.

      Marcella was too busy turning on her feet, taking in the tall shelves and books filling them, when a familiar voice butchered her language.

      “Not have those with your people?”

      Marcella whipped around to see Aimilia standing by a table that held a familiar-looking trunk beside it, several books already open in front of her, and that strangely-shaped pitcher she’d once brought to the sparring grounds with little cups with handles arrayed around it.

      Gavril sighed and said in the Inimicus tongue. “Aimilia, be nice.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes at him and replied, “I am being nice—friendly—between girls.”

      Marcella turned to Gavril and said in her language, “What is she doing here? Yesterday you did not want to see her.”

      Before Gavril could respond, Aimilia said in Marcella’s language, “Helping.”

      Gavril just shot Aimilia an exasperated look and got a smug grin in response. He said to Marcella, “Yes, that’s true. When I spoke to Nikias, I realized he hadn’t figured out I was going to escape with you. Aimilia was the only one who knew, and the only one who could have told Nikias.”

      Aimilia’s expression fell and she crossed her arms as she spoke in their language, “I told you—accident—willingly go to Nikias and ask for his help.”

      Gavril just waved his hand dismissively at her and continued speaking to Marcella in her language, “In order to make up for it, she offered to help me, and frankly, I could use her help. Aimilia placed first in our class.”

      Marcella glanced at the trunk. “You really think you can prove this idea with the relic?”

      Part of her was inclined to tell Gavril the whole truth—that it wasn’t just a relic, but the most important relic of all—but the part of her that knew she needed to escape with it and Nikias made her hold her tongue. If he knew how valuable it was, he could easily see it was an easier path and use it as leverage, especially when this plan of his for peace failed.

      Even if she did trust him fully with that knowledge, she could still remember the taste of dirt well enough that she didn’t trust Aimilia with that knowledge.

      Gavril nodded. “It is pure vitae with not a single one of my people’s runes. I believe it can help.”

      Marcella eyed Aimilia. “And you want to help?”

      Aimilia shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Why? You hate me.” Marcella narrowed her eyes.

      Aimilia glanced over at Gavril before looking back to her. “Saved him from himself. That’s enough.”

      Aimilia was loyal… likely to a fault, but at least she was a friendlier face than any other Inimicus. It wasn’t trust, but it was a truce.

      Marcella rolled her shoulders. “Then let’s get started.”

      As she made her way over to the table, she heard Aimilia whisper something to Gavril, “—getting back at me—sick just watching the two—acting—nothing happened.”

      “—not—business.”

      “—stupid enough—not to—she has in you.”

      Gavril didn’t respond and just followed Marcella to the table. Aimilia scoffed in the back of her throat and threw her hands up, muttering, “Oh—things—put up—happiness.”

      Marcella ignored her as Aimilia sat next to her while Gavril sat across from her and opened up his notebooks.

      When she sat down, Aimilia immediately picked up the strange pitcher and started to pour the steaming liquid into the three cups. She peered over at the open book next to her—which appeared to be one of the dictionaries of the Sordes language—and said, “Drink. Strength.”

      Marcella remembered that the last time she’d drunk from it the hot drink had made her feel better, but the cup didn’t have any runes on it. They weren’t in the style of the Inimicus at all.

      She could still taste the bitter liquid forced down her throat from an Inimicus cup covered in their runes. It was all still too fresh for her to leap at anything that wasn’t a clear glass of water.

      Aimilia set a cup in front of Marcella and one in front of Gavril before picking up her own. She raised it toward Gavril with a wry grin and spoke in their language, “I told you—academie—weren’t going to be the last time—lots of this.”

      Gavril rolled his eyes as he picked up his own cup and turned to Marcella and said, “This drink helps mages restore their energy and vitae. Aimilia’s house had a mage travel to the Galai Elemens, and they have this process of boiling water and certain plants to drink. That’s where the set came from. They’re Galain. Aimilia’s house has lands that grow a rare plant that can be used to help mages recover strength when prepared correctly.”

      Marcella had never heard of such a thing. But… since it wasn’t Inimicus at all and she’d felt it work before, she lifted the cup and took a sip. She was still sore and exhausted no matter how much she slept.

      Aimilia said in Marcella’s language, “Not correctly. Can kill.”

      Marcella had already swallowed the hot liquid, but she immediately choked and coughed. Gavril glared at Aimilia, who just kept sipping hers with a grin and watching Marcella. He reached over and rubbed Marcella’s shoulder as she finished coughing, saying, “Aimilia’s family are the only ones who know how to prepare it properly. Also the only ones who know how to prepare it enough to kill or force sleep. It’s a closely guarded secret, but don’t worry. She’s not poisoning you or else she’d have poisoned herself. This is just to help you recover.”

      Aimilia just raised her cup with a grin before sipping again. Marcella got her breath back and picked up her cup again. If it would help…

      Marcella took a deep breath and became as void as the Abyss.

      Whatever she had to do in order to get her strength back and kidnap Nikias, she would do.

      Aimilia and Gavril finished their drinks first and immediately launched into the books and papers already assembled. Marcella just slowly sipped as they spoke in their language back and forth so quickly she couldn’t follow and just waited to be addressed in her tongue.

      That first day, it was mostly them speaking to each other before Gavril eventually declared they were done—likely because Marcella was falling asleep on top of her arms.

      But they came back the next day to Aimilia already waiting for them with her family’s secret drink, and that was how the days passed. And this became the new routine.

      Marcella mostly just sat there and struggled to decipher the highly technical matters Gavril and Aimilia discussed, and always failed. She really only understood anything when she was addressed in her tongue.

      The first few days, Gavril would occasionally turn to her and start trying to explain something in her tongue to her, but he struggled to accurately translate the technical terms, and she struggled to pay attention. Everything was still heavy and exhausting.

      She tried to understand, to wrap her mind around it, but her thoughts were still hazy. She couldn’t muster up enough concentration to understand what exactly Gavril and Aimilia were doing.  Of course she wasn’t smart enough to understand this.

      She’d never been a great study even when she’d been a child learning magic in her own language at Clan Desero.

      She was less so when they delved into discussing their people’s magic especially in their Inimicus language.

      When her head would dip lower, Gavril cut himself off, swallowing before murmuring to her an apology for having to force her to be there and exhaust herself when she should be recovering. Then he would turn back to Aimilia and continue, leaving her to doze on her arms until she was needed.

      When she was, she would lift her hands and cast whatever rune Gavril or Aimilia requested. Sometimes Aimilia or Gavril would ask her to cast two at the same time. That took a lot more energy and focus, especially in her weak state, so she did and they would take a flurry of notes and talk back and forth until she couldn’t hold them both any longer and dropped back into her chair.

      Eventually, when she had used too much magic for her still recovering body—usually after casting two runes at the same time—Gavril would stop them and escort her back to her room where she would sleep. He would wake her up when he returned with something to eat and more apologies for pushing her too hard. She let him fuss over her because she didn’t have the strength to stop him, and when he left after eating with her, she put up a silencing rune.

      Sometimes Gavril would bring the Heart out of the trunk and she told him the same thing she’d told Nikias in her desperation on the table. It was a relic for the temple. It had vitae in it, but none of them could access it since they weren’t void hearts, and no one was ever going to be foolish enough to let a void heart near a holy relic.

      She didn’t tell him it was the Heart of Asentai. She’d managed to keep that secret. It wasn’t just a relic. It was the relic.

      And if the Inimicus sent word to Hypatia about the chance to get it back, with the High Priest pressuring her on one side and the other clans’ displeasure that she’d been the one to lose it to the Inimcius, she would have no choice but to do whatever the Inimicus asked.

      So Marcella held her tongue and just called it the relic. They didn’t really need to know more anyway for their purposes.

      Gavril frowned and stared at the Heart, but what he was looking for she had no idea.

      Two weeks into their work, Gavril was deep in the shelves, looking for a book, and Aimilia abandoned the notes she was writing to lean back in her chair and stare at Marcella. In Marcella’s tongue, Aimilia said, “Stupid girl.”

      Marcella jolted in her seat and turned to Aimilia. “What?”

      “You. Stupid girl. Iron heart.” Aimilia gestured in the direction Gavril was. “You waste chance.”

      She was… what? Was she talking about Gavril’s feelings for her?

      “There is no chance to waste. This scheme… if it brings peace, it changes nothing. I will get to return to my people and he will forget me. You should be happy. You would have the chance to be his girl again,” Marcella said, resting her head on her hand, nothing else for her to do since she was just the source of magic to be studied.

      It was better than being the source of magic to be studied on top of a table. Barely.

      Aimilia’s brow furrowed. Her eyes darted to Marcella’s left wrist, and then she whispered in her tongue, “—know—don’t know—so stupid. He’s so stupid—so glad he didn’t—”

      Then she shot out of her chair and into the stacks, yelling his name—thankfully the library was empty. “Gavril!”

      Marcella strained her ears for their voices.

      Aimilia’s was the loudest. “—idiot—told her—hasn’t known—whole time—utter idiot—thinks if you—go home—her life—doesn’t know—”

      “—voice down!—understand—our language—doesn’t—realize—didn’t know until after—bond in her language—that meant—realize it was a different word—means trapped—didn’t know—off the table—begging me to kill her—refused, she cursed me—lose everything I have loved—desire will be out of reach—the one to destroy me—not exactly in a hurry—girl I desire—that I love—have loved since—the chance to destroy me—failed to keep her off the table—protect—well have been on it—my hand instead—grateful—chance to crawl—good graces.”

      Marcella couldn’t pretend she didn’t know what their word for love was.

      “—keep this a secret—pull away—will lose her—not saying—tell her right now—being honest, but I know you’re not—told me you didn’t want—me instead—Gavril, look—some reason I still care—happy—want her—want a chance—ran out after you to save you—only cared about where you were—gone—can pretend—feels nothing—not true—pull away.”

      Why was Aimilia encouraging him? Shouldn’t she want him to give up on Marcella so he might realize he already had a girl he could be with who clearly cared about him more than Marcella did?

      When she heard them heading back toward her, she laid her head on her folded arms and pretended like she’d dozed off.

      But… what was the big thing she didn’t know?

      No. No. She was not going down that road. She was placating Gavril and looking for her chance to grab Nikias before it was too late.

      She didn’t want to know. She couldn’t handle anything else that would render her shattered pieces into dust. Ignorance was bliss.

      A hand brushed her back and then there was a soft sigh that she knew was Gavril’s as she pretended to be asleep. He muttered to Aimilia, “See?—recovering—pushing her too hard as it is—Aimilia, she—” He paused. “—almost died—an hour later—have been—not right—overwhelm—not right for me to expect anything.”

      “—little idiot—ignored it—acadamie—Don’t overwhelm her then.”

      Marcella felt him shift her chair so he could gather her up into his arms and carry her back to her room. She meant to pretend to rouse, but once he had her curled against his chest she dozed off.

      Of course, because she fell asleep before she got to her room, she didn’t have the chance to put up her silencing rune.

      So when she woke up screaming, this time the door flew open and Gavril was rushing into her room. She was scratching at her wrists as she kicked at the blankets. She saw him out of the corner of her eye, catching her before she fell off the bed, sweeping her up and pulling her into his arms and back onto the bed.

      She was still seeing his lifeless body land in the field of her vision while she was strapped onto the table.

      She thrashed against his grip before her strength gave out and she slumped against him. He had his left hand laced through her left hand as he pinned her other arm to her waist with his arm wrapped around it.

      She panted for breath, pretending there weren’t tear tracks on her cheeks as she lay against his chest. “You—You can go—I’ll put the rune up—you’ll be able to sleep.”

      Gavril scoffed. “Rune? What—Of course this has still been going on. I thought it had stopped after we burnt the tables. Of course you think I’ll be able to just go back and sit on the other side of that door like you’re not over here suffering because of my failures.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to will the water in her eyes to go away as she rasped, “Gavril… go.”

      “No wonder you’re not recovering. You’re not getting real rest,” Gavril muttered, his grip loosening on her waist but not letting go of her left hand.

      She couldn’t help the soft, frustrated noise in the back of her throat. “Doesn’t matter. Go.”

      “Deliciae… I use words I know you don’t know because I am a coward. You commanded me not to hide from you. Please don’t hide from me.” She could feel his chest rising and falling against her back as his voice lowered. “Deliciae… Darling is one translation, delight is another, more literally I suppose it means luxury.”

      Marcella’s breathing began to even out. Luxury…

      If he wasn’t so sincere, combined with the fact that he had said it first knowing she did not know what it meant, she would think he was mocking her.

      “Deliciae, darling, if I go… do the nightmares come more than once a night?”

      “If I say no, will you go?”

      “How do you expect me to be able to be on the other side of that door when I know you’re reliving your de—the atrocity you went through and it’s all my fault?”

      “Go back to your room and figure out how my stupid little runes are going to help us find a path to peace.”

      Gavril let go of her wrist and slid out from under her. As he walked back to the door connecting their rooms, he looked over his shoulder and said, “I will go, but don’t put up a rune. If you are tormented, I want to know.”

      Marcella ran a hand over her face, letting her curls swallow her head and hide her face. “Fine. I won’t put up a rune.”

      And she didn’t.

      She didn’t have another nightmare that night.

      When she fell back asleep, the feeling of leather straps started to creep in, but when Gavril’s beaten face appeared within her sight, his eyes opened. His mouth formed a word. A whisper.

      Deliciae.

      Darling.

      And she woke up shaking, but not screaming.
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      A few days later, nothing much had changed in Marcella’s sessions with Aimilia and Gavril, at least not that she could tell.

      Other than the fact that Gavril started sitting on her left while Aimilia sat on her right. Gavril and Aimilia talked over her head as they scribbled notes. He seemed to always have an eye on her, and she would have found his obvious coddling grating if he wasn’t also right most of the time. She didn’t have the strength to fight him on it when he fussed over her.

      She shouldn’t need to be fussed over. She needed her strength back and her mind clear so she could figure out how she was going to kidnap Nikias and escape with the Heart.

      But she barely had the strength to cast the runes Gavril and Aimilia needed her to in order to make progress on… whatever their plan was to prove Gavril’s theory.

      However, there was something about the awe and wonder in his eyes whenever she cast two runes at the same time that had her heart stuttering. Even though she’d explained to him a thousand times at that point that even the weakest of clan mages could do it, evidenced by the fact that she could. She was one of the weakest mages in her clan even before her current devastated state. But even Aimilia would look at her with a little bit of respect in her eyes when Marcella would sustain two runes at the same time.

      Aimilia wasn’t what Marcella had imagined. She was diligent and sharp, even if a little brutal in her honesty. While Marcella couldn’t truly rate her efficacy since she didn’t really know how well their progress was going, Aimilia at least appeared to be working hard and seemed to be smart.

      There were a few occasions Gavril would cast Inimicus runes and Aimilia would record notes about him like she did Marcella.

      How this was supposed to prove his theory that they weren’t really all that different, Marcella wasn’t sure. She wasn’t really convinced his theory was right in the first place. The Inimicus believed her people were also Asentai’s children, but their vitae had been corrupted, which was why they cast singlehandedly. She didn’t know how her casting two runes at the same time proved otherwise. How being able to balance vitae was proof their corruption was made up. Her people believed their vitae was wholly uncorrupted thanks to their persevering faith in Asentai and that the Inimicus had strayed too far in their pursuit of knowledge. They still had different languages, different runes, different values.

      They couldn’t cast each other’s runes.

      That made them as different from each other as the Stonai Elemens and the Embrai Elemens were different.

      Besides, the Inimicus’ belief that her people’s vitae was corrupted was just an excuse. Even if Gavril succeeded in disproving it and convincing anyone, it wouldn’t really matter. Had he not told her that his people hadn’t believed the first man who tried to present such evidence?

      The only way to get real peace would be through force. Through kidnapping Nikias.

      It was slow and hard, but Marcella took heart in the fact that she was recovering. Infinitesimally, which made her fear she would never even reach her previous pathetic, weak peak, but enough that she had faith. She didn’t need to be as strong as she used to be, which had been mediocre at best. She just needed to be strong enough to grab Nikias and the Heart, escape, and make the journey to Hypatia.

      The little bit of strength she was getting back, she hid from Gavril and Aimilia. The weaker they thought her, the better. She knew Gavril had to be communicating his progress and her status to his parents, which meant Nikias would be hearing about how she was utterly destroyed by what he'd put her through.

      She supposed that was the real reason she stopped putting up the silencing rune over herself after Gavril discovered her nightmares hadn’t gone away. Of course it meant Gavril would come rushing in to stop her from accidentally hurting herself, but it also meant he was reporting to his family how weak and broken she was.

      It had to be. Because she was void. Empty. She was not going to let him destroy her when she had no choice but to destroy him.

      Most nights he would just hold her until she crawled out of the depths of her memories and she found the strength to lie and tell him she was going to be fine and he could go. If she did. Sometimes she didn’t.

      The times she didn’t, giving in to her weakness and letting him hold her, he would tell her things. Little things.

      “At—academie—Aimilia and I were in the same class. First time we ever really interacted, we sparred, she broke my arm. You know she respects you when she won’t go easy on you. That’s why she was so hard on you when you sparred.”

      Marcella murmured in response, “And still she became your girl after that?”

      She felt Gavril’s huff. “Not exactly. She became my closest—only friend though.”

      “Is she still? Even after everything?”

      “Surprisingly… I think so. As long as she continues to treat you respectfully.”

      It was a disconcerting thing. To have so much power over someone’s life and have asked for none of it.

      Another night, two weeks after he’d first discovered her nightmares, as her head was buried in the crook of his neck, he said, “Happiest day of my life was when I started the command track at the academie—not because I even wanted to be a commander but because it meant I would have to live in the academie quarters and not the palace. At least most of the time.”

      Her fingers sank into the back of his chiton as she whispered, “I remember moving into the clan barracks. I don’t know if it was the happiest day of my life, but I had finally passed the tests and received my rank as a soldier. I got a trunk. It was so big. I was awestruck and overwhelmed. How was I ever going to be able to fill it? I never did. When I left, it was a quarter full at best.”

      As she spoke, Gavril’s hand found her side. His fingers traced over the scar beneath her peplos. She never understood the dark look she caught in his eyes when he traced his fingers over it. It was just a scar.

      She had scars all over now. A line on her forehead and on her cheeks that she often arranged her curls to hide. The bottom of her jaw. The back of her neck all the way down her spine. Across her shoulders and down to the pulse point on her wrist. Running down the middle of her chest and stomach. On the front and back of her legs. Every known path vitae traveled.

      They were clean and clinical, much thinner than the one on her side, which was rough and jagged, but they couldn’t be completely hidden, unlike the one on her side. And she wasn’t an illusionist who could hide them.

      The following night, he said, “I had an unfair advantage in my rune theory classes. I had to understand theory deeply in order to cast illusions. They’re one of the hardest disciplines for my people. Nikias taught me when I was five. He was ten and had just started learning them. It was the most effective way to hide any injuries since he had no skill in healing. I learnt how to do them before anything else.”

      The words were on the tip of her tongue.

      “Could you hide what was done to me under an illusion? Could you make it like it never happened?”

      But she held them back. Because she needed the reminder every time she looked in the mirror or down at her arms while Gavril and Aimilia talked over her. Why she couldn’t stay. Why she had to capture Nikias and leave Gavril behind.

      She didn’t really understand why Gavril told her these things.

      She also didn’t really understand why she responded.

      Or why she started volunteering any information about herself unprompted by anything from him.

      Two and a half weeks after this tradition had started, one night, after her shuddering slowed, she rested her head against his chest. The beat of his heart anchored her, and she whispered, “There were these cats on clan grounds. Once a week, one of them would bring me a rat or a bird it caught. I think they knew I was alone despite living with a whole clan, and felt like they had to take care of me.”

      The long silence between them was bursting.

      She was suffocating. It spilled out in a whisper as shattered as she was since waking up on that table. “Even the animals knew how worthless I was.”

      His fingers traced over the lines on her wrist and he murmured back, “Not worthless. They did it because they liked you. You don’t have to think someone is pathetic or worthless to want to take care of them.”

      She didn’t respond. She couldn’t afford to.

      Another time, she turned her head into his shoulder and said, “I knew it was hopeless, but I always wanted to matter. When Hypatia’s father told me I was going to take her place, be captured, and die, I told myself it was an honor. That I was finally going to matter. I didn’t think I’d ever be of much use.”

      Now she could matter far above even those wild dreams. If she could just get Nikias.

      Her recovery was too slow, and she didn’t even have the beginnings of a plan. She didn’t know how long she even had to accomplish this feat.

      After a long stretch of silence where all she heard was Gavril’s breathing and all she felt was him holding her tightly, he whispered in a rough, broken voice, “I do not know what to say to that. I want you to speak, but when you do it tears me in two.”

      Another time, his hand rested on her hip, tracing a rune.

      He said, “This rune in my language is how you would write puella.”

      She scoffed into his shoulder, “Among my people, I have not been a girl since I was thirteen and passed—barely—the test to become a mage—soldier as you like to call me. Girl is diminutive. Belittling. When I was called girl it was a reminder about how I was little better than a Solitus girl. Solitus girls stay girls until they are sixteen.”

      “It is not one thing for us.” Gavril shifted, forcing her to look at him as he said, “It can be affectionate or insulting based on context. We mean nothing by it when we use it by itself. But I will—”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t bother me when you say it. I don’t know if I ever really was a girl or if I was always trying too hard to be a soldier. Guess I’m not really either.”

      There was something else that happened most nights. She never fully caught it, so she wasn’t sure if she was imagining it or not. But she swore as she drifted off back to sleep, Gavril would murmur something in his language, something with the word ‘Asentai’ in it. Some kind of prayer.

      But he was Inimicus. Yet… he’d prayed with her before he left. Could he have any kind of real faith?

      She did not know. He never said anything about it.

      Three and a half weeks after he’d started rushing in to save her from her nightmares, she was woken up by screaming. But it wasn’t hers. She was on her feet, stumbling for the door before she was even aware of what she was doing. She threw it open to see Gavril on his bed, his hand over his mouth as he curled in on himself, shaking.

      She could turn around. Pretend she heard nothing. Go back to the horrors in her own head.

      Taking a single step forward was only going to get her hurt when she watched the love in Gavril’s eyes turn into horror after she kidnapped Nikias. If she even ever saw him again.

      But instead, she stepped into his room. She blinked and she was sitting on the bed beside him, slowly taking his arm and pulling it away. As she did so, he looked up at her with such awe that she could not stop the heat flooding her cheeks.

      Before she could come to her senses, he had his hands on hers, running up her arms, over her shoulders, then down her sides before brushing her hair back and cradling her face. She was grateful at least for the darkness so he would not be able to tell how vividly red her face was even as he examined it. He whispered, his accent thicker than usual, “Alive. Safe. Stay. Live. Please.”

      She nodded into his palms.

      Whatever force had been holding him up before vanished as he collapsed, and Marcella caught him as he clutched her shoulders. She wrapped her arms around his waist loosely, and somehow of its own accord, one hand was running through his hair.

      She really shouldn’t be doing any of this. Letting him get closer to her and remain in his overwhelming affection for her. She didn’t want to hurt him, but that was inevitable.

      She was always going to disappoint him one way or another. It was in the very nature of her being with everyone she had ever encountered.

      Unless she could get her hands on Nikias. Then at least she wouldn’t disappoint Hypatia.

      But she wasn’t sure when she was going to get the chance. She was still struggling to muster up the strength to walk without stumbling after casting simultaneous runes. Her faked weakness in front of Gavril and Aimilia wasn’t as fake as she wished. Her time was always spent with Gavril and Aimilia in the library or in her room. She didn’t know her way around the palace well or even where Nikias could be found. And she couldn’t just ask Gavril or he would be immediately suspicious as to why she’d want to see Nikias.

      Not to mention from the way he held onto her after he woke up from his own nightmares and would whisper not to her but to himself that she was safe and with him, she doubted he would even let her go anywhere near Nikias.

      She wondered what he had nightmares about other than her. At least she assumed he was having nightmares of some kind about her in danger or dead. It made sense from his reactions. It was the same way she always—more subtly in her case—checked Gavril over when he came rushing to her to make sure he wasn’t actually dead on the ground in front of the table.

      But she needed a plan and fast.

      Partially because Hypatia was building an army and marching, but mostly because Marcella needed to untangle herself from this mess before she was in so deep that it would destroy her too.

      Some nights when Gavril held her and would whisper in her ear, some small, useless little story about himself while tracing a rune in his language somewhere on her skin, she had the sinking feeling it was too late for that.
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      Gavril didn’t know what was worse: the fact that he was grateful that comforting Marcella after her nightmares meant he was spared his own, or that his heart swelled every time she clung to him. Of course he hated that she was still suffering, but it was also the only way she let him close.

      He was too weak and desperate for any hint she might actually return his affection to let it go.

      Besides, holding her, his fingers sliding to her pulse and feeling the thrum of her beating heart, kept him sane. In his nightmares, she never had a heartbeat.

      Not even when she spoke.

      His nightmares were usually the same, him rushing into that room, Marcella on the table, a horrific mangled mess that had him retching. But this time she didn’t make any noise. He couldn’t see the rise and fall of her back as she breathed. Her eyes were open and unblinking. And instead of trashing the room, he ran right to her, dropping to his knees and calling out her name.

      She didn’t blink. She didn’t respond.

      “Marcella?” With a shaking hand, he reached out and brushed his fingertips against her cheek, but he felt no breath from her. He slid his fingers to her neck, searching for a pulse, and never finding one. His voice cracked as he begged, “My hope, my wife, Marcella, wake up—live—please, don’t be—you can’t be—please…”

      He was too late.

      Marcella was dead.

      He held her limp head in his hands as his throat closed and his vision blurred with water. She was gone. There was no miracle bringing her back to life. He never should have left. His forehead hit the edge of the table, and he was unable to stop his own trembling. His body shook as he couldn’t stop the painful keening rising up his throat.

      “It’s your fault.”

      Her voice always caught him by surprise. Or maybe it was the perfect way she spoke his language.

      He still couldn’t feel her pulse. But he looked up anyway and her dead, empty eyes were staring right at him.

      “All of this is your fault.”

      It was.

      “You’re the fool who fell for the decoy. In more ways than one. If you’d just captured Hypatia like you were supposed to, I would still be alive. I would never have known what your healer’s tables feel like. Least of all twice. Think of all the suffering I’ve endured because of you.”

      He never stopped thinking about it.

      “And that pitiful attempt to let me go when you realized I was the fake? Was it because you can’t help but fail or did you want to fail because you didn’t really want to let me go? Shouldn’t you have planned it out better? Cast some illusion of me in the camp or in the woods to lead your men astray? You were relieved to see I didn’t make it more than a few feet. Especially when I cast with two runes; when that happened… you had an excuse. An excuse to make sure I never got away from you again no matter how much suffering it would cost me.”

      The leather bracelet on Gavril’s left wrist tightened.

      “You deluded yourself into thinking you could somehow protect me. How can you protect me? You can’t even protect yourself. And you also can’t let me go. You bound me to you, and you—sick, weak, pathetic liar you are, you refuse to give me my freedom. You would rather I stay in this suffering with you than spare me it by giving me back to my people.”

      “You said ‘stay.’ So I stayed,” Gavril whispered, but the pitiful excuse shattered the second it left his lips.

      “You won’t free me from you,” she snarled. “You’re the problem. You failed to protect me from these tables, from your sick healers and your demented brother. My heart stopped. I died. You were the thing I needed to be protected from. You’ve dragged me down with you into this nightmare. And I have spent months in agony even before this wretched table, but that’s what it took. I’m finally free. Now that I’m dead I’m finally free from you.”

      “No—” his voice cracked, but she kept on.

      “You’re the reason all of this has happened! Your failures. I’m dead because of you. Finally. Thankfully. I was dead the second you laid eyes on me. It was only a matter of how long you would drag me through this. You failed to put me out of my misery when I begged you to, so now I went to my death in agony. But at least it’s over. At least the healer is honest when flaying me open to study me and my people’s vitae. At least I don’t have to continue pretending like you fawning over me doesn’t make me sick.”

      Gavril shook his head. “I love you. Please, don’t—”

      “Love me? If you loved me, wouldn’t you be honest with me? You studied me in secret. When you realized I didn’t know we were married, you kept that secret too. Why? Because you thought… what? That I could somehow forgive you for everything you’ve caused? That I could love the pathetic, weak excuse for a man who condemned me to this? Don’t you remember?”

      Gavril’s hands were shaking. “Remember what?”

      “I knew. I knew no matter what lies you spewed that I would end up back here. Because I knew that, I cursed you to lose everything you have ever loved. That every desire you have will be unattainable. I am what you desire, and I will never let you have me. You claim to love me. You are going to lose me.”

      His hands fell away as he stared up at her.

      “I could never love you. And because of you, I’m going to die. Again. Or worse. I’m going to keep living. And you’re never going to be able to keep me safe. I’ll end up back here.”

      Then her eyes fluttered shut and she stilled again, her skin completely ashen and without color. She was gone.

      And every word she said was true.

      He was going to fail. He always failed.
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      “Gavril! Gavril, wake up!”

      He jolted forward at the hand brushing his shoulder, opening his eyes in the dark room. The first thing he saw was Marcella kneeling beside his bed, her eyes red as her fingers were curled into the fabric gathered at his shoulder.

      Her hand was shaking. Gavril quickly scrambled up, reaching for her shoulder and pulling her up onto the bed. He wrapped his arms around her, crushing her to himself, breathing out deeply when he felt her heartbeat. She wrapped her arms around him in return, and he felt the shake in them subside. He buried his head in her shoulder and murmured in her tongue, “Did I wake you?”

      “Not from anything I didn’t want to be awakened from.”

      He brushed a hand over her back, feeling the slight expansion of her lungs with every breath she took. He said, “The two of us… do we ever truly rest?”

      She hummed noncommittally. Then she said, “At least we keep waking up.”

      He thanked Asentai every day that Marcella woke up. He prayed every night to Asentai Marcella’s heart would keep beating. Every day he saw how exhausted she was, how much she was struggling to regain her strength, and it seemed no matter how much he tried to ensure she was taken care of, it didn’t seem to make a difference in her health.

      He sighed, leaning back against his headboard and pulling her with him, and she shifted her head to his shoulder.

      Marcella dozed more than she was awake while he and Aimilia worked. He was also exhausted, and it was making his mind sluggish; exactly what he didn’t need as he tried to find a way to prove his theory.

      Over a month they’d been working on it; over a month Marcella’s recovery had been moving fractionally at best. It only made the ever-present guilt hanging over him heavier.

      It was his fault.

      She didn’t even know she’d died, and Gavril was too much of a coward to tell her. He could not bear to find out if his nightmares were accurate.

      Over a month and Gavril still hadn’t quite cracked how to connect his knowledge of Marcella’s language into her people’s system of runes or how to get his vitae to respond to those runes the way it responded to his people’s runes. If he could cast a Sordes rune with one hand—do what his people thought impossible because of their belief in corrupted vitae—then he could prove their war was based on a lie.

      But he was nowhere close. And his exhaustion was only slowing him down further.

      Aimilia was doing most of the work. At least most of the thinking and planning.

      Gavril was mostly focused on learning.

      He started tracing a rune on her shoulder. He hadn’t worked up the courage to tell that one yet. Hope.

      He called her his hope. He could not help himself from hoping even as his nightmares taunted him, reminded him of the secrets he’d kept and the lies he’d told, and the fact that it was ingrained in his very nature to continue to do so. How his hope was wholly in vain.

      Aimilia wouldn’t stop nagging him about how he needed to tell her they were married. And he knew she was right, but how could he find the courage when he knew it would shatter what little he did have with her?

      If she knew she was his wife, would she still let him hold her after her nightmares?

      She wouldn’t. She would look at him with the same horror and disgust in her eyes as she had when he’d revealed the full extent of his study of her and her people’s magic.

      Worse even.

      “This… This place is not helping,” Marcella muttered. She lifted her head to look at him.

      His breath caught in his throat. Had she changed her mind?

      “Say the word, and we will go,” Gavril breathed out, shifting so he could look down at her. He made no effort to conceal the hope starting to swell up in him. “I do not care about my magic. If you want to escape, I will take you.”

      He was not strong enough to offer it without himself attached to the offer.

      He did not want to know if she would say yes to that.

      She shook her head. “No. I mean… the palace. It is suffocating us. Maybe just… Maybe we just leave the palace for a few hours? Am I… is that allowed?”

      Aimilia’s voice in the back of his head was screaming at him to just tell her she wasn’t a prisoner. She was his wife; of course it was allowed. But… was being his wife really any different than being a prisoner?

      He tightened his grip on her. She was still walking slowly, leaning on him, trying and failing to sleep most of the day as well as night.

      Thanks to his successful mission—despite abandoning it to race back—he had gotten her out of her cell and into her proper room, and she wasn’t officially confined to it either. But this palace was full of Runai that would take any opportunity to get one over on a Sordes, especially one who wasn’t strong enough to defend herself. Nikias had proven just how crafty some of them were willing to be to get away with it too.

      And considering Marcella’s record of constantly hiding injuries and her suffering from him, if anything did happen to her, she wouldn’t tell him.

      He wasn’t going to let her go anywhere alone. He couldn’t afford to. Not when his failures had already cost her so much. He had to protect her.

      “That sounds like a great idea. Aimilia and I could probably make good use of the academy library. It will be a good opportunity. But you have to stay with one of us. Within arm’s reach.” He held her closer as he spoke, and there was a furrow to her brow and she was opening her mouth, but he took her left hand in his left hand, intertwining their fingers. He held them up between them and said, “Promise?”

      He could not live with himself for what he’d already let happen to her. He did not know what he was going to do if she so much as suffered another scratch because of his failures.

      She stared at them for a moment before sighing and nodding. “I will stay nearby. I could not go far even if I wanted to.”

      Gavril sighed and she settled back into her place against his chest where he was certain she was meant to be. He did not dare ask if she did want to go far from him.

      Better to live with the little hope he had.
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      The next morning Gavril arranged everything and told Aimilia while Marcella dozed off into her arms again after casting the light rune they asked her to.

      Aimilia happily agreed and said, “I can’t blame her for wanting to not be cooped up in her room all the time. Especially with all your coddling. With the way you treat her, you’d think she was made of glass. If it were me, I’d have lost my mind already. Not understanding what we’re doing when we ask her to cast. Even just being able to walk where I want to walk without looking over my shoulder afraid—actually I understand a little. I’m constantly looking over my shoulder for Nikias.”

      Gavril immediately whipped around, but Marcella was still dozing.

      Aimilia huffed and rolled her eyes. “She’s not going to break into little pieces just hearing your brother’s name.”

      “She doesn’t need to hear us say Nikias’ name and worry about what we were talking about because she didn’t catch the full sentence. As for the rest? She is the only person to have survived the healer’s tables, and clearly that’s not something you bounce back from. Especially when we’re forcing her to expend her strength every day so I can learn. The least I can do is give her the best care possible even though it won’t change the fact that she’s in this state because of me. She shouldn’t worry about trying to push herself too hard trying to understand everything because she’s afraid she’ll end up back on those tables. She shouldn’t worry that Nikias is going to appear and drag her back there. I will do whatever I have to for her to feel safe again. You can say I’m being overprotective or coddling her, but I don’t care.” Gavril shot Aimilia a glare as he flipped his page to a new one so he could continue practicing writing runes in Marcella’s language. “So no, it is not anywhere close to the same thing, not even a little.”

      “Hold on, we’ll get back to how overprotective you’re being later. You said that like he’s not showing up all the time. Are you not also constantly dodging him?”

      “He knows to stay away from me and Marcella.” Gavril lifted his gaze again and kept his look stern.

      “So it’s just me he’s bothering?” Aimilia raised an eyebrow and narrowed her eyes. “Suspending me wasn’t enough punishment for him?”

      Gavril left her question unanswered. The less he thought about Nikias, the less tempted he was to go kill him in his sleep.

      Aimilia made a noise in the back of her throat and turned back to her books.

      The next day, however, Marcella brightened when he told her over breakfast—after he’d rushed into her room in the early morning hours at her scream—they would be visiting the academy instead of the palace library. The bags under her eyes seemed to fade a little.

      She ate faster than he’d seen her eat before, and practically leapt out of bed the second she was done.

      He wrapped his arm through hers as they left her room and he escorted her through the palace like he always did. It made it easier for her to lean on him when she was struggling to stand, but as she was the one practically pulling him along despite not knowing the way, he was forced to admit it was more just an excuse he told himself so he could keep her closer.

      Maybe she was actually recovering her strength.

      Aimilia was waiting for them in the courtyard, already mounted and ready to leave. Well—she would be ready if Nikias wasn’t holding her reins with his one good arm and glaring up at her as she tried to get them back without startling the horse.

      At the sight of his brother, Gavril immediately pulled Marcella back—she had been practically running out the door—and behind him. She let out a startled squeak, grabbing at his shoulders as he did so, blocking her from sight with his body.

      This was the last thing she needed.

      Aimilia was hissing at Nikias, “—suspended me from my duties as a commander, but that doesn’t mean you get to keep me locked up like a prisoner! I’m allowed to leave the palace and go out into the city. Actually, since I don’t have any responsibilities as commander, I could go all the way back to House Mitis’ lands and estate if I so wanted!”

      “Locked up?” Nikias scoffed. Neither of them had seemed to notice Gavril and Marcella leaving the palace. “Yes, I suspended you for this very reason. All I want to know is where you’re going. As a commander—even a suspended one—you are still my responsibility and it’s my right to know where you’re going. And, no, you are not allowed to just get up and wander off without getting clearance from me to go back to your family’s lands.”

      “Is that why you suspended me instead of stripping me of my rank? So you can still boss me around, you—”

      Gavril cleared his throat.

      Aimilia and Nikias whipped around to see Gavril standing at the top of the short staircase leading into the palace. Nikias paled and dropped the reins as Aimilia beamed and gathered them up saying, “Ah! There you are, Gavril and Marcella!”

      Aimilia deliberately slowed and over-enunciated ‘Marcella,’ which had Nikias backing away from Aimilia’s horse.

      He felt Marcella peer around his shoulder at the scene. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, and she was staring right at Nikias. But her hands weren’t trembling. She had gone a little paler, but considering everything, she wasn’t as shaken by the sight of him as Gavril had feared.

      Huh…

      Was it because she knew he wouldn’t let Nikias hurt her? Or was it something else?

      He didn’t want to read into anything, but still…

      Like Marcella was a woman who was as prone to faith as she was breathing, so too was he to hope.

      He called out, “Aimilia, Marcella, and I were going to visit the academy. Not that I need your permission to do so, and neither does Commander Aimilia. But I trust that won’t be an issue, will it?”

      Nikias looked over at Aimilia, who just flashed a grin she reserved particularly for when Nikias was bested either by her or Gavril. Over the years, Aimilia had perfected it.

      It was evident in the way Nikias’ jaw clenched and he nodded. “Of course. I just wanted to make sure one of our best commanders wasn’t running away in a tantrum.”

      Aimilia scoffed, turning her horse and gesturing at the stable boys to bring forward Gavril’s. “Save it for some Runai who doesn’t know you as well as Gavril and I do. We’re not foolish enough to believe such sorry excuses and false flattery.”

      “Commander—”

      Gavril reached behind him, taking Marcella’s hand in his and keeping her behind him as he moved down the stairs. “If you want to keep one good arm, I suggest you go and keep our parents off my back like you vowed to.”

      Nikias kept backing away as Gavril and Marcella got closer, pointedly looking at Aimilia and not Gavril and Marcella. “If you aren’t back by nightfall—”

      “Ugh, how about if you don’t trust us, you go guard every possible way out of this city?” Aimilia snapped as Gavril and Marcella reached the second horse.

      “Just be back by nightfall…” Nikias gritted his teeth as Gavril swung Marcella up into the saddle first. “Please.”

      Gavril whipped around, and Aimilia nearly fell off her horse as she also whipped around, but Nikias was already walking back to the palace doors.

      Aimilia tapped her heels against her horse and rode right up next to Gavril. She hissed, “Has he ever said that before? Did you break his brain when you nearly killed him?”

      No.

      Gavril couldn’t recall ever hearing Nikias say please before. He moved to swing up after Marcella, but she was staring over her shoulder at Nikias as he walked into the palace.

      He quickly pulled himself up after her, blocking her view of Nikias as he wrapped his arms around her. He covered her left hand with his and murmured in her language, unsure how much of the exchange before she understood, “Do not worry. You are safe. Nikias cannot hurt you.”

      Aimilia shook her head and said in Marcella’s language, “Stupid man. After me. Not you. Runs at sight of you, good, huh?”

      Marcella turned toward Aimilia as the redhead started to direct her horse so she faced the gate again. Marcella said, “Nikias, he’s—that was because you helped Gavril and me?”

      Gavril tapped his heels against his horse and they set off toward the gate. Aimilia rolled her eyes and said, “That was—Little man.”

      Aimilia looked over at Gavril and switched to their tongue. “Tell her your brother is a petty brat who is just harassing me because I’m the only one left that he can. It’s not her fault or problem. I’ve been handling him for years. He’s not going to rattle me.”

      Gavril pulled Marcella closer, resting one hand on her hip as he translated it for her.

      To Gavril’s surprise, Marcella didn’t seem as anxious as he expected after seeing him. Marcella snorted when he’d said ‘petty brat.’ She asked Aimilia, “What does he want from you?”

      As they rode out into the streets, people immediately spotted them, thanks to Gavril’s and Aimilia’s commander cloaks. The Solitus who made up the majority of the city’s population knew better than to crowd commanders, especially a prince, but they still watched and talked. They especially looked at Marcella.

      Aimilia huffed. “He—Don’t know. Pay me back? Can’t know. He—ugh.”

      At Marcella furrowing his brow, Gavril said, “Don’t try to understand Nikias. He just wants to still feel like he is in control, and Aimilia’s—” He didn’t remember the right word for suspension. “—removal from work means she is an easy target. They have never gotten along. It is not your fault.”

      That was the only thing he could think of as to why Marcella had been looking so intently at Nikias if she wasn’t terrified of him. She was blaming herself for him now going after Aimilia.

      Marcella nodded and turned back to the front. When the whispers started to reach him, whispers about the sordidus lupa, Gavril glared at them and just urged his horse on faster. He should have given Marcella his cloak. He hadn’t thought of it since he wasn’t letting her out of his sight.

      But it might have dissuaded people from speaking rudely about her.

      Although it hadn’t dissuaded his own brother from torturing her and ordering her death, so maybe it would have been pointless anyway.

      However, Marcella didn’t seem to pay any attention to the people talking about her. Or at least, it didn’t bother her. Gavril was grateful she had no idea what lupa meant. Marcella spent the whole ride calmly looking around the streets and taking them all in with her sharp, analytical gaze.

      It was the most attentive he’d seen her since her recovery had started.

      He couldn’t blame her. He’d be very curious about the city he’d spent months in but hadn’t truly seen.

      The Runai at the gates opened them the second he and Aimilia rode up. The guards of course eyed Marcella as he helped her down, but Marcella paid them no mind and simply kept taking in the sight of the academy like she had last time, peering at the walls guarding it and the rooftops.

      As Aimilia handed her horse off to one of the Solitus stableboys, she said, “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I kind of miss our days at the academy. It was a simpler time. A time when Nikias only bothered me when I would tag along with you to the palace.”

      Gavril rolled his eyes as he took Marcella’s hand and led the way inside. Marcella perked up at his brother’s name, turning her head to look at Aimilia. Gavril leaned over and quickly translated.

      As soon as he did, Aimilia rolled her eyes and took off toward the stairs dividing the entry hall in two. “I told you I’d be coming back to this. Given the circumstances, don’t you think you should stop coddling her and teach her our language properly?”

      Gavril did not dignify that with a translation for Marcella or a response. He started up the stairs after her with Marcella and said, “I always appreciated our time at the academy. If it had been up to me, I wouldn’t have left.”

      “If you weren’t royal, you would have taken the academic track and condemned yourself to a life of dusty books, squabbling brats, and the dreary monotony of rune work.” Aimilia scoffed, sweeping through the hallways. A few students—squabbling brats as Aimilia called them—were passing through and they eyed her commander’s cloak with wide-eyed awe until they spotted Gavril and Marcella. First, they eyed Gavril and his cloak with more awe, and then Marcella with shock—but surprisingly not disgust.

      He heard one of them whisper the word ‘Sordes.’ One of them looked closer at Marcella’s neck, the only spot the scars marking her vitae path could be seen. Gavril pulled her closer when she reached up and tried to nonchalantly shift her hair so it covered the scars on her neck.

      Aimilia shot them a look and said, “Don’t you three need to be getting to class?”

      “Sorry, Commander, we’ve never seen a real Sordes before. I never expected they’d look so…” The boy in the front, none of them older than thirteen based on the trimming of their chitons, trailed off. He shrugged. “Normal? Like us? ‘cept for the hair of course.”

      Oh… had they been looking at her curls and not her scars?

      The girl in the trio peered around the boy in the front and asked, “Forgive me, Commander, Your Highness, we hear so little while we’re here. Is it true? She’s your wife?”

      Could he not go anywhere without someone disrespecting his wife to his face?

      Gavril lifted their joined hands, one of them his left, so they could see the lines running across his skin and the leather strip and metal band. He gestured to the etching. “It’s her name written in our runes. So, yes, she is my wife.”

      Gavril was extremely grateful Marcella had no possible way of knowing what the word ‘wife’ meant in his language.

      “Alright. Stop gawking.” Aimilia snapped, pointing down the hallway. “Get to class before I find whoever is in charge of you brats and demand to know why the three of you are wandering around.”

      The three of them hurried away, but the girl looked over her shoulder and called out, “Your Highness, I like your hair!”

      Gavril blinked for a moment before it hit him that the honorific hadn’t been for him. The girl had been talking to Marcella.

      Marcella, however, was just looking at him and Aimilia with an expectant expression that they continue on now that the children were gone. Aimilia was frozen in place, looking between where the girl and her friends had been and Marcella.

      Marcella looked between the two of them and said, “What?”

      Aimilia blinked and shook off her stupor, speaking in their tongue, “Don’t tell her. That girl must have said it sarcastically. They were making fun of her.”

      That would be the most logical explanation. But…

      “But they didn’t call her a…” Gavril couldn’t even bring himself to say it, he hated the term so much.

      “But the girl complimented her hair. It had to be fake. I mean, look at her hair! Pretend you’re not completely and disgustingly besotted with her and think like a Runai. In what world does any Runai compliment hair like that?” Aimilia said, gesturing to Marcella’s thick curls.

      Marcella reached up and touched them, her brow furrowed at their words. She was clearly picking up some of their conversation or at least putting the clues together.

      Gavril pulled her closer into his side and said, “Just because you were a brat at the academy with more cruelty than you knew what to do with doesn’t mean every girl is. I also like her hair.”

      Aimilia threw her hands up and started down the hallway again. “Fine. She’s your wife. Do what you want.”

      Marcella said again in her language, “What?”

      He pulled her along with him as he started after Aimilia toward the library and said in her language, “The girl… she liked your hair.”

      Marcella’s eyes doubled in size and she startled before catching her feet under her and keeping up with him. She reached up and fiddled with the ends of her hair again. “She was serious?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavril said.

      Part of him wanted to believe she had been. He was desperate for any sign that maybe one day his people could see Marcella the way he did, but his idealism and naïveté had killed her before.

      Even if she did make a miraculous full recovery, she was always going to have the scars.

      So he couldn’t let himself believe it. Not yet.

      Aimilia shoved open the doors to the library and the matter was dropped as they focused on what they came for. When he let go of Marcella’s hand, he opened his mouth, but she was already saying, “I know. Arm’s length.”

      He snapped his mouth shut and nodded.

      Gavril had spent more time in the library than his own quarters in the academy barracks. It was easy to. The academy library was even bigger and more impressive than the palace’s since it was where the academic mages focused their resources. It stretched back for ages and up to a second floor. There were tables spread out periodically throughout both floors for use.

      As he moved toward the back of the first floor, he spotted the table he and Aimilia had always sat at when studying for an exam or a practical during their years. It had a nick in the left leg and a tiny scorch mark on the edge from one night when Aimilia knocked over a candle—runes weren’t allowed in the library at all for fear of students messing them up and causing far more damage more quickly than a candle could.

      As he and Aimilia wandered through the stacks, searching for the books on rune theory they needed, Marcella trailed behind him, looking around with the same sharp, analytical edge she’d had ever since they’d left the palace. Even though it wasn’t much different than being in the palace library, there was a lightness to the air.

      At least Gavril had always felt like he could breathe more easily at the academy.

      Marcella’s eyes stayed bright and she didn’t seem at risk of dozing off. Probably because she was trailing around behind him instead of sitting at a table. But still, she seemed to have more energy than usual.

      He took that as a good sign. And maybe they should go to the academy library more often.

      But, unless Gavril wanted to have to deal with Nikias throwing a fit about them not being back by nightfall, they couldn’t stay forever. He and Aimilia lingered as long as they could, instead of taking all of the books with them, making copies of sections to take instead. They left in the late afternoon, right before the students were let out from their classes, mostly to avoid the crowd that would form and any possible gawking at them.

      Unfortunately, they mistimed it as students began to fill the entry hall right as they were headed for the door. And Gavril immediately heard the whispers behind them. He started to usher Marcella forward faster when he spotted the girl from before with her friends rushing down the stairs. Marcella also spotted her as she turned around and caught a glimpse. The girl waved at them with a bright smile.

      Gavril almost had Marcella out the door, not wanting to find out if the interaction before had been genuine or mocking, but then one of the teachers called out, “Prince Gavril! Commander Aimilia! Is that really you two here haunting these halls again?”

      Gavril held back a sigh as he turned to face his old instructor, letting his hand fall from Marcella’s back. He didn’t even dislike the instructor; he just wanted to get Marcella out of there before something went wrong.

      Aimilia had already stepped forward and was saying, “Well, you know we can never stay away from the superior library in Areator for long. And it doesn’t hurt to scope out the next crop of commanders that will be coming up for graduation next year. I need to know who to place my bets on.”

      Aimilia was a better friend than Gavril deserved. With her taking charge, he could slip out with—

      Where was Marcella?

      Gavril’s heart stopped in his chest as he looked at the empty space beside him. He turned slightly, looking for distinct black curls and not finding them amongst the crowd of students, ebbing and flowing through the hall, as well as the crowd forming as he and Aimilia had been recognized.

      She was gone. Where had she gone? Had someone taken her? Had Nikias somehow arranged—

      The crowd shifted, and he spotted her the second he had his mouth open to shout her name. She was bending down, head tilted toward the girl from before. The girl was gently touching Marcella’s curls, awe filling her gaze. Several other girls had gathered around them and were eyeing Marcella with an equal split of disgust, curiosity, and admiration.

      His racing heart started to slow. She was safe. She hadn’t been taken from him.

      Still, he called out, “Marcella!”

      At the sound of his voice, Marcella looked up, pulling her head away. She pressed her lips together in a sheepish grin. Then she gave the girl an apologetic look and said in their language, “Have to leave.”

      The girl nodded and said, “I understand. Thank you, Your Highness!”

      Gavril spotted Marcella’s brow furrow at the honorific, but he was already moving through the crowd of students that scurried to make way for him. By the time Marcella turned to head his way he had already reached her, brushing a hand over her shoulder. She blinked up at him, and he sighed and said in her language, “We need to get back.”

      She nodded and kept up with him as he hurried her back toward the door while Aimilia wrapped up her conversation with their old teacher. But as he started to usher his wife through the door, she looked over her shoulder and waved at the group of girls right before the door shut.

      As Aimilia made her way to their waiting horses, she shot Gavril a look that told him she’d seen the whole thing. While she swung up onto her horse, she shook her head.

      Marcella looked up at him and said, “I know you said arm’s length. I—”

      “I’m not angry. I just… I worry, that’s all,” Gavril said as he led her to their horse.

      She nodded, but then she looked over her shoulder at the academy and said, “That girl called me something. Something no one else has… It was…”

      Not something he was ready for her to know about.

      “It wasn’t an insult,” Gavril said as they reached his horse. “It was… a term of respect. It… It doesn’t really have a translation.”

      She didn’t even question his lie. He helped Marcella up and onto the horse, trying to push down the turning in his stomach at how she hadn’t even hesitated to believe him. For so long he’d craved her trust and now he was abusing it because he was a coward.

      Still… Marcella was smiling.

      Gavril looked back at the front of the academy…

      He could not help himself.

      He was a creature who hoped as easily as he breathed.
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      Getting out of the palace to get a better idea of the layout of the city was a useful step for Marcella even if not the most important one. She was going to need a way out if she succeeded in catching Nikias, and her memory of the night Gavril almost escaped with her was hazy, but when they’d ridden to the academie she spotted a few things that seemed familiar. She remembered where they had ended up; she just needed to make sure she had the path to it memorized.

      Purposefully slipping away from Gavril’s side to time how long it took him to notice had been a more important step. His terrified expression when he realized she was gone kept her awake that night.

      It also meant she was wide awake when his nightmares hit. She ran her fingers through his hair as he crushed her to himself while he murmured in his language. She didn’t know what was worse, comforting him when she had deliberately made things worse to further her impending betrayal or not doing anything at all.

      She understood now. When he’d objected so strongly to her trying to insist on using a silencing rune. That he wanted to know when she was struggling. She couldn’t stay on the other side of the door when it was him either.

      But it didn’t change anything. It was just going to make it harder.

      But before she could even destroy him, there was still a lot more she needed to do.

      She needed to figure out how she was going to capture Nikias without getting caught.

      Especially since Gavril sent him running any time he did appear.

      And it had only taken him two minutes to realize she’d slipped away earlier.

      The day after their visit to the academie, Marcella and Gavril, to her surprise, were the first in the library. Gavril blinked but didn’t say anything and just set about getting started.

      Marcella took her seat, and a few minutes later, Aimilia came storming in, carrying the tea set—that’s what Aimilia had called her strange pitcher and cups—with cheeks as red as her hair and muttering about Nikias.

      She set the tray on the table with a rattle that sent one of the empty cups toppling over as Gavril said, “Do I—talk to him—”

      Aimilia waved her hand. “—get under my skin—”

      Gavril raised an eyebrow. “—clearly working—”

      Aimilia huffed as she sat down. “He called me in—his study this morning—thought maybe—end to my—duties—just him—throwing weight around—intimidate—”

      “Study?” Marcella said the Inimicus word like she didn’t know what it meant.

      Gavril leaned over and said in her tongue, “A room with a desk, books, just for working.”

      She’d been hoping for more specific information about Nikias’ study. Like… where it was.

      A room Nikias spent a lot of time alone in? That would be the perfect chance for Marcella to capture someone who could not fight back against her.

      Only… if she deviated from the path she and Gavril took to the library or the entryway of the palace, she would be completely and utterly lost.

      If she even could slip away from Gavril.

      But Gavril and Aimilia continued discussing whatever had happened in her meeting with Nikias before setting to their work.

      Marcella needed to know where that study was.

      She could figure out how to get away from Gavril later.

      The next day, after they were already an hour or two into it, Marcella lifted her head from her hands—she was only half as tired as she was pretending to be—and said in their language, “Break? Walk?”

      Gavril looked up from his work and said in her language, “You want to go stretch your legs? Your strength is back enough for that?”

      Marcella nodded.

      As Gavril immediately started to push his things to the side, Aimilia was pushing them back at him and saying in their tongue, “No, you stay—the one learning—practice—pressure—will take her—watch her—teach her—you won’t.”

      “Aimilia, don’t—” Gavril immediately started, but was cut off.

      Aimilia rolled her eyes. “I won’t—will be careful—break from you—clearly—else would she sneak away—suffocating—trust me?”

      Marcella liked this. Aimilia was better.

      Not only was this probably the only way she could get away from Gavril for more than two minutes, but Aimilia was the one Nikias would go after. She was the one whom Marcella could ask about Nikias without drawing suspicion, although… neither were very good in the other’s language. Still, Gavril would only get suspicious if Marcella tried him.

      “Fine.” Gavril sank back into his seat as Aimilia shot out of hers.

      Before Marcella could blink, Aimilia had already grabbed a book with papers sticking out of it, tucked it under her arm, and pulled Marcella out of her chair. Marcella got her feet under her as Aimilia led her into the hallway. The second they were out of the library, Aimilia dropped her arm, opened the book, and set off. Marcella followed her as Aimilia said in Marcella’s tongue, “Told him he was… too—Uh… too much. All over you. Need room to breathe. We walk. I teach. You learn. Language. Annoying to be stupid, must be.”

      Marcella blinked at her as she fell into step beside her. The way she said it made Marcella think it wasn’t meant to be an insult. At least not a devastating one. Was Aimilia… going to teach her more of their language?

      That would also be helpful.

      Aimilia flipped the page and said, “Colors.” With one hand she gestured to her hair. “Rubrum.”

      Red. A little basic, but Marcella’s collection of what she did know of their tongue was… eclectic. Covering the basics again couldn’t hurt.

      So that was added to the routine. As well as more visits to the academie library. All three of them enjoyed getting out of the palace once or twice a week. To Marcella’s relief and guilt, each visit made Gavril hover a little less while there. She liked the chance to interact with the students.

      Most of it was because she genuinely liked them. And some of them didn’t look at her like she was the dirt on their sandals.

      Part of it was because she could ask the students questions that wouldn’t arouse suspicion the same way it would if she asked Gavril or Aimilia. Like the fastest routes through the city. How they snuck out of the academy at night and slunk through the city without getting caught. The students didn’t think she understood the majority of what they said anyway, so their lips were quite loose. They’d said so right in front of her face.

      She’d also promised not to tell. Besides, who would believe her, the Sordes girl, over the esteemed academie students?

      The girls had laughed when Marcella winked. Then Gavril had stepped out of the library and let out a long sigh at seeing her with them.

      She’d gotten a whole ten minutes before he’d come looking.

      Other visits, she didn’t push it and stayed nearby, occasionally talking to students who came for their own research materials. Well, attempted to with her terrible, fractured skill in their tongue. The majority of the time the information wasn’t useful for her mission, but she didn’t mind. She liked the students.

      Part of her wondered what it would have been like if she’d been one of them.

      On the days they were in the palace, Marcella would ask for a walk, and Aimilia would insist she do it so Marcella could get a little bit of space from Gavril and she could attempt to teach Marcella the Inimicus language. It was rough since Aimilia knew very little of Marcella’s language and had to rely on the dictionary, which wasn’t the most accurate thing.

      And they didn’t go far from the library. When Marcella asked, Aimilia had fumbled her way through her explanation before just switching back to the Inimicus language and Marcella got the gist. Gavril was worried something would happen to her if she went too far, even with Aimilia.

      Marcella knew that wasn’t just Gavril being overprotective, anxious, and trying to coddle her. It was true.

      It was a good reminder. Marcella wasn’t safe in Areator.

      Which was why she had to do this. Even if it made her sick the way she was turning over the map she was constructing in her head of the palace when Gavril held her at night after her nightmares.

      But what was worse was when one night, after she’d pulled Gavril out of his own nightmare, his head resting in her lap, he whispered, “Those prayers… from the night before I left… they had this structure to them. They seem different.”

      Marcella’s hand gently running through his hair stilled. She said, “I did not construct them. Those are from High Priestess Hagne’s collection of prayers that I have memorized. She was a Solitus from my clan who went to the temple. I have found great comfort and use in having them on hand.”

      “I do not mean to be ungrateful. I just… For months now, I am grateful for the miracle that you are alive… I believe, but…”

      Miracle? She supposed it was a miracle she’d lasted so long on those tables when no one else had. It wasn’t through any strength or power of her own, that was certain.

      “Why…” Gavril’s hand on her back, his arm loosely wrapped around her, clenched into the fabric. “Why didn’t mine work?”

      Marcella’s tongue was heavy in her mouth, but somehow she managed to move it. “You… prayed for my safety?”

      He nodded, shifting so his voice was no longer muffled as he looked up at her.

      She licked her dry lips and whispered, “Well… It was not a matter of working. In the end… I was safe. I just was not as safe as either of us would have chosen. But just because we pray for something does not mean we are promised to get it. A prayer can be answered with a no.”

      “Then why do you still do it if it doesn’t matter?”

