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MARCELLA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The wheels of Clan Desero’s finest chariot had never sounded more like the beat of an execution drum. It could sound like nothing else while Marcella was the one riding in it.

      She couldn’t see much past her veil, which meant it was equally difficult for anyone to make out her face. The cold metal of the gold lily pins in her hair and lily clasps at her shoulders kept her as still as their immortalized petals. The weight of the voluminous and luxurious peplos and himation she wore were greater than iron chains.

      It was a great honor for a girl like Marcella.

      To be so finely adorned for her death.

      Most girls of her station in her clan wouldn’t get the honor.

      Of course… she might not die.

      Chances were high she would, but there was always the slim possibility the vision that foretold this event had left something out that confirmed her survival or that Marcella would pull off a miracle.

      Miracles were better left in Asentai’s hands. Marcella wasn’t capable enough for something like that, but still… with Asentai’s Heart locked in a chariot traveling behind her, maybe her goddess would show her favor.

      When Marcella’s chariot passed over the dirt, rolling along a path cleared through the forest, she saw it out of the corner of her eye.

      But her orders were to stay still and keep her mouth shut.

      Lines in the ground lit up, and the second after the magic was activated, Marcella grabbed the edge of the chariot. The horses let out high-pitched whinnies. The other soldiers of Clan Desero, her guards riding beside her, cried out at the burns from the explosion. Marcella’s head slammed into the ground while wood splintered and rained down over her.

      She threw her hands up, trying to shield her face that was protected only by flimsy, thin silk, but she could still feel debris cut into her and her ankle was burned by the foreign magic.

      Inimicus magic.

      Low voices filled the air with a sharp language, polished like a knife. Marcella had never been a skilled linguist, and at a time like this her head was so rattled and her heart racing so fast she couldn’t even begin to try to translate the little she did know.

      Besides, what did it matter what they said?

      They were her enemies. And she had her orders. That was all she needed to know.

      She could hear her fellow Desero soldiers shouting and fighting around her as her blurry vision began to clear.

      The chariot that had been toward the back of the entourage—and spared from the worst of the explosion of magic—raced forward. Marcella’s vision cleared in enough time to see it swerve around the wreck she was in. Only one man, dressed like all the other Desero soldiers, rode beside it at the same breakneck speed. He had one hand on the reins and the other flying through the air to cast runes, defending the driver and the trunk on the back of the chariot. The trunk holding Asentai’s Heart.

      The driver of the chariot similarly had the reins in one hand and the other flung out, casting her runes to create a shield from the Inimicus magic being thrown at her. Hypatia.

      Her thick black curls had been straightened with fireside irons and were held back by a scrap of cloth, as opposed to Marcella’s which was still curled and half pinned up and half left down in the style of all Desero brides, the hairstyle that best highlighted the curls they were known for.

      The driver wore a practical chiton—Marcella’s favorite actually, not that Marcella had many. It was a plain off-white from years of use. There was no speck of special trimming, just enough fabric to belt at the waist, the complete opposite of the extravagant bridal clothes Marcella wore now. Frankly, Marcella would never have been able to get herself into the bridal clothes by herself and she wouldn’t know where to begin to figure out how to get out of it without ruining it or breaking the lily clasps.

      That was a problem she didn’t anticipate having.

      Especially as the driver of the chariot flew through the fighting. If anyone was able to look under Marcella’s veil, they would startle for just a moment at how similar they appeared. To be fair, they were distant cousins. So distant it didn’t really count anymore.

      They had the same golden-brown eyes, the same shape to them as well as their eyebrows—although that had been more because Marcella had been held down by two of the other Desero soldiers as her eyebrows had been plucked and shaped to mirror Hypatia’s.

      It hadn’t been nearly as excruciating as the next measure they had taken to make her Hypatia’s exact replica.

      But it had been under Chief Eustathios’ orders. Chief Eustathios had also taken great pains to disguise himself as well. No one but their clan would know he was the soldier riding beside Hypatia, protecting his daughter. 

       Marcella pushed herself off the ground, glancing around at the fighting, and even though her fingers itched to begin casting to help her clan, she had her orders. She took a fumbling step, hissing as the burn on her ankle sent a rush of scorching pain up her leg, and she had to catch herself on what was still standing of the ruins of her chariot.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that Hypatia, Chief Eustathios, and the Heart were almost clear of the fighting and the Desero soldiers were being pushed back toward the edges of the road and into the woods. Marcella shoved her veil to the side enough so she could see the chaos surrounding her better. Her ears were still ringing and half of the words were foreign anyway.