      Marcella startled. “I did not say it doesn’t matter. Besides, it is not faith if it is conditional upon getting what I want. Sometimes, faith means persisting even when my prayers are not answered. Do you think my faith is an easy thing? Belief is the hardest thing I do most days.” She shook her head. “You are Inimicus. I do not expect you to understand.”

      “I’d like to.”

      She did not know what to say to that. That an Inimicus could be genuine in a pursuit of faith.

      He stared up at her with those brilliant green eyes.

      “I… Can you teach me those prayers of this High Priestess?”

      Marcella shouldn’t. She really shouldn’t. She was going to betray him.

      Whatever faith he thought he might have would be destroyed when she did. He would have no desire to persist in it when she spat in his face.

      But she could not think of an excuse, so instead she said, “Alright. I’ll start at the beginning. Prayer One…”

      As she went through the prayer, Gavril’s eyes stayed on her face, and the weight of his head in her lap was more condemning than any leather strap she’d had wrapped around her wrists.
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      Marcella wasn’t sure exactly how much time Hypatia was willing to give her before she decided her lookalike was a failure and would start to march her army against the Inimicus.

      And spill an ocean of blood that could fill even the Abyss.

      Her lessons and walks with Aimilia were yielding slow results. Both in Marcella trying to find Nikias’ study and memorize the palace layout as well as her learning the Inimicus language. She was not as quick a study at it as Gavril had been at hers.

      But to be fair, she’d only been taking walks with Aimilia for three and a half weeks.

      At least at three and a half weeks they finally paid off.

      Marcella was trying to simultaneously place the hallway she and Aimilia were walking down to the map in her head and also accurately answer the rapid-fire questions Aimilia threw at her in the Inimicus tongue, testing her vocabulary.

      “Pax?”

      Was the left turn they hadn’t taken the path to a stairwell?

      “Peace.”

      Or was it to a guest wing?

      “Nihilum?”

      “Nothing.”

      It mattered. Marcella needed to be completely certain because she needed to know where all the stairwells were to ensure she took the right one in her escape.

      “Contra?”

      No. It couldn’t be to the stairwell because the stairwell was—

      “Marcella! Contra?”

      Marcella stumbled to a stop as Aimilia jerked her by the arm, and she realized she’d failed to answer. Right. Contra… It was… Uh… Her mind still hadn’t fully shaken off the haze that lingered over it and all of her, keeping her weak even months after Gavril had gotten her off the table for a second time.

      “Against. Opposite.”

      The voice that spoke was distinctly male and heavily accented as it butchered Marcella’s language worse than Gavril ever had.

      Marcella’s spine went rigid even though she couldn’t see him. Aimilia’s eyes narrowed over Marcella’s shoulder, stepping closer and putting a hand on her shoulder as she spoke in the Inimicus tongue. “Nikias—rude—I wasn’t asking you.”

      Marcella took a deep breath. He could not harm her. His arm was still broken. Apparently one of the ways he was trying to prove his sincerity to Gavril was letting it heal the long, painful way, unassisted by their heretics. And even if it wasn’t, he had a binding vow not to hurt her.

      She needed to figure out how she was going to hurt him though. And her slow, painful recovery was just eating away time she was certain she didn’t have. Any day Hypatia would have her coalition army finalized. When Hypatia wanted something, nothing could ever truly stop her.

      “I wasn’t trying to be rude—answering—she didn’t.”

      Marcella started to slowly turn her head to look over her shoulder, but before she finished, she was jerked forward. She stumbled as Aimilia quickly put herself in front of Marcella and faced Nikias. Marcella peered around the red-haired girl to see Nikias standing a few feet away. The few times she’d seen him after the table, he hadn’t worn black. Not once.

      His gaze shifted between Marcella and Aimilia.

      Aimilia bit out. “What do you want?”

      Nikias sighed. “—are predictable, Commander—looking for you. Actually, I was heading—room.”

      If Nikias had come from the hallway they were walking down… had he been coming from his study? Were they close?

      “Why?” Aimilia’s eyes narrowed. “—know everything that happens in this palace—think that because she’s with me—”

      “You’re a hard woman to get a moment with lately—academie—library—don’t take kindly—summoned—no interest in the lupa—just you.”

      Aimilia let out a bitter, scoffing laugh. “—harass me about today?”

      Nikias’ lips twitched up in a sharp smile. Marcella stayed perfectly still. The less attention she drew the better. But she still needed to know where that study was. She wouldn’t have been strong enough to be able to take out Aimilia even before her ordeal on the table. Marcella could still taste dirt.

      So her only option was to locate the study. As soon as she had, she could figure out when Nikias would be in it and how to get away from Gavril long enough to capture Nikias.

      Getting the Heart would be easy enough since it was being kept in the library.

      “My mother, actually—hearing about your tea—try it—”

      “Fine—go—or I’ll tell Gavril you came to harass Marcella.”

      Nikias didn’t run away necessarily… but he certainly didn’t walk away leisurely.

      Marcella needed to know, so as soon as Aimilia turned back to her, she risked the question. “Come from study?”

      Aimilia looped her arm through Marcella’s and started pulling her in the opposite direction of Nikias. “Yes, he practically lives there—has for the last four years—Probably—has the servants or guards—every move—testing limits. Do not worry. Safe with me.”

      That gave Marcella enough to work with.

      The real question was: how late did Nikias work in his office?

      Marcella’s best chance at getting away from Gavril long enough to accomplish this was going to be at night. She’d successfully gotten up to twelve minutes at the academy, but outside of her walks with Aimilia, she hadn’t gotten even a single minute inside the palace.

      So Marcella feigned tiredness even earlier than usual and Gavril reluctantly left her to go to his own room. She cursed the fact that her room was connected to his. She hadn’t brought it up because she knew it was the safest place for her even if it wasn’t appropriate given the fact that they were…

      She didn’t entirely know what they were. But it wasn’t married, so therefore it wasn’t appropriate. Gavril, however, was a prince, even if he wasn’t the favored one, so she was willing to bet everyone was turning a blind eye.

      Either way, it didn’t make her job easier. But it would also be hard to kidnap Nikias if she was attacked by someone who could do her harm.

      She waited until the movement in the other room stopped and Gavril seemed settled—settled until either one of them woke from their nightmares.

      Then she pushed herself out of her bed and tiptoed toward the door. The sun had long since finished setting, and the palace was lit by light runes scattered through the hallways.

      The hallway was empty.

      At least she could test her route and see if she would get utterly lost on her own. It was just a test. She didn’t have to do anything. And if she got caught, she could feign stupidity and ignorance. The Inimicus would be eager to believe it of her.

      She softly padded down the halls, encountering no one. When she did hear footsteps, she would pick up her pace and take another turn. She focused on the map she’d been trying to create in her head and prayed to Asentai to guide her if it failed.

      She was getting close to the area she’d narrowed it down to where Nikias’ study was supposed to be. Then she heard his voice. His and Aimilia’s.

      “—helpful in your work?” Nikias.

      Marcella found a shadowy spot behind a column to hide herself in case they came closer.

      “You can cut the act—not in front of your parents—have to pretend—” Aimilia said. “Why are you asking?—get enough out of her—tortured her?”

      He’d been asking about Marcella?

      She focused harder on trying to hear them clearly from farther away to better translate, but she still couldn’t get everything.

      “I’m asking because—called it a… relic—some object of faith—when she touched it—before—stopped—thought it stopped at least—last words—been a ritual? Or—thing all that Sordes do—petition Asentai—point—I understand how it’s helping you and Gavril—tell my parents and keep them off your backs. You saw them. They’re getting impatient—been months.”

      They were talking about the Heart. And it sounded like she had been forced to touch the Heart and she’d prayed. She had hazy memories of it, but it was good to know that had been real. She wasn’t eager to revisit those memories to try to decipher it herself. There was a dark pit in her stomach at just thinking generally about that memory, and she didn’t want to dig deeper.

      “Sounds like that’s your problem, not mine.”

      “I know—difficult is the same thing as being charming—my best—fix things—”

      While Marcella successfully resisted the urge to scoff, Aimilia did not. In fact, the girl’s bright, sharp laugh and the sound of cups rattling filled the hallway. Marcella could see them now if she peered around the column, stopped in front of a door.

      Nikias’ expression was impassive while Aimilia straightened up from her mocking laugh, righting the tray holding her tea set she had braced on her hip.

      “Don’t you—little late for that?—lost any chance?”

      Nikias stared down at her, and something seemed to crack in his marble. “Dum spiro spero.”

      That sounded familiar. The first part Marcella thought was “While I breathe…” but she didn’t know the last part. She’d heard that word so many times before, or variants of it, but it wasn’t one Aimilia had taught her yet.

      Then the crack was gone, and Aimilia didn’t seem to even register it as she said, “Fine—must know, yes—the rock—compare to—Gavril and I—using it tomorrow—report to you—successful, but we’re close.”

      They were?

      Marcella cursed her feeble mind and weak body that still hadn’t fully recovered its strength. She hadn’t been keeping up on what exactly they were doing and how close they were to somehow proving Gavril’s theory. She’d been too focused on using what little energy and strength she did have on her own goals.

      “Thank you.”

      Marcella blinked, but Aimilia was already halfway down the hall as Nikias spoke. His right arm was still in the sling, but his left was at his side. It twitched, most of it hidden under his long sleeve, but she could see, just barely in the dim light runes, scars on his left wrist.

      In their trips to the academie, Marcella had seen more Inimicus with bands and lines on their left wrists like hers and Gavril’s, but figuring out why so many of the Inimicus had made these magically binding promises was low on her list of priorities. But she was curious about Nikias’ hidden scars.

      Did they scar when someone broke their promise?

      Would hers when she betrayed Gavril?

      Would she live the rest of her life stuck with the permanent reminder of it?

      Nikias stood there for a long time, staring at where Aimilia had vanished. Was he waiting for something? Someone else?

      But finally, he turned and opened the door with his left hand, pushing it open and stepping inside the room. Marcella caught a glimpse of it before he shut the door behind him.

      His study.

      Now all she needed was to finish her plan for getting him and the Heart and escaping before Gavril could stop her.

      When she reached the hallway her and Gavril’s rooms were on, she heard it before she even reached the door. His voice. The sound of someone moving quickly, roughly.

      “Marcella!”

      He’d discovered her absence.

      She ran and quickly regretted it as her side burned and her legs fumbled. After the usual toll the day had taken on her, demonstrating her people’s runes for Aimilia and Gavril, and her nighttime excursion, she was exhausted.

      The door to her room flew open when she was still a few feet from it. Gavril ran out of it, the same wild, desperate look in his eyes that was always there when he woke up from a nightmare. His hair was a mess, and she could see the sweat on his brow reflect in the dim light runes.

      His eyes landed on her, but he didn’t stop running.

      In seconds, it didn’t matter that her legs were collapsing beneath her as Gavril’s arms were around her, crushing her to himself so hard all the breath left her lungs. They hit the ground in a tangle of limbs, Gavril’s face buried in her curls and against her neck, one hand coming up and cradling the back of her head while the other wrapped tightly around her waist.

      He shuddered against her as she wrapped her arms around him, resting her palms on his back. He murmured in her tongue, “Gone. I—you weren’t—”

      “I’m sorry,” she breathed out. “I’m so sorry.”

      Had it really only been a few months since she’d been so certain she would find delight in his misery? Anything from before her second ordeal on the table felt like another life entirely.

      “Where? Why?” Gavril’s grip on the back of her head tightened slightly, fingers sliding deeper into her curls. “Why?”

      Her heart twisted, and she stuttered over her lies. “I—I couldn’t sleep. I thought a short walk might help. I tire so quickly these days. I was certain that would exhaust me enough so I would have no choice but to sleep.”

      It wasn’t entirely untrue.

      She rested her head against his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      “Opened my eyes—thought—I thought maybe you hadn’t heard—or were trapped in your own nightmare. I wanted to see—I needed to see you were—I can’t—I can’t—” Gavril’s voice broke. He took a long breath and then lifted his head, shifting his hand to cradle her face as he looked down at her. “I was ready to tear this palace to pieces to find you. I do not know what I would do if I had and you were not safe. Again. Please, do not go alone. Not at night. Not here. Get me. Whatever you need, get me.”

      Marcella couldn’t meet his gaze, lowering it to her lap as she said, “I will. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      But he didn’t let go of her face and just tilted it back up so she was forced to look at him while she lied.

      “I do not mean to—smother you as Aimilia says. I know you don’t—” Gavril sighed, finally pulling his hand back from her face and shifting back slightly. “I know you want peace, and that is why you are still here. I understand you have no faith in me. I do not deserve any after failing you so thoroughly. But please, at least let me do what I can to make up even a fraction of the suffering I have condemned you to in this palace.”

      She wanted to scream at him to stop feeling so guilty. It was only making hers worse. At least he wouldn’t feel it after she handed his brother over to Hypatia.

      And she wanted to scream at him to stop looking at her with that searching, slightly hopeful gaze. Like if he looked at her long enough he might see in her returned affection.

      Maybe she was just afraid if he looked long enough he would find it.

      “I understand. Can we…” Marcella tried to shift back and out of his embrace. “We should go rest.”

      But instead of letting her go, he pulled her up with him and swept her legs out from under her. She opened her mouth to protest but quickly shut it before she said anything to cast doubt on her story. She let him carry her the few feet back to her room and fuss over her until he was satisfied she was alright and reluctantly went back to his room.

      She buried her head in her arm and the pillows to muffle her soft sobs.

      She could not stay in Areator. But what if she was too weak to pull off her plan?

      It was time to face the facts.

      She wasn’t going to recover. She was never going to even reach the minuscule strength she’d had before. It was a lost cause. She always had been.

      And it changed nothing. She would either be granted the miracle of being able to pull her plan off or she would die trying.
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      Three mornings later, Gavril opened the trunk and pulled the Heart out, setting it on the table in front of Marcella. She raised an eyebrow and looked up at him while Aimilia had her notebook ready. Marcella said, “You’ve already looked at me and the relic a thousand times.”

      She still hadn’t told them the name of the relic. They hadn’t asked. Based on what she’d heard from Nikias earlier, she didn’t think they fully understood what a relic was.

      They couldn’t. They were Inimicus. Not even Gavril, despite the fact that he’d been learning the High Priestess Hagne’s prayers.

      “I’m not going to be the one looking this time,” Gavril said. Instead of taking the seat beside her, he sat across from her once again. He held his hands out, palms up over the Heart, and gestured for her to stretch hers out as well.

      Marcella rolled her eyes and did so. Like always, she followed Gavril’s instructions, casting a rune to create a little ball of pure vitae and holding it in her hands, and to her surprise, so did Gavril, with his people’s rune and two hands instead of her one. Aimilia immediately cast the rune she’d been using to observe and measure Marcella’s vitae levels and immediately started scribbling down the results.

      Gavril and Aimilia spoke back and forth in their language so fast and technically Marcella couldn’t follow it, but the more they spoke, she could see a grin starting to spread on Gavril’s face and after a few more phrases, Aimilia was smiling as well. “—finally ready.”

      “—way to know is to try,” Aimilia said and nodded at Gavril.

      Gavril turned to Marcella with the grin still all over him and said in her tongue, “You can drop your rune.”

      Marcella did so, sitting back in her seat. “What did that prove?”

      This was the first thing Gavril and Aimilia had actually gotten excited about. She didn’t know if she should be concerned or relieved.

      Aimilia had told Nikias they were close. But close to what? And even if they were, Gavril’s parents wouldn’t listen to it. They wouldn’t listen if Asentai herself appeared before them and told them there was no corruption in the clan mages’ vitae.

      Gavril pushed himself out of his seat and said, “Everything.”

      He then lifted one hand, tucking the other behind his back and closing it into a fist. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then started casting.

      With one hand.

      Marcella gasped as his vitae lit up the air in the shape of the rune she had just cast. He was casting with one of her people’s runes.

      And then, a tiny, wobbly little mushy ball of vitae hovered in his hand beneath the rune he had just cast. A rune that was impossible for him to cast.

      Aimilia let out an excited, shrill laugh and clapped.

      Marcella’s chair fell over as she stumbled back out of it. Her eyes didn’t leave the rune and vitae hovering in the air above Gavril’s hand. The rune wasn’t quite right, a little sloppy and lopsided, which was why the ball of vitae wasn’t a perfect sphere.

      Gavril banished the rune and his vitae vanished into the air, and there was a little bit of sweat forming on his brow, but he was otherwise beaming brighter than the sun. He started rattling off in his language immediately, “—knew it. I knew it—the second religo—I was right. Ha!—time I was right—hasn’t been for nothing—did it—secret—our magic—none—ever did!”

      Aimilia immediately picked up her notebook and started running for the door. “I’ll get Nikias. This can’t wait a second longer.”

      Everything was moving too fast for Marcella. She was still staring at the empty air where Gavril’s rune had been. A clan rune cast by an Inimicus hand.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Just like it wasn’t possible for her to simply summon a fire by speaking and flicking a closed fist without her fingers moving to cast a rune the way the Embrai Elemens did. Just like it wasn’t possible for an Embrai Elemens to move their hand and speak the right word and instead of creating fire move the earth like the Stonai Elemens did.

      They were incompatible.

      But then she was being picked up and spun around. Gavril was laughing as he set her back onto her feet, steadying her as she stumbled getting her legs under her. Her fixation on the spot had been disturbed, and now all she could look at was him as he cradled her face with one hand and said in his tongue, “Marcella—pulchra puella—made this possible—key to this—peace—Mea spes—fulfilled.”

      She could feel the rise and fall of his chest when it brushed hers with how close they were. She still didn’t understand.

      His breathing started to slow as his other hand left her waist and joined his right in cradling her face up toward him. She could see the band on his wrist and the lines on his skin. He whispered in his tongue, “I love you—mind is spinning—remember how to say it—your tongue—I tried to learn it—look at you and I can’t think. I love you. I can’t hold it back—can’t pretend to feel less—I love you. Do you understand? I love you.”

      She’d known already, but she’d been praying every night to never hear those words. However, the shock of it all left her tongue too heavy to move, so dumbly, she nodded.

      Then he was kissing her.

      Marcella startled, gasping slightly as she caught herself on his shoulders. He deepened the kiss, and her fingers curled into the fabric of his chiton. She didn’t really know why. She just knew his lips were on hers and his hand had gone back to her waist, clutching her to his chest while his other hand slid from her cheek and into her hair. And she couldn’t think.

      She just didn’t really want it to stop.

      This certainly didn’t feel like incompatibility.

      Gavril’s hand slid to her back, clenching her peplos, and she couldn’t help the breathy noise that rose up in the back of her throat as she kissed him back, pushing herself even closer. It was a strange thing. She’d long since lost count of the times he’d held her and had been curled around her so tightly there was no space between them, how many times his hands had been on her waist, her face, her back. It had always been warm and comforting, soothing whatever pain had come crashing down. It had never been like this.

      This burned.

      She was going to get burned.

      The sound of a voice clearing its throat had Marcella’s good sense snapping back into place and overcoming the fire that just wanted her to stay in Gavril’s arms and kiss him until they were both swallowed by the Abyss. She pulled back, ripping her hands off him.

      She hadn’t even noticed one of her hands had ended up in his long hair while the other had rested on the middle of his back. Gavril, however, did not let go immediately. He just closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers, and the mindlessness started to creep in again as she felt his breath brush her cheek. He whispered in her tongue, “You want peace, you said. You wanted me to believe—Marcella… you do not kiss a man like that unless you want him too. You can have both.”

      No. No, she couldn’t.

      “Gavril—wanted to speak—not be about this.”

      The sound of the Inimicus tongue in that voice had a chill going down her spine, and she stumbled back as Gavril turned around to face his brother.

      Nikias stood in the doorway of the library, glaring at Marcella despite addressing Gavril. Aimilia hovered behind him, watery eyes and lips pressed into something that was a smile and pained all at the same time. Gavril’s expression—seconds ago it had been the warmest thing she’d ever seen—went cold as he looked at his brother. He said in their tongue, “Want is—word—must speak with you is better—over with—stop trying to kill mea uxorem—your gaze.”

      Before he took his first step, his fingers brushed her left wrist and pulse and he whispered in her tongue, “Will be back. Discuss later.”

      Gavril swept out of the library, past Aimilia and followed Nikias—arm still in a sling—into the hallway. Aimilia looked over her shoulder at Marcella and said, “You—what is your word? Fortuna?”

      There was no perfect translation.

      Her people didn’t have the same concept.

      Marcella was still so baffled all she could do was dumbly reply, “Blessed.”

      Aimilia’s brow furrowed, and then she nodded. “Then, you are blessed.”

      She was gone, back into the hallway after the two princes, and Marcella was left standing there in the library. Her heart was still racing, and she brushed her hand over her lips, still feeling the ghost of Gavril’s lips on her the way she felt the ghost of the leather straps in her nightmares.

      That’s what this was. A nightmare.

      She had to get out. Before it was too late.

      She looked over to where Gavril had impossibly cast a clan rune. Her heart twisted in her chest. It was already too late.
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      Being alone in the silence had given Marcella enough time to figure out what to say when the conversation arose. And knowing it was Gavril, she was fairly certain it was going to come up sooner rather than later.

      She wasn’t sure how long she was in the library alone while Gavril and Aimilia spoke to Nikias. But eventually, when the sun started setting and she could see the golden sky out the window, Gavril and Aimilia finally returned, both looking like they’d run the entire length of the city twice over with how exhausted they were. Aimilia gathered up her things and shook her head. She said to Gavril in their tongue, “Your brother is the most—contumax—man I’ve ever met.”

      Gavril shook his head and sighed. “I will—prove—need few days—opportunity—force him.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes and scoffed as she started for the door, but she did pause by Gavril, and Marcella finally looked up from where she’d been resting her head on her arms on the table. Aimilia patted him on the shoulder and glanced at Marcella and said, “—mess this up—not—anyone’s second choice—tell her the truth.”

      Gavril sighed and just waved her on. Aimilia rolled her eyes as she headed out the door. Gavril finished gathering up his things before coming over to Marcella’s side as she blinked herself awake from her nap. His hand was on her shoulder, his thumb brushing across the skin the fabric of her peplos didn’t cover. His other hand was in his pocket, fingers seeming to run over or fiddle with whatever was in them. He asked in her tongue, “Hungry?”

      “Some,” she whispered.

      She’d had hours to think it over, but just because she was certain of what she needed to say didn’t mean she was looking forward to it.

      “Then we shall eat, but first, we get you to your room,” Gavril said, taking his hand out of his pocket, nothing in it, and gently pulling on her arm until she rose to her feet, slow and sluggish from sleep.

      She was thankful her nap had been light enough not to leave her waking up screaming from a nightmare. Unfortunately, that also meant she was still tired enough that she didn’t stop Gavril from wrapping his arm around her waist and letting her lean on him as she walked.

      When they got back to her room, the golden sunset painting it all in various shades of yellow and orange, he let go when she sat on the bed and murmured that he would be back shortly with food.

      While he was gone, her exhaustion started to fall away as her heart rate increased while she thought about the impending conversation. Maybe it would be kinder if she threw herself out of the window. War would still come and thousands would die, but at least she wouldn’t have to do this.

      But before she could muster up the strength to get up to at least look at the distance, the door was opening again and Gavril was back, carrying a tray. It was a painful thing, going through the motions of their normal routine, eating together quietly like there wasn’t the weight of what had happened in the library over them.

      She ate especially slower than usual, eating her bread crumb by crumb to stretch it out until the sun had long since set, hoping the lack of light would help her turn her heart to iron and put up an illusion as good as the ones Gavril cast.

      When finally she had nothing left in her hands to help her avoid Gavril’s soft, waiting gaze, she looked up and said, “Gavril…”

      “Please, let me speak first,” he said in her tongue.

      She sat back and nodded. Gavril took a deep breath and said, “I—I will not take what I said back. You knew even before I said it. You just did not want to. I understand. I do not—I expect nothing from you. I deserve nothing from you. I got ahead of myself today. You… you accused me of hiding things from you. I am trying—but I am such a weak, frightened man, I cannot seem to find the courage yet for it all. I will—”

      He reached for her left hand, taking it in his and holding it between them. His other hand was in his pocket again.

      “There is something I must tell you. I will. You… you said above all else, you want peace. I will… I will give it to you. Then I will tell you, and… and… I will—” His voice cracked and he tightened his grip. “I struggle to even speak it, but if after that—if by then you are certain—because when you know the truth, you are certain you cannot forgive me and you cannot love me and there is no part of you that could ever want me again… I will let go of mea spes.”

      A secret worse than studying her like a lab rat without her knowledge?

      She would never forgive him for the first—well, her actions in the library and for the past two months begged to differ—if there was something worse, she would not let herself be so weak as to forgive him of it the way her pathetic heart had seemed to already let go of her disappointment for the first.

      She had the words on the tip of her tongue, but they would not come.

      Instead, she whispered, “I do not understand. How did you cast a rune of my people?”

      Gavril stared at her blankly for a long moment.

      Then he laughed, bright, beaming, beautiful. His head fell back as he held his stomach while he laughed.

      She didn’t understand why this was so funny.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, and then he wiped at his eyes as his laughter slowed. He said, “Contumax puella, practical to a fault, of course that is what you really wish to discuss.”

      She insisted, “Inimicus can’t cast with one hand. You just defied every law of magic we know of.”

      Gavril shook his head. “Actually, that we knew of. Today we have made history, and yet successfully using one of your runes is only the second-best thing to happen to me today.”

      Oh, she could strangle him.

      She ignored the blush spreading across her cheeks as she hissed, “You promise peace. How does your people getting the ability to cast singlehandedly do anything but add to your people’s strength? Your people who want to cleanse mine of some imagined corruption through eradication?”

      But then he was staring at her with that intensity again, and her heart stuttered as he leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I have a rather great incentive to give you what you want most so that I might become the desire to replace it.”

      Gavril brushed his thumb over her cheek, and she pretended his voice and his touch weren’t what sent a shiver down her spine.

      He said, “Believe me, if I’m right, and today has proven I am, I will make Nikias see it. He would not listen today, but Aimilia and I expected that. He believes anything I show him will be an illusion in an attempt to protect you. But he will listen. He wants my forgiveness too much not to. And when he believes it, he will make our parents see it. We shall have peace.”

      The same Nikias that would rather see her dead because she desperately cried out for his brother to save her from the torture he ordered her to be put through? The same parents that struck their own child so harshly, so often, disguising it with his goddess-gifted magic had been his highest priority at the age of five?

      Oh. Gavril was a fool of the worst kind.

      The same man who looked at her and did not see the duplicitousness in her own eyes, who could not recognize an illusion when it sat right in front of him.

      The only peace she would have would be brought through the very same method his parents had tried to employ against hers.

      She needed to kidnap Nikias and do it now.

      Before she did something she couldn’t take back.

      Like falling in love with Gavril.

      Because she wasn’t. Not yet. She wasn’t. She wasn’t. She wasn’t—

      She was.

      No. No… But how could she deny it? It was plain as day, and she was spewing lies from her lips with every breath and every moment was a falsity, but she could not lie to herself a second longer.

      The thing that terrorized her worse than the table in her nightmares was his dead body. Because she’d destroyed the tables and she wasn’t going back on them… but Gavril?

      Gavril she would lose.
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      That night—after Marcella woke up screaming because Gavril’s face had been so horrifically mangled the only way she’d known it had been him was because of his eyes—she hadn’t even been able to get a word out. Gavril just held her, murmuring that she was safe. Eventually, in a low voice, he told her about his graduation tournament at the academie before he became a commander. He wasn’t sure he was going to pass. That he was going to be a mark of shame on his family by being the first royal to fail. But he considered purposefully failing.

      Purposefully failing meant he wouldn’t be a commander so they would have to do something else with him. Likely give him a normal combat rank or let him be an academic like he would have chosen to be if he’d been the second-born son of a noble family instead of the royal family.

      It meant he wouldn’t have come back to the palace.

      At the end of it, he whispered, “But in the end, I made the right choice. I wouldn’t have met you if I hadn’t been a commander. What little I have been able to protect you from, I wouldn’t have even been able to do that if I wasn’t a commander.”

      She bit her tongue to keep it from spilling out that her nightmares were only half about herself and half about losing him.

      It wouldn’t change anything. She was losing him anyway.

      Instead, she whispered, “I—I failed. The test I needed to pass to become a soldier. I didn’t even want to be a soldier.”

      Gavril’s hand in her hair stilled. “They forced you to become one anyway?”

      That dark tone was back as his other hand found the scar on her side.

      “I was not good enough at magic for what I really wanted. I wanted to be one of the teachers for the children of my clan in magic. Unfortunately, I was not a good study. I am not skilled. How could I train strong mages when I was barely one myself? So, they would not even consider me.”

      “Marcella—”

      But she pressed on.

      “I didn’t have any other option left. I had no one left. Being a soldier was the only option I had to stay on the Desero estate. I’d never lived anywhere else. If I didn’t become a soldier, I would have had to go live amongst the Solitus villages. Or—”

      She cut herself off.

      Gavril shifted his legs, curling them up so she was even closer. He brushed his hand over her side. “Please, do not hide from me. Whatever there is to know, I want to know.”

      “The other option… what I believe was most likely, was if I did not have a role, Hypatia would…” Marcella’s voice caught in her throat as Gavril’s grip clenched right over the scar her lookalike had given her. But he didn’t say anything as she continued, “Hypatia always liked keeping me close so she could make use of me. Of how much I looked like her. She… It was usually little things. Taking her place in lessons. Sitting at banquets so she could slip away. If I was going to end up living like a Solitus… well, I imagine Hypatia would have laid claim to me and made me her handmaid to do… whatever she wanted.”

      Gavril made a noise in the back of his throat, taking the hand that had been gently playing with her hair and curled it around her. “Yet even as a soldier she scarred you, dressed you like a doll, and put you in a chariot to die.”

      “She is… well, she is the chiefess now, but she was the heir. It is little different than the way your brother acts. Of course she could do those things. I willingly did them for the sake of my people.”

      Gavril started to make that noise again, but she spoke over him.

      “I knew what the two options were, and being wholly under Hypatia’s discretion was the option I wanted the least. So I had to pass. Besides, I owed it to my clan who took care of me for so many years to serve them as best I could. I had to be a soldier. The third chance was my last. I scraped by barely. After that, the only way out of being a soldier would be marriage.”

      The word fell out of her mouth before she could think better of mentioning that to the man who only hours before had promised to give her what she wanted so she would want him. The man who hours before she’d been forced to accept she loved.

      Gavril’s left hand twitched.

      “That—uh—” Marcella shifted slightly, now highly aware of just how this scene would look to an outsider, but Gavril did not let her go anywhere. “That wasn’t going to happen either. That was a far-flung hope. I—I passed the test, and I was a soldier. That was enough for me. To at least not be wholly under Hypatia’s control. But that doesn’t mean I have not spent every day of my life wholly aware just how mediocre I am. Especially now, I cannot even achieve my previous mediocrity. I am stuck in this pathetic state. So… what I mean to say is… you are less a failure than I am.”

      “You are not. You are none of those things.”

      “Even if I hadn’t become a soldier, I was the only one who could take Hypatia’s place. My fate was set when I was born. Or I suppose when Hypatia had her vision.”

      But instead of responding, she was being uprooted from her soft, comfortable position against Gavril’s chest. She let out a little startled squeak as Gavril’s hands were on her shoulders, turning her to face him, but not actually removing her. His hands slid to her back, and she could not look anywhere but his face hovering right in front of her.

      The memory of their kiss from mere hours before had her heart stuttering in her chest, and the intensity in his eyes had her breath catching in her throat.

      “No. You do not get to brush this off.”

      “Gavril—”

      “You are recovering from an ordeal no one else has ever survived. There is nothing pathetic about that.”

      Marcella shook her head, but then he caught her face with one hand, fingers curling into the base of her skull, forcing her to look at him.

      Then he gave her a command. “Whatever your people or that horrid demon might have convinced you, you are not a failure. You are not mediocre. You are not worthless. Say it.”

      But not even her obedience as a soldier was stronger than her certainty of her worthlessness.

      Marcella narrowed her eyes at him. “You first.”

      Gavril clenched his jaw and let out a long sigh. Then a light entered his eyes and he said, “Marcella, you are not a failure, mediocre, or worthless. You are so much more than you give yourself credit for. You are more than your magic. Your resilience, your faith, your stubbornness—that is why I love you. You are worth so much more than simply looking like the demon. It is a tragedy you look like her because it blinds you and everyone else to seeing who you really are. But not me. I see you. All of you.”

      He wasn’t making this easier for either of them.

      Marcella squirmed, trying to pull back out of his grip, cutting him off with a sharp glare as she snapped, “That is not what I meant and you know it. That’s not fair.”

      Gavril let her go, his hands letting her slip through like water as she scrambled over the tangled blankets. He just smirked at her and said, “You were not specific. I did as you asked. Say it.”

      “Get out. This was—” Marcella’s back hit the bedpost at the foot of the bed, as far away from Gavril as she could be without getting up. “You do not get to make me say something you are not willing to say either. I am not like you. I am from Desero, and you are Inimicus. We are not compatible. Worse, you are an illusionist. You are a liar. I—”

      Gavril climbed off the bed and started for the door, shaking his head. He was completely unaffected by every sharp barb she unearthed from their graves to throw at him.

      “And you are predictable, mea spes, at least to me. I will add it to my list. Give you peace. Convince you of your worth. If my hands cannot be full of you, I shall fill them with that.”

      Marcella was drowning in the heat flooding her cheeks, and the pillow she flung at him only bounced uselessly off the door connecting their rooms. She sank back into her bed, clasping her hand over her mouth so Gavril wouldn’t hear the cry falling out.

      She loved him, and she had never been loved by anyone, much less with the intensity he loved her with.

      And she was going to lose him.

      Because she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t live her life balancing on the edge of this knife.

      No matter how much she loved him.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Marcella and Gavril went back to the library like nothing had happened. Aimilia joined them with slightly puffy eyes and a few smudges of something Marcella had heard Inimicus women used to slightly alter their appearances. Using illusions for everything would be a waste of magic, and most Inimicus weren’t as skilled as Gavril was to be able to keep them up like that.

      It wasn’t something she’d seen any clan women use, not even their main branches. When the subject had come up, Marcella remembered Hypatia laughing at the Inimicus women for it, thinking it the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. Marcella thought it was a little blasphemous. They were what they were from Asentai, and using magic or materials to appear to be something else was like spitting in her face for her gift.

      As much as Marcella might want to, she would never alter her appearance to look less like Hypatia. For whatever purpose, Asentai had made Marcella in Hypatia’s image.

      No matter how much Marcella despised her own face some days.

      Still, Aimilia gave them a strained smile and pretended like it wasn’t obvious even under her cosmetics that she’d been crying.

      Gavril gave her a soft, friendly smile, but she just brushed him off as she swept over to them and spoke in their language, “Well, shall we get to it?”

      Gavril nodded in response. “Yes.”

      Marcella tried to follow their conversation, but her hands still shook when she placed them on the table, so instead she hid them in her lap and refused to look at Gavril because when she did all she saw was the horrors from her nightmare. She heard Nikias’ name more often than she managed to translate any of the context surrounding it.

      She knew where his study was. She needed to finalize her plan. Get the Heart. Get Nikias. Escape the city.

      Pray her feeble body could manage it.

      As they spoke, she did catch “hallway,” “training grounds,” “bedroom,” “corner,” and “stupid.” “Stupid” mostly came from Aimilia.

      Gavril threw his hands up and slumped into his seat, and Marcella finally started paying more attention. “Nothing—good enough for you—didn’t believe us—some illusion—going to get through—”

      “—need a plan—corners and waiting—walk by is not a plan—place—corner him—storm off—” Aimilia brightened immediately and snapped her fingers. “How did I not think of this before? Oh, we’re so stupid!—Later this week—palace—banquet in one of the gardens—cast it, scorch the stone—examine it—Marcella touch—wrist doesn’t—response—vitae—illusion—proof.”

      Marcella perked up at the mention of her name.

      Gavril immediately narrowed his eyes. “—plan is for me to bring Marcella—parents’ court—everyone hates her—wander around—knows how long until—Nikias down—use her to prove there’s no active illusion—”

      Aimilia raised an eyebrow. “—think any of them are going to raise a hand—saw what you did to Nikias, and if they didn’t see it, they heard about it—seen his broken arm—go to the healers for—know who she is—first time being presented—wearing your cloak—reminder to be left alone. Besides, she won’t be alone—attached to her hip—not you, I promise I’ll be her little guard for you—good enough job so far—If they see me being pleasant—no excuse for the rest of them—people after all.”

      If Marcella was understanding this right… this could be another chance for her to corner Nikias and capture him even outside his study. She hadn’t solved the problem of what she would do if his study was locked when she attempted it.

      Could she get Nikias alone? Could she get the Heart too?

      Gavril shook his head. “I don’t want to risk it—family won’t have respect for the law and will torture her while she wears my cloak, how can I expect the rest of our people not to follow that example?—after her—say all kinds of vile things—if she doesn’t know the translation—mea uxorem—protect her from that too.”

      This might be her only chance where Gavril would even let her near Nikias for Aimilia’s plan. It solved her problem of Gavril not letting her near him and the problem of Marcella not being able to get away from Gavril for long.

      She wasn’t strong, but she knew Gavril wasn’t going to raise a hand to her. Nikias couldn’t. If she did it right—likely using all the vitae she could muster up—she could knock Gavril out and take Nikias.

      Marcella leaned forward and spoke in their language. “I want to.”

      Gavril and Aimilia stopped and turned to her. She had long since grown used to them speaking like she wasn’t even there when they spoke in their language despite openly acknowledging she could understand most of what they said.

      Marcella could hear her thick, horrid accent but continued, “Aimilia’s plan. I want to. Don’t care about rest. Inimicus don’t deserve the respect of my fear. Also—” She looked over to Aimilia. “Cannot be as bad as she.”

      Aimilia laughed. “Ha! She wants to go!”

      “She insulted you while saying so, don’t look so smug,” Gavril snapped but Aimilia was still laughing. He turned back to Marcella and spoke in her language, “Marcella, do you remember the soldier—the one I silenced who attacked you?”

      She would never forget it.

      She nodded. “So?”

      He sighed. “You didn’t hear—you heard but you didn’t understand the kind of things he said about you. I thought the soldiers would be the worst of it, but it has been nothing compared to what people have said in the palace. At least with the soldiers I could bark at them or have them under my command to punish as I saw fit for the horrid, disgusting things they said, but here? I cannot stop it. It is bad enough I hear them and my people refuse to respect me enough to at least hide their talk from me, but it is not something you should have to deal with.”

      Aimilia’s laughter subsided enough for her to chime in again in the Inimicus tongue. “You know—plan works—she is—uxorem—rest of your lives—learn our language and put with—people—well, rather what I’ve said about her that everyone else is not saying—sorry about that by the way. Scorned women are not rational women.”

      “Aimilia!” Gavril snapped at her.

      She raised her hands defensively and then turned to Marcella and spoke in Marcella’s tongue, saying, “Disgusting things said. I said first. My bad. Few speak worse than I about you. People… not unique.”

      Gavril turned back to Marcella and said in her language, “The fact that Aimilia has stopped saying those things doesn’t mean that everyone else still isn’t saying them and putting their own vile spin on them. More than once I have caught someone with some particular detail that wasn’t true for them to claim they heard it from one of the soldiers with us.”

      What disgusting things? Did it have anything to do with the fact that Gavril had her in the room connected to his? That certainly couldn’t help.

      Aimilia leaned forward and said in their language so quickly Marcella knew there were words she did know in there that she couldn’t make out, “Wait, there are true details?—telling me it’s true—ripped—she grabbed you—threw her—spent the entire—tent—we will be having words! I am not—stable yet!”

      Gavril snapped. “No! Who do you think I am?—exactly—talking about—starts as—see her face—put her on my horse—stay alone in the tent—she’s some kind of—can’t even say it—lose all of my sense—a savage—beside the point—don’t get to be upset—you started most of the rumors!”

      Marcella shook her head and said in the Inimicus language, “Enough! Do not care about words. Let them speak.”

      When Gavril turned back to her, a thought flickered through her mind. She shifted in her chair away from him. Did he really think her so weak and pathetic the inane gossip of his nobles would destroy her?

      He could not call her resilient and claim to love and admire her for it one night and then the next fret so over shielding her from petty words.

      She’d never been a creature to be well spoken of, if not derided on character at least on ability. She knew how little there was worth speaking well of and how vast the amount there was to deride. Accuracy didn’t matter to her. Even if the Inimicus were not particularly right on the details or even the fault, Marcella might be pathetic, but she was not that pathetic.

      Gavril spoke in her language, “Please, let me have this. Let me succeed at protecting you from this at least.”

      Oh. Maybe this wasn’t about how little he thought of her but how little he thought of himself.

      But it changed nothing.

      She spoke in his language, “I want to go. This is best plan. Do not need to be treated like infant.”

      Despite her butchering the last phrase, Gavril sighed and she could see she’d won, especially as Aimilia perked up again. He muttered, “Fine. As you command.”

      Aimilia clapped her hands together and beamed. She said in their language, “—my plan, I get to pick what she wears.”

      Marcella almost regretted agreeing now that she saw the light in Aimilia’s eyes at the prospect. Almost.
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      That night before the banquet Marcella was determined to end their ritual of saving each other from their nightmares. She knew if nothing happened, Gavril would get suspicious like he had the night she’d snuck out, so she was resolved to just send him away the second he appeared, but unfortunately, she wasn’t woken up by his soft reassurances but by his screaming.

      Half-asleep, she stumbled over to Gavril’s door. Her hand hovered over the knob when she remembered her resolution to stop this in the hope of saving both of them some pain down the road. She closed her fist and started to pull it back when she heard Gavril’s voice.

      A desperate muffled cry on the other side of the door.

      In the shape of her name.

      She was so weak.

      She flung the door open and rushed into his room and to his side, calling out his name as he woke up sweating and cursing from a nightmare. He buried his head in her stomach and she ran her hand through his hair, telling him the story of how Hypatia had realized just how much she and Marcella looked alike when Hypatia had been trying to hide from her tutors and Marcella had been grabbed by them and hauled into her lessons despite her assertions she was not Hypatia.

      Frankly, the best lessons Marcella had ever gotten, even if most of it had been over her head.

      Gavril’s laugh into her stomach had her stuttering over her next sentence and her hand stilling on his shoulders. If she succeeded in a few nights this was going to be the last time she ever heard him laugh.

      She bit her lip.

      She’d done an excellent job during the day pretending she hadn’t realized just how much Gavril meant to her and just how much it was going to hurt when she lost him. But now that she was holding him she couldn’t pretend anymore.

      But dwelling on it didn’t change it.

      “Marcella? Deliciae?” As he spoke, he started to shift and she didn’t realize she had tightened her grip on him until he’d stopped moving, settling for just turning his head up to look up at her in the moonlight. “I did not mean to offend. It just—it was such a Marcella way to say it.”

      “You did not,” she whispered. “I was just… thinking. About tomorrow. I wish… I wish I was more eloquent in your tongue or even in mine so that I could help.”

      She was lying through her teeth.

      He sighed. “My brother is my fight. All you have to do is touch the stone fountain after I scorch it to prove there is no vitae there sustaining an illusion. That is all. That is all I want you to do. He does not deserve to even breathe in your presence. If he so much as looks at you, much less tries to address you—” Gavril’s hand on her waist tightened as his voice dropped into a growl.

      They didn’t really talk about Nikias, not directly. Early on when Gavril started talking about his life, he stuttered and hesitated and tried to leave him out, but when she never so much as blinked at the mention of him, he stopped avoiding it. But they never really talked about him. Gavril just mentioned him because his existence could not be ignored in his life.

      And it was clear, despite what she’d observed, they’d been close once.

      Nikias had taken care of Gavril when their parents hadn’t. He’d helped him with his injuries, but Nikias was not as good at healing as Gavril was. Inimicus runes—by the nature of requiring two hands to cast—did not allow mages to heal themselves easily. It’s why they had a whole order of heretics. So Nikias had helped Gavril learn illusions to hide the wounds because he could not fix them.

      “You cannot hate him forever.”

      “Watch me.”

      “He’s your brother. You can pretend you don’t remember, but the little you have told me… He loves you. I—” Marcella swallowed her words. It would do neither of them any good.

      She hated Nikias.

      She would never be able not to hate him for what he did to her, but she wasn’t the little brother he’d done it to protect.

      And Gavril’s love for her could not last a lifetime against what she was about to do. Nikias was family. She was…

      Just Marcella.

      No matter how beautiful an illusion of her Gavril cast with his words. Devotion to a falsity would always falter against the truth.

      “He has not had his arm healed. He made the promise to you.” She remembered what she’d overheard. Despite her hatred of Nikias, he’d sounded genuine when he’d said he wanted to fix things. “Do you not… He wants your forgiveness. Can you really withhold it for the rest of your life?”

      His fingers shifted, brushing over her hip. “Do not worry, mea spes, deliciae, I will not fall for it. He can want it. He can try, and I will use it to get what I want.”

      She wanted to believe him. And she believed he earnestly meant it.

      But she had seen his record.

      And his best intentions had scarred her before, so she had to scar him first. How much she loved him could not be a factor.

      When she woke up back in her room, the door to Gavril’s room closed—he had a habit of carrying her back or slipping out of her room before she woke up again after dawn—it was because the other door was flying open and Aimilia stood in her doorway, speaking in Marcella’s tongue, “Up! Tonight plan. Today prepare.”

      Marcella lifted her head and shook out her curls before glancing back at Gavril’s door. But before she could even ask a question, Aimilia was grabbing her by the arm and pulling her to her feet. “No Gavril. Not until you are fixed.”

      “Fixed?” Marcella blinked.

      “Mess you are,” Aimilia said as she started pulling her toward the door. “No Gavril until no mess.”

      Alright. Aimilia had a point.

      Marcella got her legs under her and let Aimilia pull her out the door. Aimilia said, “First. Eat.”

      Marcella couldn’t imagine where they were going to eat, paying more attention to the hallways and layout, adding it to her mental map as Aimilia took her to a new section of the palace. Despite her efforts, or maybe because of Gavril’s coddling and Marcella’s inability to convince Aimilia to take longer walks through the whole palace, she still wasn’t completely solid on her escape route.

      Marcella prayed that Asentai would guide her out of this labyrinth.

      Aimilia eventually dragged Marcella into a kitchen and immediately was greeted by some of the kitchen girls. They chattered for a moment in their language and within a few seconds, one of them was handing Aimilia a basket and Aimilia was grabbing Marcella and dragging her back out.

      At Marcella’s incredulous look, Aimilia hefted the basket up and huffed, “What? Not always evil.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Marcella said.

      Aimilia was an interesting woman. It was a strange thing. How she seemed practically born to be a princess. Whether she was the spiteful, vicious girl who would rip anything in her way apart or the charming girl who could talk anyone into doing things her way, Marcella didn’t know.

      She reminded Marcella a little bit of Hypatia. But in the privacy of her mind where only Asentai would ever know, she admitted she liked Aimilia better.

      Aimilia led them out to an empty courtyard, not a training one thankfully. If Marcella never ate Inimicus dirt again, it would be too soon.

      They ate quietly in the morning sunlight. Well, Marcella ate. Aimilia studied her.

      Halfway through the meal, Marcella lowered her bread and asked, “What are you doing?”

      Aimilia gestured to all of her and said, “Planning fix.”

      Marcella just rolled her eyes and went back to her breakfast.

      Once she was finished, Aimilia didn’t waste a second before grabbing Marcella and dragging her around again, saying, “Time important. Go before other women. Vicious creatures they are without their clothes.”

      What?

      Marcella was positive Aimilia had chosen the wrong word, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out what she’d meant instead.

      The next time they stepped out of the palace and into a courtyard, there was a freestanding building on the other side. She’d never seen it before, but when she opened her mouth to ask what it was and what they were doing, she was already being pulled inside it.

      It was… a mostly empty room with a few shelves with towels, wash cloths, and bottles of oils and soaps. Aimilia set the basket down and pulled out what Marcella hadn’t even seen in it before—two plain, clean chitons—and set them on a shelf before grabbing a towel and some of the bottles. She looked over her shoulder at Marcella and said, “Come. Not bathe where you from?”

      That’s what this was?

      Marcella was a solider. She bathed with a washbasin and scrap of cloth in her room like she had been ever since arriving in Areator, or if she was particularly bad, she went down to the stream with the other clan women of a lesser status. Important clan women like Hypatia had a tub filled with heated water.

      They did not have whole buildings set aside for the task.

      Marcella started to move toward the shelves when Aimilia just unclasped her chiton and pulled it off. Marcella immediately turned her head.

      Marcella had never enjoyed the strange, vulnerable feeling it was to bathe in the stream with the other clan women, and those women she’d known her entire life and a few of them she could name the great-grandparent they had in common, but this—

      Aimilia muttered under her breath before switching back to Marcella’s language. “Oh. You—Your people are little better than savage and yet this bothers you? Just—clothes off and go to right. See nothing. But not optional. Disaster.”

      Marcella let out some kind of affirmation as she kept her eyes closed and facing away from Aimilia. She wrapped her arms around her stomach as she listened to Aimilia’s footsteps fade away.

      Aimilia was noble, so lowering herself to bathe in the same space as Marcella was disconcerting enough, but—

      Marcella opened her eyes and started untying the knots holding her sleeves together, biting her lip as she could see faint scars running along her vitae paths. Marcella herself had never let herself truly take stock of the visible reminder of her time on the table, much less let anyone else see it. Especially not the girl who was supposed to be the one Gavril chose.

      And Marcella didn’t let herself take stock today. With shaking hands she shoved her peplos aside, grabbed a towel and some of the soaps and oils and hurried after Aimilia, draping the towel around herself to hide as much of her skin as possible even if it would ruin the true pristine cleanliness of the linen.

      When she found the room Aimilia was in, a pool low into the ground with water, Aimilia was already in it, her towel and bottles behind her and eyes closed. Marcella hurried to set her things on the edge and slipped into the water, going all the way up to her neck, soaking her curls and letting them fan out to help hide her as well as the water in the dim lighting.

      Once she was situated, Aimilia cracked an eye open and immediately huffed at her and set to work, grabbing her bottle and starting to scrub her hair. She paused to gesture to Marcella’s curls and said, “No idea. Do what you can. I will fix what it dries to be.”

      Marcella immediately sagged a little in relief when Aimilia either did not notice the scars or did not care in the wake of her inability to deal with curly clan hair. Aimilia’s was as straight as a pin.

      Marcella dipped her hair into the water and scrubbed it and her skin with the soaps, getting off sweat and dirt. The water was also blessedly warm the way she’d always imagined Hypatia’s bathing water was but would never truly know since she was used to freezing creeks or tepid basins.

      As Aimilia wrung out her hair, she spoke softly for the first time that morning, “Thank you.”

      Marcella was certain Aimilia had the wrong words again. “Pardon? What for?”

      “Saved Gavril. Saved me.”

      That didn’t make anything clearer.

      Marcella blinked. “I saved Gavril from the challenge with his brother, but I’ve never done anything but make you upset.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes. “Saved me from Gavril. From life of… not enough. We do not fit the way I wished we did. Did not see it until you. Man who has to drag his feet to—” Aimilia gestured in the air for a moment as she searched for a word she did not seem to find. “—promise—not right. Gavril and I—hurts, but not right. So thank you.”

      Marcella didn’t know how one could possibly respond to that.

      Aimilia continued, “Gavril loves you. Do not hurt.”

      She especially didn’t know how she could respond to that when she was planning on kidnapping his brother and handing him over to Hypatia that night.

      She whispered, “I do not want to.”

      It was the only truth she could offer.

      But not wanting to didn’t mean she wouldn’t.

      Aimilia nodded, seemingly satisfied, before hauling herself out of the bath and wrapping her towel around her. While her back was turned, Marcella hurried after her, her curls sticking to her shoulders and skin and mercifully hiding the scars that weren’t covered by the linen towel. They changed into the fresh clothes Aimilia had brought and the second Marcella had tied the sleeves, she was grabbed by the arm and hauled away.

      The rest of the day was spent in Marcella’s room, Aimilia bemoaning Marcella’s thick curls and Marcella hissing at her every time she pulled on a knot. Eventually Aimilia pulled out fabric of a peplos Marcella had never seen before and knew for a fact hadn’t been in that dresser that morning and threw it at her, barking at her to put it on.

      Marcella shoved Aimilia out of the room to do so, hoping that would be the end of it, but the second she’d secured the clasps, the door was flying open again and Aimilia was practically wrestling Marcella onto the bed to again try to “fix the mess” of her curls.

      Eventually, Aimilia finally released Marcella and clapped her hands to look at them in the mirror. “Ah! Finished! Pulchra! In your tongue, beautiful. My work is beautiful.”

      Marcella looked up to see that Aimilia’s vicious pulling on her hair had actually been her twisting it into various braids and pinning them into place. Marcella went ashen when she saw what her neck looked like with her hair up. The scars of an incision to the back of her neck curled around it to the front where they met under her jaw and down her neck and started to travel across her shoulders, splitting into lines going down her arms and one dipping beneath the much lower neckline of her peplos.

      Marcella hadn’t even gotten the chance to look at herself in the peplos before Aimilia had been fighting her over her hair. Again.

      She wrapped her arms over her chest and said to Aimilia in the Inimicus tongue, “Wear something else. Not this.”

      Aimilia shook her head and replied in Marcella’s language, “No. I go ready now. You wait for Gavril. Nothing else to wear.”

      Aimilia rushed out the door as the sun was beginning to set and Marcella knew the banquet was starting before it finished setting. She sneered at where Aimilia had been before hurrying over to the dresser and pulling open the drawers to at least find something she could use for sleeves.

      The peplos was beautiful with gold and silver patterned trimming on the edges, but it clasped over only one shoulder, exposing the other and the top of Marcella’s chest as well as all of her arms. There was also a slit in the fabric up one side of the skirt to the knee. Marcella could live with that—actually, it would be useful for mobility when she was trying to get out of the palace—but despite what she’d said to Gavril about not fearing his people, she did.

      She feared their stares at her scars. She wouldn’t be able to take it if she heard one of them whisper gleefully about the marks of their work on her skin. She couldn’t. She just couldn’t—

      But the drawers were all empty.

      Marcella was going to kill Aimilia.

      She was willing to bet that’s part of what she’d been doing that morning chatting with the kitchen girls, telling them to take everything but the peplos Aimilia had picked out for her.

      She flung the last empty drawer to the ground, the thud it made doing nothing for her raging heart when the door to Gavril’s room opened.

      “Marcella—”

      His voice cut out, and she turned to see he was just gaping at her. She imagined she looked a little unhinged with the dresser emptied out onto the floor around her.

      To be fair, she was.

      He stood in the doorway, something tucked into his arms as he stared at her. He whispered, “Pulchra.”

      She’d heard him say that word countless times now but it was still one of the ones he hadn’t explained to her yet.

      But Aimilia just had. Beautiful.

      He blinked, cleared his throat and stepped into the room, switching to her tongue. “What’s wrong? What are you looking for?”

      Beautiful.

      All this time he’d been calling her beautiful. Since the second morning on the road.

      All her life she’d only been beautiful because she looked like Hypatia. She’d never just been beautiful to someone simply for the sake of it.

      And he thought she didn’t know what it meant, so he had no motive to lie to her. Especially now that she had the scars from the table all over her. She wrapped her arms over each other, hiding the scars as best she could. She said, “Aimilia, she gave me this and took everything else.”

      Gavril scoffed. “That sounds about right. What is it? I’ll go get it.”

      “Sleeves, something to—” Marcella started to gesture to the thin scars but abandoned the gesture and looked down at the floor. “Let your people say whatever they want about me but that.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Gavril soften as he walked up to her. His hand on her bare shoulder had her startling, but instead of moving away from him her traitorous instincts had her stepping toward him. He whispered, “These marks are not yours to be ashamed of. They are the shame of my brother and my people who are so depraved they think peace can only be brought by those who are willing to violate and brutalize their enemies in the name of it. They call their deserts peace.”

      She nodded, but her throat was tight and she still didn’t think she could make it out that door even though she knew it was the only way she was going to escape and truly be free of ever ending up back on that table.

      “But Aimilia didn’t choose that peplos for you to have to expose yourself to our people’s twisted tongues. She is—she knew I would be the only one to see you in it like this,” Gavril said, his hand trailing down her arm before pulling back completely as he held out the folded fabric in his other hand. “She knew I would be bringing you this to wear tonight as well.”

      Marcella reached forward and took the red fabric, letting it unfold, and her lips twitched to see it was a cloak. His cloak, bearing the same trim and clasp with the same rune that was on the metal band on her wrist.

      “I—I didn’t realize until recently you—You don’t know—Our people, we do not just give our cloaks to anyone to wear. It is a symbol of—To wear my cloak, why I made you wear it before returning to Areator and why I asked you to wear it when I left, it shows everyone else you are under my protection. That to go after you would be to go after me. It is not done lightly or to anyone but the most—” Gavril paused. “Well… a man only gives a woman his cloak after—after there is a… um, bond. A romantic one.”

      Oh. That made a lot of sense.

      She could feel her cheeks flooding with heat as she held the cloak with one hand and the clasp with the other.

      He’d certainly been making himself clear about that lately.

      “Tonight, I—Please wear it. I know how useless an exercise it has proved in the past, but I—” Gavril pulled his hands back. “Please wear it tonight.”

      “Of course,” Marcella said, her voice breaking. She shouldn’t. She should ask for something else to cover her arms, but she couldn’t. If she succeeded tonight, she was going to be leaving Areator forever in these clothes. If this cloak was the only thing she was going to have left of Gavril, she would take it and keep it forever.

      “Help me put it on?” she whispered and hated herself at the way Gavril lit up.

      He took the fabric and pulled it around her shoulders, fussing and draping it until he was satisfied and secured the clasp over her heart. Once he was finished, he brushed his hands over her shoulders and arms, smiling down at her and saying, “Pulchra. With or without it. But I will not pretend I do not adore you choosing to wear it.”

      The ferocity with which he loved and the ease in which he said things like that were so strange to her. Even when she had imagined one day being married to a man, she never imagined he would ever say things like that to her. She’d always imagined something comfortable and companionable, but not to be so openly… pursued.

      She just pulled it closer and said, “We should go or we’ll be late.”

      Gavril nodded and gestured for her to go to the main door first, his hand on the small of her back as they walked.

      Marcella had to keep reminding herself what his cloak was hiding even from her own sight and what they were about to do.

      She could not stay there. She could not let Inimicus like Nikias have an advantage over her people when they marched to war.

      She could not let the Inimicus have Nikias.
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      Marcella walked out into the courtyard on Gavril’s arm to see it was lit by runes and braziers of fire as the Inimicus nobles mingled in the open air. She spotted a plethora of commander’s cloaks, but there were still a fair number of Inimicus without them. According to Gavril, only a few of the Inimicus nobles ended up commanders.

      The courtyard was beautiful, Marcella could not deny the Inimicus that. Every speck of marble was perfectly polished and the capital and abacus were clearly crafted by expert Solitus artisans. The entablatures were breathtaking, lit by the different colors of white moonlight, golden brazier fire, and glowing orange runes. Long tables were set up around the edges, overflowing with food while servants walked around filling wine glasses.

      Their pristine appearances and beautiful scenes were just illusions hiding the hideous atrocities they committed in the depths of their palace.

      At least they had until Gavril had stopped it.

      In the palace. Those tables still existed elsewhere in the city. She could not forget that. Gavril was the best of them. He alone could not atone for the rest of them.

      Instead of coming in through the main entrance, Gavril had led her around the side and they slipped into the courtyard without catching everyone’s attention.

      Her heart had swelled when she realized what he was doing and why. Her stubborn pride had blinded her for so long. She’d convinced herself everything was a lie or an illusion when all he’d done was try to protect her.

      She loved him. She loved him so much, but it didn’t change anything.

      Besides, he deserved better than her.

      Gavril leaned in and asked her in her language, “Hungry? Thirsty?”

      She shook her head. Her stomach was far too twisted up into knots over what she was going to do for her to even think of eating or drinking.

      He squeezed her arm, hers wrapped through his but both hidden beneath his cloak. “Alright, let’s just get Nikias and get out of here.”

      But before they could make it another step further, a voice she hadn’t heard in a long time called out, “Princeps Gavril!”

      Gavril’s brow pinched immediately and he let out a sigh before he turned to face the man who was coming up to them. The older commander that had been on the road with them. The one with the same hair color as Aimilia.

      Gavril gave him a polite nod and said in their tongue, “Commander Cyprian, it’s been a while. Good to see you again.”

      Marcella had the distinct impression it was not good to see him again.

      Commander Cyprian nodded and his eyes immediately landed on Marcella pressed against Gavril’s side, his cloak covering her shoulders and most of her peplos. He said, “Huh, I guess I was wrong. I didn’t think you could tame the sordidus lupa, but here she is, almost looking—”

      Marcella didn’t know the last word, but she understood the general meaning.

      Gavril immediately stepped in front of Marcella, putting himself between her and the commander and snapping, “Show some respect and shut your mouth.”

      Commander Cyprian narrowed his eyes. “What do you care about respect?—any when you lied—performing—”

      There were a few words Marcella didn’t get, but she was fairly certain he was talking about the strange ritual that had bonded her and Gavril. The man could hold a grudge, apparently.

      But… if Gavril was busy arguing with the commander, this could be her chance to slip away and grab Nikias first—

      Red hair bounded up to them and immediately an arm was wrapped around Commander Cyprian’s arm as Aimilia beamed up at him and said, “Uncle Cyprian! There you are! Oh, and Princeps Gavril and Marcella. Look at her; didn’t I do an excellent job? Practically looks like one of us, doesn’t she?”

      Oh. That explained the obnoxious red hair both of them shared. Although Aimilia’s was slightly less obnoxious.

      As Aimilia immediately dominated the conversation, she caught Marcella and Gavril’s gazes and winked. Marcella had to bite her lip to stop herself from grinning.

      The red-haired girl had grown on her since their first few encounters.

      As the banquet went on, Marcella tried to keep an eye out for Nikias, but every time she did, she would see someone looking at her and hear them whispering about Gavril’s lupa.

      Every time Gavril heard it, his jaw clenched and he immediately turned and glared at whoever had spoken and they went hurrying away. The third time it happened, she asked in her tongue, “Your people, they have called me lupa since I was taken, starting with your soldiers. What does it mean?”

      Gavril’s jaw only clenched tighter as he looked around again for Nikias and muttered, “It is beneath you to even acknowledge it by knowing what it means. Do not worry about it.”

      “I know sordidus, comes from Sordes, so filth or filthy, but fine, if you won’t tell me, I’ll ask Aimilia. She called me that plenty of times and she likes me learning your tongue.” Marcella immediately stopped looking for Nikias and started looking for Aimilia again, still chatting her uncle’s ear off—likely purposefully driving him up the wall if Marcella had to guess.

      Gavril’s hand was on her arm, causing her to stumble back into him, and he said, “Fine. If you must know. It means she-wolf.”

      She-wolf.

      Huh.

      She’d expected something worse. That was… actually almost a compliment. Wolves were powerful, vicious creatures. Did his people really hate wolves that much?

      Before she could ask if there was something she was missing, the sound of someone clearing their throat had Gavril immediately stiffening. Apparently he recognized who it was just by that sound alone.

      Oh.

      Marcella turned around to see it was his father and mother walking up to them. Her heart started pounding in her chest at the sight, and out of the corner of her eye she could see how pale Gavril had gotten and how well he was hiding everything he was feeling behind a cold, emotionless mask.

      She stepped closer, letting his cloak hide her left arm as she slid it down so she could lace their fingers together. Gavril immediately squeezed her hand so tightly she half-feared he might break it.

      “Gavril.”

      She’d forgotten what his father sounded like. She’d thought Nikias was bad? Not compared to this.

      He sounded like the Abyss.

      Void. Empty.

      “Father. Mother.”

      Gavril sounded like him when he spoke. She hadn’t heard him sound like that before.

      His father spoke, “For months now—insulted—ignoring every event—required as a prince, including one in your honor—finally appear—insult them further—bringing your sordidus lupa dressed up—in their faces?”

      “The only insult here is the way you and everyone else treats her—mea uxorem is not welcome—I am not welcome. If they take offense to—not my concern—won’t be long.”

      Gavril started to back away, pulling Marcella with him, but the queen’s face darkened at that. She started to reach for Gavril’s other arm. All Marcella saw in that moment was his black eye and all she heard was his humiliated, broken voice when he’d admitted where it had come from.

      And then she was shoving the queen away, standing between Gavril and his mother, barking in their tongue, “Do not put hands on him!”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed as she took Marcella in. Gavril immediately grabbed Marcella by the shoulders and pulled her back out of arm’s reach. She could feel him shaking against her when her back brushed his front.

      She just kept glaring at his mother, silently daring her to try it.

      His father’s jaw was half-clenched as he spoke, “Boy. Control your lupa.”

      Marcella could feel everyone’s eyes on them. They were all watching, waiting.

      His mother started to step forward again, this time reaching for Marcella, but as Gavril started to pull her back, another hand landed on the queen’s shoulder and a voice that haunted her nightmares said, “Peace, Mother, do not fault her—loyal lupa. She is not worth the effort—discipline her—creatures can’t be tamed—Let Gavril have his pet mage—pretend—grow old—He will tire eventually.”

      Nikias could only hold the queen back with one hand while the other was still in the sling. The queen huffed and turned to him. She lifted her left hand and brushed it over Nikias’ cheek. What surprised Marcella the most about the motion was how her sleeve rode up and Marcella caught sight of black lines on her wrist and a leather band with a metal piece similar to the one Marcella and Gavril had.

      But Marcella couldn’t focus on that right now.

      The queen looked at Nikias with so much warmth and love Marcella wondered if somehow she’d been replaced by a different person as she said, “I do not know how we went so right with you and so wrong with him. How fortuna could be—to you and yet favor him. I cannot—look at him and his lupa a moment longer.”

      Marcella stiffened and opened her mouth again to tear into this woman for even being capable of thinking their ridiculous fortuna had ever favored Gavril over Nikias. Before she could, the king was speaking, his eyes on her open mouth. “Nikias, son, please take care of this before the lupa—your brother embarrasses you and this family more—returned to Areator with her.”

      “Of course, Father, it will be done.”

      The second Nikias moved, Marcella was swept behind Gavril and he was saying, “Yes, brother, please, escort us away.”

      This was one way to get Nikias alone at least.

      Nikias sighed and started to lead the way. Marcella tried to walk beside Gavril, but he stubbornly always put himself in front of her as they wove their way through the Inimicus nobles, all tittering behind their hands at the altercation. When Marcella looked closer, she saw even more lines and leather bands on left wrists.

      The Inimicus seemed to make magical promises with a high frequency, but what did the leather bands have to do with them? Gavril didn’t have one from his promise to his father or Nikias.

      Maybe she’d drag it out of Nikias the way he’d dragged information out of her when she brought him to Hypatia.

      Marcella caught Aimilia’s eye, and she raised her glass with a wide smile and winked. Probably the only Inimicus who looked happy at the moment.
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      The three of them ducked out of the courtyard and into the peristyle. Marcella threw one last look over her shoulder, but the king and queen were already gone in the crowd of perfectly polished Inimicus. She might hate them more than she hated Nikias.

      Before they slipped back into the palace proper, Gavril grabbed Nikias by the shoulder and said in their tongue, “We’re not going back inside.”

      Nikias looked over his shoulder and sighed. “Don’t tell me—a fight with our parents just so you could grab me?”

      Gavril let go of Marcella so he could start pulling Nikias in the direction of the garden courtyard, saying, “Trust me, that was not planned. Seeing them is never part of my plans.”

      “Then what do you want and why aren’t you—being within ten feet of your—”

      “Call her that and I will gut you.”

      “Fine. Your—what is her nomen again? Marcella?” Nikias butchered the ‘sel’ sound, turning it into a ‘ch’ but not in the endearing way Gavril did where afterwards he emphasized the ‘l’s. Nikias just said it like an idiot.

      Gavril cuffed him in the back of the head and shoved him forward.

      Nikias hissed and said, “Is that not her nomen?”

      Name, Marcella assumed was the translation.

      “You do not get the honor of addressing her at all. Walk. You owe her.”

      Nikias threw up his good arm helplessly but did as he was told and walked out into the garden. Gavril still kept himself between Marcella and Nikias as they stepped into the garden as well. Marcella had to push herself onto her toes or shift to the side to see the older prince around Gavril.

      Nikias turned around and then he narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me this is about the insanity from the other day?”

      “I’m proving it. Now, you might want to step away from the fountain.” Gavril looked over his shoulder at Marcella and spoke in her tongue, “Ready?”

      She pulled her left hand out from under the cloak and nodded.

      He turned back to Nikias, lifted both hands and then pointedly clenched his left hand into a fist and lowered it to hang by his side where Nikias could still see it. He then took a deep breath and moved the fingers of his right hand. His vitae lit up the air as the lines formed her people’s rune for a basic ball of vitae. This time his rune was cleaner and his ball more of a sphere than mush.

      It still made Marella’s heart pound and her breath catch in her throat at just how unstoppable the Inimicus would be if they could cast multiple runes at once. Which was why she had to do this.

      All she had to do was incapacitate Gavril without hurting him too badly, wrap a vitae whip around Nikias’ good arm. Drag him behind her. Grab the Heart from the library. Escape the palace. Escape the city.

      Easy.

      For anyone who wasn’t Marcella. She would need a miracle to pull this off.

      But there was no other option.

      Nikias’ eyes widened as he watched Gavril cast with one hand, but he didn’t speak. He just gaped at the little ball for a moment. Then he blinked and shook his head. “Just because you’re clever with illusions doesn’t make me a fool.”

      Gavril rolled his eyes despite the sweat forming on his brow. He flung the rune and the ball of vitae out toward the fountain beside Nikias. It hit the stone and burst, leaving behind a scorch mark on it. He lowered his hand and turned to Marcella and said, “Go.”

      Marella hurried forward and she knelt in front of the scorch mark and touched her left hand and wrist to it. She looked up at Nikias as the lines on her wrist didn’t glow, proving there was no active illusion from Gavril. The lines on her wrist would glow at any contact with his magic. Nikias narrowed his eyes as Gavril spoke, “See? It’s not an illusion. It was real. I was right.”

      Nikias blinked, frowned, and then shook his head. “No. I know you. No mage is better at illusions than you and no one more desperate for peace than you. You cast illusions to cover up the other bonds on your arms. Her arm—illusioned as well so it’s hiding—glow at your vitae.”

      Nikias was almost as stubborn as she was.

      Gavril shook his head, brow pinching. “You are impossible.”

      Then he froze and a light entered his eyes. A smug grin spread on his face as he lifted his hand again and said, “Marcella, deliciae, step back.”

      Nikias’ eye twitched at the term of endearment, and Marcella ignored the heat flooding her cheeks at the fact he’d just called her darling in front of his brother. She did push herself to her feet and backed up.

      “What are you doing now?” Nikias asked as Gavril lifted his hand to cast again. Gavril just grinned as another ball of vitae formed in his hand.

      But this time instead of scorching the stone, Gavril threw it at Nikias and hit him in the side, burning through his chiton and scorching his skin. Nikias hissed and immediately dropped to his knees, using his good arm to curl around himself.

      Gavril called, “Still think it’s an illusion?”

      “You brat…” Nikias hissed as he leaned back against the fountain, tearing off a scrap of his chiton and dipping it into the water before pressing it to his side.

      Gavril just grinned. “You deserve worse.”

      Marcella couldn’t disagree. She took a hesitant step forward now, unsure if this was the moment. Nikias was even more injured and distracted. Gavril was focused entirely on him. All she had to do was take Gavril by surprise and knock him out.

      So why couldn’t she lift her hand and cast?

      “Fine. You’ve proven your point. Impossible point, but ow, this—real and it can only be Sordes from how unrefined it is.” Nikias huffed, leaning his head back as he pressed the damp fabric more tightly. “How? How is this possible?”

      She gritted her teeth and started to raise her hand. She had to.

      Gavril was beaming now the way he had right before he’d kissed her. He said, “Because I’m right. We are not like the Elemens, divided—practice and limitation. The Sordes are Runai. Their vitae is not corrupted—we do not have separate magic only separate styles. Runes in different languages, but if we learn that language, we can learn the casting runes. We can cast them and they can cast ours. We are fighting over nothing.”

      Wait, what?

      Marcella froze. He hadn’t just been trying to prove there was no corruption. He’d been trying to prove there was no difference.

      That they were really the same people after all. That their magics were entirely compatible because they were the same magic.

      “And what? Just let all of this bloodshed be for nothing?” Nikias sat up straighter, abandoning his side and lifting his good wrist, his left wrist. He gripped it with his right hand, still in the sling, wincing at the slight motion. His left wrist was always hidden beneath his tied sleeves, but when he gripped it, the sleeve shifted. Marcella could see the faint scars as he dug his nails in, jostling his bad arm and the pain evident on his face as he did so. His voice took on a darker, more guttural quality. “Let—Let Faustina’s death be for nothing?”

      Nikias said the name, Faustina, like a wound that cut deeper than his broken arm and the burn on his side. Faustina…

      Marcella had never heard anyone mention her before. Not that she knew many of the Inimicus by name, but clearly Gavril knew her by the way the hardened expression he’d been using with Nikias softened a little.

      Gavril said, “Do you really believe other Runai should have to suffer the same agony as you to make your loss worth it? When does it become worth it? When every Sordes mage is dead? What about their Solitus? What does that get you?”

      Nikias looked at Marcella for a split second, and her hand fell. “I—Letting your Sordes be is different from just letting the real demon have everything she wants.” He shook his head and spat, “I’d settle for Hypatia’s head.”

      What did Hypatia have to do with any of this? At least he knew she wasn’t Hypatia anymore.

      “Then what? Even if you could have Hypatia’s head, what does it change? This whole mess started because we—superiority—could not—people who use runes like we do could be like us even though their runes look different. We assumed they were inferior—practice of magic—as backwards and savage as the Elemens—choose—Asentai—knowledge at all costs—not abandoned her children—lesser because they need temples like the Solitus do—favor—nature of existence. What do we want? Their land? Their Solitus to pay taxes to us? Must we wipe them out—magic that is no—nature than ours because it is the same as ours?”

      The speed and passion with which Gavril spoke had Marcella missing a few words and phrases she was not as familiar with, but she knew what he was arguing. Her hand hovered awkwardly at her side, half raised and half abandoned.

      Gavril slowed and spoke more softly, glancing over at her for a moment before turning back to Nikias. “Why can we not have peace? Why can we not just be one people? We both believe we are the children of Asentai despite our people’s lack of faith, we know where our magic came—We are not like the Elemens—see us wipe each other out or cast us all into the Abyss so they can claim our land in—one people? Instead of slaughtering each other and putting people on tables to cut them open—every ounce of knowledge there is—worked together? If the Abyss grows, it will swallow us all the same, Runai and Sordes alike—all Runai truly. Think—we could study it instead of each other. Our children could go the academie and learn runes of our style and theirs and be more powerful and skilled than any of us could hope to be in just one. We could have the most powerful empire this world has ever seen if we could just have it together instead of at the cost of each other.”

      That…

      Marcella squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she imagined such a beautiful future. There was another option.

      Gavril was… he was a visionary.

      Marcella was a coward only looking out for her own skin.

      What else could be true as her hands hovered in the air, ready to take Gavril out and abscond with Nikias?

      The peace brought by that would by no means be as true and lasting as the one Gavril was championing.

      Nikias staggered to his feet, picking up the cloth again and pressing it to his side with his good arm. He sighed and shook his head. “I fear there will be no peace for some of us.”

      Gavril’s face fell, and Marcella readied her hands once again. Her peace she could ensure without Nikias’ consent.

      But then Nikias said, “However… maybe the ones who come after us will never know the difference. Unfortunately, I am not king—our parents—your display or your words…” Nikias looked between him and Marcella. “But if it was not your display and they did not know they were your words, but her display and my words, we might have a chance. She will have to learn and perform one of our runes. I will—parents. If we can accomplish that, surely we will—demon she resembles.”

      Then Nikias’ eyes narrowed in on her hand, still at the ready to cast, and she quickly shifted into a shrug and rolled her shoulders as Gavril looked at her. She spoke in their tongue, “Casting two hand can only be easier than one.”

      She could barely cast with one. But she was the only option. She was the only Sordes.

      The weakest of them before and even more diminished now.

      Gavril laughed, and before she could even finish rolling her shoulders, he had swept her up again and was crushing her to himself, whispering with both of their languages, “Mea spes, pulchra puella, you are a miracle. We can do this.”

      Marcella wrapped her arms around him and looked over her shoulder at Nikias, whose eyes were still narrowed in on her hands. She sank her fingers into Gavril’s chiton and held him tighter.

      They would figure out how to surpass her failings. Her option was not one anymore.

      She did not want her peace.

      She wanted his.

      In his, she got to keep him.
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      Marcella sat on her bed as Gavril sat behind her, helping her remove the ridiculous number of pins Aimilia had used to hold up Marcella’s thick curls in the shape she’d manipulated them into. He hadn’t stopped smiling since Nikias had agreed to help them, not even after Nikias went back to hide the burn by changing clothes and Gavril pulled Marcella back into the palace and her opportunity to kidnap Nikias slid through her fingers.

      She let it go wholeheartedly.

      In the glow of the dim runes that always lit her room slightly at night, she looked at Gavril through the mirror and softly asked, “Who was Faustina? And what happened between Nikias and Hypatia?”

      Gavril sighed as he pulled down a braid and started to gently untangle it. “She was—Aimilia and I—as you called her, she was ‘my girl’ before—”

      Before Marcella.

      He cleared his throat and continued, “The reason was because tradition. You know I have only been a commander and gone from the academie for roughly a year. Aimilia and I were in the same class—eventually she became my closest friend too, but she never stopped being the fiercest competition for a command position.”

      Now that Marcella could see. Well, Marcella had felt it in the matches against Aimilia. She did not envy anyone who got on the girl’s bad side, and she was particularly grateful not to be on it anymore despite the messiness of the situation.

      “She’s a good commander too, at least, she placed better than me in the tournament. She was first. I was sixth, and only because the judges took pity on me and gave me more points than they usually do for those who favor illusions. Probably didn’t want to enrage my parents and catch any blame if I passed last, or worse not at all. There are twelve spots each year.”

      As much as she loved hearing about this… “What does this have to do with Nikias?”

      “I’m getting there,” Gavril said, shifting the hair he’d now freed to drape over her shoulder as he started pulling more pins out. “It is tradition for our royals to pick their sponsa—oh um, in your tongue, promised. The one they will promise themselves to and… in your tongue… not bond… what is it? Join?”

      Sponsa. She felt certain she’d heard him say it before but she couldn’t recall exactly when. It wasn’t one of the words Aimilia had been drilling into her head. Maybe when he’d been asking her about Hypatia’s betrothed when he thought she was Hypatia? Or maybe he’d said it not to her but to Commander Cyprian about Aimilia or to Aimilia herself?

      “Marry?” Marcella looked at him out of the corner of her eye. He was distinctly focused on her hair and not looking at her face at all in the reflection.

      “Yes. Marry,” Gavril said. “The royals pick from their class. If we do not have a particular affection for one of the other mages who won a spot, it is expected to choose the woman—or man, in a princess’ case—who ranked highest. Aimilia ranked first and everyone knew of our friendship from years of her accompanying me when I had to come back to the palace—she figured out…” Gavril’s hands shook for a moment and Marcella stayed perfectly still. She wanted to turn around and still his hands with her own, but she knew if she acknowledged what he was failing to work up the courage to voice, he’d only be more humiliated. “What… um… she figured it out. She insisted on coming because she knew—it wouldn’t happen with eyes around. Um… Anyway…”

      Gavril’s hands still shook but he continued on unbraiding her hair. “Even if she hadn’t ranked first, everyone assumed there was something between us. Aimilia was the expected choice by every measure. So I did… but I did not—That is to say nothing was official. Everyone called her my promised, but legally, she wasn’t yet. It was expected. There were other traditions to follow I did not do because I could not bring myself to. But that is to explain the tradition.”

      “So did Nikias not follow this tradition?”

      Gavril sighed. “No, no he did.”

      “But… he has no wife, so…” Marcella paused. Ah.

      Admittedly, she was a little dense at times.

      “Nikias was not in the position I was in where there was no one I had affection for and simply chose the person I was expected to choose. Faustina… she had his whole heart in her hands from early on in his time at the academie. Oh, Nikias would drive me up the wall. I used to look forward to when he would come back to the palace because it was a break from our parents, but Faustina became all he could talk about. It was sickening. She was a good mage. You have to be to even make it onto the command track, but she was not at the top of their class like Nikias was. She was closer to the bottom. When the tournament happened, she barely, just barely managed to get the last spot, much to Nikias’ relief because he wanted her more than he wanted anything.”

      Gavril’s hand rested on Marcella’s shoulder and she could not see his face. But in the way his fingers curled into her arm and her heart started to beat faster she heard what he wasn’t saying.

      He didn’t understand then. He understood now.

      So did she.

      “Faustina made it, and Nikias didn’t wait for the ceremony to be over before he made her his promised and she accepted. They were married in the time it took my parents to badger me into verbally choosing Aimilia.” Marcella could no longer sit perfectly still. She reached behind her and took his hand into hers, squeezing it. It must have taken quite a bit of magic for him to hide the results of that badgering.

      “I had never seen Nikias so happy. And Faustina was lovely, she was. She was kind, surprisingly maybe to you that any of us could be kind. But—”

      “You are kind,” Marcella interrupted, but his gaze was still lowered, not meeting her eyes so she could not force her words to stick.

      “Faustina was good for him, for everyone, but as it turned out… she was not as good as a commander. She was assigned a mission, given a team of combat Runai, soldiers like I had. Assigned, I say. She begged for it. She’d wanted to go on her own, but that was where Nikias refused. If she insisted on going, he would go too. Nikias as the heir can’t go on many, even though he is a commander. His role is to mostly oversee the commanders. She wanted to feel like all her work on the command track had been worth more than just a crown. She told me when I asked her the night before why she was going. She told me…

      “I’ll never forget that last conversation. She told me ‘Life is fighting. Every day. Every second. Running away? Taking the easiest path? It doesn’t work. Trust me, it will just make you miserable and you will have to live with your weakness for the rest of your life. No matter how tired you are, it will never tire of you. The fight will find you. It is not done with you. Or me.’”

      Oh. She wasn’t just important to Nikias. Gavril had loved her like a sister as well. And if that was the last thing she ever said to him…

      He continued, “That conversation is the reason I stayed in the academie and on the command track when I was going to run away completely. She had no idea I spent that conversation desperately trying not to reopen my split lip.”

      Marcella tightened her grip on his hand and she turned back to face him as her eyes watered at the admission while her heart turned that he was telling her of it of his own accord.

      “Regardless, she went. I do not know every detail that went wrong. Nikias to this day will not tell the whole story. What I’ve heard from the soldiers who survived was that they were riding to attack one of the temples on your lands, to send a message against the aggressive moves that your people had made against one of our border villages. Something along those lines. But when they made it to the temple—”

      Marcella did remember this.

      She had only recently passed her tests and it was too important a mission to send a green soldier on. Or maybe just a weak one.

      But Hypatia, two years older than her, and skilled enough to have been able to qualify for anything before she’d turned ten, had been thrilled at the chance to lead their people herself in a scheme of her own making.

      “It was a trap. Hypatia’s trap,” Marcella finished.

      After the success, it was all Hypatia talked about for a year. Hypatia had been sixteen and Marcella fourteen, so it had been four years now with how long Marcella had been away from her people.

      “Yes. Because it was officially Faustina’s mission, she went in first. The soldiers didn’t see what happened next, only Nikias did. He realized everything was too quiet and rushed in after her, but… Nikias has never excelled in healing runes. And Faustina didn’t come home. Nikias always just said it was the Desero demon who had done it. When we heard about Hypatia’s marriage, Nikias was the one who insisted we take advantage of it and capture her. In hindsight, I think he told me the plan to keep her unharmed and as a hostage was just the way to get me to commit to the mission. I don’t know what Nikias would have done if I’d actually brought back Hypatia, if he would have even been able to just let her be treated as a valuable prisoner or not. The way he has treated you, whose only crime is looking like her—” Gavril broke off and pressed his forehead into her shoulder.

      Marcella leaned her head against his. This certainly explained a lot.

      Why Nikias reacted like it was a personal insult when she’d cried out for Gavril. She was not unaware that not only did she look like Hypatia, but she sounded like her too.

      Gavril may not know exactly what had happened in Hypatia’s trap to Faustina, but she did. Marcella curled in on herself slightly as the feeling of the knife cutting along the lines of her scars started to creep in. It was not as horrific as what he’d had done to her. Not by any means.

      At least Hypatia had given Faustina and all her enemies the mercy of a quick death. Not necessarily a painless one, but she did not flay them open for days on end in a horrific violation of all that was good and holy.

      Nikias still deserved nothing.

      But… Marcella didn’t want to hand him over to Hypatia if she didn’t have to. Only Asentai knew what Hypatia would do while he was their hostage to antagonize him further and only lead to renewed war when he did one day become king.

      But…

      “I don’t understand.” Marcella started, lifting her head up and shifting her shoulder until Gavril lifted his head as well. He blinked at her and she continued, “You thought I was Hypatia for at least a little bit, but from the start you were—”

      She remembered how he had healed her that first night, showed her the food and water wasn’t poisoned, told her his name.

      “Why were you so kind to me when you thought I was Hypatia, knowing what Hypatia did to Faustina?”

      Gavril sat back and considered it for a moment. “Well… I was under the impression I was capturing Hypatia so she could be a bargaining chip. If we wanted good relations, treating you or Hypatia, if you had been Hypatia, well would ideally go a long way, and—it’s war. I was sent to kidnap someone. We send our people to kill each other every day. The things I have done to try to end this—” Gavril’s eyes landed on her left wrist, sitting in her lap. “I hope that the people I have done them to will find a way to forgive me for them. So I try to forgive first.”

      It was so very Gavril.

      She nodded, satisfied with the answer, and moved to shake loose the last of her curls that were now free. She could see him stifling a yawn and he looked exhausted, so she started to reach up to unclasp the cloak and give it back when his hands stilled hers. He whispered like a prayer, “Keep it. Wear it.”

      “All night?”

      “Always.”

      She nodded in spite of herself. Then he leaned back, pulling her with him until she was in his arms as he laid on her bed. He whispered, “If you tell me to go, I will go. But I would rather stay. We end up here anyways by dawn.”

      Marcella laid her head over his heart and muttered, “You say that, but watch tonight will be the first we do not wake up screaming.”

      “That is rather the idea.”

      Her hand was on his left wrist, tracing the lines and making them glow, her vitae under his skin rising up to her, before coming back up to the band and tracing the rune there. She could feel he wasn’t quite asleep yet and she asked, “I saw other Inimicus with these bands and lines peeking out of their sleeves. What do the runes translate to?”

      Gavril’s hand on her waist tightened. He turned his head down into her curls and said, “This rune on my band. It is you. Your name. Marcella written in my people’s runes.”

      Marcella wasn’t entirely certain she’d actually heard the answer or had just imagined it as she drifted off. It might have been a dream entirely.

      Still, if it had been real… what did it mean? What did it have to do with the promise they’d apparently made?

      Even if she’d just imagined the response, there was a strange warm fluttering in her at the thought. The idea that while she wore his cloak, a declaration to his people she was under his protection and marked as his, he might also be marked with her name on his wrist for all his people to see.
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      For the first time since coming to Areator, Marcella didn’t wake up screaming.

      She woke up in Gavril’s arms, his left arm curled around her back and a smile on her face as at some point in the night one of them had pulled the sweeping fabric of his cloak over him too while his arms were wrapped around her beneath it.

      She believed it. She believed in him.

      They were going to have peace, and she was going to get to keep him and she wasn’t going to end up on one of those horrific tables again.

      Eventually Gavril woke up as she felt him shift under her. His arms started to pull back from her waist and she wasn’t able to stop the disgruntled, soft noise she made as he started to push himself up, which earned a laugh from him. She felt his lips brush the crown of her head and he said, “We must rise. Long day ahead.”

      Marcella grumbled as she slowly pulled herself out of bed while Gavril ducked into his room to change. Marcella pulled at the drawers that someone had put back into the dresser last night after her little fit and the clothes from before were back in them. She shed the peplos from the night before, scrubbed at herself with the rag and water—she was not going back into that strange bathhouse ever again if she could help it; she would go find a creek before exposing her scars to an Inimicus woman to see—and put on fresh clothes.

      There was a soft knock and she called out for him to come in. The door opened slowly as Gavril peered back into her room while she was reclasping his cloak onto her shoulders. His eyes trailed over her and his grin was wide as he looked up, and there was something hazy in his gaze that had her heart stutter and heat rush to her cheeks.

      She did not know if she would ever get used to being so openly wanted.

      But Gavril blinked and his grin softened as he said, “Ready, deliciae?”

      She nodded and he took her arm and they headed off. Now it was Marcella’s turn to learn how to cast foreign runes.

      She did not let herself fear that maybe Gavril was the exception or that only powerful, skilled mages could do this miracle. This was the only way to peace, the only way Marcella could be safe and have Gavril. So no matter what she had to be capable of it. Failing was not an option.

      It was a lot of pressure for a girl who thought she’d be long since dead by now and even in life before that hadn’t been anything noteworthy and was less so now.

      She and Gavril walked into the library to see Aimilia already there with… Nikias.

      Aimilia was eyeing Nikias like he was an imposter when they came in. She immediately turned to Gavril and gestured to Nikias and said in their language, “I mean, I knew my plan was good, but I didn’t think it was this good.”

      Nikias rolled his eyes and shifted in his seat before wincing and Marcella realized he hadn’t had anyone heal the burn from last night. Was it a matter of pride and honor like his arm or… was he trying to keep their parents from finding out it was Gavril who had done it?

      Nikias said, “If your plan was the first option, it didn’t work, and if it was the second, I could have you arrested.”

      “Leave Aimilia alone. The second part was all me,” Gavril said with a smirk as he pulled Marcella along, keeping himself between her and Nikias as they walked. “What are you doing here? I thought your part was just doing the talking when the time came.”

      “If you think I’m not—teaching a Sordes how to cast our incredibly powerful, complex runes, then you’re—” Nikias said, crossing his arms and narrowing his eyes at Marcella the same way he had the night before. “That’s the deal.”

      Gavril opened his mouth, but Marcella just squeezed his arm and said in their language, “Fine. Gavril. Fine. I am fine. Peace above all, right?”

      Gavril glanced at the lines marking Nikias’ left arm, protecting Marcella from him. He shook his head and said in her language, “Alright, hopefully you’re a quick study before I end up killing him.”

      Nikias whispered a question to Aimilia who replied with a grin, “It means kill.”

      Marcella still didn’t fully understand how they had ended up here. Not long ago Aimilia had been working with Nikias to trounce Marcella to a pulp and then less than a week later was riding off to find Gavril to help her. Apparently that had soured whatever working relationship Aimilia and Nikias had and repaired hers and Gavril’s into a somewhat amicable alliance, even if an awkward one given their history.

      Miracles were often strange things, according to all the High Priests and Priestesses Marcella had studied, and she imagined this one was no different.

      She took her seat between Gavril and Aimilia; Gavril glared at Nikias until he huffed, got up, and moved one seat over so he wasn’t directly in front of Marcella.

      And they set to work.

      The first day was mostly spent with Gavril and Aimilia explaining in detail their notes and the process they’d used, studying Marcella, the Heart, and Gavril’s magic to figure out it was all really the same. And not in the way that all magic users had vitae in them. Even though the Elemens magic was fueled by the vitae inside them, the manifestation and use of it was so vastly different they were not the same magic in the end. They explained there was no corruption in her vitae that forced her and her people to only use one hand to cast.

      This time Marcella tried very hard to understand and pay attention. When she missed a word, she asked for them to repeat it and if she didn’t know the translation she asked for it. This seemed to annoy Nikias to no end, so she did it occasionally when she did know the word just to see him twitch a fraction of the amount she had because of him.

      When Gavril noticed, he just grinned and reached under the table and squeezed her knee. The next time Aimilia was running off on a tangent to Nikias—Nikias leaning on his good arm, wholly focused on Aimilia’s every word—Gavril leaned in and whispered in her tongue, “Good. Don’t let him off the hook for a second.”

      She startled at his sudden closeness, accidentally bumping into the table as heat flooded her cheeks from the way she could feel his breath brush her cheek. That motion was enough to break Nikias’ concentration on Aimilia, and he spotted Gavril whispering into her curls. He promptly ignored Aimilia to glare daggers at her instead. Marcella went from flushing at the blatant attention from Gavril to narrowing her eyes right back at him.

      He had no idea what she could have done to him and chose not to.

      After she’d already begged Gavril to spare his life.

      He did not know how much he owed her, and he couldn’t know.

      The realization crashed over her like cold water that afternoon while Gavril and Aimilia were talking and Nikias was skimming their notes, but it wasn’t them that caused it. It was the silver-backed raven on the windowsill on the far side of the library.

      Marcella could never let anyone know what Hypatia had ordered her to do. If it came out, Gavril would never trust her again. He would never believe her that she’d chosen not to do it, especially if she told the truth that she had been intending on doing it for so long, and that it was the only reason she’d started pretending to trust him and like him enough to actually trust him and love him more than she’d imagined it was possible to love a person.

      She could still lose this. Lose him.

      Marcella held her breath until the raven gave up and took off when it realized she was not going to be alone for a while. When it was out of sight, she breathed easier and turned to see Nikias looking up slightly from the notes, his eyes narrowed on her. She narrowed them right back.

      Gavril interrupted, snatching the notes out of Nikias’ hand so quickly it knocked his elbow out from under him and he had to scramble back before he hit the table. She gave Gavril a weak smile as thanks, and prayed that she might be as good of an illusionist as he was. Now that she’d seen that raven, all the hope and warmth that had been wrapped around her since she’d lowered her hands the night before was gone.

      Her only hope was that the raven might give up if she was never alone for it to deliver its message.

      While also somehow learning how to cast in Inimicus runes. Which she still didn’t really understand well.

      She was barely passable in just understanding their language audibly. She had a long way to go when it came to their written runes. Much less the highly technical and complex things their casting runes were.

      She cursed herself for being so ignorant of Gavril and Aimilia’s work the first time so she could focus on her plan instead.

      That night, once again she did not send Gavril away—less in the hopes of a night devoid of nightmares and more in the hopes of a night devoid of ravens. When she buried her head in his chest and curled into him, he pulled his cloak around her more tightly and traced a rune on her back.

      He whispered, “I will protect. He cannot harm you. You have done so well. Soon you will have mastered this and I will keep him far away from you.”

      Better he think her terror was about Nikias and the tables than the raven she’d seen outside the window and flying through the air while they ate.

      Of course, if the truth she was terrified of did come to light, she knew there was really only one place she was going to end up.

      The tables had been taken out of the palace. That didn’t mean they weren’t elsewhere in the city.

      And from the way Nikias looked at her she knew he was just waiting until he could get her on one and away from his brother and watch a woman who was almost the mirror image of the woman who killed his wife be cut to shreds.

      Marcella woke up in the middle of the night to soft caws. She lifted her head off Gavril’s chest to see the silver-backed raven standing on the windowsill, ruffling its wings and cawing at her. She slowly lifted her hand, watching Gavril to make sure he was still sound asleep, and she batted it at the raven and hissed, “Shoo! Shoo! Go away!”

      The raven cawed again, and this time Gavril’s head turned toward the raven. If he opened his eyes, he would see it.

      Marcella held her breath to see if he woke up.

      He did not.

      She silently kept waving at it to get lost until it finally took off.

      She settled back into the crook of Gavril’s arm, breathing a little easier, but that was only the beginning of it.

      The next day, Marcella officially started learning. First she needed to learn the basics of their rune system. According to Gavril, he’d needed to have a solid grasp not just on her language but on the construction of runes, including grammar and sentence structure. Which meant Marcella was starting at a worse place than where Gavril had been.

      But she needed to do it even faster than he had.

      And she had to do it while Nikias glared at her the whole time.

      And pretending to be cold enough that Gavril had the idea that maybe they should shut the windows and stop the breeze from coming in. Marcella had made sure to hide her relieved smile behind the book in front of her.

      Gavril had sat down and rested his hand on her shoulders, gently rubbing between her shoulder blades and rustling the cloak and he said, “There. Better?”

      No open windows. No ravens.

      “Much.”

      Nikias narrowed his eyes at her further, but within a second he was hissing and reaching down with his good arm to rub his shin while Aimilia was smiling innocently at him. She said, “Sorry? Was that your leg? My bad. I have this bad habit of kicking at table legs when those two are being sickeningly sweet.”

      Marcella was very grateful Aimilia wasn’t her enemy anymore. Well, no more than any Inimicus was.

      One reason she had no desire to receive Hypatia’s message was because she knew it was going to include a deadline. Marcella didn’t want to know how little time she had left to accomplish this.

      She’d always been terrible at any timed examination.

      She who had never once accomplished anything of worth other than looking like Hypatia. It was going to take a miracle. But Marcella was not capable of that.  All she could do was pray for one and hope for the first time in her life she was blessed enough to become something more than mediocre at best and a failure at worst.

      Marcella spent every day feeling like she was balancing one foot on the edge of a knife as she dodged ravens and tried to wrap her woefully inadequate mind around another language enough to be able to do the impossible. All it was going to take to send her toppling was one mistake. One slip up.

      One bird.

      Two weeks into this new phase, her brain slowly turning into mush, and her body still more feeble than it should be, she snapped.

      The ravens wouldn’t stop appearing out of the corner of her eye.

      She walked into her room, cursing herself when she saw it. A raven sitting on her dresser when she walked in.

      She screamed.

      Gavril was right behind her. “Open the window!”

      Marcella sprinted across the room to do so, flinging it open as Gavril chased the raven toward it. The silver feathers on his back were burned into her sight as it cawed sharply while flying past her and out the window. The second it was out, she slammed the window shut, leaning against the glass to hold herself up as the thundering of her heart was the only thing she could hear. The silver feathers were all she could see.

      “Marcella?”

      His confusion was evident in his voice, but her throat was too tight for words. So she just turned on her heel and threw herself into his arms. He softly ran his hand over her hair and asked, “What is it? What’s wrong? It was just a bird. You have nothing to fear from it. Why are you shaking?”

      She had everything to fear from it.

      And if she told him—

      “You—” Her tongue was still heavy and her throat fighting every word that escaped. “You would not understand.”

      “Deliciae, try me.”

      She could feel her heart slamming against her chest, trying to break free and throw itself at his feet. He seemed to love her more than she had ever imagined anyone could love. Could he love her enough to forgive her for the illusion she’d created?

      What if she told him? Would he believe any word from her lips after she revealed so many of them had been false?

      “Ravens—they are—Amongst my people—” Marcella stuttered, burying her head deeper into his chest. “They are… They are a bad omen. Ravens, they used to be all silver until Dhelnir corrupted them and turned them as black as the Abyss. They feast on rotting flesh; they are not natural. They mean destruction. Failure. Death.”

      Her courage failed her.

      She was destined not only to fail everyone around her but herself as well.

      He gently pulled her closer, brushing a hand down her back. “It is gone now. Maybe it is a coincidence. Maybe it is not always an omen. Sometimes birds just fly into places they do not belong. It has nothing to do with you, deliciae, because you are not a failure.”

      She nodded into his chest.

      It hadn’t been a lie. Just an illusion. She’d left out that only normal black ravens were bad omens. Silver-backed ravens were blessed messengers.

      When Asentai had seen what Dhelnir had done to the creatures, she’d cried and the tears that fell on the ravens’ backs washed away the corruption and left their back feathers silver as they’d originally been. She took the ones she’d redeemed and used them as her messengers and now so did the temple and Marcella’s people.

      That night… as Marcella lay awake in Gavril’s arms, staring at the window, she supposed now silver-backed ravens were actually a bad omen. At least for her.

      They meant destruction. Failure. Death.

      So did armies.
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      Gavril, despite being particularly inclined to hope, also worried. He worried about Marcella. He worried about Nikias hovering around them under the excuse that he needed to be there as part of the plan. He worried that there was something Marcella wasn’t telling him.

      She was jumpier than he’d ever seen her, always looking over her shoulder.

      He blamed Nikias.

      But every time he offered to do something about him, Marcella insisted she could handle him existing near her, that she knew she was safe because of him.

      The first few times, it had taken every ounce of self-control he had not to kiss her. Now he actually thought about the words. Was she lying to placate him?

      How could she be acting like she expected to be attacked at any moment and still claim to feel safe with him?

      That morning, a few weeks after Nikias had agreed to help them, Nikias actually wasn’t with them since he still had his duties as crown prince to attend to. Usually he just brought his reports with him and read them and worked while Gavril and Aimilia taught Marcella.

      Today, however, he wasn’t there when Gavril and Marcella arrived. Aimilia was beaming as she fussed with her tea set. She looked over her shoulder at them and said, “It’s a beautiful morning, isn’t it?”

      “Where’s Nikias?” Gavril asked as she and Marcella headed for the table.

      Aimilia poured the first cup—ever since Nikias had started joining them she’d stopped bringing tea, claiming she wasn’t going to waste it on him—and said, “Rumor has it some top-secret information came in during the dead of night so he is off doing that and we are free from him! At least for a few hours.”

      Marcella picked up the cup Aimilia just poured and said in her thick accent that Gavril adored, “So tea?”

      Aimilia snorted. “Yes, that means tea.”

      Marcella’s demeanor didn’t change as she took a sip before sitting down next to Aimilia and immediately picking back up where they left off in sentence structure and conjugation.

      Gavril took his seat beside her, watching both of them for a moment. So… if Marcella wasn’t any different when Nikias was gone… then the chance he was the cause of her nervousness was unlikely.

      Was it the raven from the other day that was a bad omen to her people?

      No, she’d been jumpy before that.

      Was it the pressure of what they were asking her to accomplish?

      Gavril had expected after Nikias insisted Marcella learn how to cast with two hands that she would protest and tell him she wasn’t capable of it. He was pleasantly surprised when she hadn’t. He’d thought that meant maybe he’d finally gotten through to her at least somewhat that she believed she was capable. That she believed, at least a little less, that she was just mediocre. A failure.

      Worthless.

      But there were times when he could see it in her eyes. When she didn’t understand a concept Aimilia had explained to her five times, and Aimilia’s waspishness was starting to seep past the walls of her broken patience, Gavril could see the way she would bite her cheek and stare down at the paper in an attempt to hide the water in her eyes.

      She was his wife even if he was too cowardly to tell her before he had the best chance at keeping her. He knew how to read her.

      That was always when he would gently put his hand on her shoulder and lean in and tell her how wonderfully she was doing with such an impossible task. Maybe one day she would believe him.

      He didn’t fully understand why that would have her so on edge though. While sooner was better, this wasn’t something to be rushed, and with Nikias placating their parents, they had time.

      They were an hour in when he saw the first signs of Aimilia’s patience fraying and Marcella’s insecurities and frustration with herself start to creep in. Before he could do anything about it, the door to the library was opening, and Nikias, as pale as marble with deep bags under his eyes, stood in the doorway.

      Marcella looked up from her work, and when she looked at Nikias, he immediately narrowed his eyes at her. She narrowed hers right back. Gavril sighed as Aimilia abandoned trying to teach Marcella and instead grabbed the teapot and poured the last of it into her cup, overfilling it just so there was nothing left.

      But Nikias didn’t move to join them. He just looked at Gavril and said, “Gavril, a word?”

      What could he have to say that Gavril cared to hear?

      He debated refusing for a moment before Marcella sighed and said, “Go. Be fine. Aimilia won’t strangle, right?”

      “I will try not to,” Aimilia said, picking up her cup and taking a careful sip.

      Gavril pushed himself out of his seat, leaning over Marcella as he did to whisper in her tongue, “You’re doing excellently. You have learned so much so fast. Every day you amaze me.”

      He was rewarded with her cheeks flushing as he stepped back from the table while Aimilia was rolling her eyes.

      Gavril followed Nikias out into the hallway and crossed his arms. “What do you want?”

      “I want the demon’s lookalike to have at least a fraction of the intelligence the demon does and hurry up. This is taking too long,” Nikias snapped.

      “Show my wife, and the woman you owe your life to, a little more respect if you expect me to spend another second standing here.”

      Nikias huffed. “She needs to learn how to do this faster or else it’s not going to matter.”

      “What are you talking about? Is it our parents? Wait—” Gavril tilted his head. “Some information came in last night, according to the rumors. Is that what this is about?”

      The slight shift in Nikias’ expression betrayed him even as he attempted to keep his voice as steady as stone. “It’s confidential, and I can’t trust you won’t go spilling it to your Sordes.”

      “Why? Does it concern her?” He would protect her. Whatever it was. He could not lose her again.

      “It concerns us all.” Nikias shook his head and sighed. “Promise you won’t tell a soul, including the lookalike.”

      “Lookalike?”

      “Stop being difficult. You said I’m not to call her an insult or by her name, and that limits my options. Just… Promise not to tell her.”

      Gavril supposed… what was one more secret?

      He was already hiding the fact that she’d died from everyone, including her. There was so much he was hiding from her.

      “Fine. I promise I won’t tell anyone, including Marcella.”

      Nikias looked Gavril over for a moment before nodding and lowering his voice. “We received a report last night about a summit between the Sordes clan leaders. Led by the demon and the unfortunate soul that married her. They’ve been gathering resources, more than normal recently, but nothing too noteworthy or out of the ordinary until now. Their leaders brought soldiers and supplies. Enough for an army. All signs point to the demon gathering a Sordes army like we’ve never seen before and moving to strike.”

      Gavril swore under his breath. “And if they move with that much force, it won’t matter if I can prove our reasons for going after them are flawed. We’ll be fighting for the same reason they are—survival. We will leave behind an ocean of blood.”

      Nikias nodded, his expression perfectly solemn. “You can’t tell anyone. I’ll be telling a few of the commanders on Father’s orders and beginning preparations, but I don’t want it to come to that. Or for people to panic. We’ve put too much time and effort into your Sordes and your vision for peace. But I will not let our people be slaughtered either.”

      Gavril studied Nikias’ expression. He seemed… sincere. Did he really believe in peace?

      “I’ll keep quiet for now. But for the record, Marcella wouldn’t be able to do anything with that information even if she wanted to. She’s been here with us for months. She knows nothing about it.”

      At that, Nikias just raised an eyebrow. “Can you blame me for being hesitant to tell such important information to any Sordes, especially one that is identical to the demon?”

      Gavril had let him get too comfortable. He lowered his voice. “I can blame you for a lot of other things. Far worse things.”

      Nikias stepped back, holding his good arm up. “Look, I’m trying things your way. Despite it flying in the face of all reason. Somehow, you believe we can have peace through this despite the fact that the demon is the one leading the Sordes now. We have a fierce enemy about to bring an army to our doorstep. One who was vicious enough even before we killed her father while trying to capture her. How certain is your Sordes that if you bring her this discovery, she will negotiate peace?”

      He hadn’t actually talked to Marcella in detail about Hypatia and if she would have peace. When Marcella mentioned her, a fire burned in him as he always felt the ghost of the scar on Marcella’s side beneath his fingers. He could not forgive Hypatia for that. Just like he could not forgive Nikias for the thinner, cleaner scars he had also memorized the feeling of.

      “Quite certain. The demon doesn’t want to spill her people’s blood any more than we do ours. And when Marcella can prove we are not two different people at all, we shall have that.” Gavril moved back to the library doors. “And if we’re running out of time, we better get back to it so this chance—and tens of thousands of lives—don’t slip through our fingers.”

      Gavril was more than confident Marcella could do this.

      But… he was not quite as certain she could do this in time.

      He’d been skeptical when Marcella had told him of her people’s belief that ravens were a bad omen, but now… Maybe her people were right. An omen of impending destruction, failure, and death.

      He understood now. Why so many of the prayers she’d taught him were pleas to Asentai for a miracle.

      That’s what they needed now.

      Maybe it’s what he’d always needed and never known it until now. But… he did not know… How many people got more than one miracle in their lifetime?
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      Marcella’s fingers were stained every day from ink as she learned how to read and write their runes and not just speak them. Nikias always hung around and when Gavril snapped at him and tried to get rid of him, Nikias just insisted that he needed to be there and understand everything if he was going to be the one making the argument to their parents.

      Nikias usually restrained himself to just glaring at her, but three and a half weeks into their work, Marcella’s hands were covered in ink and the runes were smudged and she was close to screaming or crying in frustration as she still didn’t get it, and Nikias muttered under his breath, “The fate of two countries is in the hands of an illiterate lupa.”

      Gavril slammed his hands on the table and shot out of his seat, his face turning red as he snapped, “Nikias. Outside. Now.”

      Marcella barely caught the ink bottle before it spilled over all her incorrect runic scribbles as she tried to write their rune for vitae correctly. Aimilia winced, but didn’t look overly concerned as Nikias rolled his eyes but did rise. Gavril practically lunged for him and started to haul him out of the room.

      Marcella watched them go. They’d had some private conversation a few days before that she’d half expected Gavril would tell her about that night, but he didn’t. The fact that he did not offer it freely made Marcella too terrified of the answer to ask. Instead, she had just focused on mentally drawing runes in her head until she fell asleep while Gavril had murmured Hagne’s Prayer Seventeen.

      A prayer for a miracle above all miracles.

      There was so much she didn’t understand that she needed to. Marcella turned to Aimilia as the door to the library shut behind Gavril and Nikias and asked in their tongue, “Why does lupa bother him so much?”

      She’d been trying to speak exclusively in their tongue since they’d started, but if it helped, she didn’t feel it.

      Aimilia raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know what it means?”

      “Gavril told me. She-wolf. Sounds more compliment to me.”

      Aimilia pinched her brow and let out a long sigh. “Oh, Gavril, he is such an idiot. Yes, the literal translation is she-wolf, but it is not—it is slang. A she-wolf is a… woman with a high skirt.”

      Marcella still didn’t get it. “What?”

      Aimilia shook her head and switched to Marcella’s tongue. “Girl who—not modest—not respectable—loose with herself.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      All this time… everyone had been calling her a harlot.

      No wonder Gavril took such offense to it. When anyone called her that, it was clear who they were implicating along with her. Having her put in the room next to his surely didn’t help. But Gavril had been nothing but a gentleman to her. She wasn’t surprised that the Inimicus would immediately degrade her morals as a simple soldier, especially after being the only woman in a group of thirty men on the road for weeks, especially when she wasn’t a woman of high value in the first place.

      But Gavril didn’t deserve that.

      “Hey—don’t,” Aimilia started in Marcella’s tongue before switching back to her own. “There is nothing you could say or do to make people think differently. We all—I, especially, just took one look at you and saw a Sordes girl Gavril brought back and had secretly—” Aimilia cut herself off and muttered something under her breath Marcella didn’t quite catch, but it sounded like ‘kill Gavril’ before she continued, “You could have been Hypatia and we still would have said those things. So you’ve done nothing. That’s why Gavril’s so bothered. Mostly.”

      Then Gavril and Nikias reentered, Gavril’s expression still dark and Nikias’ unbothered, and Marcella went back to her work.

      However, the runes were even harder than usual. She messed them up more than usual. All she could think of was what ‘she-wolf’ looked like written out.

      Was that the rune etched into the metal on her wrist? All those bands she’d seen on people… were they because they had their own she-wolves bound to them?

      Still, that night, after Gavril and Marcella ate, she looked at the door connecting their rooms and said, “Why did you have me put in the room next to yours?”

      Gavril froze, his glass half lowered to the table. “I should think it obvious. To keep my promise to protect you.”

      “It doesn’t help everyone calling me she-wolf.”

      “You—” Gavril immediately set his glass down. “Aimilia told you.”

      “You weren’t going to, were you?”

      He stared at her, a clear command in his eyes and voice, “Everyone calling you that are—they are not worthy of breath. They are wrong. And I have made it clear to Nikias what will happen if he calls you that again. You are—” Gavril paused. “You are worthy of respect. They do not get to call you that because you stay here.”

      But they were.

      Marcella looked at the band on her wrist, brushing her thumb over the rune on it. She said, “What is this rune?”

      “Marcella. No. That is not—”

      She looked up and held it up. “They all think I’m your she-wolf for a reason. Is this the reason? Do your people do this to indicate that kind of relationship? You—you get your she-wolves and mark them like this so others know to stay away?”

      He caught her wrist and said, “No. That is not what this is. I told you, I will explain, when we have peace. When I will be able to—” His voice cracked. “Where if you want to go, I will be able to let you go safely. But I do not—I would never expect you to—It insults me down to my core that anyone dares call you that because I have done everything to make it clear it is not true.”

      “Do not lie to me. People think I’m a she-wolf because of this band, yes or no?”

      “It is not a yes or no answer.” Gavril’s voice strained as his eyes screwed shut. “Please, trust me, I promise I will explain this band soon. When there is peace. You are wrong.”

      Still…

      She pulled her wrist out of his grip. “I… think you should stay in your room tonight. I think… I think the nightmares are past us both.”

      “Marcella—”

      “Please. It… bothers me. I am… I know your people expect such from me, but they do not from you. But I—to be thought so when I have—It is a great insult that I would be so flagrantly defiant of my goddess’ tenants. We are not—I know you have expressed your—” Marcella swallowed. “There is no understanding, no expectation, even if we succeed.”

      “But if we succeed…” Gavril whispered, his hand holding the empty air where her wrist had been, “would you enter an… understanding?”

      Marcella didn’t know. For as long as she might have him, she would be at risk of losing him if it ever came out it was all born in lies. She didn’t know if she could live the rest of her life balancing on this knife just waiting for the wind to knock her onto it.

      She was tired and her head was pounding and everyone thought she was worse than dirt and maybe she was.

      Just not for the reasons they thought she was.

      “Peace first. Then… I do not know,” Marcella said.

      Gavril nodded as he rose, and she kept her gaze on her left wrist. He whispered, “I promise, it is not you. It is not that band. It is my people. I have tried to shield you, but I am always falling short. I wish I could be more for you.”

      By the time Marcella figured out what to say, he was gone.

      The problem was not him. It was her. She wished she could be more for him. She’d spent so long convinced he was the liar and a fraud when it had been her all along.

      Long after Gavril had left, a silver-backed raven appeared, cawing on her sill. Of course it had. Marcella scrubbed at her cheeks and wiped at her eyes before storming over and hissing at it. The bird just spread its wings and the runes glowed, delivering the message.

      It wasn’t a long one.

      My little lookalike,

      This is the eighth raven I’ve sent, and it better not return to me without this message delivered. I pray you’re not avoiding them. If you are…

      You disappoint me. It seems the only thing you are useful for is your face. You have had many months to win the trust of the prince who favors you, and yet I do not have him as my hostage like you were commanded. And you have not yet died trying either.

      My orders to you were always a longshot. I knew you probably weren’t capable of it. I don’t know why my father let you become a soldier when I would have put you to much better use.

      It’s no matter. If you do not bring me the Heart and my hostage by the time I arrive on the Inimicus doorstep, then I will bring down their empire. As I speak, we’ve begun marching.

      And little one?

      You better start praying that when I find you, you have a good explanation for your failure.

      Or that I’m inclined to show you mercy for your mediocrity.

      Chiefess Hypatia of Desero

      A chill went down Marcella’s back.

      Hypatia had her coalition army.

      They were marching.

      Hypatia was demanding her hostage.

      Marcella needed to be able to cast an Inimicus rune now.

      Her mess with Gavril could wait.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, when Marcella didn’t sit down at the table, Aimilia, Gavril and Nikias all eyed her. She ignored Nikias and Aimilia and focused her gaze on Gavril. She said, “Know enough. Time to cast.”

      Aimilia sputtered, flipping through her papers. “You can still only write simple sentences!”

      “Enough to cast simple rune, is not?” Marcella said, turning and giving the other girl a sharp look.

      Aimilia opened her mouth, but Nikias said, “It should be.”

      Aimilia’s eyes doubled in size and she whipped around to Gavril and hissed, “Gavril, you didn’t even attempt it until you could—”

      Gavril said, “We’ll start with you trying to cast a simple rune.”

      Aimilia threw her hands up and sank back into her seat with a huff.

      It took all of Marcella’s self-control—and Nikias’ presence—for her to not break down in tears that they were almost there. She was tired and terrified and feeling everything slip through her fingers but this.

      Gavril demonstrated the rune for her, and Marcella made her first attempt to recreate the motions. She didn’t get through the first one without Gavril having to correct her.

      Aimilia muttered, “I was trying to tell you she’s not ready.”

      Gavril glared at Aimilia and the two of them continued to snipe at each other under their breaths while Marcella blocked them out and focused on her work with an intensity she had never once managed to apply to her studies as a child. There was a lot more at stake this time.

      Nikias still watched her. At least that was consistent.

      Above all, peace.

      Of course, it didn’t work the first time.

      Or the first fifty.

      Gavril constantly had to correct her finger movements, his hands on hers as he positioned them and moved them through the rune. Casting with both hands, even with the fingers making the same movement was as unnatural to her as trying to walk on her hands. The fact that her fingers had to be making the exact same movements at the exact same time was far more difficult than she’d imagined. The fact that she needed to have perfect control over the minuscule amount of vitae to evenly distribute it was as foreign to her as breathing under water.

      Also, it was incredibly hard for her to focus on what Gavril was saying when his hands were on hers and he was whispering in her ear and sending shivers down her spine. She was about ready to shove him away and demand Aimilia do it because at least she would be snippy and touch Marcella as little as possible.

      Gavril seemed to be enjoying any excuse to have her hands in his.

      Marcella wished she didn’t like it as much as he did too. It would make her life so much easier.

      But it did seem to make Nikias’ eye twitch, so despite the agony it was for her, that twitch kept her mouth shut and let Gavril keep correcting her.

      They stopped when her legs began to shake and she was drenched in sweat from trying to manipulate the little vitae she had into the foreign rune and failing. As Gavril would wrap an arm around her and take on her weight, Marcella cursed herself.

      When he walked her back to her room, softly telling her she was making progress and that they were close, she ignored him. She was too busy dwelling on her failures.

      Of all the clan mages for this responsibility to fall on, it just had to be her.

      The daughter of a Solitus mother and a soldier who barely had any vitae.

      A soldier who’d failed her tests twice.

      A mediocre mage who was more useful as a sacrifice left for dead than she was alive.

      She was already drowning in the blood to be shed.
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      Gavril hated this.

      Watching Marcella push herself far past her limits and having to stay silent until she pushed herself a little more and started to collapse before finally calling it.

      “We’re done for the day. We’ll try again tomorrow,” Gavril said, pulling Marcella into his side. Her head bobbed as her hands fell from the air, her vitae fizzling out and the light fading.

      Aimilia huffed from where she sat and said, “I imagine she’d get closer if she wasn’t killing herself every day.”

      “Keep going,” Marcella muttered even though her head was on his shoulder and she was only half supporting her own weight.

      “You heard her. She can keep going,” Nikias said from where he was half-sitting on the table. He nodded, the motion jostling the arm in the sling. “She can do the motions of the rune correctly. She should be able to get this.”

      When Marcella winced slightly at Nikias’ words, Gavril snapped, “She is exhausted. She needs rest.”

      “She needs to stop wasting time and cast this rune correctly,” Nikias said, pushing off the table. Gavril clenched his teeth.

      Nikias was right.

      They were running out of time.

      Every day the Sordes army was getting a little bit closer, and any day now his parents were going to have to address it. The secret preparations of their army couldn’t be a secret forever. The rumors had already started. They were going to have to start marching soon in order to stop the Sordes army before they crossed the border.

      “Wasting time?” Aimilia sat up straighter and narrowed her eyes at Nikias.

      Gavril just started leading Marella out of the library and threw over his shoulder, “You have to meet with our parents in half an hour anyway. I’m taking Marcella back to rest.”

      Aimilia groaned, “Oh, I almost forgot.”

      “It’s too late to back out. My mother won’t stop nagging me about having more of your tea, and I need something to distract them from asking about Gavril’s progress,” Nikias said, but his voice faded away as Gavril and Marcella left the library.

      Lately, their parents had grown increasingly impatient with Gavril delivering on his promise, so in the interest of helping keep them placated, Nikias had badgered Aimilia into joining him.

      It was buying them time.

      Of which they really didn’t have any left.