      An Inimicus slipped past the guards and was headed right toward her.

      Marcella had been ordered not to fight.

      But she was allowed to run. Encouraged actually.

      So she let out a sharp, high-pitched scream and took off. She let her veil fall back down as she reached down and gathered up the fabric of her peplos and himation to keep from tripping on it as she started running through the fighting, in the opposite direction of Hypatia and her chariot. But she looked back over her shoulder right as another Inimicus rode out of the woods, cutting right into Hypatia’s path.

      Hypatia was a good chariot driver, but gravity was not on her side as she attempted to tightly swerve around him. The motion sent her chariot toppling over, and Marcella swore under her breath as she was running. Hypatia went rolling across the ground and the trunk fell right off the wrecked chariot as the Inimicus lifted his hands into the air and the glow of his magic appeared.

      Chief Eustathios immediately threw a rune at the Inimicus as he jerked his horse to a stop while Hypatia struggled to get her arms under her. The Inimicus easily deflected the whip of pure vitae—the energy that made casting possible—Chief Eustathios had sent at him.

      Marcella was wholly focused on dodging the Inimicus near her and the reckless vitae flying through the air when she heard the scream.

      She came to a stop, turned on her heel, and nearly collapsed herself. Chief Eustathios hit the ground, and the red spilling on the ground made it clear what had happened. Hypatia was the one screaming as she scrambled to her feet. But there were far too many Inimicus trying to cut them off.

      Hypatia’s vision hadn’t included the blond Inimicus riding out with more soldiers and trying to pen them in. It hadn’t included her father’s death.

      Even though she was on the other side of the fighting, Marcella recognized that look on Hypatia’s face. Her hands started to move, and if Hypatia finished her rune and revealed just how much power she had, the Inimicus weren’t going to let her get away even if she looked like a handmaid.

       So Marcella had to cast faster. Her left hand finished the first rune, a simple one, but the blinding light sent the Inimicus after her stumbling back and clutching his eyes as he was temporarily blinded while she finished the other one with her right.

      Her vitae rushed to her call. Little though it might be compared to some, it was hers and she was its mistress. She finished the rune and the pure vitae bolt shot true, hitting the blond Inimicus’ horse in the rear and causing it to bolt before he could dismount.

      He immediately pitched forward, forced to regrip his thighs against his steed as he grabbed the reins. He looked over his shoulder and his eyes landed on her, and they lit up. He immediately turned his horse in her direction.

      Hypatia had almost finished her rune when one of the other Desero soldiers rode by on his own steed and caught her by the wrist. He hissed something in her ear, and she looked back at Chief Eustathios, whose skin had lost all its color and whose chest had stopped rising and falling. The soldier let go of her arm and she practically jumped onto the back of his horse, fingers flying in a rune to create a little vitae platform to assist her getting up. Hypatia abandoned her father and the Heart as three Inimicus had already grabbed the trunk and Eustathios was already gone.

      Hypatia and her guard were out of sight in an instant, but the Heart had been captured.

      The head of their clan was dead.

      Still, one of her fellow clansmen blew the horn to retreat, and the rest of the Desero soldiers immediately threw up runes summoning fog to help them vanish.

      But before she could even watch the rest of her people retreat as she stood in the center of the fighting with nowhere left to run, a sharp pain ripped through her side, and she let out a choking gasp. She stumbled forward, and a hand grabbed her arm as she saw where the lightning bolt of the Inimicus had struck her in the side and burned through her himation and peplos and scorched her skin.

      At least it hadn’t gotten the fresh scar she had on her side that curved up her back.

      She hissed and twisted, managing to swing him far enough that he tripped over some of the wreckage of the battle and let go.

      Marcella prayed to Asentai for a miracle.

      She had barely started running in her hampering outfit with her hurt ankle again before she crashed right into something solid, and hands encircled both of her wrists.

      She looked up to see the blond Inimicus that had almost gotten Hypatia standing in front of her.

      He was a head taller than her and had hair more golden than the sun and eyes greener than any summer tree she’d ever seen.

      She immediately reared her head back and then flung it forward to slam the top of her skull into the bridge of his nose, but before her hit could land, she was spun around. Her back was slammed against his front as he pinned her arms down, one at the elbow while his other hand clasped both of hers in it, preventing her from casting any runes.