      When Marcella’s knees buckled halfway back to her room, he swept them out from under her and picked her up. Marcella winced and whispered, “Sorry. So sorry.”

      “You are tired. It is my privilege to take care of you,” Gavril said.

      Marcella looped her arms around his neck as she peered up at him through half-lidded eyes. “Privilege?”

      At Marcella’s insistence, he only spoke in his language with her while she was trying to learn.

      He said, “Gift. An honor. It is an honor to take care of you.”

      She shook her head even as she rested it against his shoulder. “Tired will not matter. Not if I fail. Keep failing.”

      He turned down the next hallway, sighing. “You are not failing. You just… haven’t succeeded yet. You will. I know you will.”

      “Not enough.” Marcella’s eyes fluttered shut as she settled into a light doze.

      Gavril kept walking, unsure what exactly she’d been trying to say. His belief in her wasn’t enough? Or she wasn’t enough?

      She was enough. She was always enough.

      But… Gavril’s throat tightened as he shifted his grip on her so he could open the door to her room.

      He didn’t know if she could do this in time.

      She was so close, but something still wasn’t working. It almost made him fear the whole theory he was trying to prove was wrong.

      Maybe Runai could cast Sordes runes but Sordes could not cast Runai because of some difference in their vitae. Some… corruption.

      Or worse, he feared that when her heart had started beating again on that table, the consequences of that were causing her not to be able to do this. Which meant if they had another Sordes, he could prove his theory. But he could not reveal that without revealing she’d died. And if he revealed she’d died and come back to life, if she did manage to pull this off, his people would use that as an excuse not to believe it was true of all Sordes. And if she didn’t pull it off, there would be nothing he could do to stop his father from having her be studied so they could reduce the miracle down to replicable knowledge.

      And kill her in the process.

      He laid Marcella on her bed, pulling the blankets up over her. He hesitated after that. Ever since Marcella had found out what the term she-wolf implied about her and her character, he’d stayed in his room at night. His slow, cowardly tongue could not tell her the truth. He could not tell her that it did not matter whether he was in her room or his. There was nothing inappropriate about it, and his people called her that only to degrade her despite the respect she should receive as his wife.

      But he could not assuage her fears or convince her that term had nothing to do with their actions but with his people’s imagined superiority without revealing that secret. He’d almost told her a thousand times, but his courage always failed him. Like he always seemed to fail her. He could not do it.

      Not until he had the chance to keep her. Or let her go safely.

      Even if it meant feeling the wind cut through the hole she would leave in his chest when she walked away.

      So he should get up from where he sat on the bed by her side and go to his room, but he could not seem to get his feet to move. Instead, he kept gently brushing his hand through her curls.

      Well… if she was going to wake up soon, he might as well stay so he could attend to whatever she might need when she woke up. He whispered, “Marcella?”

      She let out a soft hum and shifted closer, turning her head until it brushed his leg and rested against him. He did not know what he was going to do if she was as horrified and disgusted with him for this secret as she had been with his others. He did not know what he would do if she slipped through his grip, fulfilling every curse she proclaimed over him.

      He deserved it. For all the time he’d failed her and broken his promises.

      But that didn’t make it easier.

      Questions he wasn’t going to have to answer if they did not prove his theory and stop this already bloody war from getting bloodier.

      Gavril just could not seem to find the will to get up even as his own eyes fluttered shut and his hand stilled, resting on her shoulder.

      What if he was just an idiot with too much hope who always fell short of carrying out his well-intentioned, grand promises?

      The next thing he knew when he roused was the distinct absence of the weight of Marcella beside him, resting against him. As he stirred, he also heard soft, huffing breaths. He blinked his eyes open and sat up straighter against the headboard to see that Marcella stood at the foot of the bed, leaning against the bedpost, both hands aloft. The glow of her vitae stuttered and faded and she slumped back with a frustrated groan.

      Of course.

      Gavril quickly climbed off the bed and stepped in front of her, taking her wrists in his hands and lowering them as she startled at his sudden appearance. He brushed his thumb over her pulse and said in her language, “You are exhausted. This will get you nowhere. Deliciae, rest.”

      Marcella’s legs gave out, and he quickly sank to the floor with her as she lowered her head. She replied in her language for the first time since she’d insisted on using his to learn it, “I’m sorry. Sorry. I cannot. I cannot do it. I am not—Maybe another mage. One who is worth something, someone with skill or power I can never hope to possess. I am just mediocre. I was too weak before and I am shattered pieces now. If you had only taken someone else, someone—”

      “Look at me.” His hands were on her cheeks, forcing her face up to look at him, the glow of the sun setting out the window caught on the tears pooling in her eyes. “Do not dare say it. You are not worthless. I would have you. Whether we fail or succeed, it will be with you or no one. I would not wish you into anyone else for a second.”

      “Gavril, we must face the truth. I cannot do this, and you need another plan. Time—”

      “I would not let you give up on your own life. Do you think I will let you give up on this either?”

      “If you do not give up on me, it will not matter. We will all pay the price!” Marcella shook her head, the tears spilling over as she pulled out of his grip. “I know you’ll just say that fighting is not tired of me, but look at me! I could barely fight before, and I cannot fight now. I can’t—I can’t fight anymore. It is not getting us anywhere. Your misguided faith in me will be our ends. I tried to warn you. Human hands always fail. Yours have. Why do you believe I am some exception?”

      His hands had failed. She was right, and he could see in her panic and pain she was not trying to hurt him as desperately as those two words did.

      Because he’d failed her, she’d died. And she didn’t know. She didn’t understand why she was struggling. And it was not fair that he kept his secrets because of his shame.

      “You died.”

      Marcella blinked, her tears still rolling down her cheeks as she stuttered. “W—What?”

      His throat closed and when he blinked all he saw was her broken, bleeding, dying on that table. His fault. His failures. He’d condemned her. His weaknesses were the reason she was suffering. He was always the reason she was suffering.

      “On the fifth day… Nikias had you touch the relic. The healer was monitoring your heartrate. It… stopped. For several minutes. You were dead,” Gavril’s voice shook, breaking as he finally spoke the words. He couldn’t face her as he spoke, just staring at the ground as he finally owned up to his greatest failure.

      “I… it is hazy. I do not—I could not have died. They had to be mistaken—” Marcella shook her head.

      “Two days later, I returned. You were still on the table.” Gavril slowly lifted his head, just enough that he could peer past his hair falling in his face to see her. “That is why I started destroying the room, because I thought you were gone. But then you lifted your head, and you were alive. Sometime after your heart stopped, it started beating again.”

      “That’s not possible,” Marcella said. She reached up and scrubbed at the tear tracks on her cheeks as she scowled. “They had to be wrong. It was—I don’t know. Maybe the relic interfered with their reading. Maybe—”

      “Marcella, when I reached you on the seventh day, you were at death’s door again. If I’d started healing you even so much as half an hour later, if I’d been delayed at all—it cannot be coincidence. It cannot be fortuna. Nikias was determined to have you dead. Even in that haze, he would have made certain. What other explanation can there be?”

      Marcella was silent, eyes shut as he lifted his head further.

      “I have not breathed a word to anyone. I convinced Nikias it was an error in their readings, but I know it was not. However, if the healers or my parents discovered your heart stopped and started again, there would be no power other than Asentai herself who could stop them from putting you back on that table to try to find some logical path for that to occur. They would kill me for trying to stop it. So no one can know. But I know there is no logical, repeatable path. That was a miracle.”

      “No, Gavril—”

      “Your heart stopped. Then it started beating again. Your life is a miracle.”

      “It can’t—”

      “The longest a person has ever lasted on that table is five days.” His voice hardened. If he was going to reveal the depths of his failure, she was going to believe it. “Your heart stopped on the fifth. You were left unattended with your injuries for two more days after that. You stayed alive the precise amount of time it took for me to return to heal you. How could that be anything but Asentai answering my prayers for you to live? And now, you came back from the dead, so of course you are struggling to recover. Of course there are consequences, but I have no doubts. You are a living miracle.”

      “That—Even if I believed that somehow Asentai brought me back to life—why?” Marcella’s voice cracked as she opened her eyes, and they were spilling over with tears again. “Why would she if I’m only going to be able to live in this wretched, weak state? If I will never recover from it? What was the point if I’m not capable of proving your theory?”

      He cursed her people. This poisonous idea of only having worth by being capable was entrenched in her very blood.

      He shifted closer, skimming his hand up her shoulder again, and when she didn’t pull away, he cupped her jaw firmly with one hand. His thumb rested on her chin, just barely brushing her lip and he could feel the slightly raised, rough skin of the scar on the bottom of her jaw.

      “You talk about faith… I have long admired your faith, and yet… I see now just how little of it you have.” At his words, her mouth parted slightly as she gasped, but he continued, “You pray to Asentai for miracles? Then accept them when they are given to you. You believe those visions the demon had that put you in my path came from Asentai? Then believe it. If this is the path the goddess you pray to has put you on, then walk it. Your heart started beating again when it had no reason to; how could that be anything but a sign this is the path you were meant to walk? So walk with assurance. Have faith you are here for a reason. For this very reason.”

      Marcella’s breath stuttered, and he shifted his hand, moving to brush her curls back.

      He commanded her.

      “Have faith. Stop dwelling on all the things you think you are not. On the things the world has told you are not and the lies you have been told. Focus on what you have been given. You tell me Asentai grants miracles. Why can you not believe you were given one? Why can you not believe one will be worked through you if you will simply throw off these chains you have let everyone else bind you in? Believe that through you something great might be done.”

      She closed her eyes and took a long breath. Gavril waited for the outburst at what could easily be understood as an insult.

      She didn’t.

      “Have faith and fight.”

      He knew Marcella. He knew her deeper than he’d known anyone. She was a soldier.

      No matter how mediocre a soldier she might think she was.

      She needed orders to march on.

      When she opened her eyes, the brown burned, and Gavril couldn’t help but grin. She said, “Talk me through the way you balance pulling vitae to both hands equally one more time.”

      Gavril shifted, pulling her toward him so her back was to his front so he could put his hands over hers. The lines on their left wrists glowed where they met. He leaned forward, tracing his fingers gently over her vitae paths—forever marked with thin scars—and murmured in her ear as she focused her eyes on her hands.

      As he ran her through it again, he kept one eye on their wrists. He could feel the small hum of her vitae under his skin. He felt no corruption. Nothing but vitae that filled him with warmth and longing for the woman it had come from.

      It was uniquely Marcella.

      And it made him more and more certain of his faith.

      She was brought back to life for a reason. She could do this. She had to.

      Or they would all suffer the consequences together.
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      “Have faith and fight.”

      If Gavril was right… and she knew he wouldn’t lie to her about something he considered a personal failure, then she had no other choice. She had died. But she had been revived.

      Maybe it was for this very purpose.

      He’d made it clear, though, the consequences if any of his people ever discovered it. He’d kept it even from Aimilia. If it ever got out that she’d died and come back…

      Marcella was more than happy to keep that secret with him.

      The morning after Gavril had commanded Marcella to have faith, her fingers moved through the air, perfectly in sync, and lines of vitae glowed in the air as she slowly cast the Inimicus rune.

      She didn’t expect much. She’d started the rune successfully multiple times before and always messed something up in the casting of it—usually the distribution of vitae to two hands— but this time she reached the end without sputtering out.

      And she held an ugly little thing of pure vitae that was more puddle than the ball she was supposed to create, but it was there. She had cast a two-handed Inimicus rune.

      It was a miracle.

      She looked up and an excited sort of squeal erupted from the back of her throat as she held it out toward Gavril and Aimilia. Aimilia clapped her hands together and laughed while Gavril rushed toward her and she was forced to banish the rune as he grabbed her and spun her around, laughing.

      “Beautiful girl, wondrous creature, I knew you could do it! My faith was not misplaced. Peace, we shall have peace,” he whispered into her ear as he crushed her to himself.

      Marcella sank into his arms before she caught Nikias’ gaze—actually it wasn’t on her for once. It was on the window behind her and Gavril that she hadn’t realized had been opened again.

      On the silver-backed raven sitting there.

      Marcella ignored it and buried her face in Gavril’s shoulder.

      The ravens didn’t matter. When they showed Gavril and Nikias’ parents the truth about their people, they’d go on and show her people. Then Hypatia’s marching army wouldn’t be needed anymore.
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      Now that Marcella was capable, there was no time to waste, especially since she suspected the Inimicus had to have started receiving reports of Hypatia’s army by then. Nikias arranged the details of how they would go about getting Marcella in front of the king and queen, promising Gavril he would handle it. All Gavril had to do was look nice, show up and make sure Marcella did her part.

      Aimilia promised she’d have Marcella looking as beautiful as she had at the last banquet.

      Marcella resigned herself to another torturous experience of Aimilia trying to do Marcella’s hair. It had been beautiful. But far too painful to be worth it.

      While Gavril was gone, going to fetch something to eat, and Marcella was back in her room, she reluctantly opened her window and the raven from before was already there, waiting for her.

      She sighed and received the message.

      Again, Hypatia demanding her hostage and the Heart.

      For the first time, Marcella cast a rune to send a message back.

      Chiefess Hypatia,

      My sincerest apologies for the lack of response. It has been slow work, but I now can say that I can bring you something that will mean ending this war with no more of our people’s bloodshed. Please, I know I am just a humble soldier, but I need to make this request. Slow your army. Do not cross into the Inimicus territory. Stay on the border, and I will bring you what you need.

      Peace. I can bring peace.

      Marcella of Desero

      She’d just started to close the window when Gavril returned.

      He was beaming at her. He hadn’t stopped since she’d succeeded that morning and had managed a shape that was even closer to a proper ball that afternoon.

      Her heart was still pounding. Would he still look at her like that if he knew this had all started because of her manipulation?

      How was she going to survive when it disappeared and he wanted nothing to do with her? How was she going to just go back to her clan and people and settle for Hypatia’s promises when she knew what it was like to be so loved when she was worth none of it?

      When she opened her mouth, unsure what her heavy, slow tongue was going to produce that would be wholly inadequate, Gavril just set the tray on the table and said, “Eat. Rest. Long day ahead.”

      Marcella smiled at him. And maybe…

      Maybe after they succeeded in convincing his parents, maybe she could tell him, warn him of what Hypatia had wanted and explain to him what this had started as and what it had become. Her hand curled around her left wrist. He owed her an explanation too.

      And she remembered what he’d said…

      “The things I have done to try to end this—I hope that the people I have done them to will find a way to forgive me for them. So I try to forgive first.”

      Maybe he would forgive her first.

      She prayed for such a miracle.

      She hadn’t heard of anyone who’d had three major miracles in their life. Coming back from the dead. Casting an Inimicus rune. Her Inimicus prince forgiving her deception.

      Ever since he’d told her the night before, she’d been more aware of every beat of her heart in her chest. Fighting wasn’t tired of her yet.

      After they’d eaten, somehow, her head had ended up in his lap as his hand rested on her side, tracing the shape of a rune over her scar. He whispered in her tongue, “Tomorrow, deliciae, everything will change for the better.”

      “I pray so,” Marcella whispered, looking up at him.

      He glanced down at his left hand, the one tracing the rune and started, “Mea spes—”

      “What does that mean?” Marcella asked. “You have called me that for so long but that is one thing you still have not told me.”

      Gavril smiled. “I suppose tonight would be the night. Mea spes means my hope. My hope you have fulfilled today. You have been my hope for so long I—I have—Contra spem spero. For so long, I have hoped against hope. Tomorrow, we will start on the path to peace and you will have fulfilled my first hope and I pray—I have prayed for so long to Asentai you will fulfill the next hope of my heart.”

      Marcella’s heart was pounding and yet she stayed perfectly still as she drowned in his green eyes bursting with sunlight even in the dim light of her room at night.

      “What if I disappoint you?” she whispered.

      What if you don’t love me when you know how false I have been? What if you don’t trust me when you know just how much of an illusion I am?

      She wanted to ask, but her tongue stilled and she stared up at him.

      “Never,” he whispered.

      “What if I fail? I am still… What if there is no recovering from this? What if the little I can do still doesn’t convince your horrid parents?”

      “Then we will have done more than enough to try to stop this needless suffering, and we will go. My magic thrown in the Abyss for all I care. As long as you will let me go with you, I will go.”

      She was wholly pinned down by the weight of his love for her. She did not know if she could ever get used to the intensity of his love.

      “You should not say things like that,” she whispered slowly. “You don’t know what tomorrow will reveal.”

      “I cannot seem to stop myself. I was not nearly so poetic before you.” He traced the rune again on her side. “This rune. It is the one for hope. I had not known hope until I sent that veil scattering in the wind and laid eyes on you for the first time. I did not know faith either. Strange now, that I am the one with enough faith to carry the two of us into what we will face tomorrow. But I only have it because I saw your faith living in you and it is beautiful.”

      Marcella cursed herself for ever cursing him. For ever wishing she would be the instrument for his destruction.

      She prayed it would go unfulfilled. That somehow he would never discover the orders she’d been following for so long.

      But if it did—when it did. It would come out because even if they received a miracle tomorrow there was still Hypatia and her army and her big mouth, and then she would lose him. No matter how much she hoped she might have the chance to redeem herself, she needed to be ready to lose him.

      So she was going to at least let herself have one last moment to hold onto when the love faded from his eyes and he looked at her the way he now looked at Nikias. She pushed herself up just enough to grab his face. His eyes widened when her palm made contact with his cheek and she pulled him down. He braced himself, tightening his grip on her side while also pulling her up and leaning down to meet her.

      Her lips crashed into his as her hand slid to the back of his head, her fingers curling into the nape of his neck and tangling in his hair as his hand slid around her back, lifting her up into him. She kissed him again and again as deeply as she could, and her heart stuttered and soared when he responded in kind.

      All her silent longing spilled out of her as she became more and more desperate not to let it end because when it ended, she was another moment closer to the truth. Because when he slipped out of her grip at the end of this kiss, it was just going to be practice for when he slipped away entirely.

      But then he was kissing her jaw and then her neck. Her scars. He was kissing along the scars on her neck that wound along her vitae paths, and she couldn’t stop her soft gasp as she felt her vitae start to boil with her blood in response. Their left wrists were glowing. His grip on her waist tightened, but he stilled, resting his forehead against her shoulder. She could feel his heavy breaths on her skin.

      The glow emanating from the lines of their wrists faded.

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “I did not mean—I… You make it easy to get carried away.”

      Marcella stayed perfectly still, her own breath struggling to catch up. That… That was a memory to last a lifetime, and yet, she still felt it woefully inadequate. How could she spend the rest of her life knowing she’d had this and lost it?

      She whispered, “I love you.”

      His grip on her back loosened, and she thought maybe he hadn’t been able to hear her well enough to translate it. So she whispered again in his tongue, “Gavril, I love you.”

      She then jolted as he pulled her closer again, wrapping both of his arms around her waist as he buried his face into her curls. He said, “I’d beg you to say it again, but if you do… deliciae, I heard it. That is enough for tonight. Promise me… Promise me that you will say it again after tomorrow night.”

      “I will,” Marcella said, uncurling her fingers from his hair and sinking into his grip. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She tried to keep her voice from breaking as she said, “I will.”

      Even if he wouldn’t want to hear it, it would always be true.
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      Like the day of the banquet, Marcella was woken up by Aimilia tearing in like a tornado and declaring Marcella was not to see Gavril until she was ‘fixed.’

      At least this time when Aimilia dragged Marcella to the bathhouse she knew what to expect, and Aimilia didn’t so much as even look in her direction or give so much as a hint of grief about Marcella’s modesty regarding her scars.

      It was a similarly excruciating process for Aimilia to do Marcella’s hair again. This time in an even more complicated procedure that Aimilia declared wasn’t working halfway through and had to start over, much to Marcella’s dismay.

      Why couldn’t she just have her curls loose and wild?

      Apparently Inimicus women did not have their hair loose for formal occasions.

      “I am not Inimicus,” Marcella insisted.

      Aimilia raised an eyebrow. “The whole point of this is that there is no difference between you and an Inimicus woman. So you need to look the part.”

      The red-haired girl had her there. So Marcella let herself be subjected to it and at least Aimilia painfully tugging at Marcella’s hair helped distract her from the turning of her stomach and the weight on her shoulders.

      Finally, Aimilia was satisfied with Marcella’s hair and Marcella had swatted her hands away enough times for her to give up on her cosmetics—despite huffing and insisting it was not immoral to put a little bit of kohl around her eyes and redden her lips. The Inimicus pulled out a new peplos for Marcella to wear. Marcella had no idea where the other girl was getting them, considering she was taller than Marcella. Enough for it to make a difference in size, so that it couldn’t be from her own wardrobe.

      Aimilia was gone and Marcella changed again. She let out a long sigh when she saw it was similar to the last one, exposing her arms, most of her shoulders, and a fair amount of her back where it was easiest to see the scars running along her vitae paths. She did, however, find Gavril’s cloak and was starting to put it on when his door opened and he stepped into her room.

      He said, “Are you ready?”

      “Almost,” she said as she finished clasping his cloak. Once it was secure and her scars hidden, she turned to him and nodded. He frowned at her arms hidden beneath the fabric.

      He stepped forward, reaching for her hands that were twisted into the fabric. He slowly uncurled her fingers and said, “It is up to you, but since you will need both your arms free… may I?”

      Marcella wasn’t sure what he was getting at, but it was Gavril so she nodded anyway. He then reached up and started fussing with the way the cloak was draped over her, unclasping it and rearranging it to his satisfaction before reclasping it. He shifted so he stood behind her in the mirror.

      Marcella gasped, but it wasn’t just because he loosely wrapped an arm around her waist as he did so. He’d arranged the cloak so it was still on her—the clasp and the pattern showing clearly who the original owner of the cloak was—but it hung off one shoulder, the clasp at her neck, letting the skin her peplos exposed be seen as well. She could feel the air on her back and she knew part of that was still visible as well. This arrangement meant she wore the cloak with her scars still mostly on display.

      With his other hand, Gavril’s finger brushed the scar on her neck before shifting down to trace the thin, raised lines on her shoulders. He whispered, “Make them face what they have done. To you. To countless others when you prove we are not different people at all. Show them the horror and the atrocity and pointlessness it all was.”

      Marcella took a long deep breath as Gavril’s fingers came to a stop, resting on the raised scar on the inside of her left wrist, cutting through the lines marking it. The lines glowed softly at his touch, his vitae beneath her skin rising to meet the familiar touch.

      “I will.”

      He pressed a kiss to the underside of her jaw where the line of one of the scars started and said, “Then let us go change the world, mea spes.”
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      Apparently the banquet had been organized because Nikias had intimated to his parents he had an announcement. Everyone assumed he was going to be announcing an engagement. At least that was the gossip Aimilia accosted Marcella and Gavril with the second they set foot in the courtyard, coming through the side like before to avoid notice.

      “I can’t imagine why. It’s not like Nikias has paid attention to any woman before Faustina or any woman since,” Aimilia said, linking her arm through Marcella’s free one and falling into step on her other side.

      Gavril snorted, “Believe me, our parents have been not so subtly nudging him in that direction for years and it only got worse when I came back with Marcella.”

      Aimilia laughed, and Marcella didn’t quite understand the joke. She knew shortly after she’d come back Gavril had broken off the understanding with Aimilia, but it hadn’t been immediate—not with the way Aimilia had thrown herself at him.

      “Even so, do they think he’s just going to walk up to some untaken Runai woman and present the names without so much as a hello?” Aimilia scoffed.

      “The names?” Marcella asked.

      Something nagged at her in the back of her mind.

      Gavril shot Aimilia a pointed look and she just gave him a wry grin before opening her mouth and speaking before he could. She said, “Presenting the names is how Runai men propose. That’s why Gavril and mine’s understanding was just that, an understanding. There was nothing official because he hadn’t presented the names. Ask Gavril about it. I’m surprised he hasn’t told you yet.”

      Oh. How strange. She hadn’t really thought about the Inimicus traditions when they proposed and got married. Presenting the names was like presenting a woman with engagement lilies.

      Huh… If the Inimicus didn’t care about Asentai, why did they get married at all? How did they get married if they didn’t have a priest or a temple sanctuary?

      “Aimilia, I swear—”

      “Point being, I don’t know why everyone is thinking engagement,” Aimilia continued, pulling Marcella out of her wondering about the Inimicus traditions. “Nikias is not interested in any woman alive. Not even for a pure political match just to have heirs.”

      “They probably think he is interested in someone but has been meeting with her secretly,” Gavril said. “You know people, they want a salacious story—” Marcella was very proud of herself for knowing and translating such a ridiculous word. “—you’re one of them.”

      Aimilia huffed. “I do when it’s not my name in the story!”

      Marcella laughed. That’s what this was about. Aimilia wasn’t upset about the rumors. She was upset she was in them.

      “People think you are Nikias’ secret love?” Marcella asked as the three of them came to a stop by one of the long tables covered in food. With Gavril on one side and Aimilia on the other, even with her exposed skin, no one could really see her.

      Aimilia’s pale skin went as red as her hair. “Apparently servants only seem to see me enter the library and then him later, they always mysteriously never see the two of you join us, so everyone thinks it’s just us in there.”

      Gavril snorted as he broke off a little bunch of grapes and held it out to Marcella so she could pick one off. As she did so and started chewing, he said, “Maybe it is justice for all the times you have been the one starting and spreading the rumors.”

      Aimilia narrowed her eyes. “The Feris brat in our class deserved it for saying the reason I was after you was because I knew I wouldn’t be able to beat out the rest of my house.”

      Now Marcella was confused again. “Beat your house?”

      “Your people, your clans, how do you pick your leaders?” Aimilia asked.

      “Pick?” What a concept. Marcella could not help her laugh bubbling through in her words. “We do not pick. Asentai picks when she blesses the main branch with their eldest. Asentai chose Hypatia.”

      “It’s like our royal line,” Gavril said, turning toward Aimilia. “Whoever has the closest claim by blood.”

      The red-haired girl’s expression showed she had gained no clarity from Gavril’s addition. “And what about equal claims?”

      Despite having been amongst them for so long now, things like this reminded her just how different they were in culture even if not in magic. She said, “Aimilia, there is no such thing as an equal claim.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes and huffed. “Well, for us there are. Closest blood relation matters less than if you’re a commander. Only commanders can lead houses. Right now, Mitis has five other commanders who could easily beat me when my grandfather dies, including Uncle Cyprian—uncle being not a blood term. We’re related but more distantly than him being my mother or father’s brother. I might be the current closest relation, but his claim is equal to mine.”

      That seemed… needlessly complicated.

      “It’s about ensuring our nobles have the strongest mages as their leaders.” Aimilia rolled her eyes and reached around Marcella to grab an apple. “Oh, never mind, I can see you don’t get it.”

      Marcella plucked another grape off the bunch Gavril was holding and then she spotted him. She nudged Aimilia in the side and gestured to where Nikias had just entered the courtyard, escorting his mother with his father.

      Anything to take her mind off the fact that everything was resting on her shoulders and in a few short minutes she would have to stand before the king, queen, and whole court and perform a feat that only a few days before had been impossible.

      Marcella grinned. “There he is, your library love.”

      Aimilia choked on the bite she was taking and started swatting at Marcella, who simply slipped into Gavril’s grip and he pulled her out of arm’s reach. Aimilia wheezed, “I liked you better when you didn’t speak our language.”

      Gavril snorted. “For the amount of grief you have given me, I’m glad someone is giving it back to you. But for the record, while we all know those are just rumors, you deserve better than Nikias, and you are more than capable of beating the other Mitis commanders and leading your house.”

      Aimilia caught her breath, her face starting to return to its normal color as she still coughed a few times and hit her chest. She said, “Thanks, Gavril.”

      Marcella nodded and said, “Yes, I can’t imagine a better opponent. I ate so much dirt that week.”

      Aimilia laughed. “You were holding back.”

      “Not as much as you might think.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes and took another bite before launching into more news and chatter she’d heard surrounding the mysterious event. Marcella stayed in Gavril’s grip, memorizing the way his arms felt around her.

      She tried not to worry, feel her heart crawling up her throat, or hear the thoughts spinning in her head.

      What if she failed? What if Gavril found out her orders? What if it didn’t matter?

      What if she woke up on the table tomorrow?

      The night went on and it seemed the whole courtyard started to buzz with anticipation. Marcella was beginning to wish she hadn’t eaten the few things she had as her stomach turned despite Gavril’s soft touch and quiet reassurances.

      Finally, Nikias moved in their direction, and Aimilia immediately pointed to the other side of the courtyard where no one was standing and said, “Oh, look, it’s my cousin, I really should go say hello.”

      Aimilia was not a subtle woman. Gavril rolled his eyes, but Aimilia was gone before either of them could tell her to stay. Marcella couldn’t blame her though. Being seen even just standing near Nikias would only make any rumors worse.

      Nikias came up to them, his expression cold and blank as he addressed Gavril, “Do you have the limiters?”

      They were going to make a big show of putting the limiters on Gavril so there would be no doubt about him casting an illusion of Marcella using Inimicus runes.

      Gavril’s eyes widened. “I thought you were supposed to have them.”

      Nikias frowned. “No. They go on your wrists. They were your responsibility.”

      If she didn’t know Gavril would rather rip his own tongue out than give Nikias a kind smile, she would have thought they had to be joking. Neither of them had them?

      Gavril made a noise in the back of his throat. “I don’t have any on me.”

      “Run down and get some quickly then. I can’t disappear. I’m supposed to make my announcement soon or our parents are going to be rather displeased,” Nikias said. “If I leave, it will cause a fuss.”

      Gavril nodded and started to move, pulling her with him. “Alright, Marcella and I will be right back.”

      Nikias let out a long sigh and held up his good arm, the other still in a sling. Without help from their heretics, an injury like that took a long time to heal. Still, he should be getting close to fully healed. “You can’t leave her alone with me for five minutes? You really hate me that much after I’ve been helping you? After I’ve put my magic on the line in a promise I would do nothing to her?”

      “Yes, I really do hate you that much. Marcella—”

      Marcella pulled her hand out of his grip and pushed at his shoulder. “Go. It will be five minutes. I promise I will not kill him while you are gone.”

      Gavril’s annoyance faded and he smiled at her. He pressed a kiss to her cheek and said, “Fine. As you command. I will be right back.”

      Marcella watched Gavril hurry through the crowd and back into the palace, and once he was out of sight, Nikias said, “I do not know how, but he adores you.”

      Marcella had been hoping and expecting she and Nikias would just stand there in an awkward silence and pretend the other wasn’t there until Gavril came back. Or Aimilia would rescue her, but there was little chance of that because of the rumors.

      “I do not know how either,” Marcella settled on saying.

      “Funny you say that.” At first his voice was calm, casual, but then… “The Desero demon seems to know.”
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      Marcella went completely frozen as a chill went down her spine. But Nikias wasn’t still. His arm slipped out of the sling—completely fine. He took Marcella by the arm—not hurting her and violating his promise, but enough to start pulling her away from the crowd, and she was too stunned to put up a fight.

      How long had it been fine?

      Why was he talking about Hypatia?

      He pulled her into the peristyle and down the hall to another courtyard—the garden they’d disappeared into last time. Only this time there were silver-backed ravens trapped within invisible walls made of runes on the ground. They were cawing and flapping their wings. Nikias let go of Marcella as she stumbled to a stop and he blocked the way back with himself. He had a sneer on his face as he barked, “All these are from that demon, Hypatia.”

      “I—I—” Marcella stuttered. Her mind not quite figuring out what she meant to say and even if it did, failing to find the words in the Inimicus tongue to say it.

      “Don’t bother,” Nikias spat, taking a step toward her. “It’s clear what you’ve been up to. These ravens tell me everything I need to know about you.”

      The raven that was supposed to carry her message to Hypatia was trapped. Her rune still glowing on its back.

      Hypatia’s army was still moving toward them.

      She took a step back even though she knew he was bound not to hurt her. Unless that was fake like his broken arm had been. “I wasn’t—That wasn’t—I want peace.”

      How long had it been healed and he’d been pretending it wasn’t?

      How long had he been onto her?

      “By any means necessary, and if you get to destroy my little brother by giving him hope before you rip it away, all the better right?” Nikias narrowed his eyes. “That’s what you promised, isn’t it?”

      “No—I mean, yes, I did but—” Marcella stuttered, stumbling back away from him.

      “But nothing. I knew it. I knew it the second I laid eyes on your horrid curls that even though you weren’t Hypatia, you are just as much a monster as she is. I knew I was right not to trust you when you suddenly changed your tune and went from hating my brother—my brother who did nothing but worship at your feet—to begging for him to come save you. Then suddenly you were all over him. And why? It certainly wasn’t because you’d changed. Because you’re just a soldier and that demon gave you orders to bring her a prince.” Nikias gestured to her left wrist before lifting his own, the sleeve untied enough that she could see clearly the scar she’d glimpsed before. “And look just how easy that was going to be for you?”

      The lines and runes were identical. But Nikias’ was a scar. Like the lines had been torn right off his skin. A broken promise? To who?

      But if it was like hers…

      He spat, “You hand him over to that demon and she gets rid of your problem for you.”

      “What are you talking about? This?” Marcella lifted her wrist and held it to her chest. “I do not—I don’t understand.”

      The names. Gavril had told her once as she’d been falling asleep, she barely remembered it. It was her name on his wrist. So when he’d given them to her…

      There was only one person whom she knew Nikias had made a promise to. A vow to.

      Nikias rolled his eyes. “Don’t act stupid. My brother might have made the biggest mistake of his life making you—uxorem, but I’m not going to let you slip away again and continue lying to him. Oh, I’m certain the demon is laughing it up now, not only did she rip mea uxorem away from me, but no matter how this ends she also gets to rip Gavril’s away from him.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” But she might. She had an idea. “What is uxorem? I’m not—I didn’t mean—”

      The only thing she knew Hypatia had taken from Nikias was Faustina. His wife. She looked down at the rune on her wrist. What Aimilia had said earlier… presenting the names. His cloak hung heavy around her neck. The clasp bore the same rune that was on her wrist. The ritual that had given her the lines on her skin… had that been an Inimicus wedding?

      Was she married to Gavril?

      Had she been married this whole time?

      “No. No more. That demon you look like takes no more from me. Especially not my brother.”

      Nikias kept coming toward her, and it wasn’t until the back of her legs hit the fountain that she realized how far back she’d moved.

      “I’m not—” Marcella tried again, but her mind couldn’t make the connection. Nikias was too close.

      All she could feel were the leather straps sinking in and the wood creeping up on her skin. And the knife.

      Her heart had stopped.

      “Get away from me! Stay back!”

      But he didn’t.

      They were going to put her back on the table. She could feel it, and all her reason left her. She acted on instinct alone. On the burning, screaming in her that said never again.

      He’d killed her.

      Never again.

      Nikias hit the ground, screaming as he grabbed at his chest. Where her ball of pure vitae had struck him and sent him flying back and burning through the fabric.

      The one she cast with two hands.

      “Marcella!”

      She looked up from her rune to see Gavril running toward her.

      Her husband.

      His parents right behind him.

      That wasn’t how this was supposed to go. The king was barking something behind him, orders of some sort, but she was too focused on Gavril.

      She started to run toward him, but right as she passed Nikias she was jerked back. Nikias had scrambled to his knees and a limiter was clasped around her right wrist.

      She gasped as the muffled feeling crashed onto her while Nikias got the second limiter onto her left wrist, covering up some of the lines—lines that meant she was married.

      Nikias fell back to the ground, wincing and hissing at the burn on his chest. Marcella stumbled, and Gavril was almost to her, but then he was out of reach again. Inimicus guards were surrounding her, grabbing her by her arms. Two were holding Gavril back as he fought against them the whole time he was dragged to the side. More of them started helping Nikias up.

      There was a flurry of yelling and orders being thrown that she couldn’t translate because she was too busy looking at Gavril. At the band on his wrist and the lines traveling up it.

      Her husband.

      Her husband.

      The ravens trapped in the runes cawed, their backs revealing her lies like his wrist revealed his.

      He’d lied. He’d been lying this whole time.

      So had she.

      And now it was all finally out there.

      Marcella was going to be very blessed if she simply woke up dead.

      But with Hypatia’s army on the way… wouldn’t they all?
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      Marcella wondered if they had kept her old cell exactly as she’d last seen it out of the expectation it would be hers again or just laziness.

      Still the cell door slammed behind her and the Inimicus guards were gone shortly after it, muttering about the she-wolf.

      Marcella stayed on her knees where she’d been thrown. Her limbs might as well have been made of marble. Even if she had somewhere to go, she didn’t think she’d be capable of it.

      All she could do was sit there, leaning on her hands and staring at her wrist.

      But she wasn’t looking at the vitae-limiting cuffs. She was looking at the lines disappearing beneath them and the rune etched into the metal tied to her skin.

      Her wedding bracelet. The lines scorched into her skin that marked her as someone else’s. It felt obvious now, looking back. All the little things that she’d written off.

      Or even the big things she hadn’t understood. Maybe because she didn’t want to.

      The ritual on the road. Well, it had been a ritual. A marriage ritual.

      How after he’d crossed that barrier and slept in her tent. He hadn’t laid a harmful hand on her, but it satisfied all appearances, especially if he’d done it to protect her.

      The way he’d presented her that first day, his cloak around her shoulders, to his family. How he’d held her so tenderly after the table the first time. Repeating the ritual as a tradition before he’d left. It wasn’t just for anyone. It was a tradition for a husband and wife. The same with his cloak. All gestures saved for the closest, most intimate of relationships.

      Why she’d been put in the room connected to his. It wasn’t because he’d had her marked as his she-wolf. That was the room for his wife.

      Why he’d never once hesitated to spend the night in her room with her after her nightmares. Of course there was no appearance of impropriety or dishonor in his mind and it had nothing to do with the innocence of the gestures. He was expected to be in her room or her in his.

      And it did nothing to change the way his people viewed her. They could know she was his wife and still call her a she-wolf.

      This was why her people wouldn’t even consider letting her teach the young mages in her clan as opposed to being a soldier. She was too stupid to even realize she was married when it was staring her right in the face. Of course she shouldn’t be trusted with instructing anyone. She couldn’t even figure out something so obvious on her own.

      She cursed herself. If she hadn’t been so focused on herself and on her own stupid schemes, maybe she would have realized it sooner. If she’d just asked the right questions, pushed Gavril just a little harder every time he fell silent—

      But what would it have changed?

      Her mind was still spinning with the realization and her anger with herself for being so ignorant when light runes appeared along with the footsteps of the guards.

      Marcella lifted her chin and held her head high as they hauled her off the ground. She did not dare hope. Her faith was left shredded in tatters behind her for all the good it had done her lately.

      She didn’t even let herself pick up a speck of hope when the guards turned left and not right. The tables weren’t in the palace anymore, so if that was her fate the direction didn’t matter.

      The two guards muttered to each other; likely unaware she was able to sufficiently understand them now.

      “Do you think…” the one on her left said, trailing off but deliberately eyeing her wrists bound behind her back.

      “Do I think this filthy she-wolf with blood thicker and dirtier than mud was able to cast a pure two-handed rune?” The one on her right scoffed. “No. I’m not an idiot.”

      “A Runai from my class at the academy was there at the banquet and he swears on his vitae he saw her do it,” the one on her left said.

      “He saw an illusion. She’s Prince Gavril’s pet. He’s the best illusionist to walk the academy halls since their doors opened. And anyone with eyes has seen how desperate he’s been to keep his stray around.”

      “But if she did—”

      “She didn’t. She can’t. It’s impossible. She’s a Sordes. Our pure runes are beyond her weak, infected vitae. She’s not even the best of her own inferior people if they sent her to die in the demon’s place.”

      “Still… if any Sordes did—If a Sordes could cast one of our runes—”

      “Be quiet before anyone else hears your nonsense, we’re almost there.”

      Word was spreading… and it seemed some of the Inimicus might believe she’d done it. But did it matter when most of them believed it had all been an illusion?

      No. Not to her at least. The only thing that mattered to her now was if Gavril believed she had been an illusion this whole time.

      Although why she cared when he’d been lying to her for just as long was currently beyond her.

      She recognized the throne room doors the second she saw them. The guards were doing their best to try to drag her along, but she went willingly with her head held high. There were guards already manning the doors, and they opened them as she was walked toward them. As she was forced inside, she could see a sea of commander cloaks as well as other Runai armor and finery of the nobles who weren’t commanders.

      She didn’t care the second she spotted golden blond hair and green eyes that would haunt her for the rest of her life. No matter how short that might be.

      Gavril was one of the few not in a commander’s cloak. His was still on her shoulders. Her scars were still on display. She could feel everyone looking at her as the guards shoved her forward. Everyone’s but him.

      His arms were crossed and he was staring down at the floor, Aimilia stood beside him, her arm wrapped around him and on his shoulder. Her fingers were clenched so tightly her knuckles were stark white.

      Marcella understood. Aimilia was his oldest friend. She’d loved him. Of course he would rely on her. But that didn’t make her stomach stop turning at the sight.

      Was he so furious with her he couldn’t even stand to look at her? Was he finally realizing just how incompatible their people were despite the new revelation they weren’t really different people at all? That he’d been falling in love with an illusion when he’d had his best friend right there all along?

      Or was it shame? Was he afraid if she could see him she’d see through his illusion? That she’d see the damage his parents had done to him for her duplicity? That she’d see the damage she’d caused?

      Or maybe he was too cowardly to face her now that his lies had been revealed as well. That he’d been lying when he said he would let her go if she wanted once they had peace. They were married; that was until death. He’d never intended to let her go.

      But before she could do more than just look him over, Nikias blocked her sight, sneering down at her. “I knew the second I saw you, that you were filth not fit to breathe in my brother’s presence.”

      Marcella looked Nikias over.

      The lines marking his vow to Gavril not to harm her were still there. So… What did that mean? And even if they weren’t… what could he do? Kill her?

      Again?

      She lifted her chin. She was not afraid of him.

      He’d already done his worst to her.

      “No way to speak. You live only because I commanded it.”

      Nikias’ eyes flashed, but his hands stayed at his sides. His lip curled up further. “Only because the demon you were made in the image of ordered you to take me hostage. I owe you nothing. Not when all you have done is lie and manipulate a man who has only ever protected you and loved you.”

      “If I am liar, what does that make you?” Marcella tilted her head. “Delight in this. Yet, you hope he will not forgive me but still forgive you? This will not make you brothers again. We will both be hated. Miserable company we will be.”

      But Nikias was unmoved. “I will take his hatred for his protection from you. Neither of us deserve what little we have gotten from him.”

      Nikias looked back over at Gavril and Aimilia. Gavril was still staring at the ground, but Aimilia now had not just her one arm wrapped around his shoulders but her other reached over in front of her to hold him by his other shoulder. Even though he was perfectly still, she still held him like she was keeping him in place. Her eyes, however, were locked on Nikias and Marcella.

      He whispered, “If I will suffer this, so will you. And you can pretend to blame me, but we both know you only have yourself to blame.”

      “Say same for you.”

      Nikias looked back at Marcella and his lips shifted into a sardonic smile. “To be so like you is a great shame to me, but a great compliment to you. I do not like our similarities, Sordes girl. At least you won’t have to live with it for long.”

      What did that mean?

      She expected the tables, especially if there were Inimicus who believed she had accomplished the impossible. Or if Gavril revealed he believed she’d died for several minutes. She would be the greatest rat they’d ever flayed open. He had no reason anymore to protect her from that fate.

      But was she getting execution instead?

      On whose orders? Not Nikias; he could not do anything to harm her.

      Gavril? The king? Surely not.

      Maybe the Inimicus did know mercy.

      But why did Nikias speak like he would die too?

      Did they know of Hypatia’s army? If they did… death was all but a promise for most of them. Particularly the royals.

      But still… not a guarantee. Not like the way Nikias had spoken about it like it was.

      She did not figure it out before she was being pushed forward again by her guards. They were not bound by a promise not to harm her.

      Nikias stepped to the side as the guards forced her to her knees, but she kept her head raised high. The king rose from his throne and stepped down to narrow his eyes. He spoke slowly, overenunciating the sharp pointed syllables like she was an idiot. Or a child.

      “They tell me you understand our tongue now.”

      “Enough,” she spat out in her guttural, thick accent.

      “You will speak if you want my mercy. You are charged with treason against the Runai crown, feeding information to our enemies, Chiefess Hypatia and her coalition of clans, and conspiring with them to abduct Prince Nikias so he could be used against us as a bargaining chip. Do you deny it?”

      Her heart twisted. Hypatia didn’t even name which prince. And even though she was married to Gavril and spent the most time with him, everyone’s first thought was that she had been after Nikias. Unfortunately… the second she’d realized how much Gavril was worth to them, they were right.

      “I deny only that I could commit treason against my enemies.” Marcella tried not to see Gavril out of the corner of her eyes. “You are not my king. Nikias is not my prince.”

      The king raised an eyebrow. He then looked over to Gavril, who still had not looked up. When he pulled his gaze back to Marcella he said, “Despite your Sordes blood and corrupt vitae, in the eyes of our laws, you are Runai. That band on your wrist and those lines on your skin marks you as Runai. Marrying my son made you my subject.”

      “Only when convenient to you.” Marcella’s lip curled up. “Not under your law when I am worthless. Under your law when I have use.”

      “If you want to stay off the table, you will tell us everything you know about Hypatia, her army, and her strategies.”

      So they did know about the army.

      Marcella shook her head. “If I knew, I would not tell you. I will speak only to my—” She did not know the word for husband in their language. “Gavril.”

      The crack echoed in the silence.

      Marcella barely twisted so her shoulder broke her fall into the marble as sharp stinging pain flooded her cheek. The king drew back from where he’d backhanded her, but the silence didn’t last long. A scuffle sounded nearby, as well as someone trying to speak under their breath.

      Marcella looked up past her curls to see Gavril was being held back by Aimilia and Nikias. Everyone was watching him as he kept trying to push past them, but the two of them were enough to overpower him and keep him in place. His mouth was open, but no sound was coming out.

      His lips, however, were forming her name.

      He had been silenced, but the runes seemed to be hidden under an illusion.

      When she lifted her head, he stilled. Aimilia was whispering something in his ear. All she could see were his eyes burning and locked onto her for the first time since she entered the room.

      He was furious. She knew him well enough for that. Presuming she had ever known anything about him at all. But still she believed she did.

      But what was he furious at? His father hitting her? Her blatant disrespect after her lies? Both?

      The king shot Gavril, Aimilia, and Nikias a severe look. When he was satisfied with Gavril’s lack of movement, or at least Nikias’ control over Gavril, he turned back to Marcella. He eyed her. “Does the Chiefess know of our preparations?”

      “Speak only to Gavril. Only one I owe explanation to.”

      He also owed her an explanation. She was not dying before she got it.

      “At best, you are a traitor. At worst, you are a waste of air.” The king waved his hand at her dismissively. The guards grabbed her and hauled her back as the king turned back to Gavril and gestured him forward. “Come here, boy.”

      Aimilia jerked back, pulling Gavril with her, but Nikias let go of Gavril, quickly darting around him. He grabbed Aimilia and pulled her away from Gavril, freeing him.

      Gavril slowly moved forward, not looking at Marcella as he did so. She held her breath, but he didn’t rush toward her. He didn’t try to speak. He just obeyed.

      He knelt in front of his father, lowering his head.

      The king’s fingers moved through the air, forming a rune, and Marcella’s breath caught in her throat. What was happening? What was he doing? The rune was too complicated for Marcella’s limited understanding.

      Gavril held his right arm out. The illusion on it fell away, revealing the lines he’d shown her before. The promise binding him and his father. The promise that meant he would get information out of her in order to keep her alive and off the table.

      So…

      This was it.

      She was going to go on the table or die.

      Gavril’s own fingers moved, a similar rune lighting up. The illusion on the king’s arm faded, revealing the lines on it.

      When the runes were finished, the lines vanished on both their arms.

      Gavril’s magic was no longer in danger of being sealed.

      And she was a condemned traitor.

      “You are released from your promise, and I am released from mine. There is no time left to fight each other. In four days, we will march. And we will eliminate the Sordes and their corruption and the danger they pose to us for good.”

      Gavril was still kneeling on the marble.

      The commanders and the other Runai all broke out into a clamor. Marcella pushed forward against her guards and hoped Gavril might hear her. “Gavril? I can explain. Please, I want to explain! I want you to explain. If I am to die, give me that. You owe me an explanation for your lies as well.”

      But he did not move. He did not even look at her.

      “Take the Sordes back to her cell.”

      As the guards started to haul her away, she cried out louder in her language, “Gavril! Have faith in me. Mea spes. My hope. Please, at least give me the truth. You owe me that! If I am to die, let me die knowing why you lied!”

      But whatever was going through his head couldn’t come out and he didn’t even make any attempt as he remained kneeling on the floor while her guards dragged her away for the last time.

      Aimilia rushed forward, leaving Nikias to quickly kneel beside Gavril, grabbing him by his shoulder. She looked past Gavril toward Marcella. She called out in Marcella’s language, “Steady! Will right! Will right!”

      Marcella did not know if she could let herself believe that. Or in anything anymore.
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      Everything since the banquet had been a blur to Gavril.

      He remembered after Marcella had been hauled away, Nikias pulling him away from their parents and trying to explain. Marcella had only been cooperating because she’d been given orders to win their trust. She’d just been biding her time until she could take Nikias as a hostage and leave Gavril behind. It explained everything. Why she’d so suddenly warmed up to Gavril after cursing him. Why she’d begged him to spare Nikias.

      No.

      She loved him. That was the only explanation. This had to be some misunderstanding.

      Then Nikias had shown Gavril the ravens and their messages. He could no longer deny the truth that was in front of him.

      Gavril remembered how jumpy Marcella had been, particularly when she’d seen the raven in her room. A bad omen?

      He’d believed her. Like a fool he’d believed her just because she’d said it. Because he wanted to.

      Now he knelt on the marble floor, unable to speak a word due to the runes Nikias had put on him right before this—in the hopes his forced silence would spare him their parents’ wrath later. He could hear Marcella being dragged away from him and Aimilia calling out in her language after her, but it was still so distant and far away.

      He knew if he listened to a word from her mouth, he would buy it. He would fold like silk.

      It wouldn’t even matter if it was true or not. If she was just trying to play him again like she’d been playing him this whole time, he would eagerly play the fool. He couldn’t help it.

      So unless he could be certain he could steel himself against falling for it again, he couldn’t listen.

      Aimilia was whispering something to him, but he couldn’t hear her. The other commanders and the rest of the court were too loud as they voiced their support for their forces to go meet the Sordes army.

      But then hands were on him, larger than Aimilia’s who had already been touching him. He was being hauled up to his feet and he briefly registered Nikias’ voice. “—out of here. Out of sight is out of mind for our parents. They’ll be too focused on the army to do any damage to him.”

      Honestly, Gavril didn’t care anymore. What was the point of trying to avoid every black eye or split lip when they were going to be swimming in blood soon enough? When Marcella’s was going to be the first spilled?

      Gavril stumbled to his feet, leaning against Aimilia and Nikias as they ushered him to a side door, weaving through the crowd of commanders. Aimilia hissed under her breath, “So focused on an army we wouldn’t need if you hadn’t ruined everything!”

      Nikias glared at her, abandoning Gavril’s left side to open the door so Aimilia could usher him through it. “I did nothing but expose the truth. If you want to blame anyone, blame the Sordes girl and the demon she resembles for doing this to Gavril and all of us.”

      “You ruined our one chance to prove Gavril’s theory, all for the sake of your own pride. You have condemned thousands of our people to die in this pointless battle. I hope it’s worth it,” Aimilia spat as they made it out into the hallway. “I hope you can sleep at night with all this blood on your hands.”

      “You think that girl—who has been using and lying to Gavril for months—had any intentions of peace? At least of our peace? You saw her in there. She did not deny it. She can’t. You saw those messages on those ravens yourself. That girl used Gavril so she could kidnap me and subject me to the demon who killed Faustina and laughed. That demon is not capable of peace. It was always a foolish hope. I’m just grateful I was able to catch her and expose her before she could damage Gavril further.”

      Gavril opened his mouth but nothing came out other than a short, rasping noise. Nikias lifted his hands, and his fingers flew, banishing the hidden runes on his neck.

      “What is Father going to do now that there is no promise binding him?” Gavril couldn’t help himself.

      He still loved her. As furious as he was, as much as it hurt, knowing she’d been lying about it all, he loved her. He couldn’t let them hurt her. He couldn’t let them kill her.

      Nikias let out a long sigh and pinched his brow. “Gavril, she is a traitor. While he hasn’t said it explicitly, there isn’t really much else to do with them.”

      Aimilia let go of Gavril, and then he blinked as she shoved Nikias back. “You wretched, miserable man! You’d have us all as lonely and devastated as you. You’d rather we all choke on blood and bury our loves than even entertain the idea of peace.”

      Nikias narrowed his eyes and caught Aimilia’s wrist as she moved to shove him again. “Everything I have done as of late has been to protect Gavril from the agony I’ve known.”

      “The agony of losing the wife you loved. From where I’m standing, all you’ve done is condemn him to it. But now I wonder…” Aimilia ripped her wrist out of his grip. “If this is what you’ve always been, I wonder how you ever managed to love Faustina at all. Or how she ever loved you in return.”

      Nikias’ eyes darkened as he stepped closer to Aimilia, towering over her, but all she did was tilt her head up, refusing to back down. His eyes traveled across her face, and he opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the door behind them was opening and a commander was saying, “Prince Nikias, your father needs you to discuss the assignments.”

      Nikias’ jaw clenched as he stepped back and moved around Aimilia without a word.

      The door shut, and Aimilia crossed her arms, glaring at it.

      Gavril swallowed. Even though he now had his voice back, he didn’t know what to do with it.

      “That man—” Aimilia shook her head and turned away from the door. She took a deep breath and looked at Gavril. “Alright. What’s the plan?”

      Gavril sputtered, “What? What plan?”

      “To save Marcella and fix this.” Aimilia raised an eyebrow and her voice hardened. “Tell me you have a plan.”

      When his only response was to stare back at her silence, she went perfectly still.

      “Don’t tell me Nikias has gotten in your head.” She said it like a threat. “Even if you believe there is no possible explanation—an explanation she desperately wants to give you—you know you will not be able to live with yourself if she’s harmed.”

      Gavril knew that. Of course he wasn’t going to let anything happen to her, but…

      “How? Aimilia, this war is reaching a scale we have never seen before. The army marches in less than a week. What can I do? Just run off with her like I tried to before?” He couldn’t help his breathy scoff. “It should have been obvious. She didn’t tell me to stay because she cared about me. She told me to stay because she needed access to Nikias. Because she would rather stay at risk of the table or death to fulfill those orders from Hypatia than run away and have a life with me. How much clearer of a sign that she doesn’t love me can that be? That even if I managed to run off with her, she still doesn’t want me.”

      Aimilia threw her hands up. “You idiot! That girl loves you. Anyone with eyes could see it if they were paying attention in there—you weren’t though. You are so—She said to you to have faith in her. Go and get that explanation—not to mention she’s right, you owe her one for the fact that she only just now found out she’s been married for the better part of a year. Maybe once you have it, you’ll see she will be happy to run away with you and let the rest of us slaughter each other.”

      Gavril couldn’t let himself believe Aimilia. He couldn’t get his hopes up again. For so long he had longed for, hoped for, been praying to a goddess he’d never prayed to before her, that she might love him. And he’d thought he had it.

      This was worse than when she’d hated him. Because now he had the memories of the time when she pretended to love him back. The memory of her kissing him the night before the banquet, whispering words he feared he would never hear. It was going to follow him the rest of his life. He’d had everything he’d wanted but it had all been an illusion.

      “That’s—Even if you were right, and you’re not, I can’t leave you and our people or hers to slaughter each other. I can’t just run away anymore. Besides, they’re not going to let me anywhere near her. And the second I try, Nikias—”

      Aimilia shook her head. “I will distract Nikias. You’re the best illusionist this land has seen. You can get past a few guards to see your wife.”

      Have faith.

      Marcella had once said belief was the hardest thing she did every day. To persist in it even when the answers were not what she wanted… He hadn’t fully understood then, but he was starting to.

      His soldier had commanded him to have faith…
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      Back in a cell was better than on a table. At least in Marcella’s opinion.

      The second the door shut, she waited. Would Gavril come?

      Did he even want to bother listening to her attempt to explain? Was he even going to try to explain himself to her?

      The hours ticked by. No one returned with anything to eat or drink. It would be a waste if they were going to kill her soon. Still…

      She waited. No Gavril.

      He wasn’t coming… was he? Why would he? How could he trust any word out of her mouth wouldn’t be as fake as all the rest?

      She’d spent so long accusing him of lying and being an illusion, and yet she’d justified the one she’d made of herself again and again. So often she’d never given him the chance to explain. She’d never given him the benefit of doubt. Why should she expect he’d give her hers?

      Why should she expect he would deign to explain himself to someone he’d never really known at all? Despite the fact that he’d married her and hidden it for months.

      Finally, she started boiling.

      She slammed her left palm into the stone and screamed.

      All this time. All this time.

      Lying. Hiding. Making a fool of her.

      She’d asked. So many times. She’d asked what the bond between them was. Every time he’d had the chance for him to just admit to what he’d done. Every time he’d failed.

      He’d married her to study her.

      The notebooks had never left her mind. The exposed, dirty feeling she’d felt after the table and upon seeing those notebooks returned. She was going to be sick.

      She was in the corner where she had been sick last, when Gavril had been gone and her wrist was broken and she was clinging to his cloak.

      The way she was still clinging to it now even though she was horrified and humiliated and hated him more than she’d ever hated him.

      Because really… she still loved him.

      Her anger left her when the bile in her throat did. She stumbled back over to her cot and sat on it, pulling Gavril’s cloak tightly around her.

      She wasn’t any better. She’d had countless times to tell him the truth about the messages from Hypatia, about the fact that she was ordered to take him hostage, about how she’d drawn him in with false trust and fluttering lashes until she no longer remembered when it was no longer false.

      And it didn’t matter.

      Because even if Nikias didn’t get his way, Hypatia’s army was still coming, the Inimicus would meet her, and the peace where she got to keep Gavril was never going to be.

      And now she cried.

      She was so sick of crying, but this time she embraced it wholeheartedly. She was going to cry until she returned to Asentai’s embrace and had the chance to ask the goddess why. Why this? Why had this been the path of her life?

      Why had she been brought back just for it to end like this?

      What had it all been for?

      Her survival for so long, the agony she’d been through on that table, all the work she, Gavril, and Aimilia had put in to prove all this bloodshed was pointless… what was it for?

      Marcella cried until she knew nothing else, crashing into unconsciousness.

      She woke up slowly, painfully, the first time she’d woken up in a long time cold and alone. Well, actually, not alone.

      She turned her head to see a shock of gold hair and familiar green eyes on the other side of the bars. Gavril sat in front her cell, his left wrist in his lap as he watched her rise. His expression was cold and blank and unreadable.

      The illusionist in him, she imagined.

      Whatever he was thinking and feeling, he hid it well.

      If he was furious with her… she didn’t know. She was still a little furious with him. But mostly she missed him.

      Although, if she was weighing what they’d done, she had to admit, she found more fault in her deception than his.

      “Gavril,” she whispered.

      His fingers twitched, but his expression gave nothing away.

      “Marcella.”

      At least he still said her name the same, even if he didn’t linger on it like she adored.

      “What… What are you doing here?” she asked in her language. She pushed herself up, getting to her feet and managing a few steps before she was sinking to the floor on the other side of the bars from him. Just out of arm’s reach.

      “I… I don’t know,” Gavril whispered. “I guess… Asentai help me, if you have an explanation, I will hear it.”

      That was more than she could ask for.

      “I… What did Nikias say?”

      “I don’t care about what Nikias said. I care about what you do.” Gavril leaned forward, the marble cracking just enough for her to see into it. “Tell me your story.”

      This was the only chance she was going to get. So she had to make it count.

      “It was clear early on as a child the only noteworthy thing about me is how much I look like Hypatia. But looking like someone strong, skilled, and special doesn’t make you any of those things.”

      He didn’t interrupt her as she went through the highlights of her past, things she’d already shared with him in the quiet following their nightmares, but she needed to share them again to make sure he understood why. Why she had ended up in that chariot as a sacrifice, how it had all led her to where she was right then, sitting in the cell in front of him.

      When they got to the ambush and the capture, she needed him to understand how she knew no one was coming for her so being Hypatia was the only thing keeping her alive until she could escape. How she didn’t understand anything going on around her, but she didn’t trust him. How terrified she was they were going to kill her or put her on one of their tables when he’d revealed he knew she wasn’t Hypatia. How there had been a wonderful minute where she had believed he’d actually let her go, but then been captured again and he was an Inimicus illusionist and she was the fool.

      And after that first time on the table… how could living be worth it if she lived under that threat?

      She could see the marble in his face crack further. How much that failure to keep her off it agonized him.

      She stuttered and slowed, biting her lip and looking away for a moment as it all came rushing back. How desperate she’d been for the mercy of death, how hopeless and dark it all was. How all she’d wanted was for someone to feel as much agony as she did, wretched creature she was.

      Eventually, she got to the first raven.

      “The first raven flew into this cell… I lied before. Black ravens are a bad omen. Silver-backed ravens were Asentai’s messengers and now the temple’s and ours. It flew into this cell with a message from Hypatia. It gave me hope. Hope that maybe I could be a fraction of what Hypatia is. That I could escape and be safe from ending back up on that table again.”

      “And… that was…” Gavril whispered.

      “That was why I started responding to you. I needed to win your trust so I could take you hostage and escape with the relic, the Heart of Asentai, or kill you.”

      And the second she owned up to that terrible truth she almost heard the crack and felt the fracture in him. His façade fell and all that was left was for her to see something in him break at the discovery that his efforts to give her a reason to live hadn’t worked. The truth was that it had been Hypatia all along.

      Marcella could have lied and told him the messages came later, but she would not.

      She wanted peace. She wanted truth.

      If that meant ending up on the table or dying, then she would bear it.

      She told him how she felt she made little progress with him. Balancing what she thought he expected, the girl who cursed him between someone he trusted enough to take the limiters off.

      “In the end, none of it had mattered. I set aside those orders from Hypatia the last time you were in this cell with me. Before you left. The lying was tearing me up, and I was not going to sully such a sacred moment with my deception. Gavril… everything that night was real. And every moment ever since between us.”

      But if Gavril believed her, it didn’t show.

      But she pressed on anyway.

      She told him she wasn’t thinking about Hypatia’s orders when she woke up on that table again. She wasn’t thinking about Hypatia’s orders when she cried for him to come save her. When her heart stopped, her orders were the last thing on her mind. It was just him. She wasn’t thinking about Hypatia’s orders when she’d collapsed in his arms, declaring she was safe now that he was with her.

      All of it was real.

      Of course, her orders didn’t stay gone, but she was lost on what to do.

      She told him how she decided not to go after him. Hypatia wanted a prince, but she never said Gavril, so she set her sights on Nikias. It had made her sick because she knew that he would feel so betrayed, but she was so terrified of being trapped in Areator that she could not see any other way out. But when she realized what he was after… True peace. Lasting peace, she’d lowered her hands.

      “I stopped putting my faith in those orders and put my faith in you. I wanted your peace. Peace where I could keep you.” Marcella shook her head. “Those ravens… Hypatia sent so many to hound me about why I wasn’t meeting her demands and bringing her the hostage she wanted and the relic back. I replied to hopefully prepare her for your peace without setting her off. I can’t make you believe me after I have so thoroughly abused the faith you have put in me. I am sorry. I am so sorry. I tried to warn you not to. Human hands always fail. So believe me or not, but that is the truth.”

      Throughout it all, she couldn’t tell if he believed her or not. All she saw was the damage she had done to him.

      But he hadn’t left. So… as much as faith and hope had beaten her down, she could not relinquish them quite yet.

      Gavril took a long breath and frowned. “There’s still something I don’t understand… Hypatia wanted a hostage, a prince. I almost walked out of Areator with you on my shoulder. I would have if you hadn’t stopped me. I would have walked right into your people’s lands, hands up, ready to be their hostage to keep you safe and away from those tables again. Why didn’t you take it?”

      No. Marcella shook her head. Her voice broke, “Gavril…”

      She’d already devastated him. Her curses had all come true. Why would he force her to continue shredding what little was left?

      “Tell me, Marcella.”

      She knew a command when she heard one. She obeyed.

      “The truth?” Marcella took a deep breath. “It pains me to my core, but Gavril… would your parents negotiate peace if you were Hypatia’s hostage?”

      Gavril’s jaw clenched. “No.”

      With the limiters on, she couldn’t sense his vitae. She couldn’t tell if he had any illusions on him, hiding injuries from her.

      She nodded. “And when Hypatia discovered no one was going to come for you… what did I think would happen to me when I thought you discovered no one was going to come for me?”

      Gavril swallowed and his voice was barely a breath. “Hypatia would have killed me.”

      Marcella lowered her gaze to her lap, eyes resting on his name etched onto the metal of her band. She whispered, “Then you see.”

      “No. I don’t.” The force of his voice ripped her gaze back up to look at him. He’d shifted closer, grabbing one of the bars. His knuckles were stark white as he commanded her again. “You chose my life over your safety. Why?”

      And the fact he was asking was enough for the littlest spark of hope. Because why would he ask if he was set on not believing her?

      “I did not see it at the time. I do now. I was afraid to see it, so I stayed blind.” Marcella shifted closer to the bars, grabbing the same one he had. Her left hand placed over his. “I love you, Gavril. I cannot blame you if you cannot believe a word that falls from my false lips, but that is true. I love you.”

      His grip on the bar beneath her hand tensed as his eyes burned into hers. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this sooner? When the ravens started coming, why didn’t you come clean?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me we were married?”

      Gavril swallowed thickly. “I would have thought that was obvious. Because I am a weak, pathetic man who is ruled by my fears. I thought that was why you hated me so fiercely, because I made you marry me since I saw no other way to protect you. Of course, it failed ultimately. It wasn’t until after I got you off the table the first time that I realized you had no idea we were married. And that your hatred of me ran deeper than that.”

      Marcella wanted to ask more. She wanted to reach forward past the bars and ask him if he could still love her now that he knew the truth.

      He started to reach for something in his pocket when the sound of footsteps had them both stilling. More than one set. Gavril scrambled to his feet right as Nikias turned the corner, hauling Aimilia by the arm. She had clearly been caught by the dark look in Nikias’ eyes and the resigned one in Aimilia’s.

      When she looked at Gavril she gave him a disappointed, sheepish grin and spoke first in their language, “Sorry, I couldn’t give you longer. He figured out I was stalling. I think it was the talking to him politely and pretending to be able to stand the sight of him at all that tipped him off.”

      “You are not a subtle woman,” Nikias snapped before turning to Gavril and saying, “Gavril, our parents—”

      Gavril’s marble was mended and Marcella could not read him anymore as he said, “It’s alright, Aimilia. I got what I needed. Nikias, I’m coming.”

      What had he needed? Her to admit that Nikias was right about her? Confirmation she was wholly unworthy of his forgiveness?

      That he was wrong to ever hold any affection for her and that she belonged on the table or buried in the dirt?

      As they started to walk away, she pushed herself to her feet. She opened her mouth to yell but all that came out was a whisper, “Misericordiae.”

      Gavril didn’t look back.

      Marcella closed her eyes and hit the ground.

      She drew her legs in, clasped her hands together, and like so many times before in this cell, she prayed for a miracle.

      Mother Asentai…

      Let it not be for nothing.

      All her pain.

      All her scars.

      All her love.

      Let it not be for nothing.
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      Marcella wasn’t given anything to eat. She didn’t hear anything. She didn’t see anything.

      She just prayed.

      Then—she wasn’t even certain how long it had been but it felt like a day at least—she heard footsteps.

      And she was at peace. Whatever it was.

      Gavril ran into view, keys clinking in his hand. He was at the door the second she was blinking, trying to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating him. As he opened the door he said in her language, “Up! Come, we don’t have much time.”

      Marcella staggered to her feet. “Time for what? What’s happening?”

      Gavril flung the door open and held his right hand out to her. “I promised you peace. You want peace above all else? We are getting peace.”

      “How?” Marcella started toward him, a faltering step.

      He was here… so he believed her? He knew—

      “Soldier!” His voice darkened as he stepped toward her. “If you want to live, you will do what I tell you when I tell you.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. He hadn’t treated her so coldly since she’d cursed him. Maybe he didn’t believe her. And it didn’t matter.

      She stepped forward, swallowing the thick lump that was forming in her throat. She nodded, unable to speak for fear of crying. He gestured for her wrists, and she held them out.

      He grabbed her right one and started to unlock the limiters. When he moved to the left, she bit her lip, waiting to see what he would do the second the limiter was off and the band bearing his name was the only thing left.

      But he did not touch it. Instead, he took the limiters and slid them into his pocket instead of letting them hit the floor. She opened her mouth but stopped herself before she spoke. She didn’t want to risk getting another frigid response.

      But he still spotted it as he looked up and said, “I will explain later. Now, come.”

      She followed him out of the cell, hating the way he wouldn’t look her in the eyes. He turned around, and hesitated for a moment before he used his left hand to grab her right wrist. Then he was pulling her along behind him as he set off down the hall.

      As she stumbled after him, the only comfort she had was his cloak still wrapped around her shoulders and the fact that he hadn’t taken his name off her wrist. And hers was still on his.

      For now.
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      Whatever Marcella needed to do to prove herself, she would. And for right now, she would be a soldier if that’s what he needed from her. She would follow his commands until they were out of the city.

      She prayed this wasn’t some dream or hallucination to comfort her in her last moments. If so, it was a terrible one since Gavril seemed like he couldn’t stand the sight of her. This was hardly comforting.

      But Gavril’s hand around her wrist felt so real. So she leaned into that.

      They wound through the hallways of the palace. Gavril occasionally dropped her wrist to cast an illusion before taking her by the wrist or arm again and ushering her forward wordlessly.

      Never looking directly at her.

      But even when they weren’t under an illusion, the servants also running around in the middle of the night didn’t see them even as Gavril and Marcella went right past them. Marcella even saw some Inimicus mages rushing about. What were so many people doing up in the middle of the night?

      She didn’t ask though. She just focused on keeping up with Gavril as he led her out of the maze of the palace. When they reached the main courtyard, the gates were closed and her breath caught in her throat.

      It didn’t seem to faze Gavril, though, as he kept running. Marcella was forced to keep up with him despite the fact that they were running head first into a closed gate.

      She opened her mouth to protest, but then just braced herself for impact as Gavril tightened his grip.

      But she felt nothing as Gavril lunged right into the bars and pulled her through. She blinked and looked over her shoulder to see they had passed right through the bars.

      Gavril kept them moving, muttering, “I taught Aimilia everything she knows about illusions.”

      That made sense, why she hadn’t sensed Gavril’s vitae in the illusion. She just hiked up her peplos and hurried after him. They weren’t free yet. She recalled the path Gavril led her down through the city as they ran. It was the one he’d taken her to escape down after getting her off the table. The one she’d planned to take if she’d captured Nikias. She could see people about in the streets despite the late hour, rushing from house to house. The Solitus of the city lighting candles and opening doors in confusion until they heard the news spreading around.

      Marcella caught just a little bit of it.

      “The king—”

      “—collapsed—”

      “—isn’t waking—”

      “—ten Runai healers—”

      “—figured it out—”

      And then they were at the edge of the city, at the wall Nikias had once stood at, blocking them from leaving, but this time no one stood in their way.

      “What is happening? Where are we going?” she asked when he dropped her arm and rushed up to the wall.

      “It is not later yet, soldier.” He still didn’t look at her.

      He just found a section on that wall that appeared no different than the rest of it to her, but at his quick rune, vitae shimmered and there was a door. He opened it and ushered her into the dark tunnel before closing it behind them as she cast a light rune. It was a small cramped thing, but Gavril grabbed her free hand and led her to the right.

      The only explanation he offered was a quiet, “Royalty knows every way to escape the city in case of an emergency.”

      “Or in case of a prison break,” Marcella said, the slight tremor in her voice betraying how desperate she was to get any warmth from him.

      He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes for a moment before picking up the pace, and she could feel pieces of her heart falling away to the ground.

      They stepped back out into the moonlight, but this time on grass. She could see the forest in the distance across the flat ground the city stood on. A soft breath caught her attention, pulling her away from taking in the sight of being outside the city walls for the first time in so long. Two horses stood by the wall, tack and supplies already on.

      Gavril took them by the reins and led them over before cupping his hand and kneeling beside one of them. He said, “Up you go.”

      Marcella stepped into his hands and he boosted her up onto the horse. She had to fuss with the peplos before giving up and just hiking it to her knees so she could ride astride instead of sidesaddle. The peplos Aimilia had chosen for her to wear for the banquet hadn’t been made for riding. A chiton would have been a better choice.

      She grabbed her reins as Gavril swung himself up onto his own horse and said, “Soldier, which direction is Hypatia coming from?”

      Every time he called her soldier the word slammed deep into her chest, an aching emptiness. The way she imagined the void hearts felt.

      Marcella gestured. “Northeast.”

      “Then we ride. As far as we can before our absence is noted.” Gavril tapped his heels against his steed to prompt it to start moving.

      “Then… you will explain?” Marcella asked, cursing how pathetic and desperate she sounded. But she was.

      Gavril didn’t look at her. He just said, “Come, soldier, we have a lot of ground to cover.”

      He spurred his horse into a gallop, and Marcella did the same.

      She pretended the water in her eyes spilling over was from the sting of the wind.
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      Gavril had underestimated how much willpower this was going to take.

      He glanced behind him only to make sure Marcella was still behind him. Every time he did, he would see his cloak around her shoulders or the lines on her wrist, and he almost brought them to a screeching halt. He almost broke.

      He’d known when he’d made his decision that this was going to be the hardest thing he’d ever done. Being near her and trying to stay his course…

      She needed to just be a soldier, and he needed to be a commander. There were far bigger things at stake if he let his runaway heart soften him the way it had been since the second he’d laid eyes on her.

      So he avoided looking at her. He bit the inside of his cheek when she would speak to hold back everything that threatened to spill out. And mostly, they rode hard and fast.

      They were finally forced to stop or else the horses would keel over—Gavril told himself it was for the horses’ sake and not because he could tell Marcella was at her limits as well. He’d coddled her enough, and she’d happily taken advantage of it, her orders always first on her mind. They weren’t stopping because he could see she’d gotten paler and was closer to falling out of her saddle than her horse was to collapsing. They weren’t.

      But as they stopped, Gavril knew there was no more avoiding her. He did owe her an explanation of the plan at least. She had followed him this far with not a word of one, not that it was really much of a choice for her. Other than the fact with her own horse, she could take off in another direction anytime she pleased.

      But she didn’t.

      They were deep in the forest, and dawn was not far off as he brought his horse to a complete stop. He could hear Marcella behind him follow suit. Her eyes had never left him. Not once since he’d appeared in front of her cell had her eyes left him.

      He swung himself off his horse, keeping his gaze lowered as he set about setting up a small camp and taking care of his horse. He felt her eyes following him.

      Finally, he heard her start to dismount after she realized he wasn’t going to come help her down.

      It was for the best.

      She quietly helped him set up camp, but he could still feel her looking at him every second she could. He didn’t risk looking back and catching a glimpse of the wounded look he knew had to be there.

      Once they were almost finished with the camp, Gavril, too exhausted to even cast a light rune—not that they would need it for long with dawn approaching—slumped to the ground. He heard Marcella’s soft footsteps until he felt the brush of her peplos’ hem against his leg. He took a long, slow breath and willed his heart into iron as she sat beside him.

      He kept his eyes closed.

      Finally, “Do we have time for that explanation?”

      He hated how her voice had a slight waver to it. Like she was trying so hard to keep it steady and failing because of how hurt she was. How had she managed to perfect the technique so flawlessly? Why was it still working on him when he knew better?

      He opened one eye and his breath hitched when he saw her above him, sitting beside him. The first hint of dawn’s light framing her and the curls that had started to fall from the elaborate style Aimilia had given her.

      It reminded him of that first morning after he’d slept outside her tent to ensure the soldiers didn’t go near her. How beautiful she was.

      So he quickly got his elbows up under him and pushed himself up, shifting so he wasn’t directly beside her. He said, “We do.”

      He tried to focus on the ground, but he could still see the flash of hurt pass over her expression as he moved away. She didn’t say anything, just settled her hands in her lap and watched him.

      He didn’t know why she’d always called herself a mediocre soldier. The one thing a soldier was supposed to do well was follow orders. She had proven over and over again that was the thing she excelled at.

      Somehow the fact that she was acting the perfect soldier for him only made this worse. It’d be easier to keep his heart steeled off if she was raging at him and cursing him for his own deceit the way he had expected and experienced before. At least then he could tell himself she was a hypocrite.

      But instead she just sat there, waiting for him. He didn’t like it. He’d never liked barking orders at her and treating her like a soldier, especially after she was his wife.

      So he said, “You have questions.”

      She nodded. “The limiters, why did you keep them? Why are we heading toward Hypatia?”

      Gavril dug his fingers into his thighs to keep them still at the shake in her voice. Whether she was afraid of the limiters or Hypatia, he wasn’t sure. But the pain didn’t keep away the ghost of the feeling of running his fingers over the scar the demon had given her.

      “The limiters are not for you. They are for me, soldier.”

      She was terrible at hiding her wince at the term. But it was what she was.

      He continued, “You were ordered to bring a prince as a hostage to Hypatia. And you will. Me.”

      Her eyes widened and her mouth parted in a small gasp. She was already moving forward, putting one hand on the ground when he realized why she froze. He’d pushed himself back.

      She stilled, digging her fingers into the ground and saying, “No. I told you it won’t work if it’s you. No. Please, don’t ask me to watch Hypatia kill you when she discovers how horrid your parents are to you.”

      Gavril bit back everything that threatened to come out. He was a commander and she was just a soldier. “You are right. My parents would not trade dirt for me. However… Nikias will trade the world.”

      Her brown eyes burned as she pointedly spoke, “But Nikias is not king.”

      “He will be. Temporarily.” When Marcella shifted back, he breathed a little easier and continued, “You heard the people spreading the news. My father is currently… unwell. Something our healers have never seen before and are helpless to fix… so long as Aimilia can keep dosing my father with the herb.”

      “Aimilia poisoned your father?” Marcella gaped.

      “Only because I asked. And it’s not really poison. It’s the tea she makes. It is very easy for her to make it in a way that will incapacitate him. He’s not going to die.” Even if they would all be better off if he did. “I just need him out long enough that Nikias will be the one in charge when he receives word from Hypatia that she has me and wants to make a deal.”

      “Isn’t Nikias going to realize you planned all of this when he hears we escaped and gets word we’re with Hypatia? Are you certain he’ll sit down at the table with Hypatia? She killed his wife.”

      Gavril looked up at her, the weight of his decision crushing him. This had not been done lightly. “I am certain. I’m not certain he’ll ever forgive me, but I don’t need his forgiveness. I need peace. And he might hate me for forcing him to deal with the woman who killed Faustina, but he will do it. That’s what matters.”

      Marcella swallowed thickly. “You… You are doing this—for me?”

      “I am doing it for everyone.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “Right. But you… believe me? When I explained everything. You—You believe me?”

      “I—” Gavril shifted his left wrist so it was out of his sight. “What I believe is irrelevant, soldier.”

      He couldn’t let himself believe.

      “I see…” she whispered. “I—”

      But she didn’t say whatever she had been about to. Instead, she took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “Hypatia will be furious I don’t have the Heart.”

      She’d included in her explanation in her cell that the relic had a name. The Heart of Asentai. And how she’d been hiding just how valuable it really was.

      “I know. I left it behind on purpose.” At her incredulous expression, he narrowed his eyes and she jerked back. His accent was sharper than usual as he said, “If this is going to be a fair negotiation for both your people and mine, then Nikias will need leverage.”

      “You have thought of everything,” Marcella murmured as she looked over at the horses for a moment before at her left wrist. “Have you thought of what happens if we succeed?”

      He should stay silent, insist they both get a little rest before continuing on.

      Instead, he said, “I have.”

      When he said nothing more, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against her knees. Gavril’s resolve was shattering. He was going to fold like he knew he would just looking at her. He could not.

      He could not.

      He could not bear it if she was simply that good at illusions and when he arrived at her people’s camp the truth finally came out fully.

      So he pushed himself up, pretending like he was tending to the horses again.

      But then—

      “Gavril.”

      He froze, one hand on his horse’s flank. Maybe if he didn’t respond—

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Her voice was shaking, like she was trying desperately to hold herself back and couldn’t. She raised her voice. “I love you. Do you understand me?”

      If he didn’t stop her—

      As he whipped around to face her, she pushed herself off the ground and switched to his language. “Love. I love you.”

      He shook his head. If he didn’t snap, he was going to fold. “Stop it. You can drop the act. There’s no need any more. We will be amongst your people soon enough where you will have no need for my protection. You don’t have to make me believe a lie in order to get your freedom or peace anymore.”

      Her eyes were watering, and Gavril believed in miracles simply for the fact that he was able to remain where he was and not pull her into his arms as she fought her tears.

      “This is why I lied. This is why I hid it.” Marcella’s voice broke as she reached up and tried to scrub the tears away before they fell. Her eyes were burning even as they spilled over. “Because I love you, and I knew I would lose you. I just let myself believe for a minute I might not. You are proving my fears founded. But I would not change a thing.”

      He could not be certain if her determination was her commitment to her ruse or was devotion born of love.

      “You can treat me like a soldier and not your wife.” As she continued, her voice steadied, solidifying without losing its fire. “You are good at that. I never suspected for even a moment what we really were. But you will do it based on the truth. I will have you know I love you.”

      She knew him well. He had exposed all of his weaknesses to her. And she was it. She knew his weakness was her. Was how desperately he wanted her to love him.

      “Give it back,” he commanded as he held his hand out.

      “What?” She blinked at him, eyes still shining in the morning light.

      He could not waver.

      “My cloak. Give it back.”

      She gasped and immediately stepped back, clutching the clasp and fabric to her chest. She shook her head. “Please, don’t. Please, even if you cannot stand the sight of me in it, I can’t. My—My scars, my people will see the scars. Hypatia will see—”

      He turned on his heel so he didn’t have to look at her for the opposite reason she was assuming. He pulled out a spare cloak from his things and tossed it to her. She let it hit the ground as she clutched his cloak tighter.

      “Your people will have more questions about you bringing in a prince and commander while wearing his cloak. Give it back, soldier.” He held his hand out again.

      With shaking hands that he could feel the phantom touch of beneath his, she removed the clasp with his name etched into it and pulled his cloak off her shoulders. Her cheeks were red as she flung them into the dirt and snatched up the plain cloak to wrap around herself instead.

      Well, she was as childishly stubborn as before, so at least that wasn’t part of her falsities.

      And one of the reasons he loved her in the first place.

      He stepped forward and bent down, gathering up the cloak and clasp as carefully as he would glass. When he straightened up, he startled back at the wrist shoved right in front of his face. A wrist covered in lines and a leather band with a metal piece that bore his name.

      Her whole arm was shaking, but she was staring down at him with the same fury she had the day she’d cursed him to lose everything he ever loved and never attain his desires.

      When all he did was stare at it, she shoved it forward again and snapped, “Well? You want to strip me of everything you’ve used to mark me as yours, go ahead. Finish it. If you want just a soldier to lead you to Hypatia, I will be that. Whatever you want me to be, I will be. Take it back.”

      He stepped back again, shaking his head. “It’s not that simple.”

      “You said there was something you needed to tell me when we had peace. When you would be able to let me go if that’s what I wished. Clearly, there is something amongst your people that would allow you to take this off me if you thought you could let me go. If you want to be done with me, you can be.”

      She was calling his bluff.

      “What I said we would do after there is peace, we will do. We will discuss the issue then. Right now, our focus is getting me to Hypatia and forcing a negotiation. Your chiefess could very well slit my throat on the spot and all of this talk will be for nothing, soldier.”

      Marcella pulled her wrist back, glaring at him. It seemed he had reached the limit of a quiet, mournful Marcella.

      Now she was fighting back.

      Interesting. Maybe she hadn’t been as much of an illusion as he feared. But he could not and would not let himself fold until he could be certain, and he could not be certain until after they had peace and she had nothing left to gain from him. Not until he knew she wasn’t still pretending she didn’t hate him the way she had for so long.

      She dropped to the ground and lay down with a biting, “As you order, my commander.”

      But from the slight shake as she did so and the way she hit the ground harder than she should have, he knew it had been partly because she hadn’t been able to keep her strength up a moment longer.

      Gavril also settled down for a few hours of rest, arm over his eyes so he would not be tempted to look at her and fuss over her health. He still didn’t understand why she thought of herself as so much less than. She was too clever for his own good.

      My commander.

      My.

      Her name on his wrist dug into his skin the same way her voice echoed in his ears.
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      The only thing holding Marcella together was the little leather tie wrapped around her left wrist.

      As long as she had that, she was still Gavril’s; whether he seemed to want to have her at the moment wasn’t as certain. But he also wasn’t ready not to have her.

      After a few hours of fitful rest, Marcella was being woken up by the gruff bark of “soldier.” She just narrowed her eyes at Gavril even as he moved away to start readying the horses.

      She wasn’t sure what he wanted from her. He’d snapped at her when she’d tried again to tell him her love was real, but he hadn’t taken his name off her wrist. She didn’t know what to say or do to prove herself to him, but she wasn’t going to let him go without a fight.

      No matter how tired of it she was.

      Fighting was not tired of her.

      She climbed back onto her horse, trying not to let the way she missed him picking her up settle too deeply into her chest. He was already riding away by the time she gathered up the reins.

      When she caught up to him, desperately trying to think of what to say to get through to him, he spoke first, “Soldier, what do you know of Chiefess Hypatia’s forces? What are we walking into?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but he kept his gaze forward. Ever since he’d broken her out, he’d refused to look at her for any longer than he had to. Fine.

      “I know very little of her coalition’s forces, my commander.” His jaw clenched at the word ‘my.’ The satisfaction of getting a reaction out of him made her sit up a little straighter. “I can only tell you about Clan Desero’s and what I know of Montis’ from the marriage alliance discussions.”

      “Then tell me that.”

      She did as he ordered.

      She liked it better than the silence from the night before. She didn’t get much of a chance to deviate from Gavril’s chosen topic, a dry accounting of a fraction of the forces in Hypatia’s army. They did have days of travel ahead of them even at their ruthless pace.

      Well, as ruthless as her fragile body could handle. She knew she was tiring before the horses, but Gavril never acknowledged her weakness, slowing them slightly.

      After she told him what she knew of Desero’s and Montis’ combined forces, she offered up the general knowledge she had about the other clans and their armies; even if she could not give specifics, it might be helpful.

      He always cut her off when they stopped to rest. He refused to entertain any conversation with her that wasn’t about pure facts and strategy. It was starting to grate on her nerves. She was trying to be patient and understanding so she could give Gavril the time and space he needed for him to realize her love for him was real, but admittedly, it was not her strong suit.

      And the longer the silences went on at night when they tried to rest, the more she stewed. She wasn’t the only one who had lied. She wasn’t the only one who had laid a trap for the other. His had succeeded.

      And he had offered no explanation for his actions or apology for his deception. Did he want her to keep groveling at his feet like he was somehow blameless in this?

      What did he want from her?

      The third day, Marcella finished going through everything she knew about the armies and said, “There’s only one person you need to be worried about.”

      Gavril nodded. “The one commanding them. The Desero demon.”

      Marcella leaned forward in her saddle, but he still wouldn’t look at her. “You’ll want to call her Chiefess Hypatia when you meet her.”

      “And her husband? What position does he hold?”

      That was a little more complicated. Konstantin was acting chief of Montis and had been since shortly before he initiated the marriage alliance discussions, but until his father passed away, he wasn’t chief yet. And Hypatia’s letters…

      “His father is still alive, barely, but he’s the heir and has been running Montis ever since his father started declining. Everyone already calls him chief. As far as I can tell, Hypatia is chiefess of Desero and Konstantin acting chief for Montis. Our clans are still functioning independently despite their marriage. Hypatia never signed a message as Montis, just Desero.”

      Gavril’s jaw clenched and his eyes remained pointedly fixed ahead. “Strange… Hopefully he won’t be a problem. Tell me everything about her.”

      Marcella had talked about her before, in passing small comments. She hadn’t dwelled on her because of how furious just the mention of her name made Gavril. But that had been back when he would hold her after her nightmares and trace his fingers over the scar Hypatia had put on her.

      Now…

      She took a deep breath and focused on the facts. “I’ve told you Hypatia… She is a woman the likes of which my clan hasn’t seen before—frankly, that this world hasn’t seen before and I don’t think will see again.”

      “Go on. From the beginning.”

      “I can tell you Hypatia is not a demon. She’s human—as human as any of us. Unfortunately for us, even humans can be capable of monstrous things,” Marcella said, reaching up and fiddling with the plain cloak that had replaced his until it covered her scars and she could see Gavril’s expression twitch at her action. She pressed on, “Hypatia is many things. A brilliant woman. A skilled mage. A strategic leader. A powerful seer. Blessed. Asentai’s hand has been on her life since the moment she took her first breath, and I have not seen it leave yet.”

      “Seer… I still don’t quite fully understand that.”

      Right. The Inimicus didn’t have them. They didn’t train mages with those blessings to develop them because they had no faith. They charted their own destinies. Their ideas were laughable sometimes.

      “With the right runes, Hypatia can harness her Sight. Asentai blesses her with knowledge—sometimes a vision, other times a word, a sense, like a sound or a smell or taste, other times just a feeling. Uneasiness. Peace. That sort. She has not been so blessed to have Asentai speak through her in a prophecy, but that is rare indeed, especially at her age. Most times she gets nothing at all, but that is normal for seers as well.”

      “So she could know anything?” Gavril’s brow furrowed, and she wanted to scream at him to just look at her. “She could know we’re on our way to her right now?”

      If she didn’t respond, maybe he would.

      As the silence stretched on, Gavril closed his eyes and his grip on his reins tightened. Marcella dug her teeth into her tongue, willing him to look at her.

      But he opened his eyes, kept them on the road ahead, and said, “Soldier. Answer me.”

      Marcella urged her horse faster to ride beside him. She’d been riding behind him, hoping that would force him to turn around and look at her but so far he hadn’t. Fine.

      She snapped, “She might. It’s impossible to know how many successful visions she’s had over the last year while I’ve been gone. Or what they’re about. Until we see her and know otherwise… assume she knows it and plan accordingly.”

      “She could know your heart stopped and started again?”

      A chill went down Marcella’s back. She spoke slowly, “It is… possible. I have no way of knowing.”

      “If she did see that in a vision… if your people know what happened to you… how will they treat you?”

      “I…” Marcella dared not speak the most likely answer because it was ridiculous to her. “Miracles are to be celebrated. If my people believed I had touched the Heart and had received this blessing of a second chance, some would see it as Asentai’s favor on me. That is a favor no one else in our history has received. In the eyes of some… I would be more respected and possibly revered than Hypatia is.”

      But that was laughable. Marcella had never once been worthy of their respect. And she’d done nothing to earn the miracle.

      “You said ‘some,’ what about the others?”

      “Holy relics are not to be handled by unclean hands. Any hands that have not gone through a specific process to be purified to ensure nothing corrupts the relics, especially the Heart. Of course, plenty have touched the Heart and nothing happens. But those who would not see this as a miracle from Asentai would see it as corruption from Dhelnir. Destruction. Corruption. Death. They are all his chief end. So the fact that I have been touched by death…” Her voice trailed off. “I have been touched by Dhelnir. Now… if ever there were corruption to be cleansed… that would be it.”

      Gavril’s jaw clenched and his grip on the reins was so tight she wouldn’t be surprised if when he finally let go the leather was burned into his hands.

      “There would be a split amongst the faithful. Some would put me on a pedestal. Others would want my head. I do not know who would prevail.”

      The only sound in the air was their horses’ hooves and their breathing.

      “How do you figure out whether or not she knows something that could only come from this Sight of hers?”

      “If you want her to know? Ask. If it’s something you don’t want her to know? Keep it a secret until she gives herself away. She usually does. When she…” Marcella sighed. “Hypatia’s behavior is different when she uses her Sight. She’s… erratic. Unbalanced. Crueler. And it drains her. How pathetic I am after casting these days? Using her Sight is the only thing that has ever gotten Hypatia anywhere near my weakness.”

      While Marcella wasn’t fishing for anything and was saying all of it because it was true, Gavril’s silence when she spoke of her pathetic, reduced state dug into her chest.

      “But the physical toll of her ability has never fazed her. The change in her behavior never stops her. She’s obsessed with her gift. With knowing the future. Nothing matters to her more. So when she has learned something from it, believe me, she won’t be able to contain it for long, especially if the person she knows it about is nearby. If she knows about my short death, she will reveal it within hours.”

      “Assuming she doesn’t know it already—and if she does, we are already done for—we must keep that a secret from your people as well as mine. We both must take that to our graves.”

      “We have both proven ourselves exceedingly skilled in keeping such important secrets even from the one we are closest to.” Marcella couldn’t help herself. She would do anything to get a reaction from him. To make him look at her.

      It failed.

      Gavril made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat, but it was strained. “Other than that, what do we need to keep from her, in case she hasn’t already used her Sight to discover it? If she’s so unpredictable and erratic, what will set her off?”

      Marcella’s scoffing laugh still didn’t move Gavril’s gaze toward her. Was his neck made of marble?

      “Anything could do it.” She saw the thin scars peeking out past the cloak to her wrist as well as the leather band and the black lines marking her skin. “But our marriage bond, my time on the table, my scars… anything that’s happened to me could do it. For the same reason I imagine she would have taken me as a handmaid. The only thing she loves more than the fact that I look like her is her Sight.”

      Gavril shook his head. “None of this makes sense. It sounds like you’re making it up.”

      “I am not.” If he thought she lied with every word that left her mouth, why had he bothered asking? “I barely understand the seers myself. I certainly am not one. You will see when you meet Hypatia.”

      “Fine. What else should I know about her?”

      “She is… heir to a clan and she knows it. All her life she has been a weapon in formation. Now she wields herself. I have no doubt she has thought through every way this could go, planned for every surprise, and is already ten steps ahead of the rest of us.”

      “Again. Not comforting.”

      “Hypatia is not a comforting figure.”

      “But she wants peace, right? She wants to avoid bloodshed, right? That’s why she told you to take me hostage in the first place.” Gavril shifted to face Marcella. “She can be reasoned with, right?”

      Her breath caught in her throat as he looked directly at her after so long avoiding her.

      Marcella nodded. “I believe so.”

      “And this is also the same woman you were certain would kill me the second there was no use for me?”

      “Precisely.”

      His gaze hardened and he faced forward again. “So be it.”

      No. Not so be it. She did not care if he wanted to curse her like she had him. She did not care if he hated her so much that the second he could he would rip his name off her and hers off him. She would not let anything happen to him.

      “She is not the only leader.” Marcella huffed. “She will have to listen some to her husband. The coalition is both Desero’s and Montis’. If he vehemently opposes anything, she won’t be able to do it. Especially without the High Priest’s blessing. As long as one of them is opposed to killing you, it will buy us time if things go wrong.”

      “We don’t have time for things to go wrong. I have no idea how long Aimilia will be able to keep dosing my father and leave Nikias as the only option. We need Hypatia to send word to Nikias immediately.”

      “Then I hope your academy, as you call it, gave you a good education and a silver tongue because mine didn’t.”

      “They’re your people.” Gavril looked over at her again. “And you have a connection to Hypatia no one else does simply from the fact you are unfortunate enough to be her reflection.”

      She opened her mouth, but he drew his horse to a stop and started to dismount.

      He said, “We rest. Tomorrow we will likely come across the camp. It will be a long day. And tonight we need to figure out what we’re going to do about you.”

      Marcella didn’t think either of them would be getting much rest. Her heart was both in her throat and also blatantly trying to avoid her despite the fact that they were the only two people around.

      What did he mean ‘do about her’?

      She’d hoped that while they traveled his hard edges and anger with her would soften and he would see she was being honest now. That she had been completely genuine with him when it came to how much she loved him.

      But a week after leaving Areator, he was just as cold to her as he had been when he opened that cell.

      And the following day she was going to see Hypatia again for the first time since the ambush. With a prince whose survival only mattered to one royal—the one whose wife Hypatia had killed. Without the relic she’d been ordered to bring back.

      Once the horses were settled, Gavril gestured for her to come and ordered, “Sit.”

      It was really tempting not to, but the night before they face Hypatia was not the time for her to be difficult as well.

      She sat in the dirt, pulling the plain cloak tighter around her as Gavril sat in front of her. He shook his head and said, “I need to see your arms.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Tomorrow morning we’ll put the limiter cuffs on me. While you can cast a simple two-handed rune, illusions are far more complex, and we have no time for you to learn. So I need to cast them tonight, put enough vitae in them to sustain them, and set them so they won’t disappear when you put the cuffs on me.”

      He spoke so dryly with ice in his tone as he looked right at her. This was worse. She would rather he not look at her at all then if he was going to look at her so… clinically.

      But she swallowed the lump in her throat and held her arms out.

      Gavril took her left arm first, staying as far away from her as he could be while still gripping her wrist. The lines glowed at his touch, and her eyes watered. The only thing she could cling to was the fact that he was hiding them and not removing them. That meant there was hope.

      She felt his fingers move, not quite touching her skin but brushing it barely as they moved to cast. When she opened her eyes, her left wrist no longer showed the lines or the leather band. She could still feel the leather and metal on her skin but she could no longer see them herself.

      When she looked up, he pulled his hands back slightly and said, “I have to cast several illusions. Smaller illusions just over the scars will allow me to put more vitae into them as I set them. Setting runes with enough vitae to sustain themselves—”

      “Takes more vitae. I know,” Marcella said, watching his fingers move. His gaze was lowered and on his hands as he started casting again. Her people didn’t often set runes; that usually required a more complex set up than their single-handed runes allowed for. “How long will they last?”

      “Since I am only hiding the scars on your neck, chest, and arms? Which means you need to make sure no one sees below your neckline or your legs. I have enough vitae to put into the runes to last a week. If this stretches on longer than that, pray Hypatia takes the cuffs off me, or make sure not an inch of you can be seen.”

      Marcella watched as the scars running down her right arm vanished beneath Gavril’s rune.

      It was…

      As he continued his work in silence, her exhaustion swept over her. She’d considered once asking him to hide them so she didn’t have to face them but had never worked up the courage. Watching him hide them now, after only a week and a half before he’d been encouraging her not to be ashamed, was just making the aching void in her chest bigger.

      The second he finished, hiding the scars on her neck, she could see the toll all those illusions and setting them took on him. He was pale and wan, the bags under his eyes had deepened and sweat was dripping down his brow. He pulled his hands away and pushed himself to his feet, muttering something about rest.

      Marcella let him go.

      She just wrapped her right hand around her left wrist, clutching it so tightly she knew when she woke up the leather and metal would leave an impression in her skin. That was the point. If she couldn’t see it, then she’d make sure she could feel it.

      She bit her tongue so hard she tasted blood, but at least the sob in her throat stayed down until she fell asleep.

      Marcella’s nightmares had never really left; she’d just gotten better at not waking up screaming the forest down. But this time it was a little different from her normal nightmares. It was one she hadn’t had since she’d last been on the road.

      It wasn’t so much of a nightmare as it was a memory.

      What little memory she had of Hypatia giving her the matching scar. Of her own shameful begging and crying during it.

      As chiefess there was no one left to rein Hypatia in.

      Marcella didn’t expect her failures to go unnoticed even with Gavril as a prize. No… Worse. Marcella expected Gavril would pay for her failures this time.

      Her nightmare started with her, but it shifted to Gavril. And no matter how much she screamed and begged, clutching at the sleeve of a woman who looked exactly like her, nothing she did stopped Hypatia from making Gavril scream in agony.

      She jolted awake at the featherlight touch, a stark contrast to the burning pain in the nightmare. The second she opened her eyes in the darkness all she saw was green and blond and the hand on her shoulder was one she’d memorized the feeling of. But she couldn’t speak as all that came out were sobs.

      Then a miracle happened.

      Gavril pulled her up into his arms and crushed her to him exactly the way he had before he’d learned just how false she was. She immediately clung to him, burying her head in his shoulder. She wasn’t entirely certain this wasn’t just a dream sent to her as a reprieve from her nightmares. She didn’t care.

      One hand sank into the cloak around her shoulders and the other clutched her waist as she curled her hands into his commander’s cloak at his shoulder blades. His warmth was too real to be a dream. She was certain of it.

      He whispered, “What have you to fear now? Tomorrow you will be returned to your people. Is that not what you’ve always wanted?”

      She ripped her head back so she could gape at him, forcing her sobs to steady so she could bite out, “I have everything to fear because it is already coming true! I fear losing you, and I have! I do not want my people if I cannot have you.”

      His jaw clenched and his grip tightened, but he didn’t shove her away. Not that he would have much success with how tightly she was holding onto him as well. “You do not have to lie to me. If it is your people you fear—I understand why with what they have done to you, used you, abused you, and thrown you to the side and left you for dead—but you will return their hero and have their respect as Hypatia promised.”

      He was infuriating.

      “You think I fear my people for that? I do not care. You have used me, your people have abused me, your brother is the reason my heart stopped, and yet I still love you.” She couldn’t stop her hands from shaking as she sputtered around her sobs. “I am terrified of Hypatia taking my failures out on you. I am terrified that I have lost you. Please, what can I do? How can I prove to you that you can trust me?”

      Gavril closed his eyes and sighed. Her own breath caught in her throat when his forehead brushed hers. He whispered, “You think I would be here if I did not trust you?”

      Marcella tried to steady her ragged breathing as her own forehead brushed against his. “I do not know. You don’t really need me here. You can walk yourself in there and do all the talking.”

      “That is one view. But even as furious as I am with you, even if I never once truly knew you, I would not leave you to be executed.” His own breath came out ragged, and his exhaustion from all the illusions he’d cast on her before was evident. “But I do need you. These are your people. The one leading them is your mirror image. I am quite certain if I tried to do this without you, it would only end in more blood. I trust you with my life.”

      He pulled his forehead back and opened his eyes, and she could see the fractures he’d been hiding under his illusion of brusque anger.

      “I cannot trust you with my heart.”

      He started to pull his hands back, but that would not do.

      “Because I lied? Out of fear of losing you?” She tightened her grip and jerked him closer. “Because I am a weak, pathetic, foolish girl who was desperate to hold onto you for as long as I could until the truth finally came to light? You’re the worst kind of hypocrite then. Or have you forgotten, you have lied to me for far longer, and I have not once since I found out held it against you, my husband.”

      He could hide under his illusions all he wanted, but she felt his heart skip when she said ‘my husband.’

      “That is not—I—” Gavril shook his head. “That is exactly—Please, I cannot take another false hope. We will—Not even maliciously. I believe. I always believe you. But you just proved my point. You can say you forgive me and say you can live with the horrors I have caused you because I could not let you go, but until you are back with your people, how can you be certain you will still choose me?”

      “Gavril—”

      But she didn’t get past his name before he was making a frustrated noise in the back of his throat and successfully pulled himself out of her grip and stumbled to his feet. “Do not make any promises to me. I will not hold you to anything. I cannot handle it. Tomorrow, we will go before your lookalike and tell no one we are married by my people’s law. Your marks and bands will be hidden under the illusion and mine under my cloaks and sleeve until this is all over and we can deal with it.”

      Marcella watched him rush back to the other side of their small camp without another word.

      She just sat on the ground and stared at him.

      It wasn’t much. But it was something.

      Marcella fell back into a fitful sleep, clutching her left wrist to her chest. She could fix this. She could figure this out.

      If they pulled this off…
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      The next morning, Gavril woke her like nothing had happened the night before. She almost thought it had been a dream until Gavril stepped in front of her when she moved to her horse.

      She tensed. But all he did was shift slightly to the side and gesture to her horse. “Ready?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him but nodded anyway.

      And then she was being swung up into the air and on top of her horse. She let out a choked gasp and struggled to catch her balance. Gavril’s hands didn’t leave her as she secured herself. She looked down at him. His hands lingered on her waist.

      She shuddered when his thumb brushed over the scar beneath her peplos. His grip on her tightened and he whispered, “You said to me… in the throne room. Have faith. My soldier, you commanded me, and I obey. Don’t say anything, please. Just… Have faith. The fight is not finished with us yet.”

      Marcella nodded, and she wished she’d hesitated longer because as soon as she had, he slowly pulled his hand back.

      She slowly picked up her reins, fussing with the cloak to cover her arms, mostly so she didn’t have to see the illusion of her bare arms and could more easily focus on the feeling of metal and leather and Gavril’s vitae under her skin. But out of the corner of her eye she saw Gavril look over his shoulder at her as he headed for his horse, clenching the hand that had just been on her waist.

      She hid her smirk in the hood of the cloak as they set off.

      Focusing on that instead of what they were riding toward and how it was all resting on her shoulders was the only thing that actually kept her riding forward.

      After only a few hours, they crested a hill, and they both came to a dead stop. In the distance, they could see a large swath of tents clearly marking an army camp. The people in it couldn’t be seen, and the tents and structures set up were just dots, but it was unmistakable.

      And if they could see the camp, the guards had probably spotted them. There was no turning back.

      There hadn’t been since the moment she’d stepped before Chief Eustathios.

      Gavril pulled out the limiters and started to clasp them onto his wrists, pushing the sleeve up just enough to do so. At least it also helped hide the marks and band on his wrist.

      Once they were on, she took a sharp breath and looked at her wrists, but the illusions stayed. He’d done them correctly. As she looked up, he shook his head and muttered, “Horrid feeling. I don’t know how you stood wearing these for so long.”

      She took that as a good sign. She offered him a wry smile and said, “I had them on long enough I stopped noticing it.”

      He looked back down at the camp and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s hope you prove to be a far more efficient negotiator than I was.”

      Marcella swallowed thickly. Could she do this?

      Could she create peace for her people?
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      Marcella and Gavril dismounted after riding down the hill, since they expected they’d been spotted by lookouts. They were leading their horses in the direction of the camp when they were surrounded by people with wild curls, and for the first time in months Marcella was surrounded by her people.

      Gavril held his hands up in the air, showing clearly the limiting cuffs on him. His sleeve fell back slightly, but stayed up enough to hide what the cuff didn’t.

      She spotted a few of the soldiers jolt at the sight of her. They weren’t her clansmen. Likely they hadn’t been told or hadn’t believed that she was Hypatia’s spitting image. She said in her tongue, “I believe Chiefess Hypatia has been expecting me?”

      “This is your hostage? The prince?” the lieutenant asked, eyeing Gavril, whom she had stepped closer to when they’d ridden up on them.

      “This is my prince, as I was commanded,” Marcella said. She tried not to linger over ‘my’ but he was. He was hers, and she was going to make him see she was his. “I’m sure Hypatia will want to see him immediately. Since he’s my prize, I shall escort him to her. I’m sure she wants to hear everything I learned about the Inimicus.”

      “Of course, Marcella, this way,” the lieutenant said.

      Gavril leaned in and murmured in the Inimicus tongue, “Did you just call me your prize?”

      “Problem?” she asked back in his.

      He shook his head with a soft smirk as they started walking forward, surrounded by people who would likely love to see him gutted. “It used to bother me, being called a prize by women. That was until you said it. I think I like it.”

      Marcella rolled her eyes.

      “Also, why did he mispronounce your name?”

      Oh… Bless him.

      “Gavril, that is how you pronounce my name.”

      Gavril’s eyes widened and he hissed, “I’ve been saying it wrong all this time? You never corrected me.”

      Marcella’s lips twitched and one of the soldiers looked back at them—Marcella remembered him, he was good at casting shields—she caught his gaze as he said in their tongue, “He giving you grief, soldier?”

      Gavril immediately narrowed his eyes at the man. Oh, so he was the only one who was allowed to call her soldier?

      Marcella replied, “Not at all. He’s just a talkative prisoner.”

      She turned back to Gavril and murmured in his tongue, “I like the way you say it. Don’t stop now.”

      “As my soldier commands,” Gavril said, absolutely lingering over ‘my.’ “Marcella.”

      His smile helped her racing heart as they walked into Hypatia’s camp. A few people from Clan Desero spotted her and called out greetings and praises to Asentai for her safe return. She raised a hand and replied in kind, thanking them for their prayers for her.

      She could see Gavril looking around, watching the way she was treated upon her homecoming after months in captivity where they all thought she would be tortured and dead by now, and he frowned. No one ran up past the other soldiers to hug her. No one burst into tears.

      There were distant smiles and a few waves. And it was more than Marcella would have ever thought she’d get from her people. It wasn’t like there’d been any despair or crying when she went off to die.

      This was exactly the reception she’d anticipated. It had been easy to be sent to die when she wasn’t leaving anyone behind. No one had protested the decision, least of all her after that first meeting.

      

      She spotted plenty of other clans, eyeing her and whispering Hypatia’s name as she walked. She still passed as the other Desero girl to those without keen eyes, and even to some who had them. The closer they got to the center of camp, the more Desero mages she spotted. They passed by one section where she recognized a few tents with Montis’ crest. The clans still had distinctly separate sections.

      It was a fragile unity clearly.

      As a soldier, she’d been used to how Desero had organized themselves on her people’s lands and at the estate, but this was something else. This was a full marching army not the small forces they’d had within the estate barracks.

      She’d known Hypatia had gotten her true army and had been marching it, but seeing it only made it real to her. It doubled the crushing weight on her fragile shoulders. Could she do this?

      The faces she passed…

      These soldiers would live or die based on her success or failure.

      She, whose heart had stopped and the little ability and strength she had before had slipped out of her grasp the seconds it had been still. She could feel her smaller vitae reservoir in her chest. Even before she’d never been good enough to matter.

      But she’d been commanded.

      “Have faith and fight.”

      Every breath she took was one she wasn’t supposed to have. She wouldn’t have if not for the miracle she’d been granted. Every breath was hope she could have peace. Hope she could keep Gavril despite her mistakes.

      So she would fight for it because it didn’t matter how tired she was, she was going to fight until there was no fight left.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the center of the camp where the largest tent was and this time it was Marcella escorting Gavril inside the command tent.

      Of course the first thing Marcella saw was the one who resembled the reflection in the mirror.

      The Desero demon.

      Hypatia.
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      Marcella went completely still at the sight before her.

      On the other side of the tent, Hypatia stood at a table, bent slightly to examine it. Her husband, Konstantin of Montis, stood by the other side, looking tired and bored while Hypatia was wholly enraptured. High Priest Panagiotis sat in a chair beside Hypatia’s war table, looking equally exhausted.

      “Chiefess Hypatia, the soldier, Marcella, and her prisoner, the Inimicus prince,” the lieutenant called out as they stepped into the tent.

      Immediately, every eye snapped toward her and Gavril. She could see his eyes widen out of the corner of her own and she was certain both their hearts were racing faster than when they’d galloped away from Areator. She could hear Gavril’s breaths quicken beside her. She stepped in front of him, brushing her hand against the back of his as she did so, murmuring in his language, “Steady. I am with you. I will protect.”

      She heard his breathing steady behind her as she knelt in front of Hypatia, clasping her hand to her chest, as she returned to speaking her own language. “My lady, Chiefess Hypatia, my deepest apologies for the delay, but today I return blessed by Asentai with the fulfillment of your orders. Prince Gavril to use in negotiation against the Inimicus.”

      Hypatia was still leaning on the table, her hands braced on it as she looked up, glancing over Marcella for a moment before tilting her head and narrowing her brown eyes onto Gavril, studying him the way she had everything in her life that Marcella had ever seen her handle.

      “Prince Gavril. While I was slightly hoping to see the eldest again, the Inimicus we caught did tell us it was this younger prince who had captured you, so the chances were good he was the prince we were hearing had taken an interest in you.” Hypatia spoke, her voice a toxic honey, slow and deliberate in a way the Inimicus tongue wasn’t capable of. She smiled, wide, dangerous. “But I can’t say I’m disappointed it’s the younger.”

      Gavril startled at hearing his name but stayed silent.

      An Inimicus they’d caught?

      But Marcella didn’t dare interrupt to question her.

      Hypatia slowly straightened up, rolling her shoulders, and her chiton shifted with her. Her curls were gathered in a loose ponytail and draped over her shoulder. She glanced over at her husband and said, “You of little faith, Konsta, did I not tell you little Marcella would come through with a prince?”

      Marcella had only seen Konstantin of Montis in passing before. A girl of her status did not interact with him. At least, Hypatia had never made Marcella pretend to be her in front of him, which would be the only possible scenario it would have happened in. Though that might be to her detriment now.

      Hypatia at least was the problem she knew and not the one she didn’t.

      But whatever Hypatia’s relationship was with her new husband—new enough considering Marcella supposed she’d been married nearly as long as Hypatia had been, she just hadn’t known it—it didn’t show. He just crossed his arms and said, “I did not doubt what you saw, only your insistence on hounding her with ravens. If it was meant to be, why would you have to send messages to make it happen?”

      “You understand nothing of Sight.” Hypatia rolled her eyes and shot him a sneer before turning back to Marcella and grinning. “Ignore him, he’s irrelevant. Little Marcella, I knew you were blessed to look like me for a reason. Asentai had big plans for you, and you have followed through today. You have saved so much clan blood from spilling.”

      “Thank you.” Marcella needed to tread carefully. Hypatia was not one who could be manipulated and would respond poorly if she thought she was.

      “Rise, I will fulfill what I promised you upon your success. But before I let you go, I will need everything you saw or heard, plus—you spoke in their tongue a moment ago, didn’t you? I am a touch rusty, the most recent practice I had was interrogating that Inimicus we caught—after we figured out how to unsilence him. If you are proficient, you can help translate while I question the Inimicus prince.”

      The way Hypatia’s lips twitched at the word ‘question’ had Marcella forcing back a shudder and the bile rising in her throat. She imagined of the few things Prince Nikias and Hypatia would agree on, it would be the way they questioned their enemies.

      She would not let a single hair on her husband’s head be harmed.

      And again… the Inimicus they’d caught? Who’d been silenced…

      The mage who’d attacked her that Gavril had left behind. At least he’d been left behind before the marriage ceremony and everything that followed, so it was possible their secrets were safe. And if Hypatia knew them from her Sight, she likely would have started much more agitated.

      Marcella pushed herself to her feet. “I did, but he is better in our tongue than I am his.”

      “That’s true,” Gavril finally spoke.

      Hypatia’s eyes widened slightly while Konstantin took a step back and High Priest Panagiotis shot up in his seat.

      “No translation necessary. I am practically fluent,” Gavril said. He waved. “Prince Gavril, your hostage, at your service Chiefess Hypatia, Chief Konstantin, High Priest.”

      High Priest Panagiotis startled at being addressed, particularly without any derision.

      “You are not very scared, considering your magic is blocked by your own horrific inventions and you are surrounded by your enemy. Your soldier did not speak well of you.”

      “I would not speak well of that soldier.” Gavril’s eyes narrowed. “What is he saying about me?”

      Hypatia grinned. “He’s not saying anything right now from six feet under the ground.”

      Marcella had the suspicion the second she realized who Hypatia was talking about. After she got all the information out of him, he’d serve no purpose for her. Gavril’s eyes still widened a fraction, but he kept his expression controlled otherwise.

      “Then before that.”

      “When my soldiers first caught him, he didn’t say much at all, thanks to the silencing rune you set on him. We broke it eventually and it was easy to get him to talk after that. Of course… why should I tell you what he said? I think you know. Why else would you silence a man’s voice unless you fear what he’ll use it for?”

      There was something dangerous in Hypatia’s eyes. Not in the unbalanced way there usually was after she’d used her Sight. This was completely composed, and that was far more dangerous.

      What had Mage Hirtus told her? What could he have told her? Almost everything that mattered happened after Gavril had thrashed him and left him for dead.

      “Maybe because I don’t suffer gossips and liars.”

      Marcella forced herself not to look at Gavril. Did he know what Hypatia was getting at? How? What was she missing?

      Hypatia crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at him. “You do know who I am and what I do, don’t you?”

      Marcella shifted infinitesimally closer to him before she could think better of it. He had not quite trusted her with his heart again, but he had put his life in her hands with wholehearted trust. She would prove herself worthy of it and earn that trust for his heart again.

      “I am not scared. And I do know who you are. And what you’ve done.” Gavril’s jaw clenched. “Faustina is dearly missed.”

      Hypatia’s lips curled up and Konstantin frowned, leaning over to whisper to Panagiotis who looked equally as confused. Hypatia said, “Then you know I am not one to be trifled with.”

      “I do. I also know you want to avoid bloodshed. I think we have more in common than you would assume,” Gavril said, his eyes darting over Marcella. “My captor has treated me excellently on the way here.”

      “Far better than you and yours have treated her, that I’m certain of.” Hypatia’s eyes narrowed in on Marcella. “Speaking of, I see you have brought me my hostage, but I do not see the Heart, little one.”

      Marcella could only attribute her steady, unwavering voice to one of Asentai’s small miracles. “Unfortunately, I could not retrieve the Heart and still escape a city full of Inimicus without losing my hostage.”

      High Priest Panagiotis let out a soft gasp and shook his head. Konstantin ran a hand through his hair before leaning over to the High Priest and saying something Marcella didn’t catch. She couldn’t afford to take her attention off Hypatia for a single second. Hypatia’s eyes narrowed as she rose from her seat to take advantage of one of the few differences between them, her slightly taller stature.

      “Your orders were to return with both.”

      Any other time, Marcella would have folded. But not when Gavril had placed this in her hands. She might fail anyway. Human hands always faltered. Especially hers. But she was going to pray that this time, hers might not.

      “I could not return with both. So I had to choose. I chose what I had the best chance at escaping with. I could get to the prince. I could not get to the Heart.”

      High Priest Panagiotis shot up, snapping, “You chose poorly! You chose like a heathen, leaving such a holy relic in the hands of the Inimicus and their heretics to defile what Asentai left to us.”

      From Gavril’s posture beside her alone, she knew he had to be biting his tongue so hard he was tasting blood. But before he broke and revealed their closer relationship, Hypatia had already whipped around and fixed High Priest Panagiotis with a harsh glare. “This soldier is from Desero and under my command. You might be an authority on faith, but this army and my clan are still under my authority.”

      Konstantin cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow.

      Hypatia, however, did not seem to take the hint as she flashed Konstantin a patronizing smile before saying to Panagiotis, “I have a whole list of generals, captains, and lieutenants whose opinions and orders rank more highly than yours.”

      “Hypatia.” Konstantin started to push himself up from his seat, a clear admonishment in his tone.

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, even Konstantin’s opinion matters more to me than yours in matters regarding my soldiers and how they execute their orders. When I wish to discuss Sight or matters regarding faith, your opinion will move up in consideration.”

      “You are little better.” High Priest Panagiotis scoffed. “What use do we have for a prince you forgot they even had, until that Inimicus soldier reminded you, while they still hold the most sacred relic on this earth?”

      “But they have no use for it.”

      Every eye in the tent turned back on Marcella. Her heart stuttered and her voice failed her for a moment. She cleared her throat as Hypatia tilted her head and narrowed her eyes.

      “High Priest, they have no care for anything sacred or religious.” Somehow her voice was still steady and strong. “What use do they have for what they see as a curious rock when we have their prince? They will gladly return it safely for their prince. That is why I chose the prince. Not because I have misplaced my priorities, but because I know theirs.”

      High Priest Panagiotis sat back down, glaring at her but falling silent. Konstantin looked her over again with a sharp, analytical edge. Hypatia turned back to Marcella with a wicked grin. “You have been hiding your intelligence, little one. Not only were you blessed to look like me, you were also blessed with at least a fraction of my intelligence.”

      Marcella was trying not to look at Gavril directly, knowing she would not be able to hide the depth of her affection from Hypatia if she did, but out of the corner of her eye she could see him. She could see his scowl deepen and his jaw clench so tightly she was half certain she would hear bone break.

      She wished Gavril wouldn’t let it bother him so. It wasn’t even true. It had been Gavril’s intelligence, not hers.

      But his restraint did not go unnoticed as Hypatia approached them slowly, eyes skimming over Gavril. She gestured to him and said, “Prince Gavril…”

      Gavril’s jaw slowly unclenched enough for him to say, “Yes?”

      The closer Hypatia got, the faster Marcella’s heart beat. She shifted, unsure what she could do against Hypatia, but staying light on her feeble feet was better than nothing.