      Her ankle buckled and her burnt side hit his, causing her to let out a short hiss of pain.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw his eyes widen at that and he peered down to see the burnt fabric. He then immediately narrowed his eyes at the Inimicus who had been chasing her. He opened his mouth and barked something at him.

      Marcella’s mind was still reeling so badly from seeing the head of her clan cut down in front of her and from being caught that she couldn’t begin to see if she knew a single word he said.

      The Inimicus huffed and glared at her before speaking, “—much of a choice—coming quietly!”

      The blond Inimicus holding her against him just raised an eyebrow. “—standing still—saw—”

      The other Inimicus glared at her harder, and she jostled a little, but the blond’s grip on her was too strong for her to break, especially with a burning side and injured ankle. The Inimicus pointed to her hair as he said, “—Sordes.”

      Filth.

      That’s what the Inimicus called her clan and all the other clans. 

      The blond barked something else at him and the Inimicus scurried off. He was quickly replaced by the other Inimicus involved in the ambush, one pulling out a pair of manacles. The runes etched into them told Marcella everything she needed to know. One of the Inimicus disgusting torture inventions.

      Cutting a mage off from their vitae.

      The fight flooded back into her veins. She let out a harsh, savage scream.

      She was as good as dead anyway, but she was going to be completely helpless if they got those on her. She tried to kick at her captor’s ankles and twisted in his grip, flinging her head back once again, uncaring that she was behaving like the wild animal they all believed her people to be. As the Inimicus with the manacles got closer to her, she got no closer to escaping the blond’s grip. He just pulled her back even tighter, using the arm not clutching her hands to come up to her head, pinning it down against his neck.

      He leaned his head against hers and the hushing noise he made only had her fighting harder. He was muttering something, but she couldn’t make it out as he pulled her arms out from where they’d been pinned against her chest and two other Inimicus grabbed her hands, keeping her from opening her fists to cast while a third clapped the irons around her wrists.

      Marcella winced, bracing herself for the excruciating sensation of being cut off from something as essential to her life as the blood pounding through her veins.

      When no pain came, she cracked an eye open.

      Instead of excruciating pain… it was… It was like someone had taken three times as much fabric as was currently weighing her down and dumped it all on top of her. She couldn’t reach her vitae. Her sense of it was muffled, but it wasn’t like what she’d expected. It was dizzying, disorienting, but she’d been expecting it to be more like a claw ripping her guts out of her. Instead, this was more uncomfortable than agonizing.

      The hand that had been pressing her head into his neck lowered, dropping to her shoulder.

      “See? Not so bad.”

      Marcella stiffened. She… hadn’t translated that to her tongue.

      Both hands were on her shoulders, and one of the Inimicus held out a pair of reins to the blond. He still kept her in his grip even though with the manacles on she was no threat to them. He kept one heavy hand on her shoulder as he took the reins and threw them up to the saddle. He turned her to face the side of the horse, and he ripped the veil off her head completely and threw it to the side. It nearly sent the lilies pinned in her hair flying, but they held on. 

      In a thick, horrid accent, he said, “Wedding’s off, demon.”

      Before she could grasp that he actually knew her language, he was grabbing her by the waist, hefting her onto the horse, and swinging up after her. Marcella started to hiss at how the motion aggravated her injuries, but switched to biting her tongue as the Inimicus finished climbing up. He said something, but if it was in her tongue, his accent was so thick she couldn’t make it out as he reached around her and grabbed the reins.

      Marcella sucked in a sharp breath as the horse started moving. Her captor barked orders to the other Inimicus, and she could see them loading up the trunk with the Heart in it. She pushed down the bile rising in her throat as she saw the bodies of her clansmen, including her chief, left on the ground to rot.

      She said a quick prayer that their souls would still find their way back to Asentai’s embrace even without a proper burial. As she did, whispering the words into the wind, it did little to lift her own plummeting heart.

      The Inimicus had Asentai’s Heart. The chief of Clan Desero was dead.

      At least Hypatia had gotten away.

      And the Inimicus had no idea Marcella wasn’t the bride they were looking for.
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      Marcella was stuck in front of the blond Inimicus as they rode through the forest. She tried occasionally to look over her shoulder, but every time he huffed, tightened his grip on her, and forced her to face the front.

      He also would mutter under his breath, but his accent was so thick she wasn’t sure whether he was speaking in her language or his. She did hear the word ‘demon’ several times. Now that was a new insult for her people she hadn’t heard of.

      It was pointless to try to turn in the saddle to look over his shoulder for her people. There would be no rescue.