      “You were the one sent to catch me. Even if I hadn’t gotten the little mage you left behind, I remember you.” Hypatia’s eyes gleamed dangerously. “You came riding out of the trees.”

      Gavril’s breath hitched. Marcella cursed herself.

      “Of course you remember that ambush. You know, the one where you killed my father and absconded with my little lookalike that I’m so very fond of?”

      Or blaming him for her father’s death.

      “You can’t be that fond of her if you jump at the chance to carve into her.”

      She should have known Gavril wouldn’t be able to hold his tongue. She should have made him silence himself.

      But Hypatia’s wicked grin just grew bigger. Behind her Konstantin’s eyes doubled in size and nearly fell out of his skull. Apparently Hypatia hadn’t told her husband about that.

      “You shouldn’t fret about what your little soldier told me. I would have figured it out anyway. He just confirmed it for me. I barely saw your face in the ambush, but I did in my vision. You seeing the scar on Marcella’s side that matched mine. Hmm…” Hypatia eyed how close the two of them were standing. “That was you, and you are also the prince we heard had taken a particular interest in my lookalike, plus everything the soldier told me about the time he saw you with her on the road…”

      Oh no.

      Hypatia turned to Marcella. “That’s more than enough information. You did more than just win his trust, didn’t you? He doesn’t seem all that shocked or betrayed. I reckon he’s angrier with me than with you. You must have really done a number on him if he’s so willing a hostage.”

      “Hypatia.” Konstantin’s voice held a warning tone, but Marcella knew Hypatia too well to believe she’d ever heed it.

      Even Hypatia thought she was a… she-wolf.

      Marcella’s cheeks were flooded with heat as she took a deep breath to keep her composure. Someone had to. “What you’re implying is not true. I do not know what that Inimicus said, but things aren’t like that. Prince Gavril is so willing because he believes despite our differences, true peace can be achieved. The Inimicus army has likely already started marching this direction. They were almost ready to leave when we left Areator. He’s here because he wants to stop the bloodshed. Don’t you want peace?”

      Gavril’s breath hitched beside her.

      Hypatia tilted her head. “By peace… do you mean I want our people to stop dying? Yes. Do I want the Inimicus king begging at my feet for mercy? Also yes.” She looked over at the lieutenant by the tent entrance and said, “Take the prince and decide what part of him will be most identifiable to his father. I think I would like a finger, there’s some sort of lesson in that about keeping his hands to himself.”

      “Chiefess—” High Priest Panagiotis said, rising from his chair.

      “No!” Marcella’s voice ripped through the tent as she spun around to face the lieutenant. Her hands flew through the air. Gavril had grabbed the back of her cloak and pulled her close and she gasped to see what she’d successfully cast as the lieutenant hit the ground, hissing in pain from the vitae burn.

      What she’d cast two-handed.

      The tent was silent. Hypatia, Konstantin, the High Priest, and the lieutenant were all gaping at Marcella holding up the Inimicus rune. A rune that should not be possible for her to cast.

      Hypatia was the first one to move, raising her hand to stop the lieutenant even though he hadn’t moved to get up from the ground.

      Marcella’s heavy breaths filled the air.

      “Alright,” Hypatia said. “You have my attention.”

      Gavril’s hands were on Marcella’s shoulders, holding her steady. He whispered, “You can do this.”

      She took a deep breath and lifted her left hand, banishing the rune. The band and lines were still hidden beneath Gavril’s illusion, but the leather and metal against her skin steadied her. “Hypatia, Prince Gavril is here as our willing hostage because he believes in peace. Forget whatever you’ve been told by a mage who hated him. He believes we can have real peace because we aren’t what we thought. We aren’t like the Elemens, we are all the same Runai. That his people are wrong in their belief in our corrupted vitae, and the fact that I can cast his people’s runes proves it. If we can eliminate the reason this senseless war started, then we can have a peace that will last so long we will forget why we ever spilt blood to begin with.”

      Hypatia took her seat, leaning back and resting her arms on the armrests and gesturing for the men beside her to follow suit. Konstantin did so, sitting at her right while the High Priest retook his seat.

      Hypatia said, “I will be the judge of what I will do, little Marcella, but if you think you have a plan for peace and the prince is our willing hostage, then I will hear you out. Tell me what you want.”

      “First off, you’re going to send word to the Inimicus you have Gavril and you want to negotiate peace.”

      Gavril leaned forward. “This might entice you. You’ll be addressing it to Nikias. My father is… not up for the task.”

      Hypatia’s wicked grin grew. “Oh? Now that’s interesting. I’ll play along.” She snapped her fingers at the lieutenant who was finally getting off the ground and said, “Get me a raven. I can’t wait to see Prince Nikias again.”
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      It was a strange thing to sit at the same table as Hypatia, Konstantin—who was essentially a chief in his own right—and High Priest Panagiotis. Marcella wouldn’t have believed this was where she would end up even if Hypatia had claimed to see it in a vision. Not before the ambush.

      She especially would have laughed at the thought there would be an Inimicus prince sitting to her right helping them. And if she’d been told she would be in love with and married to said prince… well, she couldn’t imagine what her reaction would have been.

      Her chair was a respectable distance from Gavril’s, and it was for the best since Hypatia was already suspicious there was more to her relationship with Gavril than they were letting on. Not to mention neither of them knew exactly what Hirtus had told her about Gavril—lied to her about—before she’d killed him.

      As they planned out the message to Nikias, Marcella tried to rein herself in and let Gavril handle himself against Hypatia so she didn’t seem overly attached. She was a little surprised Hypatia hadn’t sniffed the whole truth out already, but maybe Hypatia didn’t know Marcella as well as the chiefess thought she did.

      Hypatia’s fingers flew through the air once the wording had been finalized and translated into the Inimicus language by Gavril. She paused halfway through casting the rune that would carry the message and direct the raven the lieutenant had brought and said, “If your brother finds out you were a willing participant, they’ll label you a traitor. You’ll spend the rest of your life waiting for the truth to come out.”

      Gavril snorted. “This message is a formality, Chiefess. The second my disappearance was discovered, my brother knew exactly what had happened.”

      Hypatia glanced over at Marcella. “Should I expect he’s going to want to punish my little lookalike for her role in all of this?”

      “He is going to be more concerned with you, chiefess.”

      It was the right thing to say as Hypatia grinned wider and returned to casting. Marcella gave Gavril a short, approving nod. Hypatia continued, and Konstantin leaned his arms on the table to take a closer look at the two of them. “While she finishes that, I’d like to discuss more about what exactly it was we saw not long ago. What you—Marcella, was it?—did? I’m still not quite certain I believe my own eyes.”

      Marcella nodded. “It’s a rather long story. Suffice it to say that while I was in Areator, Prince Gavril—as you can tell he’s a bit of a visionary—wanted to better understand our people’s magic, which led to his theory that they weren’t really different magics, just different styles. And that if one applied themselves, they could learn the other style. I proved his theory. You could learn how to do it with a little bit of time.”

      Hypatia scoffed. “What need do we have for their runes? Why should I want their illusions or to defile my vitae with their heretic’s runes they’ve achieved only through committing their blasphemous atrocities against us?”

      Konstantin ignored her and looked at Gavril. “So then, it would be possible for you to learn our runes as well?”

      Marcella’s breath caught. Hypatia finished the rune and stilled, immediately narrowing her eyes at them. If they found out Gavril had started to learn how to cast with one hand—

      “Theoretically yes, but we haven’t proven that yet,” she said.

      Hypatia narrowed her eyes. Did she know that was a lie?

      “The last thing those heretics need is the ability to cast multiple runes at the same time,” Hypatia said, lowering her hands. She hadn’t yet cast the rune that would send the raven. She abruptly said, “Your brother will think I’m lying without proof. How do I prove I have you?”

      Marcella tensed, ready to leap to her feet to protect him again while he could not protect himself.

      “Your hair? No.” Hypatia shook her head. Her eyes landed on his cloak. Then she snapped her fingers at the lieutenant and said, “His cloak. That’s a pattern I’ve seen before, on Nikias himself.”

      Gavril stiffened and went ashen. Marcella wasn’t sure if this might be some kind of taboo he hadn’t told her about, but she did know if they took the cloak, they’d likely see the marks peeking out of his cuff. Just in case Hypatia knew what they meant, she shot up and said, “Chiefess, I’ll tear off some of the trim and you can attach it to the raven. We don’t want to give the bird so much that it would be too heavy and slow it down.”

      The lieutenant froze. Hypatia raised an eyebrow, but gestured for her to go ahead.

      She could at least make sure she tore from the edge that wasn’t acting as his sleeve. But she could feel Hypatia’s eyes on her as she tried not to rush out of her seat and throw herself at Gavril. Instead she carefully knelt by his chair, and when his eyes landed on her, they were the only ones that mattered. She fumbled with the edge of his cloak when he shifted in his seat, and the hand that had shifted toward her pulled back, slipping beneath his cloak and clenching around the arm of the chair.

      She stopped herself from reaching for him as well, biting the inside of her cheek as she focused on keeping her face devoid of emotion.

      She tore a little strip of the trimming off, hating that she had to damage it at all. When she straightened back up, her heart stuttered at the way Hypatia was staring at her with her arms crossed, displeasure written all over her similar features. She slowly held her hand out and Marcella passed her the strip. She tied it to the raven’s leg, keeping one eye on Marcella as she did so, and Marcella’s heart beat faster.

      Once she was done, Hypatia straightened up and rolled her shoulders. “Alright, that’s enough for now. While I would love to keep this going, we do have other urgent matters to handle, and we’ll be waiting for the raven’s return anyway. Lieutenant, do something with our prisoner so he’s properly contained. I’m not quite so trusting this isn’t all some kind of trap. Make sure those Inimicus cuffs aren’t going to slip off him. Rough him up a little on the way to make it more believable. Make sure he’s not going to fight back and put on a bit of a show for our people. It won’t pay them back for all the lives we’ve lost—my father particularly—but it’s a start.”

      All Marcella saw in that moment were his black eye, his split lip, the bruises he hid from everyone. Her side burned. She knew what Hypatia considered rough.

      “You will not hurt him!” Marcella stepped between Gavril’s chair and the lieutenant.

      “Marcella—” Gavril’s warning was cut off as Hypatia moved around the table.

      “Stand down, little one. He is no longer your concern.” Hypatia grabbed Marcella by the shoulder, sinking her fingers into her cloak. “You were ordered to deliver a prince to me and now that you have, you are relieved of it. I will do with him as I wish.”

      Marcella wasn’t going to let herself be pulled away without a fight. She dug her feet in and grabbed at the chair even as Gavril scrambled out of it. He reached for her, but Hypatia managed to jerk her forward. Marcella tried to dislodge Hypatia’s grip, her makeshift sleeve starting to fall apart as she said, “You will not! He is not yours to abuse or make some show out of! I told you whatever that mage said isn’t true. Gavril is here to help us, and I will not let you—”

      Hypatia let out a harsh, barking laugh. “You will not let me? Oh, your captivity has made you think rather highly of yourself, my little lookalike! What exactly makes you think you have any authority over me when it comes to my prisoner?”

      “Marcella, don’t—”

      “Because he’s—”

      “He’s what? The man who took you captive? Who has kept you as his prisoner? His pet? His—”

      Marcella finally succeeded in shoving Hypatia back, but as she did so Hypatia’s hand slid down her left arm and her fingers snagged in the leather band that couldn’t be seen. Hypatia’s eyes widened for a moment before narrowing at where her fingers appeared to be tangled in nothing.

      “What is this? An Inimicus illusion?” Hypatia jerked on the band, and Marcella stumbled toward her. She held Marcella’s hand up, wrapping her hand around Marcella’s wrist, and Marcella could feel the band and metal pressing against her skin harder as Hypatia felt all of it. “A bracelet?”

      “Hypatia—”

      “And why would the Inimicus prince go to all this trouble to hide it well before you got here unless it was something to hide?” Hypatia ran her fingers over the rune etched into the metal. “What is this? This rune, it’s—”

      “Because he’s my husband!”

      The words fell out of her mouth right as she managed to rip it out of Hypatia’s grip and stumble backward.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Konstantin’s eyes widened while High Priest Panagiotis choked on a gasp. Hypatia stilled as she narrowed her eyes at Marcella’s wrist, clutched to her chest.

      Right as she did, hands came to rest on her shoulders. Gavril’s. He was always there to steady her.

      She wanted to open her mouth and apologize for revealing the truth, but she couldn’t. Not in front of them. And not when it might be the only thing to protect him.

      His hands trembled against her shoulders.

      Maybe he was using her to steady himself.

      Hypatia rolled her shoulders and straightened up, saying breathlessly, “Well then…”

      Marcella knew that look. She’d never liked that look on Hypatia.

      The chiefess turned to High Priest Panagiotis with a smile that made her look like a snake and said, “My little lookalike claims she’s married. Do tell me, have you or any of your priests officiated a ceremony for her and this Inimicus prince? Because as the leader of her clan, I certainly did not give my blessing to any union involving her and an Inimicus, especially the one who led the group responsible for my father’s death.”

      “I assure you neither I nor any of my priests would ever join one of the faithful to a faithless Inimicus. It would be heretical,” High Priest Panagiotis said with a derisive sniff.

      “I—” Marcella started, taking a step forward, but Hypatia whipped back around.

      “You are not married. Not in the eyes of Asentai or mine, and well, mine are the ones that matter right now.” At Hypatia’s words, High Priest Panagiotis made a warning noise in the back of his throat that she ignored as she strode up to Marcella and grabbed her left wrist, lifting it between them again. Her fingers flew into a rune and vitae surged. Marcella yelped, trying to stop it, but she was too late. The illusion on her left wrist shattered, revealing the leather band and the black lines on her skin.

      The only saving grace was she could feel the illusions covering her scars hold.

      “That band is—” Marcella tried again, and Gavril’s grip on her shoulders tightened. But she was cut off when Hypatia ripped her forward by her left wrist, holding it up so she could look at the rune etched into the metal. She then narrowed her eyes in on the matching one on Gavril’s clasp holding his cloak in place.

      “I knew it. This rune is his name in their language, yes, I recognize it from the message we just sent.” Hypatia looked over Marcella’s wrist again before digging her fingers in painfully and glaring at her and Gavril. “You were not married. You were branded.”

      “No. No—Hypatia—” Marcella stuttered, wincing. “It wasn’t like that—”

      “I will not stand for it. Foolish girl, and here I thought you had a fraction of my intellect. No more.” Hypatia flung Marcella behind her and snapped, “You are home now, and I will not let this silver-tongued heathen keep taking advantage of you in the most despicable ways.”

      “Hypatia, no, please—” Marcella tried to rush back toward Gavril, but was interrupted when Hypatia twisted her wrist painfully, causing her knees to buckle. She couldn’t help the cry that rose in her throat.

      “Marcella! Let her go, demon!” Gavril’s voice ripped through the tent, and out of the corner of her eye she could see him struggling against the lieutenant. “Like you had any care for her wellbeing when you sent her to die!”

      “Lieutenant, get the Inimicus out of my sight before I kill the very valuable prize!”

      Marcella grabbed at Hypatia’s arm, trying to get her legs back under her as she pleaded, “Don’t hurt him, please. That’s all I ask. Please, I went to die for you. I brought you a willing hostage. I want nothing in return but for him to live and be unharmed!”

      Hypatia shoved Marcella farther back into the tent as Gavril was slowly being forced to the exit by the lieutenant, fighting him every step. Another Desero mage hurried into the tent, taking Gavril’s other side and dragging him back more easily with the two of them. Hypatia’s lip curled up as she sneered at Marcella, “I would say I’d take your opinion under advisement, but you should know better by now. Your value is in looking like me, nothing else.”

      “Marcella—” Gavril’s voice was cut off as he was hauled out of the tent, and she hadn’t even gotten a last glimpse at him as the water filling her eyes blurred everything as she hit her knees. She was far too weak to have a hope of fighting Hypatia off.

      “Hypatia, that is enough!”

      Marcella looked up to see Konstantin standing between her and Hypatia. She held her breath in the tense silence that followed.

      Konstantin’s expression was as cold and solid as marble while Hypatia narrowed her eyes at her husband. They seemed to be waging some kind of battle in the silence.

      It seemed like an eternity, but then Hypatia took a long, slow breath and rolled her shoulders. She stepped back and turned on her heel, heading for the tent exit. She threw over her shoulder, “I will deal with you later, little one. Put whatever little of your mind that has been left uncorrupted by the Inimicus together in the meantime to explain yourself. I have an army to manage.”

      Then she was gone.

      Marcella stuttered over her sigh.

      The second the flap closed behind her, Konstantin also sighed and deflated. He ran a hand through his hair and shook his head.

      What had just happened?

      Marcella gaped up at Konstantin. Had he… Had he just won against Hypatia?

      No one won against Hypatia. No one stopped Hypatia.

      Konstantin turned around and offered Marcella his hand, saying, “Marcella, I’m sure you are exhausted and hungry. Come, let’s get you something to eat, and I will deal with Hypatia and the prince.”

      Marcella let him pull her to her feet, whispering, “Thank you.”

      She remembered thinking when she first saw Konstantin in passing while the marriage alliance was being worked out that Hypatia would eat him alive.

      Maybe she’d been wrong.
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      Gavril hadn’t expected to be treated well as the enemy prince. That was why he’d wanted his and Marcella’s relationship to stay between them. What little relationship there was, thanks to his cold treatment of her on the way there.

      But the second Hypatia revealed she’d gotten her hands on Hirtus and believed a word out of that man’s mouth, it was over. Then the truth came out, and he hadn’t been able to hold his tongue a moment longer at the way the demon was pretending to care.

      As he had been dragged away, he’d seen the Sordes gather around to watch. A few of them jeered out. He heard Chief Eustathios’ name mentioned as well as Hypatia’s and Marcella’s. He heard killer. Murderer. Kidnapper.

      Those were some of the nicer names.

      The soldier that had helped the lieutenant grab him took the opportunity to cuff him in the head and spit on him. The man muttered, “That’s for my grandfather. May you and your heretics rot.”

      Gavril could make an educated guess how his grandfather had died.

      He was too focused trying to look over his shoulder, but the small glimpses he got didn’t yield the results he wanted. No Marcella. He usually got a rough shove forward for the effort, but he kept trying.

      He didn’t care what they did to him, but he didn’t want his wife alone with the demon who scarred her and sent her to die to save her skin.

      Then he was shoved onto the ground, crashing into a post he was quickly secured to by the lieutenant and the soldier. Since the sun looked like it would be setting any minute, Gavril imagined this would be where he would be spending the night.

      And it was.

      He didn’t catch so much as a glimpse of Marcella. At least not until he woke up with a terrible crick in his neck to the sound of her voice.

      He blinked in the early dawn light to see her rushing toward him, clasping her left wrist in her hand. But she held it low and under her cloak, and she walked with her head held high and an air of authority. Was she pretending to be Hypatia to see him?

      She breezed past the guards stationed ahead of him with a short hello, and he sat up straighter, trying not to let his grin break through.

      But then a blur came careening around the corner with identical black curls. Hypatia caught Marcella and hauled her back.

      He only caught a little bit of what Hypatia said, “—knew you’d disobey—even want to after—done to you—responsible for the death of my father—the fact he breathes makes me sick—you I would deal with you later. It’s not later yet, and if you want my ear, you should behave.”

      Gavril tried to push himself up, but didn’t get far. He yelled out, “Marcella! I’m fine! I will be fine!”

      Hypatia immediately glared at him, but before either girl could speak, Konstantin walked up with a perfectly calm, measured countenance. He spoke so softly Gavril couldn’t catch any of it. But while he spoke, he broke Marcella and Hypatia apart. Hypatia quickly turned on her heel, barking, “My orders still stand! She is not to be let near him! And get him out of view. We leave him out like this, and some idiot will get it in his head to take him in the name of vengeance.”

      In a whirlwind, the demon was gone.

      Marcella immediately turned to Konstantin, hope pouring out of her. But he just shook his head, took her by the arm, and led her away.

      Gavril sank back to the ground. At least Konstantin hadn’t been rough with her, but Gavril couldn’t help the way his stomach turned and his chest burned. He didn’t like the sight. It almost confirmed his fears, that Marcella belonged with her people. Maybe they weren’t all so terrible to her.

      He still should be the one protecting and taking care of his wife.

      Not long after that incident, he was hauled off his post and dragged through the sprawling camp. They took so many turns Gavril didn’t think the soldiers themselves would be able to find their way back. They were also slowed by the soldiers taking the chance to get a hit or two in. But they did come to a stop in front of what looked like it had been a temporary shelter for horses, given the hay on the ground and the actual horses in a makeshift paddock. Hypatia must not be planning to move, but instead force Nikias to her if they were setting up structures.

      This time, they searched him, which wouldn’t have been a problem save for the fact that they did find something. Not a weapon, but Gavril thought a weapon would have gotten a kinder reaction.

      The soldiers found the set of lily clasps and pins Gavril had been keeping on himself for months now.

      Fortunately, he was long since indifferent to the pain of bruises, black eyes, and split lips. The insults they’d hurled at him had been worse. Gavril didn’t actually know the translation, but he knew the implication of the fact that he had them as well as the lies Hirtus must have spread before his death, so he could guess.

      Accuracy didn’t matter. It was one of the reasons he’d taken his cloak back, just in case any of her people knew the implication of her wearing it. Now he might as well have left her in it since she’d accidentally revealed they were married and they’d found the lilies anyway.

      He was bound to one of the posts inside so at least if the cloudy skies above opened up he wouldn’t get drenched too badly. Two guards took up positions closer to the paddock and the horses and would occasionally leave to patrol around it. If Hypatia wanted to keep Marcella away from him, it made sense. He was the only human in the camp to be guarded, so them guarding the horses made him harder to find.

      Later that day he was given one hand back just long enough so he could take care of basic necessities. He wasn’t given much food or water, likely the dregs of whatever their rations were. They wouldn’t want to waste the good stuff on an Inimicus prince. He was half certain the water he was given had been collected out of a muddy puddle given the taste of dirt in it. He didn’t care.

      He just worried about Marcella being left to hold her own against Hypatia.

      Especially the longer time went on and he didn’t see her. He didn’t want her to get in trouble coming to see him, but not seeing her and ensuring she was alright for himself was also tormenting him. Far more than the insults or bruises he got whenever his guards did pass by him.

      He spent three days in the stable. Neither Hypatia nor Konstantin came and spoke to him, so he assumed that meant they hadn’t received a reply from Nikias yet. Gavril knew it couldn’t be much longer. The army had been almost ready to leave, so the second the raven arrived, if they hadn’t left already, Nikias would leave.

      Which only made him worry about Aimilia. She’d assured him she could keep his father subdued long enough with the right doses of her tea and no one would ever know, but if she overestimated herself and got caught…

      It was treason.

      Although, he was also a little worried about what was going to happen to him if this all worked out, considering he had also committed treason. When his father woke up and took back control…

      He might bring peace between his people and the clans, but was either group really going to let him live to see it?
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      During Gavril’s fourth night in the Sordes camp, he was lightly dozing against the ground when the rustle of fabric and a soft “Gavril!” had him opening his eyes.

      Marcella ducked into the shelter, her eyes brightening the second they landed on him. He shot up, opening his mouth, but then she was on top of him, throwing herself into his lap. Her arms locked around him as she breathed out, “Gavril, I’ve been so worried!”

      His arms being bound behind him to the post hadn’t really bothered him until that moment since it was the only thing keeping him from being able to hold his wife.

      He could only just make her out and that was because she was practically sitting on him. The moonlight highlighted her face but not much else past the shelter. The torches the guards around the paddock carried were out of sight—the Sordes’ singlehanded runes didn’t lend themselves to be able to be set like his people’s runes—so he had no idea if they’d wandered off as part of their patrol or something else. But the light was no matter as dawn was not far off.

      But he did know he couldn’t let Marcella get caught.

      “I’m fine. I told you I would be. Now that you’ve seen it, you should go before your people come back and you get in trouble.”

      Her eyes immediately narrowed at him and he received the look on her face that he’d long since learned meant trouble. She sat back just enough that she could take his face in her hands and examine it, and the second her thumb brushed over his split lip he couldn’t stop his soft hiss.

      “You are not fine! This is not fine! You have done nothing to deserve this, and these men are behaving dishonorably, beating a man who cannot fight back. My people are behaving like the corrupted savages yours think we are,” Marcella said, her voice heated but still low as her hands settled on his cheeks.

      “Much as I have wished not to be some days, I am a prince. That comes with representing my people, both the good and the bad. For all the horrors my people have committed against yours, I can hold no grudge against any of yours for taking a few cheap shots.” Gavril tried to pull his face out of her grip, but she just held him in place.

      “Well, I can.”

      “Marcella, deliciae, this is nothing I have not endured my whole life. I can endure it from your people too. You have endured for months my people’s derision and scorn based off gossip, lies, and slander. I can endure a few days. You should go before you’re discovered. I cannot bear to even think of what the demon might do if she catches you,” Gavril whispered.

      Marcella shook her head. “No. I have not seen you in days, and I will not leave you now.”

      His heart swelled, and he believed her. She had nothing to gain from coming to see him, only something to lose.

      “My past few days have been entirely uneventful aside from the insults and blows. Tell me, have you heard from Nikias?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. I’ve barely seen Hypatia, but Konstantin has been keeping me informed on the fact that there has been nothing to be informed of.”

      At the mention of the other man, Gavril couldn’t help his scowl.

      She continued on, “He promised he would help me, but so far has been of little use. He won’t tell me exactly what Hirtus told him and Hypatia for me to refute it. He tells me to be patient and he’ll handle Hypatia, but I grew sick of waiting, so I came to find you on my own.” She lifted her left wrist and her fingertips brushed his chest, right over his heart. “It was hard. My sense of your vitae is fainter with those cuffs on, but I was able to find you. Guess it came in handy.”

      He tugged on the ropes binding his wrists to the posts but only succeeded in chafing the red, raw skin further. “You would have found me even without it, that I know.”

      “Well, Hypatia did a good job hiding you. She’s left you alone, right? She believes… She hasn’t come after you?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not lying to me so I don’t worry?”

      “I am tired of lying to you.” He shook his head. “No, I have not seen her. I do not worry for my sake but for yours. I would rather her be here antagonizing me because then I would know she is not with you.”

      “Better she be with me than with you. She thinks—”

      “I am aware what she and everyone else thinks. That’s precisely why I took my cloak back and didn’t want anyone to know we’re married,” Gavril said.

      He could see Marcella’s cheeks flush even in the darkness. “I just—She realized I was hiding something and I thought it would protect you. I didn’t realize it would just make things worse.”

      He could be angry she’d gone against his instruction, but after not seeing her for days and before that trying to force distance between them, he just didn’t have the strength anymore.

      “What is done is done.” He sighed. “Because of Hirtus’ lies it wouldn’t have mattered in the end. I still would have ended up here. Besides, while Hirtus might have made this look worse than it is and their assumptions on the details might be wrong, they are right in a way.” He nodded toward her left wrist. “You did not have much of a say in this marriage.”

      Marcella huffed. She peered around him and at the ropes holding his arms back. She reached behind him and quickly undid the knot, freeing his arms. “There, that’s better. It is too strange not to have your arms around me.”

      That was her greatest concern at the moment?

      Gavril couldn’t stop himself. He wrapped one arm around her waist and crushed her to himself as he slid his other hand to her cheek and kissed her. The happy hum Marcella gave him as she returned the kiss only encouraged him.

      He honestly did not even care if she ripped his heart out of his chest again and revealed this wasn’t real. Not now. Not while he could have this moment.

      Her fingers curled into his chiton as she shifted closer. He could happily spend the rest of his life there with her and let the two armies collide around them, but then he supposed all of their efforts would be for nothing. He reluctantly pulled back, unable to resist the urge to press a last, swift kiss to the scar on the underside of her jaw before cradling her face in both hands.

      “I believe I owe you an explanation.”

      Marcella’s dazed look as she slowly opened her eyes almost broke his restraint. She blinked. “What?”

      “My wife, my darling wife, my beautiful hope, you must know, I did this—” He skimmed his fingers over the markings on her left wrist, her hand still pressed against his heart, pleased to see her flush deepen and her shiver slightly at the motion as dawn began to break the horizon. “—because I was desperate and terrified and I saw in you an answer to all the prayers I had but did not have a word for until you gave it to me. I did not know your ignorance of our customs, and I was afraid, so afraid. I had forced you into a marriage, and worse—you did not even know it. By the time I realized you did not know, I was yours so irretrievably and it turned me into more of a coward than I already was.”

      “No—” The haze in her eyes started to clear, but he silenced her just by wrapping his fingers around her wrist.

      “Please, let me finish. I owe you an explanation for our marriage, the promises I made, and why I hid what I’d done to you. I foolishly believed that if I married you my family would respect our laws regarding the spouses of Runai. That is why I did it. I thought making you my wife would keep them from putting you on those sickening tables and once it was done, it was done. It failed horribly anyway and I could not even fault you for your hatred of me even though I knew I loved you then.”

      Marcella let out a soft gasp, but whether it was from the revelation or from his grip pressing her hand harder against his chest, he wasn’t sure.

      “I knew when you stood in that cell and cursed me that I loved you. I was in agony to see you in so much pain. You have been my hope for peace since the beginning, but more than that you have been my hope of love returned. But I believed you could never love me. I was the reason you were in this horror to begin with. A man so weak and pathetic he could not even protect his own wife from his family. I tried to shield myself from the pain of hope unfulfilled. I tried to simply focus on my promises. My promise to protect you. My promise to my family—a promise I made only because I was out of options since they would not respect the law that you were my wife. I needed to promise something to keep you off the table so I promised knowledge.”

      “You have been forgiven for that. I have not held that against you in a long time,” Marcella murmured, her fingers splaying out over his heart. He could feel it beat stronger, trying to reach her touch.

      “Still, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry for it all. I just wanted you to want to live even if the only reason you wanted to live was to hurt me—I loved you so much that was acceptable to me. But little by little, mea spes, you gave me hope that maybe not all was lost, and weak man that I am, I could not resist. And yet I feared losing the little you gave me, so I kept my secrets and put it off and put it off. I promised I would tell you when we had peace.”

      He lowered his gaze to their hands, unable to find the strength to face her.

      “That would be when I could let you go back to your people safely and have the marriage annulled if that was your wish. At least, that is what I believed, but I do not know if even a miracle would have given me the strength to be able to let you go. So truly, my hope was that would be when I would have the best chance of convincing you my deception was done out of weakness, not malice, and that you might choose to forgive me and stay anyway. That I could love you enough for long enough that maybe out of all the love I poured into you just an ounce would come back to me.”

      His whisper faded into the air, and he kept his eyes on their hands, but he felt her other hand shift to his hair.

      “More than an ounce,” she whispered, gently pulling the back of his head up to look at her. “Much more.”

      His grip on her waist tightened.

      Her hand over his heart flexed. She whispered, “So… tell me… have I succeeded? Am I to be trusted with your heart again?”

      “Say it to me. What you promised me you would say again the night before you were arrested.”

      “Gavril… I love you.”

      He smiled up at her, the dawn light framing her, and she took his breath away. “My heart has been in your hands since these marks have been on our wrists. I never took it back, not truly. I never will. It is yours, my hope, my wife.”

      Then she pulled her hand back from his chest to wrap it around his, pulling it toward her and settling his palm over her own heart, letting it span across her collarbone. She whispered, “As mine is yours, my protector, my husband.”

      Marcella pressed her lips to his, slowly, cautiously. Her hesitancy made him feel like he was an illusion that might slip through her grip. Gavril cupped her cheek and returned her kiss just as haltingly, tender and soft. His hand curled into her peplos when he felt her heart beat faster. He could feel her legs shifting as she moved to deepen the kiss, and Gavril moved to respond in kind when the sound of a throat clearing stilled both their movements.

      The second after, Gavril tightened his grip on Marcella, ready to do whatever he needed to in order to protect her from the consequences of coming to see him. He spotted the source of the noise the second Marcella did, standing in the early dawn light.

      Konstantin.
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      Hypatia’s husband stood with his arms crossed, eyeing the two of them with a strange look in his eyes. Gavril couldn’t quite read it, but he didn’t like it. He pulled Marcella closer, and then he realized it would be a strange thing for any man to see someone who was in almost every way the replica of his wife in the arms of another man, even knowing they were different people.

      Even if that wife was a demon.

      “Marcella, you know—” Konstantin started, but Marcella didn’t let him get far.

      “I don’t care what Hypatia said,” she snapped. “I needed to see my husband and you were all talk.”

      It was nice to see her obstinance directed at someone else for once.

      Konstantin, however, did not seem to be as fond of her attitude. “He’s not your husband. He’s the Inimicus who abducted you in the place of Hypatia and took advantage of you. But that’s not the argument I’m here to have. Hypatia wants to see you. The raven returned half an hour ago. She will only be more difficult to manage if she starts to get suspicious of why you can’t be found. I suspect she will also let you plead your case now as to why you think this man is your husband and not your abductor.”

      Gavril sighed and gently nudged Marcella. He whispered, “Go. I do not want her to hurt you for my sake. I would rather you avoid her altogether, but I suspect that would only make it worse.”

      Marcella huffed but then she leaned forward and gave him one last, lingering kiss before reluctantly untangling herself from him and rising to her feet. She was halfway toward Konstantin when she turned on her heel and said, “Oh, I suppose we have to restrain him again so no one knows I was here.”

      Konstantin waved her off. “I’ll handle it, go ahead. You don’t want to keep Hypatia waiting longer than necessary.”

      Gavril opened his mouth to protest—he especially didn’t want Marcella to be left alone with Hypatia without someone there to force Hypatia to restrain herself—but Marcella was gone and Konstantin was approaching.

      So instead, he said, “Just hurry and catch up to her before she reaches Hypatia.”

      Konstantin came to a stop, hovering above Gavril. “I think not. I’m afraid I wanted to speak to you myself, and Hypatia being distracted with Marcella is perfect timing.”

      Gavril started to push himself to his feet—he might not have access to his vitae, but he could still throw a right hook—but Konstantin just raised one hand and started a rune.

      Gavril reluctantly lowered himself back to the ground, glaring up at him. “She should not be left alone with Hypatia.”

      “But she should be left alone with you? So you can roll about in the hay with her?” Konstantin kept his half-formed rune in the air.

      “Nothing untoward has happened. It is no crime for my wife to kiss me. It was all completely innocent, as everything has been between us.” Gavril didn’t relent in his glare at the clan mage.

      Konstantin raised an eyebrow. “That’s not what your soldier said before he died.”

      Gavril should have killed Hirtus instead of leaving him behind after saving Marcella from Hirtus’ trap. He almost had, but hearing Marcella say his name for the first time had pulled him out of that haze so he hadn’t finished it.

      “Did that soldier tell you why he was left behind in enemy territory without his voice?”

      “His story was you silenced him for questioning your inappropriate behavior with Marcella and then when he let her escape from you, you beat him and left him behind,” Konstantin said, crossing his arms. “So you can see your soldier described to us a very different kind of man than the one you would have us believe you are.”

      Oh, of course Hirtus would spin things like that. If he wasn’t already dead, Gavril would thrash him a second time.

      “I silenced him because of his inappropriate comments about Marcella and his gossip and lies about me and Marcella, insinuating things that were by no means true. The reason he was beaten within an inch of his life when you got a hold of him was because he didn’t let her escape. He let her run into a trap he’d set for her. I shudder to think of everything he had planned, and it was a miracle I got there when I did before she was seriously harmed. His trap interfered with my attempt to let her go, and his vile talk and his attack on her meant I would not have him amongst my soldiers and warn the other soldiers not to even think of behaving similarly to him.”

      That was the truth.

      Konstantin laughed and reached into his pocket. “You expect me to believe that? How naïve do you think I am? That you were actually the one trying to let her go when after this you branded her with your name so she could never escape you?”

      If they called the marriage band and vows a brand one more time…

      Gavril took a deep breath. Peace. That was the real fight.

      It would be easier if Konstantin wasn’t saying things that haunted Gavril’s nightmares. Like by speaking them, he was just confirming Gavril’s worst thoughts were true.

      “Marcella ran into other soldiers after I tried letting her go, and that’s when I saw her cast two runes at the same time and that is where I made the choice to keep her so that I might be able to save thousands, and I was going to keep her safe as well while I did so.”

      Konstantin said, “So you maintain every word your soldier said was a lie?”

      “I maintain he twisted everything he saw or said to fit his purposes because he could not comprehend the concept of respect and treating people with dignity.”

      The Montis leader pulled out the set of lily pins and clasps and held them up. “Then care to explain why you had these on you? You could only have taken these from Marcella. Did you not try to cover it up by forcing her to participate in the mockery your people make of marriage, binding yourselves to each other with vitae instead of in Asentai’s eyes?”

      Ah.

      “I didn’t know the implication of taking them from her until after I already had.” Gavril couldn’t help his voice dipping lower. “I know you think we’re all without any honor, but Marcella will tell you herself I have never impugned hers.”

      Konstantin just eyed the gold lilies. “You’ve kept them like a trophy. And of course she will; she is completely taken with you. You are all she has talked about and worried about for the last few days. Her perception of events can only be skewed in your favor, no matter how ugly the truth.”

      “I kept them in the hopes one day I would offer them and she would accept them,” he ground out, humiliated he had to be admitting any of this to the man who married a demon.

      What would Konstantin know of love?

      Konstantin lowered the lilies and the half-formed rune to raise an eyebrow. “But you already bound her to you by your people’s bastardization of marriage. Why would you need anything more?”

      “I married her according to my people’s tradition to protect her. I wanted to marry her according to your people’s tradition because I love her.”

      Konstantin’s eyes widened. “Protect her from your own people?”

      “Yes, I did it in an attempt to protect her life after I discovered she wasn’t Hypatia and I thought we could achieve peace from it.” Gavril scoffed. “I don’t know why you or Hypatia are pretending to care about her now. She would be but an afterthought if I hadn’t chosen to save her life even after discovering how little she was worth to you. You sent her to die, but you object to the lengths I went to in order to protect her?”

      “I care about all of my people.” Konstantin’s voice darkened. “As far as I’m concerned, Clan Desero’s members are now my people. As for Hypatia? Where else do you think her fury with you comes from? She is fond of Marcella simply by the virtue of her appearance. I find it a wholly inadequate reason and completely wrapped up in Hypatia’s vanity, but to say she doesn’t care about Marcella at all would not be accurate.”

      “And yet she cared about Marcella enough to replicate a scar on her skin, so desperate to preserve her life she must have forgotten all about that fondness,” Gavril sneered. “Guess you’re a lucky man, Konstantin—Hypatia was so determined to marry you she would scar and leave for dead someone she claims she is fond of.”

      Antagonizing him might not be the smartest move, but if they were going to continue to degrade his relationship with Marcella, he wasn’t going to be able to stop himself.

      If they were determined to believe he was a monster who had been abusing and manipulating Marcella this whole time, he could not change their minds. Especially when they would not confront their own abuse and how it had left a lifetime of scars on her deeper than any of her physical ones.

      Konstantin’s jaw clenched and he crossed his arms. “An Inimicus cannot understand what it means to be burdened with Sight like Hypatia is. Or what the consequences of that knowledge entail. We all make sacrifices for our people in this war.”

      If the sacrifice was Marcella’s life or him marrying Hypatia, it wasn’t clear.

      “What do you want from me? If you are already decided upon not believing a word I say and thinking me the lowest of men, what is the point?” Gavril snapped.

      Konstantin sighed. “Did it work?”

      “What?”

      “Your claim is you bound yourself to Marcella to protect her. There is but one thing I can think of that you would have to protect her from… Those horrific tables.” Gavril’s breath caught in the back of his throat at Konstantin’s words. The man’s face twisted in a disgusted expression before he whispered, “Did it work?”

      Some secrets Gavril had to keep. Some lies he was tired of telling.

      “No.” Gavril swallowed thickly. “That failure will never stop haunting me.”

      Konstantin looked back down at the lilies. “And yet you have reason to believe she would accept these?”

      “Yes.”

      “She says she loves you… if all this is true…” Konstantin stepped closer and held out the set of lilies to him. “Maybe there is hope yet for us all.”

      Konstantin believed him?

      Gavril took the lilies back and slipped them into his pocket.

      “I suspected that soldier wasn’t entirely honest. I’m personally of the opinion interrogations that are more torture don’t tend to actually encourage true honesty, just whatever will make the pain stop, or the pain wasn’t going to break them in the first place.” Konstantin gestured to the rope on the ground. “The sooner you’re restrained, the sooner I can get back to my wife to try to speak sense to her and reassure yours. And maybe we can have real peace for the first time in our lifetimes.”

      As Konstantin retied the rope, binding Gavril back to the post, Gavril couldn’t say he liked the man who was saddled with the Desero demon, but any ally on the path to peace was one he couldn’t afford to lose.
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      Marcella would have rather stayed in Gavril’s arms, but this was her chance to plead her case and clear Gavril’s name. If she was particularly convincing, maybe she could get him moved into a tent.

      She had been staying—on Hypatia’s orders—in a small tent beside Hypatia and Konstantin’s that were both near the command tent. She didn’t imagine they would let him stay with her, given their objections to her marriage and the fact that he was technically a hostage.

      The Desero mages guarding the command tent let her pass easily.

      Over the last few days Marcella had seen a wide variety of mages from all the different clans in the overall camp, but each clan had their own section. Desero’s section surrounded the command tent. Apparently Montis was on the far edge of the camp, where Gavril was being kept currently. Only Desero mages guarded Hypatia or anywhere Hypatia went. Not even Montis mages.

      While Marcella’s chief focus over the last few days had been finding Gavril, she’d also asked around, trying to figure out how exactly this coalition had happened and what the new dynamics were between the clans. Surprisingly, the Montis mages had been most helpful to her, once she was able to explain she wasn’t Hypatia.

      As soon as she stepped into the tent, she spotted Hypatia sitting in her usual chair, legs draped over the arm as she leaned back across the other arm, holding the raven perched on one finger and a piece of paper in the other. Nikias’ response.

      Hypatia didn’t even look up from the paper as she said, “There you are, little one.”

      Marcella reluctantly dropped to one knee and bowed her head, keeping one eye on Hypatia. “I was summoned, Chiefess.”

      There was something off. She was… unbalanced. Had she been using her Sight? Even knowing the physical toll it took on her, she was risking it when this could still possibly end in a bloody battle?

      “Yes, it seems the Inimicus you brought us was right. Prince Nikias—regent at the moment with his father indisposed—will negotiate with me for Gavril’s safe return and in return give us back the Heart. Lucky for you, he’s demanding Gavril be unharmed. He will, however, be bringing an army and a selection of his commanders just in case.” Hypatia looked up from the paper and waved it slightly. She laughed as she looked at Marcella. “You must have seen Prince Nikias while in Areator with some frequency. Tell me, can you hear him? Saying all of this through gritted teeth?”

      Marcella absolutely could.

      And she did not find it nearly as amusing a thought.

      “You will have the chance to see and hear him for yourself when he arrives,” Marcella murmured.

      Hypatia rolled her eyes as she swung her legs back into a proper position and sent the raven back into the air to fly off to its keepers. “Yes, but when he comes before me, he’s going to be stone-faced. As much as possible.”

      She rose from her seat, her fingers skimming over to her side and in a lighter, musing tone, she said, “I haven’t seen him since he gave me this scar. I’m only sorry I didn’t get to give him one too.”

      Marcella swallowed the words rising in her throat. His dead wife was more than enough of a scar.

      “And yet his brother came to us willingly after trying to take me unwillingly to be their hostage. He’s responsible for my father’s death and got you instead of me. Now he’s turned you into a… oh, what do they call it in their tongue? Lupa? Can’t blame him. Once he realized you weren’t me and could enjoy your beauty without all the issues that come with me.”

      “Did Prince Nikias write of anything else?” Marcella whispered. She knew Nikias would not mention anything of importance to Hypatia, but she did wish for some word of Aimilia just to know that she hadn’t been discovered in her role and was safe in Areator.

      Even if she couldn’t get back to Gavril to tell him, it would be a comfort to her at least.

      “I told you I would deal with you and the Inimicus prince later. It’s later. You won’t be able to distract me.”

      Marcella lifted her gaze slightly.

      Hypatia eyed her. “You want to plead your case and convince me this prince hasn’t taken advantage of you while you were at his mercy? Go ahead. Start at the beginning and leave nothing out.”

      Marcella didn’t obey.

      She did speak, but she knew Hypatia would never be able to see it clearly. So she left a few things out.

      Either Hypatia already knew the truth from her Sight and her mind was made up or she didn’t and Marcella had a chance to mitigate the damage the silenced mage had done.

      The beginning she kept mostly the same. The soldiers were vulgar and rough except for Gavril. She hadn’t realized at the time just how much he’d been protecting her from even then. He’d silenced the soldier because he’d been gossiping and disrespecting her. Then how he’d realized she wasn’t Hypatia but kept it a secret to protect her, saved her from the mage who attacked her and let her go.

      “Not very well if you were caught less than five minutes later,” Hypatia said. “Sounds to me more like he just wanted you to believe he let you go to win your trust and make you grateful enough to bend to his will.”

      Marcella tried to keep her wince off her face at the familiar words. She and Hypatia were not quite as different as she liked to comfort herself with.

      Then…

      “That’s exactly what I thought too.”

      Maybe that’s what she needed in order to convince Hypatia.

      She continued, explaining how close they were to Areator and the other commander was suspicious of Gavril already and had seen her cast runes at the same time, so Gavril decided the only course of action was to marry her to protect her from being killed or put on one of the tables. He would have the law on his side.

      Hypatia had sat back down at some point and was leaning her chin on her palm. She raised an eyebrow. “Did it work? Or did he do it just so he could—”

      “Chiefess, nothing like that has happened. I did not even know it was a marriage until right before we left Areator, and he never took advantage of me.” Marcella’s firm tone surprised herself more than it seemed to surprise Hypatia. “He has always treated me with the utmost respect.”

      Hypatia just shifted forward in her seat. “Did it work?”

      “Yes.”

      The illusions had been holding steady over the last few days. Gavril had said they would hold for around a week. Now that she could find him, she could get to him so he could replace them if they started to fade before this was over.

      “Him forcing you into a so-called marriage you weren’t aware of actually held off their heretics?”

      “He didn’t know I was unaware at first of their customs and he was not as skilled in our tongue then, so he misunderstood and thought I did. But otherwise, yes. I’m standing here, aren’t I? If it had failed and I’d gone up on one of their tables, we both know I wouldn’t have survived. No one gets off unless they’re dead.”

      She and Gavril were going to take the fact that her heart had stopped with them to their graves. Neither of their people could ever know.

      It was a risky move, but Marcella needed to play more to Hypatia’s expectations of Marcella than try to make her see anything clearly.

      Hypatia sat back in her seat with a dismissive acceptance. “That’s true enough. It’s a miracle Prince Nikias didn’t succeed or didn’t outright kill you for looking like me. Maybe your prince’s scheme had some merit.”

      Marcella held her breath, but instead of full acceptance, Hypatia just waved her hand for her to continue.

      Marcella did so with her edited version, keeping as close to the truth as possible without damaging her cause. She talked about how Gavril was trying to prove his theory of their magic being the same and how that involved sparring with her. When she reached the point of the supply cache, she groveled a little more and explained it was part of her plan to win Gavril’s trust to capture him and she left out entirely that it had been partially to keep herself off the tables. Her story while Gavril had been gone was that she’d been left alone and his success had gotten her moved into a proper room where he finally shared his full theory with her. She’d agreed to help in the hopes of capturing Nikias until she realized there was something real to his theory.

      When Marcella finished, her throat was dry and her voice hoarse from how long she’d been speaking, and her legs ached from her kneeling position, but she didn’t dare rise.

      Hypatia had a slight furrow to her brow, and it was such a bizarre expression on her face. The only reason Marcella knew what it meant was because of when she’d seen it in her reflection. Confusion.

      “Prince Nikias was helping you and your prince?” Hypatia asked, her disbelief crawling out into her voice. “Prince Nikias was actually interested in achieving real peace?”

      Marcella wasn’t sure if his help had ever been genuine or if it had been faked so he could get close to her to prove his suspicions.

      “Yes.”

      It didn’t matter if Nikias had never been interested in peace. He was going to be forced to get it regardless.

      “If the Inimicus are willing to sit at the table and reach an agreement with us, then we must have peace. We must treat Prince Gavril and Prince Nikias honorably and come to terms.”

      Marcella startled at the new voice. She looked over her shoulder to see Konstantin standing just inside the tent flap. How long had he been there?

      Hypatia barely acknowledged him with a flippant wave of her hand, still looking at Marcella. “I’ve heard your case as to why you call that man your husband. But all I see is an arrangement according to their laws and not in the eyes of Asentai that has served its purpose. If I take your word instead of that soldier’s, completely opposing stories, where Prince Gavril did not actually make you a lupa, as they call it… Then his respectful conduct I suspect has left grounds for annulment since you have not been truly living like you’re married. This matter I suspect will be the only one Prince Nikias and I agree on in negotiations. You were not married by a priest in our tradition, so you are not married. He will be returned to his people and you will come back to Desero where you belong.”

      Marcella’s heart hit the floor.

      “No, Hypatia—Chiefess, please—” Marcella started to rise, stumbling on her aching legs.

      But Konstantin was faster, already breezing past her to Hypatia as she rose from her seat and started toward her war table. “Hypatia, this pettiness is beneath you. You—”

      Hypatia whirled around to face him. “I am Chiefess of Desero. Marcella is Desero. She falls under my authority.”

      “In your eyes, everything is under your authority,” Konstantin snapped. “Your clan became mine the second I married you, and you know very well you are not the only one with authority here.”

      “Marcella. Out!” Hypatia snapped.

      Marcella scurried out of the tent as fast as humanly possible. Hypatia had never responded well to anyone challenging her.

      It had been nice knowing Konstantin. She’d only known him for a few days, but she imagined he would be dearly missed by many. Everyone from Clan Montis she’d spoken to regarded him very highly.

      As soon as she was out of the tent, she couldn’t hear anything happening inside. She imagined one of them likely had put up a silencing rune. She eyed the guards for a moment, unsure if she’d been dismissed fully or just dismissed for the fight.

      She did want to find out what Konstantin had said to Gavril after she’d left, so Marcella stood off to the side and waited, staring at the tent.

      Her account to Hypatia had taken up most of the morning and the sun was steadily approaching its height at noon. Once it had slowly drifted past the apex and started to make its slow descent down, Konstantin emerged from the tent, his face twisted into a scowl, dark curls slightly ruffled from his fingers running through it, and his other hand clenching and unclenching.

      Marcella kept her mouth shut, unsure if he would even see her, but his eyes did land on her and he immediately changed directions to her. He took her by the arm, firmly but not roughly, and started walking her away from the command tent. He said, “That woman—”

      His voice then devolved into an incomprehensible noise.

      “What happened?” Marcella asked.

      Konstantin shook his head. “She is being the way she always is.”

      Marcella knew that.

      “I will not let her do this,” Marcella said, looking up at him. “I will not let her take me away from my husband. Why? Why would she care? Why is she trying to keep me after she sent me to die?”

      Konstantin looked back at the tent and lowered his voice as he pulled her into an emptier section of the camp. “Because she has this sick sense of always needing to be in control. Hypatia… I did not understand her at first. I still don’t understand, but I do know this. When our soldiers captured the Inimicus soldier and she got him to talk… when she heard you were alive she has been almost singularly focused on getting you back. Before the summit, all she did was try to use her Sight to find out what was happening to you in their capital, but she saw nothing. When she heard of the Inimicus prince taking advantage of you, she wanted him to suffer. That’s why she told you to take the prince hostage.”

      “But why? I’d served my purpose. She’s always been fascinated with the fact that I look like her, but what more use could she have for me?”

      “Hypatia… she is not like the rest of us. And she knows it. For all the ways that makes her worse, I think… my theory is that it has also made her incredibly lonely.” Konstantin’s voice was barely above a breath. “I think she’s always suffered for not having an equal.”

      She couldn’t help her scoff. “I am the farthest from her equal in every manner and she has never let me forget it.”

      “I don’t think anyone can be her equal, but I think she craves it, and you looking so much like her makes you the closest in her mind, especially given the fact that you survived in Areator. That has only raised her respect for you, no matter how little she might show it. It was a shock to me and the High Priest when she told us if you succeeded, she would have him name the two of you sisters to elevate your status.”

      Fascinating as Hypatia’s character was, understanding it wasn’t helping her.

      “If she had any respect for me, she would let me make my own decisions. She wouldn’t treat me like some doll.”

      Konstantin sighed. “You have my full agreement. But unfortunately we are stuck with Hypatia, so we have to work with or around her. I have liked less and less of what I have seen as all of this has progressed.”

      Marcella had seen what that meant from him over the last few days, and she couldn’t help her slightly mocking laugh. “Then my fate is sealed.”

      Konstantin shook his head. He then paused, eyeing her jaw. Marcella immediately reached up, before she remembered there was no way he could see the scars there.

      His voice was low, softer as he asked, “Are they bad? The scars?”

      He knew?

      “What?”

      Konstantin’s voice lowered. “They’re hidden, under an illusion like the one that was over your wrist, right?”

      “Please, don’t tell Hypatia, if she—”

      “I won’t. It was the smart thing to do to lie. Gavril told me what happened, and if Hypatia knew it had failed and you’d been on their heretics’ tables, I shudder to imagine what she would do, given her possessiveness over you. Do you need the Inimicus to redo them soon? How bad are they?”

      Marcella shook her head. “I have a few days left before they’ll start to fade. They’re… long, but thin. I could hide them beneath my sleeves and a high neckline if I needed to.”

      “If they start to fade, do that until I can sneak you in to see the Inimicus again. You have to keep them hidden from her until the treaty is negotiated and signed.”

      Talking about her scars shredded her already fraying patience further.

      She crossed her arms. “It will do me little good if she includes in the treaty total separation from the man I love regardless.”

      “I understand.” Konstantin narrowed his eyes. “What you don’t understand is the mess of politics I am currently in. This coalition did not come easily. The conditions of my marriage to Hypatia are certainly not ideal. Believe me when I say I want to help you, and I want peace with the Inimicus. We have two days until Prince Nikias arrives.”

      “Why? Why do you want to help me?” Marcella narrowed her eyes at him. “Given your situation, shouldn’t you be more concerned with not upsetting Hypatia?”

      Konstantin’s lips quirked up into a painful, terrified smile. “For months, I have been. I’ve let her get away with a lot because of my fear. But now? I’ve accepted one day she will kill me and there will be nothing I can do about it. While I would like to stay alive for as long as possible, I won’t sacrifice this chance for peace to do it. Nor will I continue to let her control everyone else’s lives.”

      Marcella’s eyes doubled in size. “You think she’ll kill you?”

      Konstantin glanced down at Marcella’s side exactly where the rough, jagged scar Hypatia had given her was even though he’d never seen hers. “You think she won’t?”

      At her silence, Konstantin nodded and sighed. “I could easily help you and your prince if you were Montis—” He cut himself off and his eyes widened. A grin broke out on his face and he snapped his fingers. “That’s it.”

      “What?” Marcella blinked.

      Konstantin just grinned and said, “Oh, if we do this, I may not live to see the end of the week. I have an idea. Come on, we need to go see the High Priest.”
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      Marcella was not surprised to find that when Konstantin presented High Priest Panagiotis with a way they could pull one over on Hypatia, the High Priest was eager to agree.

      It took just a day for the papers to be drawn up and for Konstantin to find a time Hypatia would be busy and far away from the Montis section of the camp so the ceremony could take place. Apparently Hypatia barely left the Desero section of camp.

      Hearing that only made Marcella more nervous about the fact that Hypatia was trying to use her Sight, but they couldn’t stop her. When she’d brought it up to Konstantin, he’d just scowled and muttered something about broken promises, obsession with knowledge, and disregard for her own health.

      But they couldn’t control Hypatia. They could only hope to best her and take back as much control as they could. And pray she wasn’t going to be completely irrational by the time Prince Nikias arrived.

      She was a little disappointed and frustrated Konstantin wouldn’t let her see Gavril until it had been done, but she accepted it. There was little time left anyway.

      So Marcella stood in front of the High Priest, beside Konstantin, and surrounded by a clan she barely knew. She’d had idle thoughts about it. It wasn’t a ceremony she’d seen performed before herself, but when Hypatia had mentioned it in her very first raven to Marcella, she remembered enough about what it was supposed to be like to imagine it.

      It wasn’t a long one, and it all went by in a whirlwind.

      Once High Priest Panagiotis had finished, he handed Konstantin a small dagger. Konstantin turned to Marcella and spoke as he pricked his finger on the blade. “With this blood, I offer to you a home amongst Clan Montis and the name of my forefathers should you choose to accept.”

      He smeared the drop of blood on the papers a member of Montis held out for them before offering the dagger to her.

      Marcella took it, pricked her finger and said, “With this blood, I accept your offer.”

      She smeared her blood in the spot next to his on the papers. The Montis mage passed them back to High Priest Panagiotis, who then gestured to the two of them and said, “Clan Montis, welcome your newest member, adopted sister of Konstantin, Marcella of Montis!”

      Marcella was immediately taken aback by the fierce cheers and applause she received. Konstantin took her hand and lifted it up, causing them to cheer louder. Under the roar of his people, he said, “Don’t think you have gone unnoticed or unappreciated by all of us. The last few days, every time I have seen my people, someone has come to tell me how much they admire you. The fact that you survived Areator and succeeded in bringing an Inimicus prince. Even more so the ones whom you’ve spoken to, how astounded they are how at different you are from Hypatia despite looking like her. How grateful they are for the opportunity to spare their children the blood we have been drowning in for generations. It is an honor to call you one of us, for me to call you sister. Even if only to foil Hypatia.”

      Marcella didn’t know what to do with that. His people didn’t know her. Not truly. If they did, they wouldn’t think so. Especially if they knew how weak and fragile she was. They were just putting on a good face for Konstantin’s sake. If he liked her enough to make her his adopted sister, then they would at least pretend to be excited.

      “She will be furious,” Marcella said instead, beneath her smile back at the clan that had just claimed her.

      “Yes, yes she will,” Konstantin said with his own smile.

      “Prince Nikias arrives tomorrow. Will she find out before then?” Marcella whispered.

      “Oh, I doubt it. Not unless it comes to her from her Sight.” Konstantin’s voice darkened. “Which she shouldn’t be—Point being, Hypatia does not deign to interact with anyone outside of Desero that she does not have to. And my people hold no great affection for her for taking me from them. They will be too busy celebrating amongst themselves.”

      “What knowledge is she hoping to gain, trying to trigger something so close to Prince Nikias’ arrival? She already has all the leverage she needs.”

      “Hypatia’s desire for everything will destroy her. I don’t need Sight to be able to know that. If we are lucky, she will wreck herself so much she will be bedridden on his arrival and have no choice but to have me step in as leader of the coalition to negotiate.” Konstantin started pulling her along to the people who were eagerly waiting to greet her. “Now, come, little sister, let’s do the formalities and then go see your prince.”

      It was a whirlwind of names she knew she would not remember in the morning. She still didn’t fully understand why they would be so thrilled for their heir to adopt her. She might have brought them an Inimicus prince in the hopes of negotiating peace, but they didn’t have peace yet. Right now, she was just a Desero soldier who looked like Hypatia to them, who had asked a few of them for details about what she’d missed.

      But it seemed because Konstantin had brought her to them, they would take her with open arms.

      The sun was setting by the time they finished all the formalities and pleasantries required of them for such an event. And Marcella eagerly agreed when Konstantin asked if she was ready to go see Gavril.

      Thanks to the fact that Gavril was in Montis’ section with Montis guards, they didn’t even have to sneak into the shelter.

      The second she saw him, she rushed ahead of Konstantin and called out, “Gavril!”

      He immediately roused, sitting up at the sound of her voice and his eyes landing on her. He strained against the ropes holding him down, but his eyes brightened.

      “Deliciae, are you alright? What happened after you left?”

      Marcella immediately crashed to her knees in front of him and started to untie the knots. She could hear Konstantin walk up more calmly behind her. She said, “I am fine. Hypatia was demanding, and always wanting her way. She threatened to make an annulment part of the treaty.”

      The second Gavril’s arms were free they were around her. His hands were running over her arms and then her face, brushing her hair back to examine her in the fading light. She was far less concerned with her own state than his given the bruises and injuries she’d seen on him the last time she’d been with him.

      “You would hide it from me if she did harm you; I know you well enough for that,” Gavril muttered as she managed to swat his arms away enough that she could get his face into her hands that she might examine him. He then looked over her shoulder at Konstantin behind her and switched to the Inimicus language, “Why is the demon’s husband here? Has he been of any use to you against her?”

      She switched to his language as well, despite her still fumbling manner in it. “Long story. But yes.”

      “She is determined then to keep you as far from me as possible?” Gavril asked, his hands settling on her waist. “You said she is going to force an annulment?”

      She nodded.

      Konstantin cleared his throat and spoke in the clan tongue. “I am rusty in your tongue, Inimicus, but not that rusty. You conceal little and just make obvious your dislike of me.”

      Marcella had just looked over her shoulder at her adopted brother when Gavril pulled her flush against his chest and she couldn’t help her little squeak at the unexpected motion. He said, “You married the woman who killed my sister-in-law and then scarred and sent my wife to die, and failed to do anything to stop her.”

      Konstantin opened his mouth, but Gavril’s hand found hers and he found the shallow cut from where she’d pricked her finger earlier. “What is this?”

      “Nothing, it’s—”

      “You know a pettier man than I would tell you that since you are not married in the eyes of Asentai you should not be so entangled with her. Actually, I suppose I should be honor bound to demand so, considering you are manhandling my sister now.”

      “What?” Gavril hissed, his grip decidedly not loosening on her.

      Marcella glared at Konstantin. “Adopted brother and only as a way to circumvent Hypatia’s plans to force an annulment.”

      “I do not take such ceremonies lightly, and neither should you.” Konstantin glared right back at her, but with a slight fondness to his look. “Regardless of how all this turns out, what’s done is done. We are family.”

      Marcella turned back to Gavril and said, “It is a long story. Because Hypatia is refusing to recognize our marriage—”

      “To be fair, I am as well,” Konstantin interjected. “It’s not a wedding unless there is a priest.”

      “Anyway, because of that refusal, I have no say in her treatment of you because I have no claim over you. As a member of Desero, I am entirely under her authority, so if she forced the annulment, afterwards she can easily command me to stay by her side or arrange a whole other marriage.”

      “But as a member of Montis,” Konstantin said, “she falls under my authority now, particularly as an adopted sister. I now rank higher than Hypatia, so should Marcella be offered an engagement in our tradition, I have the authority to approve it. Hypatia can try to negotiate an annulment by your standards, but by ours you will be promised. And there will be nothing she could do about it.”

      “It will be pointless for her to try forcing the annulment then, so I doubt she’ll even attempt it. All we need are a set of gold lily pins and clasps, Konstantin—” She turned to her adopted brother; since this was his scheme he should have the set to give to Gavril to give to her.

      But Konstantin stepped back, holding his empty hands up, and he had a soft smile.

      Gavril shifted, drawing Marcella’s attention back to him. She let out a choked gasp when he pulled out a set of lily pins. Not just any set.

      The same set he’d taken from her when he’d thought she was Hypatia.

      He’d kept them. She’d thought he’d long since thrown them away when she’d told him to. But all this time he’d kept them.

      Gavril’s eyes and smile directed at her were the softest she’d ever seen before, and he opened his mouth, but was cut off by the sound of someone clearing their throat.

      Marcella was decided. Konstantin made for the most annoying adopted brother in the world.

      Gavril made an annoyed noise in the back of his throat as he looked at Konstantin that she found quite endearing. Gavril ground out, “Konstantin of Montis, will you approve of a match between Marcella and me?”

      “I will happily approve of the match, mostly because I know even if I don’t the two of you will keep pawing at each other and if you’re not promised, it will reflect poorly on me now,” Konstantin said with a smirk.

      “Thank you, Konstantin,” Marcella said, giving him a pointed look. When he didn’t move to leave, she narrowed her eyes and said, “Goodbye, Konstantin.”

      He rolled his eyes but did finally move away. He said, “Don’t get any ideas. I’m not going to be far.”

      The second he was out of sight, Marcella sighed and turned back to Gavril, whose disgruntled expression was fading now that she was looking at him.

      He said, “First of all, I don’t like him. I don’t like this scheme of his. He didn’t just tie you to himself as an adopted family member. He has now tied you even closer to Hypatia as well. I’m certain the demon will find a way to take advantage of it.”

      “She can try, but please, trust me. This was the best path. I tied myself to him only so that I can permanently tie myself to you. Please, continue your proposal,” Marcella whispered, nodding toward the lilies.

      Gavril’s grip on them tightened and he said, “That is another reason I am not pleased with this. Now this too has just become another tool to use to try to protect each other from our people and their determination to have our blood. This—” His voice broke and he shook his head. Then he whispered, “I wanted to offer these to you when all this was over. When I had finally succeeded in giving you peace. When there was nothing else at stake. That way I could know if you accepted, it was because you loved me and wanted to truly be married. Now it is always going to be sullied by the fact that you are doing this to protect me and yourself from Hypatia.”

      Foolish man.

      Marcella took his face into her hands and forced him to look at her. She said, “It is not. Do you think I would have gone to all this trouble if I did not love you? Can you not see the only reason I am doing this is because I do want to truly be married to you? Whether it is before we have peace or not, I don’t care. I just want you.” She felt his breath hitch, but she continued on, “As for protecting you? I know no matter what happens tomorrow when Nikias arrives, he will ensure you are protected. This engagement will not change that. And myself? If I simply wanted protection from Hypatia’s control, I have it as an adopted member of Montis. This engagement does not provide me any added protection. All it does is make me promised to the only man I want to be promised to. The man who kept these lilies for months despite all the hatred and falsities that came from me, all in the hopes of being able to offer them to me.”

      Gavril gave her a soft smile and held out the set of lilies. “I am a creature prone to hope. It is in my very nature. So… Marcella of Desero—Marcella of Montis, my beautiful hope, will you marry me again?”

      “Yes. Always,” Marcella breathed out, clasping her hands around his wrists. “Put them on me.”

      Gavril’s smile lit up the area around them brighter than any light rune as he moved forward and started with her hair, gently fixing her hair with them, sliding them into place at each temple. She didn’t know how he remembered that was the proper placement, but the fact that he had remembered had tears spilling out of her eyes.

      She did not know what she had done to be so blessed. The way Gavril loved—she could not fathom what she had done to deserve to be so cared for. She never wanted to let it go. She wished her love was even a fraction of his so she could make him feel as loved as he made her.

      He started to reach for her cloak, and he paused. Then he whispered, “Would you also do me the honor of wearing mine again?”

      “Always. I will wear it whenever you want me to,” Marcella said, immediately reaching up and shedding the plain one she’d been wearing the last few days to hide her scars. Gavril ducked his head and moved to replace the clasps of her chiton. After the first day, Marcella had gotten a spare chiton, one with sleeves so if the illusions faded before she noticed, her scars would stay hidden.

      She knew she had to be flushed bright red as the tips of his fingers brushed her shoulder while he held the fabric up so it didn’t fall as he replaced the old clasp with the gold lily. As soon as the fabric was held back in place, he moved to do the other one, and she reached up and brushed her fingers over the clasp on her right shoulder.

      Once he finished, he looked up and smiled when his eyes landed back on the flowers in her hair. “Pulchra… much more beautiful than my people’s tradition.”

      Marcella held up her left wrist and brushed her thumb over his name etched onto the bracelet. “I don’t know. I think it rather beautiful that a little piece of your vitae is now part of me and a little piece of mine is now part of you. I like that your name is on my wrist. I wouldn’t want anyone else’s.”

      Gavril laced his fingers through hers and pulled her wrist toward him, pressing a kiss to her pulse. He whispered, “Good. I like my name on your wrist too. I feared that you would ask me to remove it.”

      “Never,” Marcella whispered.

      “Good, because I also like my name over your heart,” Gavril said, reaching up and unclasping his cloak. “Besides, the implication now might benefit us.”

      Marcella shifted closer as he wrapped it around her, and said, “Yes, I remember you saying that. But I don’t fully understand. What is the implication and why would it have been a problem for me to wear it when we arrived?”

      Gavril kept his gaze on his hands, but she could see his cheeks and neck turn red.

      “I was… When I was worried about keeping our marriage a secret—It is completely appropriate for you to wear it as my wife. I was worried someone in the camp might know of what it means in my culture, and as I did not want anyone to know we were married, you wearing it would have a different meaning. It would… You’re only supposed to wear the cloak of someone you are either promised to or married to, and it’s considered a little… risqué by some even to just wear it of someone you are promised to.”

      Oh. Those implications.

      That made a lot of sense. It also explained why they called her she-wolf. They probably would have anyway, but riding in wearing his cloak—while a sign she was under his protection, it also implied more—hadn’t likely helped even with the announcement they were married.

      And it might benefit them now since Hypatia was pushing for an annulment based on Marcella’s account of just how gentlemanly Gavril had been.

      Marcella was certain her face was as red as the cloak.

      Gavril looked up, the clasp with his name secure but his fingers still lingering over her heart. “Please, do not take offense. I—I thought the protection outweighed the implications.”

      Marcella, despite the heat burning her face, reached up and wrapped her hands around his. “Your people and mine would have been determined to make those assumptions regardless of your cloak or the engagement lilies in your pocket. I am honored that as your wife and promised, I get to wear it. Tomorrow and always.”

      Gavril pulled her closer, tucking her into his side with one arm wrapped around her back while he laced his fingers through hers. He pressed a soft, lingering kiss to her lips before sighing and resting his head against hers.

      “If this miracle of peace happens tomorrow, you will have to tell me what exactly your weddings entail that are somehow so completely different you were clueless as to what our first one was.”

      Marcella snorted softly, her head tucked into his neck. “The obvious? There was no priest. No mention of Asentai. I knew very little of your language, and what I did I cannot be certain I was even translating accurately. For all I knew it was some ritual involving the heretics, given yours was standing right there. Our weddings do not happen on the side of the road. They happen in temple sanctuaries, with priests, and Asentai’s blessings over the union.”

      “If you think the only way to get married is with a priest, how did you think my people got married when we do not have them?”

      “I didn’t give much thought to it. Your people are not faithful to Asentai; why should I presume you would be faithful to each other in such a manner?”

      “Being a faithful husband is a different matter than being a faithful believer. But fortunately for you, or maybe thanks to you, I am now both,” Gavril said, his hand squeezing hers.

      She smiled against his skin. “I am quite thankful for that, and for everything you are.”

      Gavril hummed and they fell into a soft, companionable silence.

      Unfortunately the warmth and security she felt in her husband’s arms were not enough to completely hold her anxieties about the following day at bay.

      “Tomorrow is the day,” she whispered. “Do you think it’s possible for Nikias to hate me more because of this or was I already at the highest level of his hatred?”

      “He can try to blame you but he knows this was all my doing. I imagine he will be having words with me the second he gets his hands on me. I will not let him blame you,” Gavril muttered.

      “Oh, he will,” Marcella muttered, remembering vividly Hypatia’s demeanor while reading Nikias’ message—she’d never really noticed how strange it was to watch someone who looked so much like her move through life so differently. The delight in Hypatia’s eyes at all of it, she knew would haunt her every time she ever saw her own reflection again.

      “And I cannot blame him for it,” Marcella whispered.

      They were forcing Nikias to face the woman who killed his wife to keep her from doing the same to his brother.

      They had a long day ahead. The only comfort she had was that at least they were going to face it together. No matter how horrifying.

      It was war. None of them were innocent.
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      When Konstantin had finally come to retrieve her when the moon was high in the sky, he’d taken one look at her in Gavril’s cloak and laughed. He walked her back to her tent, ensuring they didn’t encounter Hypatia on the way. They didn’t encounter anyone really as the camp was all asleep except for the patrols, and Konstantin seemed to lead them through the camp in perfect timing to when they weren’t in those sections. Probably to keep from running into any Desero mages who would report back to Hypatia that they’d been seen.

      He said, “I knew you were brave the moment I heard of the decoy scheme. I just didn’t realize how much until now. She will be furious.”

      Marcella brushed her fingers over the clasp bearing Gavril’s name. She shook her head. “I wasn’t brave for my role in the ambush. Just obedient. If I was brave, I would have stood up to Hypatia. Even if it was futile.”

      “I think there is more than one kind of bravery, little sister. To follow orders knowing the cost to yourself—regardless of how wholly unworthy the one giving them might be of your loyalty—it’s not an easy thing. To survive the things you have…” Konstantin’s eyes darted over her, never quite landing on where the scars actually were. “To choose life and love in spite of it…That is bravery. To be willing to defy the one you were so loyal to… the woman you went to die for, that is possibly the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He thought she was brave?

      “You think one day she will kill you. But, still you’re defying her. I think that is brave,” Marcella said as they came to a stop in front of her tent.

      “I’m her husband. I should have been the first to defy her.” Konstantin shook his head with a wry smile. “Maybe I just find you and your promised’s bravery inspiring. While this was part of a bigger scheme, I will say, I am honored to be able to call you sister. Regardless of what you and your promised do after this, even if I should never see you again, that will be true.”

      Marcella looked up at him, and her heart twisted a little. They were far more alike than she’d imagined, considering the vast differences in their stations.

      He hid it well.

      How lonely he was.

      But Marcella had known loneliness well enough to spot it in someone else.

      She’d spent most of her life surrounded by her own people and never quite feeling like she belonged. She suspected so had Konstantin.

      “When I first saw you, knowing you were intended for Hypatia, the first thing I thought was that she was going to eat you alive.” When he turned his head, she reached forward and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m very glad to be wrong. And I am honored to be called your sister. I have no intentions of using that connection simply for my selfish gain.”

      Konstantin gave her a relieved smile and stepped back. “We should both get some rest, little sister. Tomorrow we face not just Prince Nikias’ wrath but my wife’s.”

      Marcella nodded and let him go as she ducked into her tent.

      Not only would she be facing the wrath of them both, but they would both be trying to take their wrath out on each other, even though they would all be saying the word ‘peace.’

      She prayed.
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      The next morning, Marcella waited until the last possible moment to step out of her tent, knowing the second she did the news of her with lilies in her hair and an Inimicus cloak wrapped around her would spread like wildfire.

      She cast a small rune to give her enough light to check over her arms and the illusions were still in place. Good.

      It was only when her tent rustled and the voice of a soldier came through, telling her the scouts had spotted Prince Nikias and the Inimicus army on the horizon, that Marcella steeled herself and stepped out of her tent.

      She immediately spotted Hypatia standing outside the command tent.

      And unfortunately, no Konstantin.

      She debated ducking back inside and just peering out her tent until Konstantin arrived—she was not nearly as brave as he thought she was—but it was too late as Hypatia spotted her.

      Her brow furrowed. Her eyes ran all over Marcella’s appearance, her expression darkening when she spotted the lilies in her hair and the Inimicus cloak on her shoulders.

      “Little one. Here. Now.” Hypatia’s voice ripped through the air.

      Oh no. She was in a mood. She’d been using her Sight.

      As Marcella instinctively obeyed, she was more certain Konstantin had the wrong measure of her after all. There was nothing brave in letting Hypatia order her around like a dog.

      The second she was near, Hypatia grabbed her by the shoulder and gestured to the lilies and the cloak. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Marcella tried to jerk back but failed to break her grip. Her heart was thundering in her ears, and she couldn’t quite get the words out. “It’s—I—”

      “Oh, shut up. I know very well what this means,” Hypatia hissed, jostling Marcella. “And I will not stand for it. You will take those out of your hair and that cloak off or I will. You knew I would not allow this. I have not given my approval and I never will. This will not stand!”

      “Yes, it will.”

      Marcella immediately breathed out when she heard Konstantin’s voice. She turned her head just enough to see him striding toward them, a dark look on his face that she was certain was hiding his own terror.

      A crowd had started to form around them at the scene.

      Hypatia scoffed. “I should have known. This had you written all over it. Well, it was an ill-thought-out scheme. You had to know it wouldn’t work. We might be married, but our clans are still sovereign. Desero is still my clan to oversee and Marcella is—”

      “Montis. As of yesterday.” Konstantin put a hand on Marcella’s other shoulder. “My sister actually. So that means it to falls to me to approve her match, and I have. Prince Gavril is her promised, so no, the lilies will be staying until they are married.”

      Hypatia scoffed. “You are a terrible liar, Konsta. I know—”

      “Ask High Priest Panagiotis. He oversaw the adoption. Ask any member of Montis. We had quite a time yesterday celebrating my little sister’s adoption.” Konstantin’s eyes brightened as he spoke and his lips twitched in a smile. “I’ll go get the papers if that would please you.”

      Hypatia’s expression, though, only darkened, but she did pause and look at the crowd that was gathered, watching the exchange. Her jaw clenched and then she plastered on the sharpest smile Marcella had ever seen.

      “No need. Congratulations, Konsta, you’ve bested me.” She shifted back slightly, her grip on Marcella’s shoulder easing but not releasing.

      Konstantin’s eyes doubled in size at her easy admission of defeat.

      That wasn’t a good sign.

      “Let’s have a compromise. She can keep the lilies and her engagement,” Hypatia said with a sickly-sweet smile. “But I will not permit one of ours to wear an Inimicus cloak while we negotiate.”

      “No!” Marcella tried to pull back, but Hypatia’s grip instantly tightened, reining her back in place.

      “Hypatia, I will not let you—”

      “Fine. I’ll do it myself.”

      Faster than Marcella could stop her, Hypatia was reaching for the clasp. Marcella tried to twist and get out of the way, but with Konstantin behind her she had nowhere to go. She tried to shove Hypatia’s arms away while Konstantin tried to pull her back, but the flurry of motion sent the cloak falling away from one shoulder.

      Marcella tried to stifle her gasp as Konstantin finally got her out of Hypatia’s reach, but Hypatia’s eyes were too sharp.

      Marcella immediately started to right the cloak, but it made no difference. Hypatia just lunged forward, grabbing her by the neck and tilting her jaw up. Marcella choked at the pressure, but then she felt Hypatia’s fingers running over the scars on the underside of her jaw and her neck.

      She hadn’t checked the illusion on those. It must have started fading overnight. No.

      “Hypatia—” Konstantin started to snap but Hypatia let go, shoving Marcella back a step as she did so.

      Marcella clutched her neck with her hand as Hypatia’s fingers flew. She knew the rune the seer was casting before she finished, but she couldn’t stop it. Then her arm burned, and she yelped as the illusions covering the scars on her arms started to shatter one by one as Hypatia kept casting.

      Konstantin quickly pulled Marcella away as she clutched her arms to herself, but by the time he had, Hypatia was finished. Every illusion that had covered her scars was gone.

      “I see.” Hypatia straightened up, but her cool, collected tone was betrayed by the frenzied look in her eyes. “The Inimicus prince is a skilled illusionist, or so I hear. Of course he’d had you covered in several. It seems he has taught you how to lie just as well as he does with magic. You don’t need to bother. Those scars speak for themselves; they could come from nothing else but a heretic. But you do yourself no favors. You survived their heretics. That is not something to hide.”

      Marcella fussed with the cloak and tried to fix her sleeves as she said, “It’s nothing. Gavril protected me as best he could. They aren’t his fault. Hypatia, please—”

      “Chiefess, the Inimicus are here!”

      Before Marcella could continue, Konstantin darted around her and took Hypatia by the arm. He said, “Hypatia, this changes nothing. We need peace. Not more of this.”

      Hypatia grinned. “Don’t worry, we will get peace.”

      She ripped her arm out of Konstantin’s grip and slipped into the command tent.

      But she hadn’t said knowing Marcella had been tortured wouldn’t change anything.

      “Come along, little one. Your prince’s brother is here to beg for his life, and I’m just dying to see Nikias again!”

      Konstantin hurried in after her, his face ashen.

      Marcella was right on his heels. She didn’t know how she was going to fix this—what she was even going to fix since Hypatia was as wild and unpredictable as the ocean—but she had to.

      Hypatia was already taking her place at the head of the table. High Priest Panagiotis stood to the side where Gavril was with two guards, the limiters on his wrists and his face pale but otherwise perfectly fine as she’d last seen him. Konstantin was at Hypatia’s right, leaning over and whispering something to her. She just looked straight ahead, completely ignoring him.

      Hypatia gestured at Marcella. “Come here, you’ll stand to my left. I want Nikias to see you standing near me.”

      Marcella swallowed and moved to where Hypatia had indicated. She caught Gavril’s gaze and he tried to give her a smile, but it vanished at the horror in her eyes. With so many other ears in the room, she simply reached up and tapped her finger against the top of the scar that began on the underside of her jaw. Gavril’s eyes widened and he started toward her, but the guards around him grabbed his arms and barked, “Stay still.”

      There was nothing left to do as the tent flaps were opened, and the soldier who opened his mouth to announce who it was, was unceremoniously shoved to the side as someone stormed into the large command tent.

      Nikias.
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      Marcella’s breath caught in her throat at the barely bridled fury in his eyes. She could see his jaw was clenched and his hands were shaking ever so slightly by his sides. He immediately spotted Gavril, surrounded by guards, with a few lingering bruises, but otherwise unharmed and Nikias’ hands unclenched. At least until he glanced back over at Hypatia and Marcella.

      She wasn’t sure which one of them it was specifically that had his hands curling back into fists or if it was both of them. Nikias’ lip curled up into a sneer when he locked eyes with Marcella, and she was willing to bet she was slightly higher in his disgust at the moment. A feat, considering who she was standing beside.

      Hypatia shifted up in her seat a little and spoke in the Inimicus tongue with a heavy accent, “Welcome, Princeps Nikias. It’s been too long.”

      Nikias twitched and stepped forward, letting whoever was behind him step inside, the rest of his entourage, his display of authority and power as he acted as king. He ignored it all and looked back to Gavril and asked in his tongue, “Are you well?”

      “I will be when there is peace,” Gavril replied in theirs as well.

      For some reason that only made Hypatia smile wider and Marcella wanted to throw up. She was up to something. She had an idea, or she’d seen something. But Marcella had no idea what. Or how to stop it.

      “Relax, Princeps,” Hypatia said, waving her hand as she sat back in her seat. “Sit. Let’s talk.”

      Nikias glared at her. “Demon.”

      Hypatia laughed. Konstantin leaned over and hissed something in her ear. Marcella couldn’t quite catch it, but it had sounded something like, ‘stop antagonizing him.’ Which Marcella quite agreed with.

      But Nikias turned to the commanders he’d brought with him and nodded at them to take seats at the table. Two Inimicus carried in a familiar trunk. The one that had always carried the Heart of Asentai. As the rest of the commanders filed in, Marcella recognized a few of the faces she’d seen in the palace but it wasn’t until the last member of Nikias’ entourage stepped into the tent that Marcella truly recognized someone.

      And the second she was inside the tent, her eyes landed on Gavril and she started toward him, saying, “Gavril!”

      Aimilia.

      Right. She was a commander, even if she was suspended from her duties. Why had Nikias brought her?

      “Aimilia, I’m fine—” Gavril started but was quickly cut off by one of his guards jostling him.

      Before Aimilia could take more than a step toward him, Nikias had turned around and grabbed her by her arm and hissed, “Take your seat, Commander.”

      Hypatia leaned her chin into her palm, propped up on the arm of her chair. Her grin grew wider.

      Aimilia didn’t move immediately, just looked between Gavril and Marcella for a moment, questions and panic spilling out of her eyes.

      Wait… if Aimilia was here… who was dosing the king to keep him incapacitated?

      Nikias huffed and marched her over to one of the remaining chairs, practically shoving her into it as he took his seat next to her at the foot of the table all the way across from Hypatia. Aimilia stayed in her seat but sent another look at Marcella, who just looked over at Gavril who, based on how much paler he’d turned, realized what the problem was.

      If Aimilia had been chosen as part of Nikias’ entourage, she hadn’t dosed the king in days. He was likely already awake and riding toward them to stop this. They needed a deal and they needed it today.

      They could not afford a single delay.

      Hypatia leaned over to Marcella and murmured in their tongue, “She’s pretty for an Inimicus. Who is she?”

      Oh no. Hypatia taking notice of Aimilia could not end well.

      But Marcella had no choice but to answer or risk unbalancing Hypatia. So far Hypatia seemed to be as restrained as she was capable of.

      “Commander Aimilia. She was in Gavril’s class at their academie.”

      “She seems to be particularly concerned about your promised’s well-being as well as being the youngest commander he brought with him.” Hypatia tapped a finger against her cheek, her dangerous grin spreading into her voice. “I imagine that’s the reason she’s here.”

      That was true. That was the only reason she could imagine Nikias would think to bring her, and she probably hadn’t had a good excuse prepared that wouldn’t reveal she needed to be in the capital to keep the king down. Marcella murmured, “She and Gavril have been good friends for a long time. She is also skilled and powerful. I know firsthand. She is also my friend. She helped Gavril get me off the table.”

      Marcella hoped that would be enough for Hypatia to leave her out of whatever was going on in her mind.

      “Interesting,” Hypatia murmured before turning back to Nikias, who was glaring at them.

      High Priest Panagiotis took his seat to Hypatia’s left and said, “Remember, my lady, Asentai’s values.”

      “Of course,” Hypatia murmured before switching back to the Inimicus tongue and saying, “As you know, we have your brother but are prepared to return him in exchange for the relic as long as we can come to equitable terms of peace. Especially as it seems most of our fighting has been for nothing as your brother and my soldier demonstrated our magic really isn’t different at all. I trust you are willing to be reasonable?”

      Marcella wasn’t sure what Hypatia considered rusty when she’d wanted Marcella to translate when they first arrived if she was easily able to get through these negotiations. She was better than Marcella in speaking it and Marcella had spent a year surrounded by them.

      But Marcela couldn’t be that surprised. Everything always came easily to Hypatia.

      “I am willing to negotiate my brother’s return and an end to the bloodshed. Even if it means negotiating with you, demon,” Nikias said. He gestured to one of his commanders who pulled out paper, a quill, and ink. “I trust that you won’t oppose us putting the terms into ink. Surely you have some people capable of reading amongst you savages.”

      Hypatia grinned, unfazed by the insult. “Keep up such pleasantries like that and I can’t promise your brother back in one piece.”

      Oh no. Marcella braced herself, but Nikias stayed perfectly calm and measured. He just shifted his gaze and looked right at Marcella but continued speaking to Hypatia. “She won’t let you.”

      Marcella was completely frozen as all her breath left her at the statement.

      Hypatia looked up at Marcella for a moment before turning back to Nikias. “You think she can stop me?”

      “You had her take your place for a reason.” Nikias turned back to Hypatia. “Now, are we going to negotiate or not?”

      Hypatia shrugged and sat back in her seat, her bored expression settling in. “Let’s get started.”

      Bored was better. It would steady Hypatia’s unbalanced behavior after using her Sight. If Marcella was right and she had been using her Sight far more than she should be.

      Marcella breathed a little easier as things settled into the rhythm of crafting a peace treaty. Of course, it was boring, incredibly boring, but she supposed that was the beauty of peace. Boring was a worthy price to pay.

      She also recognized that both Nikias and Hypatia were well prepared with their terms, so the treaty was already half written just from their documents alone. If it hadn’t been, she knew they wouldn’t have a hope of finishing before the king arrived. But with how quickly they were moving, they just might.

      Marcella stood as still as possible as the terms were beaten out one by one. Hypatia would propose something, Nikias would speak in a low tone with one of the commanders—Marcella couldn’t figure out exactly why he would speak to the ones he did about specific issues, but Nikias was deliberate about it. He’d clearly selected the commanders with a strategy in mind.

      Hypatia, on the other hand, didn’t turn to anyone for input. Konstantin had to put his hand on her arm, tightening his grip on it until she tilted her head in his direction and he was able to give his input to her. High Priest Panagiotis had to clear his throat loudly, which earned him a dramatic roll of her eyes, before she would listen to the priest.

      Marcella couldn’t imagine being so blatantly disrespectful to the High Priest in general but especially not in front of the Inimicus. But Hypatia, despite her gift being a blessing from Asentai, had little respect for anyone but herself, but especially any Solitus, including the High Priest.

      The first time Hypatia leaned back, tilting her head up and eyeing Marcella, she froze. Had she missed something important? Why was Hypatia looking at her? They’d been talking about something.

      “Little one, tell me, what do you think? It seems cruel to me. Separating children from their people to be herded about and constantly in lessons far from home in this academie. I think it makes children unfeeling and cruel, indifferent to suffering.”

      Oh.

      Hypatia was concerned about cruelty and indifference to suffering?

      “I have been to the academie quite a bit. It is my favorite place in Areator. But I also thought what you did until I went. The students I encountered… I did not find them to be any different from any of our children in temperament. Actually, kinder than I expected.” Marcella lowered her voice so just Hypatia could hear. “I wish… Part of me thinks I would not have felt so isolated and lonely after my family was gone if I had been there.”

      “Hmm.” Was Hypatia’s only response.

      She hadn’t really believed Konstantin when he’d claimed Hypatia had some respect for her, but… what else could that have been about?

      The hours stretched on. Hypatia waved her hand and sent for food and water and they pressed on through the tedious work, finding all the points of contention and whittling them down to acceptable terms.

      Instead of the clans giving any void hearts to the temple, they would give them to the Inimicus to get rid of to keep the Abyss from growing. High Priest Panagiotis was not happy about it, believing the void hearts to be the temple’s responsibility to control, but Nikias would not budge and Hypatia really had no love lost for them either. They could agree on them being a clear sign of corruption.

      The clans would send their no-name mages—mages born to two Solitus parents—to Areator as part of this experiment of peace, to see what would happen if they taught children both styles and languages early on. They would also choose a few mages to teach at the academy and the Inimicus would send a mage to each clan to do the same.

      They would begin construction on an outpost in the ocean to monitor the Abyss’ growth and measure if the Inimicus’ way of dealing with the void hearts was effective at containing it. A temple would be built in Areator for the clan mages to be able to worship while there and so the Inimicus Solitus would have one for their use as well.

      Should any of the Elemens move against the Inimcius or the clans, they would come to the other’s aid and be united against them at the very least.

      Hypatia was very insistent on that one, and Nikias was very reluctant to pledge any help, but he eventually gave in. Thankfully. When he’d first pushed back, the unhinged look had started to creep back into Hypatia’s eyes.

      The afternoon began to stretch into the evening and Marcella’s legs ached from staying on her feet and so still for so long and she prayed that they were close to the end of it.

      “You will take every torture table in your country and burn it.” Hypatia looked up from her papers. Konstantin’s hand had taken up permanent residence on her arm so he could squeeze it and force her attention to him, but he stayed still on this one, his own expression resolute. This was one all their people would agree on. She continued, “And should any of your heretics continue the horrific practice, the punishment will be to first do to them whatever they did to one of my people and then death.”

      Her easy, mocking grin faded. It was clear this point was different from all the others covered before.

      Marcella’s breath caught in her throat. Nikias’ eyes skimmed over her before he looked at Gavril who was glaring at him, and his jaw clenched.

      Nikias opened his mouth, but before he spoke, Aimilia leaned over to him and whispered something. He glared at her and she glared right back at him.

      He blinked first and then turned back to Hypatia and ground out, “We will outlaw the practice on pain of death. A quick death and that alone.”

      Hypatia raised an eyebrow, but she didn’t seem displeased with that response. She nodded and a wicked grin spread over her lips that sent Marcella’s stomach falling to the floor as she turned to look at Marcella and said, “Little one, come here.”

      Hypatia pushed herself out of her chair, pulling her arm out of Konstantin’s grip as she did so while Marcella took a tiny stuttering step toward her. Marcella’s heart was in her throat. She could feel Gavril and Konstantin’s eyes on her. Gavril stayed quiet just like he’d agreed to for Hypatia. Hypatia stepped behind Marcella and draped an arm lazily over her shoulder.

      Nikias was stone-faced as he looked at the two of them, their similarities striking with the two of them so close, although Hypatia was taller. Before Marcella could figure out what Hypatia was doing, she’d unclasped the cloak and was ripping it off her shoulders.

      Marcella gasped and scrambled to try to keep it on, but Hypatia had already thrown it across the room and Gavril barely managed to catch it. Konstantin shot out of his seat, but a sharp look from Hypatia stilled him.

      Hypatia grabbed Marcella by the back of her head, sinking her fingers into her hair and pulling just enough to cause her to wince and know not to move further.

      There was only one thing to look at with her whole neck exposed.

      Hypatia’s voice filled the air, shaking from restraint and making her accent as she spoke in the Inimicus language heavier.

      “There will be no peace until there is justice for this.”
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      Hypatia laid her other hand on Marcella’s shoulder, tracing her fingers over the raised scar. Marcella wanted to turn her head. She wanted to run to Gavril and hide in his arms and beneath his cloak, but she was trapped.

      Nikias blinked, but whatever was going on in his head was a mystery to Marcella as he looked at the scars he was responsible for, even if he wasn’t the one wielding the knife.

      Marcella thanked Asentai briefly even in her horror that at least Hypatia didn’t know about her death. If Hypatia had that to use against Nikias…

      There would be no peace.

      Aimilia looked like she was going to be sick. Marcella could see Gavril out of the corner of her eyes, clutching his cloak and held back only because of the guards digging their feet into the ground.

      Nikias lifted his chin. “You first.”

      “Are you really still upset about that?” Hypatia leaned forward, resting her head beside Marcella’s, and there was a smug smile in her voice as she tapped her fingers on Marcella’s scars. “Is that what this was about?”

      Nikias gritted his teeth and she could see his hands clenched around the arms of his chair. “Choose your words carefully, demon.”

      “Oh, get over it already. We are at war. People die. Don’t send someone into battle that you can’t afford to lose. Don’t tell me you don’t know that fundamental truth. It’s not my problem you didn’t love your wife enough to realize that. Or maybe you just overestimated yourself and underestimated me. I’d caution you against making that mistake today.”

      “By that measure…” Nikias twitched but otherwise was perfectly still. “You just said it yourself. Get over it. We are at war. People get interrogated. You don’t care about that girl. She is no one to you and your people. You scarred her to match you and sent her to die. This isn’t about her. This is about your thirst for blood.”

      “I’m not an idiot. This wasn’t about information.” Hypatia said, her hand stilling on Marcella’s shoulder, tightening her grip. Her voice switched into something like a coo. “I bet you were so disappointed when your brother showed up with Marcella instead of me. I bet you’ve been dreaming of it. Of getting me onto one of your torture tables so you could have one of your heretics try to make me scream and beg for mercy the way your little wife—oh… what was the name you cried when she bled out?”

      With every word, Marcella could feel the air thicken with tension even though her sight was limited with her head bent back. She closed her eyes, waiting for Nikias to explode, for Hypatia to ruin everything because she could not help herself. Her neck ached as Hypatia continued, “Faustina? Yes, that’s what it was, ‘Faustina, Faustina, hold on, it’ll be alright.’ But it wasn’t… was it?”

      But when he didn’t, Marcella opened her eyes to see Aimilia’s hand on Nikias’ wrist, her grip so tight she wouldn’t be surprised if there were bruises in the shape of her fingers later. The only thing holding him back.

      Konstantin looked like he was going to be sick.

      “You wanted me and you got Marcella instead, with a shiny little band and neat little tattoo on her wrist courtesy of your sap of a brother to protect her. But you weren’t deterred, were you? If you couldn’t have me, you could at least get to live out your sick little fantasy of one of your heretics torturing me by torturing the next best thing, a girl who looks just like me. Did it help? Do you still see her dying at night or do you see Marcella crying, screaming for your brother to come save her the way your wife screamed for you?”

      Marcella’s eyes watered and she felt leather straps digging in and the ghost of a blade on her skin. She whispered, “Hypatia, please stop. Please.”

      Nikias finally spoke, his voice measured but bristling. “If it had been you, there wouldn’t have been a heretic.” He spoke every word like throwing a knife. “I would have made every mark on you with my own hand.”

      Marcella could feel peace slipping away. It was never going to end.

      It was always going to be something. Hypatia had never been willing to settle for anything less than destruction. She just wanted to call it peace.

      Hypatia laughed. “If I had known who you were when you walked into my trap, I would have killed you first.”

      Nikias’ lips twitched in a dangerous way. “You would have tried.”

      He rose from his seat, jerking his arm out of Aimilia’s grip. He brushed his cloak off. “I see what this is about for you. Your vanity. It’s why you won’t stop talking. It burns you up inside to see I was able to mark the girl who is your mirror image. You can’t stand even that. Why? Are you the only one who gets to scar her and make her scream? It’s sad, pathetic, you putting your own pride above your people.”

      “You haven’t even heard the terms I’m offering.” Hypatia’s lip curled up into a sneer. “This isn’t about pride. I told you. This is about justice.”

      “You killed my wife.” Nikias’ voice was as void as the Abyss. “I had your lookalike marked up. After you already did. Generously, we’re even.”

      “Oh, Prince Nikias, haven’t you heard? She’s not just my lookalike. She is my dear sister-in-law. The adopted sister of my husband, Konstantin. She’s quite precious to us. Besides, you already had your recompense. Your brother’s ambush killed my father, but you don’t see me still whining about it.”

      Marcella felt Hypatia twitch as she spoke about her father, and Marcella was certain Hypatia wasn’t as indifferent as she was pretending to be.

      Nikias, however, wasn’t able to stop the upward twitch of his lips at the mention of it.

      Hypatia’s grip on Marcella tightened painfully as she continued, “No. This is about the hundreds, thousands of others who were not as strong as my sister-in-law. The ones who were not blessed enough to have your little brother wrapped around their fingers to get them off before they died. We are not anywhere close to even.”

      “And what lunacy do you propose then?” Nikias raised an eyebrow.

      “It is most favorable on your end. Simply, you tortured my little lookalike, my dear sister-in-law—I will torture your equivalent, your brother.”

      “No!”

      Marcella wasn’t sure who screamed louder, her or Aimilia, but what she did know was the splitting pain in her head as she wrenched it out of Hypatia’s grip, hair ripping out and staying in Hypatia’s hand as Marcella shoved her away and lunged for Gavril.

      The guards jerked him back, and before she could reach him, Hypatia moved to grab Marcella by the arm again, but Konstantin was faster this time, catching her and pulling her out of Hypatia’s range.

      Gavril was calling out to her, “It’s alright, Marcella, deliciae, mea spes, it will be alright. I—”

      Nikias clearing his throat stilled the chaos of the room.

      Marcella looked back to see he had Aimilia by the arm. Her chair was on the ground as he held her back from where she’d been trying to rush toward Gavril as well. She stopped struggling against him as he simply stared Hypatia down and said, “No. You will not be torturing my brother as so-called justice.”

      “I guess you don’t want him back then.” Hypatia shrugged.

      Marcella, however, broke out of Konstantin’s grip and raised her hands, ready to cast as her voice exploded out of her, “You will not lay a hand on my husband. So help me, Hypatia, you will have to kill me first! We are all here because we want peace. We came to you because we thought you wanted the same. If you don’t, and you just want to keep spilling our people’s blood for nothing, fine! Give me my husband and we will go! But I will not stand here and let you abuse him because you have some kind of score to settle with Nikias.”

      Hypatia stared down at her for a moment, and Marcella braced herself, ready to cast and throw it all to the wind for a prayer of saving Gavril from her, but then Hypatia just grinned. And it wasn’t… completely wicked like before.

      “Huh. I didn’t know you had all that in you,” Hypatia said. She looked back over at Nikias and said, “I’ll hear an alternate proposal, but you know the actions of your people cannot go unaccounted for.”

      Nikias gestured to her seat and said, “Then let’s sit down like civilized people, or at least as much of one as you can pretend to be, demon.”

      Hypatia settled back into her seat as Nikias let go of Aimilia and gave her a pointed look. She glared right back at him, but picked up her chair and sat back down in it.

      “You want a sacrifice to mark up. You will not be satisfied with anything less than someone submitting to whatever torture you have in mind. You want this repaid in blood so I will not waste my breath offering you tokens,” Nikias said.

      Hypatia leaned back in her seat and smirked. “You are right. Someone will be bearing the agony you and your heretics have put so many of my people through. And it’s not going to be some random Solitus you don’t care about that you order to sacrifice themselves. And there will be no magically enhanced healing afterward.”

      “Fine. You want a Runai?” Nikias raised an eyebrow. “Better, do you want one of our healers? To put the person wielding the knife under yours?”

      Hypatia tilted her head, seemingly considering it before saying, “Not good enough. I want…”

      She glanced down the table and grinned. “If not Gavril, I want someone of equal rank. One of your commanders, but they must volunteer themselves. No ordering them about. I want a willing sacrifice.”

      The silence was deafening.

      Hypatia leaned forward, licking her lips. She whispered, “If you all want peace so badly, you’re going to have to be willing to suffer for it.”

      The commanders, who had done a decent job staying calm and collected throughout the dramatic proceedings all paled and started looking at each other and Nikias.

      “I’ll do it.”

      Marcella choked on her gasp. Gavril’s horrified expression throughout all of this only deepened as Aimilia finished rising from her seat, brushing her commander’s cloak off and lifting her chin with a quiet, noble apprehension.

      Aimilia said, “You want a willing commander to take Gavril’s place and seal this treaty? I’ll do it.”

      Hypatia took one look at the other commanders and smirked as she leaned her chin into her palm. “Really? Brave girl you are. Must sting you’re willing to be tortured for him and he still chose my little lookalike over you, huh?”

      Marcella had no idea if that had been something Hypatia had guessed or had seen with her Sight, but the how didn’t matter. Could Hypatia ever just stop sinking her claws into something after she’d already caught it?

      “Aimilia, don’t—I’ll do it.” Gavril called out, struggling against his guards. “It’s fine, no one needs to take my place! I’m willing! If it’s my blood for peace, I will pay that price!”

      Marcella was frozen in place. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t let them torture Gavril, but she also couldn’t let it be Aimilia. Especially after everything she had risked for them.

      Aimilia’s hands were shaking despite the serenity the rest of her was pouring out, but she let out a little laugh. “Come on, Gavril, we both know I’m better suited for it anyway. You cried like a baby when I broke your arm years ago. Besides, if Marcella can survive it, so can I.”

      But Marcella hadn’t. And no one could know.

      Aimilia lifted her chin and declared, “I’m second best to no one.”

      “Aimilia—” Gavril started again, trying to break past his guards but failing.

      Marcella opened her mouth. If revealing her own death and revival was the only thing to convince Aimilia to stop or at least distract from this long enough to figure something else out—

      But then Nikias cleared his throat, and everything stilled again. He gave Aimilia a cold, impassive look and said in clipped, deliberate words, “Sit down, Commander.”

      “Prince Nikias, she’s made her terms clear. This isn’t going to end. I am willing. I—” Aimilia took a deep breath. “Trust me. I have to do this. I want to do this.”

      Nikias glared at Aimilia, something shifting in his eyes. “Did I not speak clearly? Sit down, Commander.”

      Aimilia lifted her chin and shook her head. “Someone has to do this.”

      “And it will not be you.” Nikias rose from his seat so he was taller than her. He loomed over her, exuding authority, but there was something hiding behind his eyes Marcella could not decipher. His voice was controlled, barely, as he commanded, “Sit. Down. Or I will sit you down.”

      Aimilia opened her mouth once more, but Nikias only narrowed his eyes further. She snapped her jaw shut, but he kept staring at her until she slowly sat down. Once she was in her seat, Nikias nodded and turned back to Hypatia, straightening his shoulders.

      Hypatia’s lips were twitching, the unbalanced look in her eyes deepening.

      His cold impassivity returned, and whatever he’d been restraining before had vanished. He said, “It will be me.”

      What?

      Marcella sucked in a sharp breath, unable to tear her eyes away from Nikias but she could see Hypatia out of the corner of her eyes. Hypatia leaned forward and a grin broke out over her face. “Oh? Will it?”

      Nikias didn’t so much as blink at the glee seeping into her voice. “You want someone willing, a commander, someone of equal rank to my brother? I am the only option by those standards. You’re doing this because you want blood. You want my blood. You will not be satisfied with less. Take it if it will buy peace.”

      “An offer like that, how can a girl refuse? Of course, unless, I prefer the girl.” Hypatia’s eyes landed on Aimilia. The red-haired girl just lifted her chin and met Hypatia’s gaze. “I like her guts. Takes a lot of spine. Takes a lot of love for a man who cast her aside for another woman to still make that offer.”

      Nikias’ jaw clenched, but he did manage to work it loose enough to say, “You will take me. Or no one. I’m the one you wanted anyway when you sent that first raven to your lookalike. When you said prince, you didn’t mean Gavril. You meant me. I’m giving you what you want. Take it. Coat this peace in my blood.”

      “The fight will find you. It is not done with you. Or me.”

      “Fighting is not tired of you.”

      “Have faith and fight.”

      Hypatia turned back to Aimilia once more, seeming to weigh the options. Marcella was moving. Her fingers were flying in perfect unison.

      Maybe Konstantin was right about her.

      The sphere of vitae formed in her hands right as she brought them up to Hypatia’s neck.

      Hypatia went perfectly still, tilting her head up just enough to look at Marcella who stood behind her, holding her completely still with the threat.
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      Hypatia’s lips quirked up, but there was a slight tremor in her voice. “Do you have something to add to the discussion?”

      Marcella had never heard that before in her voice. Fear.

      “You will take Nikias,” Marcella commanded, her focus wholly on holding up her rune, making it clear what she would do if Hypatia refused. “No one else. I will not stand for anyone else. Make him feel it. What he had done to me. That is justice. It is my body they tore to pieces, so as the only one who got off that table alive, I am demanding you take him and only him.”

      Better Nikias than anyone else.

      Hypatia whispered in their language, “Who knew you had it in you, little one? Do you realize if you kill me now Konstantin will take over this negotiation and the coalition? You can stop anyone from getting tortured at all.”

      That hadn’t actually occurred to her. But before she could even process the thought, Hypatia continued, “But you won’t. You know this is necessary. You want this. You want him to suffer.”

      Marcella swallowed thickly, feeling every eye in the room on her.

      “I will not forget this treason.” Hypatia grinned. “But it’s good to know I have had some influence over you after all, sister-in-law.”

      Marcella stayed silent. But it seemed that was more than enough confirmation for Hypatia.

      She spoke in the Inimicus tongue loud enough for everyone else. “Alright. I accept your offer, Prince Nikias. Let’s wrap this treaty up. We will have a bloody peace, but we will have peace nonetheless.”

      Nikias nodded, and if there was any fear in him about what he’d just agreed to, it did not show. He glanced over to Marcella, still holding up the rune, and then Gavril and said, “Release my brother.”

      “Fine.”

      Marcella didn’t even hear what Nikias said in response; she had banished the Inimicus rune and was tearing across the room while the guards let go of Gavril’s arms. She threw her arms around him and was enveloped in his, him crushing the cloak to her back as he held her tightly. She whispered, “You’re safe, thank Asentai, you’re safe. It’s over.”

      Gavril buried his head in her curls. “Mea spes, pulchra spes, this peace has cost so much.”

      “As long as it does not cost you,” Marcella whispered.

      “I would have. I would have been honored to pay for my failures,” Gavril whispered.

      A different voice cut in. “They were not your failures.”

      Marcella turned in Gavril’s arms to see Nikias standing in front of them, arms crossed. Gavril tightened his grip on Marcella’s waist. Behind them, Hypatia was ignoring Konstantin as he was furiously whispering in her ear and watching the Inimicus commanders draft the final version of the treaty.

      She felt Gavril’s breath catch in his throat. He said, “Nikias—”

      “Oh, save it. I have been furious with you from the second I heard you were missing, but I am—” Whatever he was going to say, he took one look at Hypatia, who was watching them out of the corner of her eye, and stopped. “I am just glad you are safe despite your idiocy.”

      Marcella tried to pull herself out of Gavril’s grip, but he wouldn’t let go. She whispered, “It’s alright, he’s your brother and he’s about to let Hypatia have at him. Talk to him.”

      Gavril huffed, pressing a kiss to her cheek before letting go. Marcella stepped out of Gavril’s grip and he passed his cloak to her as she went. She’d barely started to wrap it around her shoulders again before Nikias had grabbed his brother and was looking him over, muttering about spiteful insanity and women. Then he had his arms wrapped around Gavril, crushing him in his grip.

      Then arms were around her, and Marcella had the air squeezed out of her lungs. She sputtered as Aimilia was wrapped around her, saying in Marcella’s tongue, “Stupid girl. Reckless! Should have warned about insanity.”

      Marcella wasn’t sure if Aimilia meant Marcella should have warned Aimilia about her insanity or Hypatia’s. Or both.

      Aimilia was shaking and Marcella quickly wrapped her arms around her and hugged the other girl tightly. Marcella muttered, “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

      Aimilia buried her head into Marcella’s shoulder, and she could feel it start to dampen with tears. “Did what I could. Don’t know about the rest. But thank you for sparing me.”

      Marcella gently rubbed Aimilia’s shoulder as the other girl desperately tried to muffle her relieved, terrified cries in Marcella’s shoulders and Gavril’s cloak. She said, “You have been a good friend. I would not be able to live with myself if I let Hypatia torture you just to spare Gavril.”

      Aimilia shuddered. “It wouldn’t have been an option if Nikias hadn’t made me come. Now I don’t know how long we have.”

      “We will deal with that problem when it comes,” Marcella whispered. She looked up to see Gavril batting away Nikias’ hands, but there was a small smile on his face. Nikias, however, always had one eye on Hypatia.

      “—be having words before we get home,” Nikias said, pulling his hands back.

      Marcella knew that was an empty threat. Nikias wasn’t going to be in a state to have words with anyone on the way back to Areator.

      Marcella looked over her shoulder to Hypatia.

      Would she even be going back to Areator? She and Gavril hadn’t really had the chance to talk about what it would be like if they succeeded.

      Konstantin had promised she would have a place in Montis, but after she’d just threatened Hypatia’s life… It would be a risk to be anywhere amongst the clans.

      Presuming Gavril’s father didn’t come in and tear their peace to shreds. Marcella looked over at Nikias as he stepped back to let Aimilia throw her arms around Gavril and check him over herself. Was Nikias doing this for nothing?

      Marcella could see Aimilia whispering in Gavril’s ear, most likely about the king. She nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard Nikias’ voice.

      “Marcella.”

      Marcella whipped around to see Nikias had stepped up next to her. Him calling her by her name couldn’t be good.

      Nikias closed his eyes and took a deep breath as Marcella kept an eye on Gavril and Aimilia. She knew all she needed to do was twitch and she’d catch their attention and they’d put a stop to this, but considering what the man was about to walk into because of her, she felt she should at least hear what he wanted to say.

      “Thank you.”

      What?

      At her silence, he let out a long, slow breath and said, “Thank you. For making Hypatia choose me. For keeping him safe. I do not like it, but I know this was not fully your doing. I… I do owe you my life. Several times over. I was fully expecting Gavril would kill me after I had you arrested. I was at peace with it. And yet your escape, and now this…”

      But before he could say anything else, hands slammed on the table behind them. Marcella jerked to see Hypatia lifting her hands and batting Konstantin’s hands away and she said, “Ready to sign?”

      Nikias brushed past Marcella and moved to the documents without another word. Marcella darted back over to Gavril, who quickly wrapped his arm around her and pulled her in while Aimilia pulled away and looked back to watch Nikias sign the treaty.

      She held her breath as the quills moved across the paper. First Nikias’ signature. Then Hypatia’s.

      She dropped the quill to the table and said, “While I would love to make you wait in dreadful anticipation, the High Priest and my husband insist we get started so that we can move on to peace.”

      “Wise men. It’s a shame they’re saddled with you.”

      The shame and horror on Konstantin’s face was poorly disguised. Her adopted brother was not good at hiding his feelings.

      “Getting short with me isn’t going to make this any better for you. Come along, I’m not going to get any of the nice things in here filthy with your blood.” Hypatia headed for the exit of the tent, waving to be followed.

      Gavril moved to follow as Nikias walked out after her, and Marcella and Aimilia were right on his heels. The High Priest and Konstantin were behind them and the rest of the Inimicus and clan parties after them.

      Hypatia was striding across the camp to a clan healer’s tent. Gavril hurried to his brother’s side, but he was completely stone faced.

      Hypatia came to a stop in front of the tent, lifting the flap and saying, “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Nikias came to a stop, Gavril beside him. Marcella and Aimilia came to their own stop right behind them. Nikias closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She could see him breathe a word, not audibly, just the way his lips shifted.

      If Marcella were a betting woman, she would put money on ‘Faustina.’

      He then reached up and unclasped his cloak. He opened his eyes and turned back. He passed the cloak to Aimilia, who scrambled to catch it as he let go, eyes wide. He said, “The demon won’t get the honor of sullying a prince’s and commander’s cloak today.”

      Aimilia just nodded. “I’ll keep it safe for you, Your Highness.”

      He then reached over and clasped Gavril by the shoulder. He said, “I know you have made yourself clear, I am not your brother. I will never have your forgiveness. Still, you are my brother. If I don’t make it, you will be the next king. Frankly, maybe we will all be better off in that case.”

      Gavril shook his head, his voice tight and eyes watering. “I would make a terrible king.”

      “You are responsible for peace.” Nikias let out a strange, breathy laugh. “All it will cost is one man’s temporary suffering.”

      “And I only did it because I grabbed the wrong girl!” Gavril sputtered.

      Nikias let out a tiny laugh. “Then I guess I should be thanking her. Little brother, you are a visionary.”

      Nikias started to turn to Marcella, and she supposed he wanted to try to finish what he was going to say before Hypatia had interrupted in the tent, but what that was, she was still lost. Yet again, before he could speak, Hypatia interrupted.

      “Don’t make me drag you in here, Prince. Stop stalling.”

      Marcella looked past him to Hypatia, a face so eerily similar to her own. She said softly, “You are right about one thing. She is more demon than woman.”

      Nikias nodded, rolled his shoulders, and turned to face Hypatia. He walked up to her and said, “I’m here, demon. Try all you can. You cannot do worse to me than you already have.”

      Hypatia grinned. “We’ll see about that.”

      They disappeared into the tent.

      No one needed to go with them. Hypatia wouldn’t kill him. Not after going through all the work to get a peace treaty. Even when she was unbalanced, she didn’t truly lose control. Marcella could attest to that with the scar on her side. Besides, no one wanted to watch what she was about to do.

      Silence fell over the camp. Marcella just took Gavril’s hand and held it while Aimilia’s knuckles turned white against the bundle of fabric that was Nikias’ cloak. Then someone came up beside them.

      Konstantin.

      “I could not stop her. I can never truly stop her it seems,” he whispered.

      Marcella reached for Konstantin’s arm with her free hand and said, “No. This was my doing. I could have stopped her for good, and I did not. I could not. She said… She said that I knew this was the only way. Maybe she’s right.”

      What did it say about them all if Hypatia was right?

      He whispered, “This peace is always going to be coated in blood because of this.”

      Gavril stared at the tent, desolation seeping into his voice. “I think all peace is coated in blood.”

      “Why must it be?” Konstantin shook his head. “Why?”

      “I wish I knew,” Gavril said.

      A scream ripped through the air. Marcella pulled Gavril into her arms and tried to cover his ears. Aimilia had her hands over her ears, Nikias’ cloak half hiding her face as she winced.

      Konstantin turned his face away. He clasped his hands together, and Marcella could hear him murmur under Nikias’ screaming, “Mother Asentai, forgive us. Forgive me. Forgive her. Let this peace last. Let this last.”

      Marcella joined him in prayer.

      She begged for her own forgiveness.

      Although whether she needed to be forgiven for the action she had taken or the action she had not, she did not know.
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      Gavril wasn’t sure how long they sat on the ground with his head buried in Marcella’s stomach. His hands were clenched into her back, and he could feel Aimilia leaning against Marcella’s side, her head in Marcella’s shoulder. He could feel the edges of Nikias’ cloak shift when Aimilia did, pressing it against her other ear in an attempt to drown out the noise.

      He could feel Marcella covering his ears. Not her own.

      He did not know why she was not covering her own. He feared maybe it was because she wasn’t hearing anything around them at all. Was she just remembering her own agony?

      Everything had happened so fast. It was like he’d blinked and he’d gone from holding Marcella the night before to seeing Hypatia rip his cloak off Marcella and demand Gavril’s blood. Then Aimilia offering herself, a horror second only to if Hypatia had demanded Marcella suffer a third time. Then Nikias.

      And despite the number of times Gavril had cursed his brother, wallowed in his burning hatred and wished he could bleed himself of their shared biological connection, the thought of Nikias suffering—

      Gavril could in some way understand Hypatia’s insistence—if it had come from any other mouth than the demon’s. His people had committed atrocities against a number of clan mages too vast to be counted. To ask for just one of their people to suffer it, to understand it in order to put an end to it for good, was a reasonable term, even if not ideal. They were not approaching each other as friends or really any sense of lowered hostility.

      Which was why Gavril would have gladly gone.

      The fact that it was Nikias… Nikias had willingly submitted himself to the nonexistent mercy of the demon who killed his wife…

      Gavril heard his brother’s screams. And he was torn completely in two.

      What he had done to Marcella was unforgivable.

      But what he was going through now was unthinkable.

      And it was all Gavril’s fault. He’d run off with Marcella right to the demon who had destroyed Nikias and set him up so this was the only option.

      Maybe he needed to be forgiven.

      Maybe they all did.

      Those precious few seconds Marcella had Hypatia at her mercy…

      At some point Gavril realized there was silence. He slowly shifted, lifting his head from Marcella’s stomach to see she was resolutely staring at the tent. Konstantin was hovering nearby, drinking from a waterskin the High Priest had offered him and spitting it back out.

      Gavril assumed he had already lost the contents of his stomach and was trying to get rid of the taste of bile.

      The crowd of soldiers and the remaining Inimicus commanders all looked equally sick.

      Marcella though… was worryingly stone faced.

      “Deliciae?” he whispered, shifting and pushing himself up to his own seated position as her hands fell from his head and to her lap.

      But Marcella didn’t even seem to hear him.

      Neither had Aimilia, who was still covering her ears with her eyes screwed shut, tear tracks staining her cheeks.

      “Mea spes?” Gavril reached for her face, but even as his palm brushed her cheek, she did not tear her gaze away from the now silent tent. He spoke in her language, “Please, speak.”

      “Why didn’t I kill her?”

      He almost didn’t hear it, she spoke so softly. Her lips barely twitched. But she had spoken.

      And if he thought he was being ripped in half from all of this before, it was nothing compared to the shreds he was left in after hearing that.

      Gavril shifted closer, gently turning her face away from the tent and toward his. “You are not responsible for this. Do you hear me? This is Hypatia’s doing and her doing alone.”

      But Marcella was looking right through him. She continued to murmur, “I’m a soldier. I’ve killed people before in battle. Why not her? Why is she right?”

      “Marcella—”

      “Why do I feel so sick? She was right. I’ve wanted him to suffer that same agony, but now I just feel hollow. And all I hear are my screams and all I feel is the knife on my skin. I feel my own heart stopping.”

      Gavril looked around, but no one was looking their way, much less able to hear Marcella’s low voice. He’d seen that look on Marcella’s face when Aimilia had said Marcella had survived, realizing that she was about to open her mouth in a desperate attempt to stop this and reveal the truth. He thanked Asentai Nikias had spoken up before she had.

      “Why won’t they leave me even now? Why do I feel hollow? If this was necessary… why don’t I feel justice? What is that even supposed to feel like? When I touched the Heart, my heart stopped and started again… Why? What has it all been for? Why am I like her? Why am I like her?”

      “You are not. Look at me—” Gavril cupped her jaw firmly until her hazy eyes focused on him. “Marcella, deliciae, mea spes, mea uxorem, you are not like her. You are unflinchingly, unfailingly, in every way, her superior. Your character is the only reason either of them breathe. That is the answer to all of this. Your character does not allow you to enjoy the suffering of others, no matter how much you might wish to, it goes against something ingrained in you. If you could not delight in my agony, why would you delight in Nikias’? If you would beg for mercy for Nikias’ life—no matter how undeserving—why would you kill the woman who you were willing to die for in cold blood? Neither of them deserve a second of your thoughts, much less for you to feel any guilt. In you is something beautiful that neither of them could ever understand. You ensured the least damaging outcome leaving her alive, loathe as it may be. This way Nikias lives, the clan coalition remains intact. Take heart in that.”

      With each word he spoke, Marcella breathed a little deeper and the haze faded a little more. She nodded.

      A shadow appeared out of the corner of his eye, and a new voice joined. “He is right. I am grateful you did not kill her.”

      Konstantin.

      Gavril’s heart seized in his chest. He should have been paying more attention. Had Konstantin heard them? If anyone found out Marcella was a living miracle—

      Or if her new brother found out the truth of what had happened to her, they would take her away from him.

      Marcella immediately looked up at him. She said, “How? How can you be grateful for that? If I had, you would be free.”

      “But the coalition would fracture. There are several clans who submitted only because of Hypatia. Only because of the favor Asentai showed her when gifting her with Sight. Others joined because of me. But if we were not married, we would not have this coalition or this peace now. Hypatia… is something of a necessary evil.”

      But Gavril could not focus on what they were talking about. His grip on Marcella tightened and she turned to him with a question in her eyes. “Gavril?”

      Konstantin blinked and spoke barely above a breath. “Breathe, my sister’s promised, we clan mages are not like your people. We are content to let some things be beyond our understanding and have faith. But in the interest of not making my sister a spectacle or a figure to be deified, I will keep the secret.”

      Gavril choked on the deep breath he took. Konstantin shook his head, a spark of mirth in his eyes, but the air was too heavy for anything more. Marcella squeezed his arm as he leaned against her, catching his breath. The weight of that secret started to dissipate from his shoulders.

      Aimilia finally started to stir, pulling Nikias’ cloak away from her ear and lifting her head from Marcella’s shoulder. She asked in the Inimicus tongue, “Is it over?”

      Gavril knew the exact moment someone stepped out of the tent behind him. Only because he was watching Marcella and Marcella spotted it first.

      He followed her gaze to see Hypatia coming out of the tent, swaying on her feet slightly. For a moment, no one was really looking at the two of them. Everyone was exhausted or dazed. They’d gone into that tent as dawn had been breaking after a full day and night of negotiating. And dawn was breaking all over again. Hypatia looked around the camp, no one really seeing her, and…

      The expression on her face. She was hollow.

      Her hands were clean, but that meant nothing.

      Hypatia looked at Marcella and Gavril, opening her mouth like she was about to ask a question, but then she blinked and straightened up. She looked around the camp and suddenly it seemed like she appeared out of thin air as everyone saw her.

      And she switched in an instant to the commanding chiefess and demon Gavril was familiar with. “The Inimicus prince has upheld his end of the treaty. And so have I. He is alive and has paid for the agony caused and the blood spilt with his own. Now we can have a clean slate. Peace between our people who may not even be two different peoples at all. No more blood.”

      She raised her clean hands. The crowd cheered despite having more than a few queasy expressions among them, especially among Clan Montis.

      Gavril watched as the demon’s expression faltered while the crowd turned from her and began to pick up in excitement as it hit them that the war was over.

      Her lips, so similar to Marcella’s, shifted. And he didn’t hear the words, he only saw her mouth form them. “No more.”

      Hypatia’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.

      But before she hit the ground, Konstantin caught her.

      Maybe he and Marcella hadn’t been the first to notice her then. Or Konstantin just moved incredibly quickly. Gavril hadn’t even noticed when Konstantin had stepped away from him and Marcella. Why the man felt any instinct or desire to keep her from solidly hitting the ground was beyond him.

      He could see the commanders congregating, eyeing the tent, and Gavril supposed someone ought to make sure Nikias was actually alive and assess the damage done to him to ensure he stayed alive. He started to push himself off the ground when a clan scout burst through the large crowd, yelling, “More Inimicus are here! The Inimicus king is here!”

      He’d known they were on borrowed time the second he’d spotted Aimilia walk into the command tent, but he’d hoped for a little more. Or at least a conscious Nikias to help matters.

      But it was just him. So he was going to have to make do.

      “Always another fire,” Gavril whispered, reaching down and offering his hands to Marcella and Aimilia. He pulled them both up as Konstantin passed Hypatia’s unconscious body over to another soldier as he ran up to them.

      He said in the Inimicus tongue, “Prince. Father not sick? Nikias not authority?”

      Unfortunately.

      “Looks like my father got better,” Gavril said, keeping an eye on the crowd where the scout had come from. Where his father was going to come from. “But that doesn’t make our treaty invalid. We just need to make sure my father keeps to it. We need to make sure Nikias’ sacrifice wasn’t for nothing.”

      Aimilia grabbed at Gavril’s sleeve and hissed, “Gavril, if your father knows what I did—”

      “He will not. No one will know. You will be safe,” Gavril said, eyes darting around, trying to see if there was a place he could rush Aimilia and Marcella off to in order to ensure he bore the brunt of his father’s rage.

      Maybe one day he’d run out of secrets he needed to keep to protect the people he cared about. But for as long as his father lived, this was one he would ensure stayed buried.

      But the crowd was parting and he could see his father riding up with an expression that had always ended with the necessity of an illusion or multiple. There was no time, so he simply ushered them behind him and turned to Konstantin, who seemed to understand his intentions perfectly as he responded with a nod.

      Fine. Maybe the clan mage who had adopted his wife wasn’t all that bad.

      The second they appeared, Gavril took a deep breath and stepped forward. Konstantin started to walk with him.

      “Gavril—” Marcella grabbed at his sleeve, jerking him back.

      He quickly turned back just long enough to press a kiss to her lips and say, “This is my battle to fight as Hypatia is yours. I can do this. I will do this.”

      Marcella let go, and Gavril moved to face his father as he dismounted.

      “Your father… he is less reasonable than your brother and far less reasonable than you?” Konstantin murmured in his language.

      “Nikias is the most reasonable man alive next to him.”

      “Then let’s be grateful Hypatia is unconscious.”

      “Boy! Where is my son?” Father snapped in their language, and it took all of Gavril’s willpower not to flinch.

      His father wasn’t likely to hit him in front of such a crowd, but then again… he’d never been a traitor before, so it was possible.

      “King Nero. Good to meet,” Konstantin said in the Inimicus tongue, stepping in front of Gavril with a perfectly practiced smile and an outstretched hand like they were simply new neighbors. “Good you are recovered.”

      Father simply eyed Konstantin’s hand like it was dirt. “You are?”

      “Konstantin of Montis. Chiefess Hypatia’s husband and leader of the coalition while she is…” Konstantin trailed off.

      “Indisposed,” Gavril supplied.

      Father sneered at the mention of Hypatia. “Where is my son?”

      Konstantin looked at Gavril with a furrow to his brow. Gavril wasn’t sure if Konstantin was actually confused by the other language or just acting.

      “Nikias is resting,” Gavril said. “The negotiations finished yesterday. He and Chiefess Hypatia had already finished all the details and signed, Father. We are not at war anymore. We have peace.”

      Father recoiled, taking a slight step back. He shook his head. “Peace? No. My son would never sign a peace treaty with the Desero demon.” His eyes landed back on Gavril, darkening. “What have you done, boy? This has you written all over it.”

      “King Nero, sit, speak with me,” Konstantin said, trying to cut in again, but Father was not deterred.

      Gavril swallowed, but he didn’t retreat when his father moved forward. He was blustering and huffing, and there was no stopping him now. Even though his hands were shaking and he seemed to be unsteady on his legs in a way Gavril had never seen before.

      He was nowhere near recovered from Aimilia’s poison.

      Good.

      “I will speak with my son!” His face was turning a dark, ruddy red, contrasting with the stark, pale white the rest of him was from his weakened state. “And I will not listen to such nonsense from this worthless, weak boy about having peace with a people whose corruption is going to kill us all. This will not stand.”

      “Yes, it will.” Gavril stood his ground. He could do this. He had to do this. “I have proven that corruption theory is nonsense. The treaty has been signed. The conditions have been met. And there is nothing you can do about it.”

      If ever there was a time to finally stand his ground and not bend or compromise in any way, it was now.

      Gavril could not let himself be moved.

      “That is enough of your insolence, boy.”

      Gavril always recognized the signs of the hit coming his way.

      Today was the first day he put that knowledge to use instead of just accepting the blow, reasoning it was easier that way. It was easier.

      But it wasn’t right.

      His left hand went up to block the blow while his right fingers flew to cast singlehandedly.

      It wasn’t one he’d practiced before, but he knew it well. It was a favorite of Marcella’s. The blinding light filled the air, and Gavril felt the blow ricochet off his left arm, lacking the force that usually accompanied it. Whether that was because of the light or because of poison, Gavril didn’t know, and didn’t care.

      When the light cleared, he saw his father on the ground, wheezing for air. Konstantin lowered his arm and opened his eyes.

      Gavril could only gape at the fact that for once he’d done something to stop it.

      His father got an arm beneath him and directed a look toward Gavril that he’d never seen before, despite his mere existence always eliciting fury any time he was near his father.

      “You have tried my patience for the last time, you pathetic, ungrateful, worthless creature. You will never set foot in Areator again. I may not be able to bind your magic anymore, but this I can do. The second the papers are drawn up you will no longer be a prince or a commander or anything but a nameless vagabond stuck with the filthy she-wolf you should have killed.”

      Huh.

      He was being disinherited.

      That would have been the consequence if only he’d stood up for himself sooner?

      That wasn’t a punishment. That was a miracle.

      Gavril could feel the eyes of the clan mages—who probably didn’t fully understand the exchange happening in a foreign tongue—as well as the other commanders and the entourage behind his father on him.

      He laughed.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Konstantin and Aimilia startle. The crowd started whispering, and Gavril couldn’t help himself. He just laughed harder.

      For years… All his life… It could have just been that easy.

      He could have escaped so easily.

      Like he cared about being a prince. Or a commander. Or even a Runai if his father could still bind his magic.

      Better to be a nameless vagabond with the woman he loved than to spend another day hiding his bruises behind illusions.

      He doubled over. He couldn’t stop laughing. Really, he couldn’t breathe anymore. His vision was starting to blur and fade, but his hysterical relief wouldn’t allow him to do anything else.

      “You mock me?” A hand grabbed his shoulder, but Gavril easily batted it away and stepped back, gasping for breath as he saw his father had gotten to his feet.

      “Why not?” Gavril laughed. “Why should I not mock a man who is so arrogant he will tear up a peace treaty that has just saved tens of thousands of lives from being killed under a false pretense simply because his least favorite son was involved in bringing it about?”

      “You—”

      The sound of coughing and a grunt cut Father off, and Gavril looked to see two figures stumbling out of the healer’s tent.

      Nikias, practically being carried by Marcella as she was stumbling, trying to support his weight. Her shoulder was shoved under his arm with one arm wrapped around him and her other arm reaching across her and braced against his chest as he leaned on her.

      Nikias was coughing as Marcella struggled to haul his weight.

      The sight of it immediately sobered Gavril, and he took off toward them. Marcella was having a good day when she had no issues carrying her own weight. Trying to carry a man twice her size?

      Konstantin and Aimilia were faster though, catching Nikias when Marcella’s legs buckled completely under his massive weight. Gavril caught Marcella, pulling her into his side and away from Nikias as Konstantin and Aimilia held him up.

      Father was right on their heels.

      Nikias was wheezing and coughing, deathly pale, and while all of his body was hidden beneath the large blanket wrapped around him like a cloak, it was clearly soaked with sweat. The extent of his injuries, if any, couldn’t be seen, but his state was very clear.

      “Son! You, Commander Aimilia, get my son away from that—”

      “Father, that is enough!” Nikias wheezed, his grip on Aimilia tightening. He nearly collapsed into another coughing fit, but managed to straighten back up.

      Gavril was about to turn to Marcella and ask why she’d gone to get Nikias, but she was already slipping out of his grip and stepping back toward Nikias. Gavril was right on her heels as she stopped beside Nikias and Aimilia and stared his father down. She spoke in the Inimicus tongue, “Your son will tell Gavril’s words true. Your son owed me his life. I gave mercy. Now we can have peace.”

      Gavril recognized the signs of a hit coming. He grabbed Marcella and started to pull her out of range, but Nikias managed to lunge forward despite his weakness and put himself between Marcella and Father, one shaking arm up.

      Nikias wheezed, “You will not hurt Pax Marcella. And you will not banish her or Gavril.”

      Pax Marcella.

      Marcella the Peacemaker.

      “As regent, my treaty will stand. I’ve sacrificed too much for this peace to let you ruin it. We all have sacrificed too much. We’ve committed too many horrors. I cannot let any more stand,” Nikias said. With each word his breathing grew more labored, and Aimilia, who was barely holding him up now, was starting to sag with him. “This peace stands or you will have no heir.”

      Father looked over Nikias and said, “We will discuss this when you are well.”

      But it was Father whose eyes started to roll back into his head.

      Gavril let him hit the ground. Immediately the other commanders started rushing around, calling for a healer. Nikias sighed and said, “Get him back to our camp and have the healers examine him. I imagine he just overexerted himself. And… I suppose I need to be heading that way myself, just without the healing. That’s part of the treaty… I—I don’t think I’ll be conscious for more than a few minutes, but since I am right now, and you all are here to witness, Gavril has not been officially disinherited yet, so he’s in charge.”

      Nikias’ eyes also promptly rolled back into his skull, and Aimilia let out a sharp yelp as she was pulled down to the ground completely under his weight.

      Nikias’ declaration floored Gavril as every eye turned to him. Right.

      He immediately said, “Well, you heard Prince Nikias, get him and the king back to our camp to be cared for. I will stay here to finish our dealings with the clans and be back to receive an update shortly.”

      And thankfully the other commanders didn’t give him any grief and just set about getting Father and Nikias onto horses and back through the camp. Aimilia passed Nikias off to two older commanders who easily took him from her and she staggered to her feet with Konstantin’s help.

      Konstantin sighed, took a look at the crowd still gathered around them, and said in his tongue, “Maybe we should step inside for a moment, just to recollect.”

      Excellent idea.

      Gavril took Marcella by the arm and ushered her inside as Konstantin and Aimilia followed. The second they were inside and out of the crowd’s sight, Aimilia collapsed into the first chair, covering her mouth as she made noises that were something between laughing and crying. Konstantin just stared at her with wide eyes while Marcella darted over to her and began rubbing her shoulders. Aimilia immediately clutched at Marcella, the red-haired girl’s relief pouring out of her.

      The fact that Father had identified her by name and hadn’t immediately called for her arrest meant he had no idea he’d been poisoned by her. Maybe even no idea he’d been poisoned by anyone.

      Konstantin ran a hand through his hair and turned to Gavril. “Your father… is he going to ruin the fragile peace we just achieved?”

      Was he?

      Gavril paused, considering everything carefully, and while there was much he wasn’t certain of…

      “No. Not after Nikias appeared and threatened to abdicate if he did.”

      Too many commanders had seen it. Had seen how fragile both Father and Nikias were at the moment.

      And too many of the Sordes had seen it too.

      Any hint of breaking the new treaty would be in the Sordes’ favor with both of them weak, and it left Gavril as the best option for taking orders from until they were recovered. And everyone knew he wouldn’t stand for breaking the treaty.

      Their peace was safe.

      At least on his end.

      “And what about when your wife wakes up?”

      Konstantin sighed. “Hypatia is unpredictable at times, especially when she uses her Sight, but she is not a liar. She assured me that she would be satisfied with Nikias’ suffering and the end of our people being slaughtered or experimented on.”

      Gavril supposed there was no choice but to believe her.

      Konstantin held his hand out. “Then it looks like your insane scheme has paid off. We finally have peace.”

      Peace… Finally.

      He almost couldn’t comprehend it. He never really thought he might live to see the day they would stop drowning in an ocean of blood. Or that he might actually be part of bringing it about. Really… the more he thought about it… the more he saw the miracle it was.

      Gavril shook his hand. “Technically, this wouldn’t have been possible if you’d never agreed to marry Hypatia. There would have been no ambush. No chance for me and Marcella to meet.”

      Konstantin gave him a soft, pained grin. “Then at least my marriage has been a blessing to everyone else.”

      Aimilia had caught her breath and was softly reassuring Marcella that she was alright as he and Konstantin let go of each other’s hands. Konstantin looked back over at Marcella. “Regardless of what happens with your father, you two will always be welcome amongst my clan.”

      Gavril sighed. “Depending on what happens, we might take you up on that offer.”

      Marcella looked over at them and said, “Hypatia is not going to easily forget my treason, even if I never set foot off Montis’ lands.”

      Aimilia immediately grabbed Marcella’s arm and gaped at the two of them, speaking in the Inimicus language. “I didn’t quite catch all of that, but I heard ‘welcome amongst my clan’ and ‘Montis’ lands’ and I don’t know what I’ve missed while the two of you have been here, but don’t you dare leave me alone in Areator!”

      Marcella gave Aimilia a reassuring smile and replied in the Inimicus language. “Nothing decided. No worrying about it tonight.”

      Aimilia settled back in her seat with a huff, eyeing Konstantin. “Good. Because I don’t know who this man is, but I do know the demon called him her husband and your brother, which is news to me.”

      “I promise, we’ll tell you the whole story later,” Gavril said, with a slight laugh.

      Marcella pulled herself out of Aimilia’s grip and made her way over to Gavril while Aimilia shook her head and muttered under her breath about their insanity. Gavril immediately wrapped his arms around Marcella, crushing her to him as Konstantin took a seat next to Aimilia, starting a soft, stilted conversation given how poor both of them were in the other’s language.

      And the fact that Aimilia was eyeing him suspiciously as the man who was trying to take Gavril and Marcella away from her.

      He did hear Aimilia asking about why Hypatia had collapsed and if he knew what she’d done to Nikias. Konstantin murmured something about Hypatia’s Sight and how it weakened her. Marcella had tried explaining it to him, but he didn’t know how Hypatia’s Sight could have anything to do with what she did to Nikias. As soon as Nikias was awake again, Gavril intended on finding out.

      Marcella sighed as she sank her fingers into his chiton and said in her language, “I wasn’t too late, was I?”

      That wasn’t the issue.

      “No, not at all.” Gavril shifted so he could look down at her. “But why did you go get him in the first place? I told you that was my battle to fight. Did you not think I could do it?”

      Marcella gasped and shook her head. “No! Not at all! Fighting is not tired of you, but you don’t have to fight alone. It has nothing to do with how capable you are but with how horrid your father is. You told me it was like Hypatia. But you don’t understand—I’ve never stood up to Hypatia alone. I’ve always had you, or recently my own new brother. Why then shouldn’t you?”

      Oh. Beautiful, wondrous girl.

      Marcella squeaked when he kissed her, but it only took her a second to eagerly return it. She laced her fingers together behind his neck as he pulled her closer by her waist. He tilted his head, starting to deepen the kiss when the sound of a throat clearing behind them interrupted.

      Then the sound of Aimilia’s voice in the clan language, “Don’t bother. Always this way. Sickening. Two of them. Sweet. More sickening.”

      “Just making sure he knows her new brother is still in the room and until they are properly married by a priest, he has no intentions of leaving the two of them alone together,” Konstantin said.

      Marcella laughed, shaking her head while Gavril couldn’t help his disgruntled growl. He reached up and brushed his fingers over the gold lily pin in her hair and said, “The sooner I get to take these pins off you the better. The pins and—”

      “Again, I’m right here. I can still retract my approval,” Konstantin said.

      Marcella’s face was flushed bright red and she buried her head into Gavril’s shoulder and said, “Gavril, please.”

      He sighed and just shot Konstantin a dark look from over Marcella’s head and said, “I trust if you can arrange an adoption ceremony on short notice, you can do the same for a wedding. Not being married to my wife is starting to be really inconvenient.”

      Konstantin snorted. “Considering the fact that it seems impossible to keep the two of you away from each other, I have little choice.”

      Aimilia brightened at this and said in the clan language, “Perfect beginning to peace.”

      Marcella lifted her head, her blush having faded to a pretty pink, and she beamed up at Gavril as she rested her left hand on his heart. He reached up and traced the lines on her skin and the band with his name on it as she spoke, “Yes. I can think of no better peace than this.”

      Gavril pressed a chaste kiss to her temple, mostly for Konstantin’s benefit, and whispered, “It is good to know Asentai is out there answering prayers. For there is no other way I could be so blessed to have both the peace I dedicated my life to and you.”

      Marcella said, “Quite. I’ve never been so glad as to have my prayers answered with a resounding ‘no.’ That your desire for peace was attained. Nor did I ever think I would be so blessed as to be your desire. Or that you could be mine. And so much less that we could have both.”

      The fight wasn’t over. It would never be over. Life was fighting. But now it was a fight to defend and preserve what they had fought so hard for. Fighting wasn’t tired of them. It wasn’t done with them. But they weren’t fighting alone, and really… that made all the difference.

      Gavril squeezed her waist. “Mea spes, you have fulfilled.”

      Yes. His hope. His prayers. His love.

      All of it fulfilled in his beautiful wife.

      Pax Marcella.
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      If Nikias had to determine what was worse, the agony Hypatia had put him through or trying to reason with his father… it was close.

      But the longer he spent bedridden in the Runai army camp, arguing with his father—when his father was well enough to argue—that was slowly creeping up past Hypatia’s trial. At least Hypatia had let him go after a night.

      It was worse because Nikias was under strict orders not to get up since he refused any magical healing. It was part of the treaty, and it was a matter of honor. It was the same reason he had suffered through the slow, painful natural method of healing for his broken arm until he’d discovered the ravens from the demon and had his arm healed so he could catch Marcella off guard.

      And even if Nikias decided to sacrifice his honor since the demon clearly didn’t have any, he couldn’t risk it. The demon had some strange aberration of magic called Sight. He could not be certain anything he said or did was beyond her knowledge.

      She’d proven quite well the things she could discover with her abilities.

      And even if she didn’t have that wretched ability, he didn’t want anyone to see the few visible marks that she’d left. If even one person saw them, there was the chance it would spread. Nikias hated nothing more than being the subject of gossip.

      Or worse. Pity.

      He slept most of the time—too sore and exhausted for anything else—but at least he slept less than his father. Which meant Nikias was still able to overrule him as regent. At least enough to ensure Gavril’s orders were followed by the other commanders.

      That was all he could do since he wasn’t entirely sure everything he saw and heard were real as opposed to a dream. But it was enough to make sure the camp didn’t fall apart and that he got his way on the important things.

      It was precisely how Nikias was going to a Sordes temple three weeks after the treaty had been finalized.

      He couldn’t even say it had been finalized with his blood like he’d anticipated. He hadn’t bled a drop.

      No. That would have been too kind for the Desero demon.

      He and Gavril had argued about whether or not Nikias would travel with the entourage until Nikias had passed out. Still, he’d won.

      He was not missing his brother’s second wedding. Even if it meant setting foot in a ridiculous Sordes temple. Even if it meant seeing the Desero demon at it.

      So the morning they were set to travel just a day’s ride to the nearest temple, Nikias sat on his cot, staring at his red and gold cloak, perfectly clean and neatly folded on top of the trunk at the foot of his cot in his tent.

      Whether it had been a dream or real, his memory of it was hazy. He wouldn’t put it past himself to have fully imagined the interaction.

      If it had been real, he hadn’t seen Aimilia since. If it had been a dream, then she’d gotten his cloak back to his room through someone else—Gavril most likely—and he hadn’t seen her since the treaty had been finalized.

      He needed to.

      Whether or not his memory was real changed everything.

      He picked up his cloak and clasped it around his shoulders. This was his chance to figure it out.

      He ignored the squawking of the healers that seemed to live on the other side of the canvas of his tent as he slowly stumbled outside. He could manage a day’s ride. Fortunately his orders from the day before had been followed, and Commander Aimilia was already there, with both of their horses ready to go join Gavril and the other Runai in their party. Gavril’s wife—who was simultaneously also his betrothed because of Sordes ridiculous customs—had already left with her delegation including their High Priest, an adopted brother—the full story Nikias did not pretend to understand—as well as the Desero demon and whoever else had been chosen to observe the ceremony and partake in the ensuing celebrations.

      Rumor had it the Desero demon hadn’t made an appearance since the treaty had been finalized and had left in a covered wagon instead of riding horseback or in a chariot so she hadn’t even been seen then.

      Good.

      It also meant Nikias, no matter the strain, would ride horseback and his people would see him leave, believe in his strength.

      Commander Aimilia eyed him as he walked the short distance from his tent to the horse she held for him. Her eyes first landed on the red and gold commander’s cloak, and there was no surprise in her expression, but that didn’t indicate to him whether she’d returned it personally or not. He resolutely ignored the healer to his right trying to shove a cane into his hands to steady his shaking legs. The red-haired commander did not hide her worry well despite the fact that she seemed to be trying to do so with her flickering expressions.

      She was worried about him.

      That could be a good sign.

      “Your Highness, you know Gavril will understand if you stay here,” Aimilia said as he reached her.

      Thankfully, Nikias had much better control over his emotions ruling his expressions. He buried his shock at such a respectful address from her to instead hold his hand out for the reins and raise an eyebrow. He snorted, “Commander, I assure you, my condition is not so poor that I can’t manage a day’s ride. I will not let the Desero demon take away the chance to witness my brother’s wedding, even if it is in the Sordes tradition.”

      Aimilia’s concerned expression vanished and she threw the reins at him before turning to mount her own steed, muttering under her breath, “—stubborn—arrogant, prideful—”

      Nikias turned his head to hide his grin as he moved to mount his own steed. Now that was usually how Aimilia addressed him. Her being respectful was almost always a bad sign.

      But her behavior wasn’t giving him any clear indication of what their last real interaction had been. Still, they were surrounded, so now wasn’t the time to pry into it.

      It took him two tries before he was successfully able to haul himself up, and even after he did so his vision went black for a few seconds. When it cleared, he could see Aimilia giving him a pointed look from where she sat on her steed.

      Nikias just gathered up his reins and tapped his heels against the horse’s flank to set off in a walk.

      Aimilia was insufferable when anyone ever told her she was right.

      And she wasn’t right.

      He was fine.

      He could feel the eyes of his people on him as he rode through the camp. It was the first time he’d been seen publicly since he’d been brought back from the Sordes’ camp. He squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, making sure he showed no sign of weakness. He could hear whispers as he passed, wondering what exactly the Desero demon had done to him since they could see no visible effect other than his still pale skin and the air of exhaustion that he could not seem to hide no matter how hard he tried.

      At least he was better at hiding other, more important things.

      He watched Aimilia out of the corner of his eye as they rode side by side. Several of the whispers contained her name. Unsurprising, given the rumors that had been circling in Areator before, compounded by the fact that he’d selected her for the treaty negotiations.

      He spotted the second Aimilia heard her name whispered. She gave the slightest startle and immediately increased her horse’s pace, pulling ahead of Nikias.

      He didn’t smirk.

      He didn’t.

      But he wanted to.

      For as much as she relished a good story, she hated being the subject of one. But that reaction did nothing to get him closer to the truth.

      Aimilia reached Gavril and the rest of their small party first. She immediately relaxed at the sight of him and said, “I did my best, Gavril, but he insisted he was fine. Maybe he’ll listen to you and stay here before we get halfway there and he falls off his horse.”

      “I am fine, Commander,” Nikias snapped.

      Gavril sighed and said, “Can the two of you agree to get along at least until after I’m married again? Think of it as a wedding present to me since neither of you got me anything the first time.”

      “Then one of us will have to ride at the front and the other the back,” Aimilia said, tapping her heels again and pulling away from both of them. She threw over her shoulder, “He’s your brother; you get to make sure he doesn’t keel over.”

      Was she avoiding him because she’d been avoiding him in the weeks following the treaty being finalized or because of what happened when she returned his cloak? If she’d returned his cloak in person.

      Gavril rolled his eyes, and Nikias just watched Aimilia meet up with the other commanders Gavril had selected for this trip. Nikias could not object to his brother’s selection. He’d chosen the ones who weren’t at least outright hostile to the Sordes and were intrigued by Gavril’s proven hypothesis of them being able to learn each other’s runes.

      Gavril signaled for the rest of them to set off as well. Nikias’ horse fell into step next to Gavril’s and he kept his voice low so no one else could hear as he said, “We should be less worried about me keeling over and more concerned about when Father will.”

      Gavril stiffened. “You think he’s on death’s door?”

      Nikias sighed. “Unlike myself, he has not been recovering. The healers tell me it will be soon. How soon, I’m not certain.”

      Gavril lowered his gaze to his reins. “If you expect me to have any remorse or grief—”

      “Of course not.” Nikias certainly didn’t, and he’d had a far easier time than Gavril ever had. “However, I cannot say I am looking forward to it. Knowing I will one day be king is a far different thing than knowing that it is likely less than a year until I will be king.”

      “You will be a far better king than he was, and I do mean that.” Gavril looked up and fixed Nikias with a deep glare. “Don’t take that to mean you’re in any way back in my good graces, but just that if I had to choose, I do think you are a slightly better man than our father.”

      It was more than Nikias had ever expected from his brother after the things he’d done. He accepted it with a nod.

      “But you are a better man than both of us by far. Aimilia once told me you would be ten times the king I ever could be,” Nikias said. It was one of the many things she’d said to him that had haunted his nightmares, mostly because it was true. “She’s right. You would be.”

      Gavril shrugged. “The second Father makes it back to Areator, he’ll disinherit me and banish me, so it doesn’t matter. Even if that wasn’t happening, I still wouldn’t want to be king. You’re the heir. It’s supposed to be you.”

      Nikias supposed now was as good a time as any to break the news.

      “You won’t be banished.”

      Gavril nearly fell out of his saddle with how quickly he whipped around to face Nikias. “What?”

      “It took me several days of arguing with our father, but I have worked out a deal with him that will placate him. He won’t banish you from Areator, but he won’t let you live in the palace for as long as he lives.”

      Gavril snorted, a grin spreading on his face. “That’s no punishment, believe me.”

      Nikias’ stomach churned. It was his fault. His constant failures all their lives to protect Gavril from their parents.

      He had plenty to atone for.

      He didn’t get to die to absolve himself like he’d intended. His guilt was his to live with the rest of his life. While he breathed, he would hope he could somehow make a dent in the debts he owed and try to fix a fraction of his mistakes.

      “I assumed you’d feel that way. He also won’t officially disown you. He just wants to ensure you’re removed from the line of succession unofficially, especially since you are keeping your Sordes wife,” Nikias said.

      Gavril raised an eyebrow. “How does he intend on having me removed if he’s not going to officially disown me?”

      Nikias looked at the rest of the party riding ahead of them, making sure none of them were eavesdropping on the conversation. He was satisfied that he could barely even see Aimilia’s red hair at the front of the party, so she least of all could overhear.

      Still, he spoke in as low a voice as he could, “Actually, that will be my doing.”

      Gavril’s confused expression didn’t fade.

      Heat started crawling up his neck. “As long as there is someone else in line before you—ideally to our father, multiple people who will inherit before you—that removes you far enough to placate him.”

      “But there’s just you.”

      Nikias loved his brother, but his idealism and naïveté also blinded him.

      “For now.”

      He could see the second Gavril finally put the pieces together.

      “Wait, you can’t—You’re—No—” Gavril shook his head. He shifted in the saddle and lowered his voice to a hiss. “You’re going to remarry?”

      “Yes.”

      “You promised to remarry just so I wouldn’t be banished from Areator?”

      Nikias couldn’t help but smirk. “That’s what our father thinks. If he’d known I had any notion of entertaining the idea regardless, then it wouldn’t have been an effective bargaining tool. It just solidified my decision.”

      “Does this have anything to do with…” Gavril trailed off.

      No one had mentioned Hypatia’s torture of him to his face. No one had asked him what happened. Not that he would tell anyone.

      Gavril had gotten close the times they had interacted, but he always abandoned it and went back to the work of managing the Runai camp instead.

      Just the implication of it sent a deep ache through his chest. Breathing still burned, but he’d gotten used to the feeling. Now it was overwhelming. He hadn’t looked at the wound save to make sure it wasn’t infected. When it was healed and a scar, he never wanted to look at it again.

      “The Desero demon’s actions have no influence over my own,” Nikias snapped.

      It was a lie.

      Gavril wasn’t the only one capable of illusions.

      “Nikias, you don’t have to do this. Not for my sake. You—”

      Nikias shot his brother a stern look. “It has been four years since Faustina was killed. I had no intention of remarrying before for several reasons, but I know everyone else expected it of me. I was content to have you as my heir. But if remarrying now means you can choose to stay in Areator, then I will.”

      “Marcella and I haven’t decided what we’re going to do.”

      “I know, but I want you to have this option. The option to work at the academy developing what you’ve already started with your theory and fostering this peace you both have worked so hard for. You’d never see our parents. Besides…” Nikias spotted Aimilia having drifted back slightly in the formation, looking over her shoulder at them with suspicion in her eyes. This was probably the longest he and Gavril had spoken and hadn’t fought in months.

      Even if she hadn’t returned his cloak in person, he knew this was true…

      “Commander Aimilia would be miserable if you and your wife didn’t come back to Areator.”

      “Wait, did Aimilia tell you that when she returned your cloak?” Gavril asked.

      So she hadn’t given it to Gavril to return. Which meant…

      “Yes, but she didn’t have to. I knew it before she said it,” Nikias said, his grip on his reins tightening. “Anyone who knows Commander Aimilia knows of her deep friendship with you, and I have eyes. I saw how highly she regards your wife and considers her a close friend as well. You didn’t see how miserable she was while you were gone to capture the demon. And that was before she became particularly attached to your wife. Of course she would be miserable without the two of you.”

      “And you care that much about Aimilia’s moods that you’re going to remarry?” Gavril raised an eyebrow, a barely restrained scoff in his voice.

      Nikias narrowed his eyes. “I also would be miserable without my brother around, but I know very well I have no room to ask anything of you, not for my own selfish sake. So I don’t expect you to consider that at all. Even… though I would greatly appreciate being able to speak to the man who is ten times better suited for my role than I am.”

      Gavril nodded, and Nikias could not read what was passing through his mind. All his brother said was, “Well… thank you, for the option. I will discuss it with Marcella. But… if I don’t come back… you’ll still remarry?”

      Nikias suppressed a long-ragged sigh. “Yes. Regardless, I am getting remarried.”

      He was just hoping he was lucky enough he would be remarrying and not forced to break the vow he’d made after Faustina’s death.

      Gavril shook his head. “Well, I know what you had with Faustina was… I am sorry. I’m sorry you feel like you have to do this. But I do hope you can at least be happy. I wish you luck finding someone good for you.”

      Aimilia twisted in her saddle and called out over her shoulder, “Gavril, how much longer do you give him before he topples right off his saddle?”

      Nikias rolled his eyes. “Commander, if you keep turning in your saddle like that, you’re going to be the one to fall, not me.”

      Finding someone wasn’t Nikias’ problem.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they arrived at the temple, Nikias’ aches had doubled, and his vision went black for a few moments after he dismounted. He was thankfully mostly ignored as the Solitus priests who ran the temple came out to greet the party.

      According to their traditions, Gavril wasn’t allowed to see Marcella until the ceremony the following day.

      As they ate, Nikias was only half-paying attention to Gavril and Aimilia’s conversation due to how the journey had only aggravated his lingering pains. He’d tried to listen. He wanted to, but his chest was burning. He thankfully hadn’t seen the Desero demon. He knew she was somewhere on the temple grounds, but her people’s quarters were separate from theirs.

      Gavril muttered to Aimilia that he didn’t believe there was any such tradition not allowing him to see Marcella the night before and that he was convinced it was a lie from Marcella’s adopted brother in order to aggravate him.

      Nikias was too focused on not fainting.

      At least not in front of Aimilia.

      He would not let her have the satisfaction of being right.

      That night the second a little Solitus acolyte showed him to a room, he collapsed on his bed, wheezing as he struggled to breathe. He clutched at his chiton, over his heart where his burn still lingered.

      If he believed in such superstitious nonsense like curses, he would have cursed the Desero demon every time he felt the burn.

      But since he was not as naïve as his younger brother as to believe that a goddess would care about any of his desires, he just lay there, gritting his teeth and hoping tomorrow would be a little easier.

      He clutched his cloak.

      Aimilia had returned it herself. It hadn’t been a dream.

      Tomorrow would be better.
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        * * *

      

      Nikias was still sore when he woke up the next morning, but he forced himself to get up and get dressed anyway. There was only so much time before the ceremony, which meant there was only so much time for him to catch Aimilia alone.

      He supposed it might be smarter to wait until after the ceremony, but now that he knew she had returned his cloak in person, he needed to talk to her and be certain.

      By the time he reached her door in the wing he and the rest of his people were staying in, his throat was tight and he was struggling to breathe. Although whether it was because he was still physically weak or because of the impending conversation, he wasn’t sure.

      He knocked and all the shuffling on the other side of the door ceased. He bit his tongue, his other hand twitching in the folds of his cloak, trying to use the fabric to steady himself.

      He heard footsteps, and then a hand on the doorknob. He took a deep breath.

      “Who is it?” Aimilia called out, an edge to her voice. “Marcella, if you think I’m going to help you break your people’s traditions and sneak in to see—”

      “It’s not her.”

      “N—Nikias?” Her voice came out sharper, breathy. The knob rattled but didn’t open, like she’d pulled her hand away.

      “Can I come in?” If he could find a way to have this conversation while sitting, that would be ideal. Not worrying about his weakened state and proving Aimilia right and making a fool of himself in front of her would be better.

      “I—uh—I’m still getting ready—” Aimilia stammered, the volume of her voice ebbing and increasing every other word. “You know me—I take forever to prepare for anything important, and Gavril and Marcella’s second wedding—well, that’s pretty important, so I’m going to be busy up until—”

      “Commander… You can’t avoid me forever.” At his words, the hurried movement on the other side of the door ceased. There was a moment of silence.

      Upon second thought, that came out more threatening than he meant for it to. He just meant—

      The door opened, and Aimilia was in front of him. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, straight as a pin as always. She was dressed in a plain chiton; he could see her red and gold commander’s cloak hanging up beside a stunning peplos. How she’d managed to get one on such short notice, he had no idea.

      Although he suspected Marcella had something to do with it because his people certainly hadn’t brought anything like that and it looked more Sordes than Runai.

      He thought it was a little frivolous. It was going to be mostly hidden under her commander’s cloak regardless, so why bother?

      It wasn’t like Aimilia needed anything special to look beautiful.

      “What do you need from me, Your Highness?” Aimilia asked, her grip on the doorframe tightening.

      “I—” This was already not going the way he’d planned. His own hand was clenched in his cloak. “That is… I wanted to speak to you. I haven’t had the chance since you returned my cloak. And I didn’t exactly thank you properly when you did.”

      Aimilia’s eyes doubled in size and she shook her head. “That’s—That’s really not necessary. Honestly, you shouldn’t be thanking me at all, for anything—”

      “Commander, I disagree.”

      Aimilia fell silent and stared at the ground.

      Huh… Usually when he used that tone, making it clear he would not tolerate any argument on the matter, Aimilia immediately argued the point. Even when she didn’t previously have a disagreement on the matter. His tone was enough to motivate her to find a point to argue.

      These changes in her behavior as of late, even before they’d left Areator…

      “Thank you, Commander,” Nikias said. If she was going to let him get through this without interrupting, he had to take the chance. “Taking care of my cloak is just one of many things I have to thank you for.”

      She looked up sharply. “Your Highness, really, you don’t—”

      “And while I appreciate the fact that you seem to be attempting to finally show me an ounce of respect, you don’t have to do that.”

      She’d only called him ‘Your Highness’ a handful of times now and he hated it. Once he might have appreciated his brother’s brat of a friend showing him some respect, but not like this. Not now. He didn’t want to be ‘His Highness’ to her.

      He continued, “You can call me Nikias. I’ve never minded. I’ve never thought you were disrespecting me when you didn’t use an honorific.”

      She looked back down, and Nikias held back a sigh.

      “Regardless, I need to thank you for everything you’ve done as of late.” At his words, Aimilia’s hands twitched and she bit her lip. He took a deep breath. “You… You have been better to me than I have ever deserved. After Gavril and Marcella ran off and my father was found unconscious, you were still there. After everything I’ve done, you didn’t abandon me. I—”

      Nikias swallowed thickly and Aimilia was still staring at the ground. Why couldn’t she face him? Was she as overwhelmed as he was?

      “The hardest decision I’ve ever made was whether or not to take you with me.”

      That had Aimilia looking up again, her face paler than before, a slight shake to her hands. “What? W—Why? It’s—It’s not like I needed to be in Areator. I—I was the most useful with you, and I was losing my mind not knowing if Gavril and Marcella were really alright, and—”

      “I know. I knew you would be furious with me if I didn’t take you. So that really made the decision for me. Outside of my worry the demon would single you out. Outside of my certainty you were the only person who could ensure I got through facing the demon again. I knew you needed to be there for your own sake. But I still must thank you. You were the only thing keeping me anchored, and I did not deserve your help. But you were still my rock even in your fury at me for ruining everything. Your loyalty…”

      He’d been mentally trying to figure out the perfect phrasing ever since he’d last seen her, but now that he was here, his words were failing him. It also didn’t help that his aching sore legs were distracting him. He needed to wrap this up.

      “Thank you. For giving me your loyalty even when I didn’t deserve it.”

      Aimilia squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. When she opened them, he could see the water in her eyes. “I—I’m not—I didn’t—Loyal? I—”

      Clearly this was too much. He hadn’t intended on overwhelming her so, but he should have anticipated it with her recent changes in behavior. She was perfectly normal when they were around anyone else, like she’d always been. It was when they were alone that she was different.

      “You can try to argue with me, Commander, but I assure you that you will not win this one, and we don’t have time to argue anyway. I didn’t intend to take up a lot of your time. You have to get ready after all,” Nikias said, gesturing to her clothes hanging up in the background. “Be careful though, you wouldn’t want to outshine Pax Marcella on her wedding day.”

      Aimilia took a deep breath and stepped back into her room, eagerly taking the out he provided. “Don’t worry, I helped her already and there’s no danger of that. I’ll see you in the sanctuary, Your—” Aimilia’s grip on the door tightened before relaxing. “Nikias.”

      Then it was closed, and Nikias immediately leaned against the wall for support as he started to slowly make his way back to his room to rest his legs. But he couldn’t help the soft smile on his face as he went.

      He’d been losing hope, but those changes and the night she’d returned his cloak had brought them all roaring back.
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        * * *

      

      Two and a half weeks before…

      Everything was a haze of pain and the demon’s screeching, taunting voice. Nikias’ chest burned.

      He had brief moments of awareness. Someone helping him sit up, drink, and eat—a healer. Gavril stepping into the tent and updating him on the camp. Each time he remembered it a little better.

      It was only a few days after his ordeal with the demon when he woke up to the sound of someone stepping into his tent. He blinked, but it was so dark he couldn’t see anything. His chest still burning and all the muscles in his body sore and aching didn’t help.

      Still, he could see whoever it was at the foot of his cot, setting something down on the trunk.

      Nikias blinked and the tiny bit of moonlight coming in from the open flap shone off the figure’s hair just enough for him to see it was red.

      Aimilia.

      He’d been hoping to see her soon.

      Or… maybe this was a dream. He usually saw her in his dreams.

      Before he could stop himself, he breathed out, “Amata?”

      Aimilia froze, still slightly bent over whatever she was setting on the trunk. His cloak? Was she returning it?

      He tried to shift, to sit up, but the second he moved the burning in his chest doubled and all he could do was slump back into the thin cot, failing to muffle his groan. The pain was blinding and he sank his fingers into his chiton, hiding the bandages from view. He pulled at the fabric, but it did nothing to ease his pain.

      It didn’t stop him from hearing the demon’s voice ringing in his ears, trying to condemn him to a miserable fate with her abominable abilities. He was breathing through clenched teeth, unable to open his eyes to see if Aimilia was still there or not.

      But as the burn eased, he heard the sound of someone moving again and a soft, muffled noise.

      He was able to force his eyes open again and he saw Aimilia was kneeling beside the cot, both hands pressed over her mouth to muffle her sobs. There was just enough light for him to spot the tears welling up and rolling out of her eyes.

      What was she crying for? Him?

      This time he had enough control of himself to say, “Commander Aimilia?”

      She immediately went rigid at the sound of his voice. She took a deep breath and tried to scrub at her face. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness, it’s just me. Go back to sleep. I was just trying to return your cloak without disturbing you.”

      She started to push herself up, and she was going to leave. Despite the agony trying to sit up had been moments before, he could not stop himself. He reached for her arm, but missed. Instead, his fingers sank into her waist, crumpling the fabric of her cloak as he caught her. She froze and he should let go now that he’d stopped her, but he couldn’t.

      She stared down at him with wide eyes and he forced his heavy tongue to move. “Why were you crying?”

      Her lips parted, and he could see the tears well up again. He kicked himself for bringing them back, but he had to know.

      “Because… this is my fault,” she whispered, her voice breaking. He could feel her shift, her knees buckling, but he couldn’t let go. “You’re like this because of me.”

      That’s what she thought?

      His hand on her waist flexed as his voice rasped and lowered. “Let me make myself clear, Commander. You bear absolutely no responsibility for any of this. I am like this because the demon demanded blood. I am like this because my actions demanded blood, so my blood needed to pay it.”

      “But I—”

      “But nothing.” He wanted to keep going, to make it clear to her he would never have let the demon lay a hand on her. He wouldn’t have brought her if he wasn’t wholly committed to protecting her from the demon, but the words wouldn’t come.

      Aimilia just hit the ground again, slipping out of his grip and shaking her head. Her voice was full of the sobs she was holding back. “What happens next? You and your father are both just a step above death and your father’s going to disinherit and exile Gavril even though he’s the reason we have peace, and Gavril and Marcella will leave, and it’s going to be worse than when he was gone on your mission to capture Hypatia. This time it’ll be forever, and I’ll be stuck, and you—”

      “Breathe, Commander.” Nikias couldn’t muster up the strength to reach forward again as he was too focused on holding off the renewed aches and burning just catching her waist had brought him. But the urge to reach forward and wipe away her tears was almost stronger than his weakness. “I am going to be fine. Believe me, I have no desire to lose my brother again. I will do what I must to keep him and his wife.”

      He knew exactly what he would need to promise his father. He hadn’t before because of his own vow to himself following Faustina’s death.

      But as Aimilia took a shuddering breath and gave him a weak smile, he believed he could keep it.
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        * * *

      

      Nikias didn’t pretend to understand anything that happened in the so-called wedding ceremony of the Sordes.

      What pleased him most was that the Desero demon did not appear for it. He heard whispers that she was still bedridden and had only been brought to the temple for the wedding as a matter of formality. She wasn’t needed at the actual ceremony because Marcella’s marriage apparently fell solely under her husband’s purview. Gavril had attempted to explain it to Nikias when he’d first said that he needed to get married again, but Nikias hadn’t really understood it.

      The demon’s husband escorted Marcella—he assumed it was Marcella, it was hard to be certain under her veil and from where he sat—into the sanctuary and exchanged a set of phrases with Marcella and the officiant, the High Priest who was chief of the superstition as far Nikias could gather, in the Sordes tongue. Nikias only understood a few words here and there. At least there was seating for the long, drawn-out ceremony.

      For once, no one was really paying much attention to him. Everyone was watching Marcella and Gavril. He couldn’t help but run his fingers over the scars on his left wrist.

      The leather band and metal piece with Faustina’s name on it had been buried with her, but the scars had remained. The burning in his chest increased with every second even though this wedding was nothing like his own.

      At some point Gavril and Marcella knelt and a putrid smell filled the room. Nikias covered his mouth and nose with his cloak as the smoke of burning incense filled the room, wafted about over the couple. He tried not to breathe any of it in, but his lungs were weak and his chest burning from the wound so he ended up coughing regardless. Thankfully he held it in long enough for it to be covered by the next part… Where all the Sordes sang something?

      Truly a bizarre set of traditions.

      It also didn’t help that he realized while trying not to smell the incense, his cloak didn’t smell like it normally did either. Aimilia had obviously had it cleaned or washed somehow, but it held a different smell to it as well.

      Oh.

      It smelt like that tea Aimilia always made. Of course it did. She always smelled like that tea.

      Finally, the incense smoke faded and Gavril was ripping her veil off and kissing her. Nikias was relieved the whole thing was over and he hadn’t passed out.

      And… his brother was deliriously happy. Despite Nikias’ best efforts over the last few months.

      So that was all that mattered.

      Marcella was beaming up at Gavril as he held her face in his hands, the scars Nikias was responsible for visible on her arms even with Gavril’s cloak clasped around her. She looked deliriously happy too.

      Even after all the suffering she’d gone through. That Nikias had put her through…

      There was, of course, some big banquet and celebration in the temple courtyard. Nikias’ goal was to stay as long as he could to be noticed for being there at least, and then slip away when needed and hopefully no one would be able to put together exactly how early that would be.

      He was sipping on their wine, watching the Sordes and their temple Solitus eat, drink, and be merry. Marcella, Gavril, the demon’s husband, and Aimilia were having their own little party, laughing and drinking.

      Good.

      All was well.

      Until he spotted Marcella on the opposite end of the courtyard from where he’d last seen her, stumbling in—

      No.

      Marcella was exactly where she’d been last, wrapped up in Gavril’s arms.

      The demon.

      Nikias couldn’t help but stiffen. His hand holding his glass shook so much, he had no choice but to hand it off to the first Solitus acolyte server he could so he wouldn’t drop it or spill it.

      The whole crowd hushed and parted as she staggered out from the temple.

      Her hair was a mess, she was wrapped up in blankets and not a cloak, and she had deep bags and sunken eyes. She was looking around, her hair flying wildly as her eyes darted frantically. Was she looking for something specific? Looking for him so she could see the effects of what she’d done?

      Bile rose in Nikias’ throat. He was torn between a savage sense of satisfaction that she was clearly worse off than he was after the treaty had been finalized but also enraged she was somehow miserable when he was the one who had been made to suffer. What right to misery did she have after everything she’d done?

      Her mouth was opening and closing as she called out, “—sta! Konsta!”

      Nikias didn’t listen any closer as she kept calling for her husband. He was too focused on just standing upright and not giving into the painful burning in his chest.

      Finally the couple of the hour, Aimilia, and the demon’s husband noticed her presence. Probably because of her screeching some butchered form of his name. The husband took off immediately, intercepting her before she could make it more than a quarter of the way through the crowd. The second he was in front of her, she clasped his arms and started speaking even faster, but even if Nikias could hear it, he couldn’t translate it.

      Then her eyes rolled in the back of her skull and she went completely limp.

      Her husband shook his head and quickly lifted her up and hurried her out and back into the temple.

      The crowd, though, seemed hesitant to resume the festivities.

      Nikias only felt the burning.

      “Breathe.”

      The word was in his language.

      Nikias did so, only realizing after he had that his vision had been going black from a lack of the action.

      His vision cleared to see black curls with gold lilies and a neck scarred by his orders in front of him.

      He immediately bowed his head and murmured, “Pax Marcella.”

      She had a wry smile and continued speaking in his tongue, “Like it better than she-wolf.”

      He knew she could see the shame-filled flush crawling up his neck.

      Marcella just looked over her shoulder at where the demon had appeared. “She is gone. She has… not been well. She must have had a vision. Such things come with Sight. Or rather her obsession with her Sight. Force the ability, pay with health.”

      Her abominable ability. At least it caused her harm for all the gain it had brought her.

      “Is there something…” Nikias asked, slowly looking up. He did not know why she would have approached even if there was something she needed.

      She shook her head. “No. Just… few know what it is to have suffered her. I am one. After all that has happened… Gavril told me. You will marry. And we may choose Areator. Thank you.”

      Nikias shook his head. “You should never thank me, not for anything. It is all a pittance compared to what I owe you. I am sorry for everything I did. I was so wrong about everything.”

      “What do you owe me? You have made mistakes. I have too. I am not innocent. It is war. No one is. But as someone we both love told me about the things we do to end wars… I hope that the people I have done them to will find a way to forgive me for them. Let us begin over. Will make rest easier.”

      Nikias couldn’t quite decipher her meaning.

      She sighed, frowning, and then said, “When we return to Areator.”

      “You’ve decided?”

      She nodded and smiled. She gestured behind her to where the demon and her husband had been. “Yes. My new brother offered, and at some point I would like to spend time with my people again, but your father—you will need Gavril. And I think he will forgive you better by seeing you be better. Besides, the academy is Gavril’s favorite place, and I think it might be mine too.”

      “I… You want me to be forgiven?”

      Marcella nodded. “I have. I should like to have yours. For what happened. Whatever Hypatia did… I know it was likely somehow worse than what you had done to me. Forgive me for forcing your hand to it.”

      “There is nothing for me to forgive you for.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Then you are forgiven if you desire that. I do not blame you. Only myself and the demon. You I thank for ensuring it was me and not Gavril or Aimilia.”

      Marcella smiled at that. “Then, even?”

      “As you decree, Pax Marcella.”

      “Good. That is why, if wondering, why I brought you out of the tent that night. Because I do not want Gavril to lack you for my sake. So, be better. I will be better too for him. Maybe one day we might both be worth him.” Marcella looked over her shoulder to where Gavril and Aimilia were talking with some of the Sordes. She said, “We are more alike than it might seem. They are too. What is your word for blessed? Fortuna?”

      He didn’t quite puzzle out her meaning. He just stared at her blankly.

      He felt in any interaction or conversation with or about Marcella, it was to his advantage to do or say as little as possible so as not to dig himself deeper.

      She rolled her eyes. “Gavril told me. You have found a wife. Be careful, but also, good luck.”

      Nikias could only assume Marcella misused the tense and meant he would be finding a wife since that was Gavril’s impression. His brother had no idea of Nikias’ intentions.

      Unless of course…

      Nikias watched as Marcella hurried back to her husband and Aimilia. Maybe Marcella was smarter than he’d ever given her credit for.

      Granted, Nikias supposed he hadn’t been subtle. And reflecting back on the last few months, particularly the reason for Aimilia’s avoidance of him the last few weeks…

      Yes. He was right. It explained everything as of late. It explained why she’d reacted so vehemently when he’d called her loyal. Of course she was having a hard time seeing her own loyalty and was behaving so strangely.

      Her fury with him for exposing the messages between Marcella and Hypatia and ruining their plan. It wasn’t because she hated him. It was the opposite.

      What else could her great distress and guilt at his state mean?

      If she was furious with him and hated him, she would not be nearly so distraught at his suffering. No… Aimilia was always angriest with someone when she cared about them. She always expected better, and when they failed, that was the deepest betrayal to her.

      Aimilia was stubborn. Of course she was struggling to see any loyalty in herself when confronting her feelings. He himself had struggled the same when he’d first realized it.

      How much he loved her.

      It felt like a betrayal on all accounts. To Faustina. To his brother. To himself.

      He’d seen himself as the lowest of creatures for it. He hadn’t known yet just how much lower he would sink.

      But with time, she could accept it like he had. While he couldn’t put this off forever, he could give her a little more time. When she was ready…

      After Faustina had died, he’d made a vow to himself. He would not marry anyone he did not love, who did not love him.

      He would marry. And he would not break that vow.

      
        
        Nikias and Aimilia will return in The Prince’s Vow…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More?

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t want to wait until The Prince’s Vow to learn more about Nikias and his past? Want to see Nikias and Aimilia’s first meeting? Or Faustina?
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      A prince who has everything. A girl who hates everything about him but his brother.

      Prince Nikias has everything he could ever want: power, success, the woman he loves. Even the small annoyances of life, his little brother’s closest friend being chief of them all, couldn’t ruin that for him. Aimilia is an infuriating pest, but Nikias could manage her.

      The only reason he tolerates her at all is because of her love and loyalty to his brother. He also makes sure to get in his own fair share of jabs when she tries to cut him down with her wit.

      When he loses everything in one fell swoop, all that’s left are the pieces of himself he can’t seem to scrape back together. All that matters is his revenge.

      He can’t let anything else distract him. Especially not the girl who has only ever had eyes for his brother.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sign up to receive this free novella here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading The Prince’s Mage! I hope you enjoyed Marcella and Gavril’s story and are looking forward to Nikias’ and Aimilia’s continuing in The Prince’s Vow!

      If you’d like to help more readers discover The Prince’s Mage, feel free to leave a review here on Amazon, here on Goodreads, or here on BookBub. I genuinely appreciate every review!

      I also want to thank my beta readers, Leigh, Constance, Bethany, Zerin, and Thea, my editor, Carrie, and my proofreader, Nic. Without them, this book wouldn’t have happened!

      I hope to see you all again in the next book. Until then, feel free to join me at my website, CelesteBaxendell.com, for behind the scenes content and updates on future books.
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        Asentai- The goddess of creation and life, mother of Vaella, Thylir, Koris, and Obris, creator of the Runai.

        Areator- The capital of the Inimicus nation.

        The Abyss- A void at the edge of the world created by Dhelnir that grows because of leeches.

        Clan Desero- A large, powerful clan known for their strength and the heiress, Hypatia, a seer.

        Clan Montis- A large, powerful clan bordering the Stonai territory with mountainous borders.

        Dhelnir- A creature that emerged from Asentai’s shadow bent on corruption, destruction, and death. Creator of the Abyss and leeches. Responsible for turning ravens black.

        Inimicus- The clan mages’ term for the enemy Runai they are at war with. The Inimicus seek to wipe the clan mages off the earth because of the belief that the clan mages are corrupted and contribute to the growth of the Abyss.

        Elemens- Mages restricted to one of the four elemental magics, which comes from Asentai’s children and not Asentai herself.

        Embrai Elemens- Mages with the ability to wield fire magic, given to them from Vaella. They live to the west of the Inimicus and south of the Stonai.

        Galai Elemens- Mages with the ability to wield wind magic, given to them from Koris. They live to the northeast of the Stonai and Watrai Elemens. Known for the creation of tea.

        Hagne’s Prayers- A set of prayers written by High Priestess Hagne and memorized and recited often. Hagne was a Solitus from Clan Desero and a favorite of Desero mages.

        The Heart of Asentai- The holiest of relics, a crystal full of vitae, blessed by Asentai herself and a mark of Asentai’s favor.

        Heretics- The clan mages’ term for Inimicus healers, known for torturing and experimenting on clan mages until death in pursuit of the creation of healing runes and to study the corruption the Inimcius believe is in the clan mages.

        The High Priest- The head of the Temple of Asentai, a powerful religious and political figure, officiates important ceremonies, rituals, and marriages for the clan mages.

        High Priest Panagiotis- The current High Priest.

        Lupa- The Inimicus slang for a promiscuous woman, a demeaning insult, literally translating to she-wolf.

        Religo- The term for the lines that mark married Inimicus wrists as the magically binding vow they make and carry the vitae of their spouse as the seal of a marriage for the Inimicus.

        Runes- How the Inimicus and clan mages use their vitae in a wide and varied manner. The clan mages cast runes with one hand, often more straightforward and simpler. The Inimicus cast runes with two hands, usually more complex.

        Runai- The mages Asentai blessed with a fraction of her power and ability to create by using vitae to cast runes.

        Sanguisae- The Inimicus term for Void Hearts, translates to leech, creatures of corruption from Dhelnir who can suck vitae out of mages and objects. They’re responsible for growing the Abyss.

        Seers- Mages who are blessed by Asentai with the ability to use runes to foretell the future in various ways.

        Stonai Elemens- Mages with the ability to wield earth magic, given to them from Thylir. They live to the north of the clans.

        Solitus- Term for ordinary humans who have no vitae reservoir and therefore cannot use magic.

        Sordes- The Inimicus term for clan mages, translating to filth.

        Vitae- The energy Runai and Elemens are born with reservoirs of and travels along paths in the body that mages use to power their magic.

        Void Hearts- The clan mages’ term for leeches.

        Watrai Elemens- Mages with the ability to wield water magic, given to them from Obris. They live to the east of the clans and south of the Stonai and Galai.
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      Celeste Baxendell has always read anything she could get her hands on, but once she read her first fantasy novel, she was hooked and hasn’t looked back since.

      Her love of magic, adventure, and romance hasn’t waned with age, and she endeavors to write nail-biting stories with compelling, complex characters, and finding light in dark times.

      She is incredibly blessed to spend her time writing from her favorite chair with her legs curled up under her as she fights the southern heat. When she isn’t writing, she’s either reading, drawing, or sewing, in that order, and most likely thinking about writing as she does.

      For more information about Celeste, her books, or her writing process, go to CelesteBaxendell.com
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