      But it wouldn’t be pointless if she was Hypatia.

      As long as they still believed she was Hypatia, she lived.

      But there was a slight complication. Hypatia hadn’t had just one vision. There had been another. One where an Inimicus tries to confirm she is Hypatia. Hypatia’s second vision had a tent and an Inimicus coming at her. It was the last time Marcella would be seen alive. After that happened, Marcella had no guarantee of her survival.

      So she needed them to believe she was Hypatia with no hint of doubt to put off that vision and buy herself time to figure out an escape.

      However unlikely an escape was with her unable to reach her vitae with their Abyss-tainted manacles on her. If she didn’t… it was only a matter of time until they realized they had the wrong girl and she held no value for them. She was just another Sordes whose blood they would water the ground with.

      “Sit still, demon.” Her captor tightened his grip on her as he forced her to turn back around, but instead of forcing her completely forward, this time he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her so her shoulder was nestled against his. He shook his head. “Do you—fall off?”

      Marcella hissed when his hand brushed her burnt side.

      He muttered something again and shifted his hand down so it didn’t aggravate the burn.

      Actually, if she did fall off she’d have a chance to—

      “—think about it,” he grunted, looking down at her. “—far with that—hurt yourself.”

      Marcella couldn’t help her scoffing, short laugh before she could think better of it. Like an Inimicus would care about her getting hurt, even if she was Hypatia. Especially if she was Hypatia.

      His eyes widened at her mocking laugh, and Marcella kicked herself for not playing the part of the terrified clan princess better.

      Not that Hypatia would have been a whimpering, trembling mess, but the Inimicus would expect her to be.

      Then his gaze darkened and he said, “Behave. No harm. Crimes not punished.”

      Crimes?

      There could be no crime committed against an Inimicus. It wasn’t possible. Every act against them was justice.

      Marcella just scoffed, narrowing her eyes back at him. Well, it was too late for the terrified, trembling mess, so she might as well embrace what Hypatia was actually like and put on her best act.

      The blond Inimicus shook his head and urged his horse on faster, carrying her farther and farther away from her people, who were carrying Hypatia in the opposite direction.

      As the forest kept flying by, her captor rode toward the front of the group, occasionally calling out in his language what seemed to be orders as the men always moved to change direction or formation after them. She didn’t understand why the leader would be the one to cart her off personally—maybe he just didn’t trust his men enough to handle a Sordes, especially one as powerful as Hypatia was.

      The sun had started to set high above between the leaves of the trees, casting everything in a glow that was only marginally less golden than his hair. He pulled back on his reins and sat back as his horse and his men slowed to a stop. Marcella looked around but there was nothing about this section of the forest that seemed particularly noteworthy other than the fact it was rockier. Certainly not whatever camp the Inimicus had set up to operate out of for their kidnapping.

      Her captor finally lifted his hand from her side as he let go of the reins with the other when his horse came to a stop. His fingers flew through the air, and Marcella recoiled, trying to get away from him as he cast, but in a second, he was done. Then the air in front of them shimmered, and Marcella let out a choking gasp as a rune dissipated and revealed that what had appeared to be forest around them was actually a clearing with an Inimicus camp set up in it.

      Her sharp twist to take it all in had her starting to slide off the horse.

      Her captor was an Inimicus illusionist.

      He caught her again, nearly falling off himself to do so, and the other Inimicus surrounding them laughed. He righted Marcella on the saddle before moving to dismount himself, and as he did so, he glared at them and said something in his tongue.

      “—any of you—soldiers—sordidus lupa?”

      Several of the Inimicus lowered their gazes and set to getting off their own horses, chastised by whatever he said.

      One of the words he’d said sounded a little like Sordes, and Marcella stiffened. If he was going to keep insulting her and her people, the least he could do was attempt to do it in her language and to her face.

      She might be nothing, but at least she wasn’t Inimicus.

      The Inimicus who had almost caught her before wasn’t as cowed as easily. He opened his mouth as he dismounted and said something with a slight roll of his eyes which caused some of the other men to laugh. What he was saying only seemed to get under the blond’s skin further as his eyes darkened and his face started to turn red. “—proven to be—face isn’t—seen on a sordidus lupa—a demon?—soon enough, Imperator.”

      That last word Marcella recognized.

      And it had her eyeing the blond more harshly than before. He was an Inimicus commander as well.

      The highest position an Inimicus could achieve. Only the most powerful of their mages were granted that rank. She’d always imagined their commanders had to be… more wrinkled. She’d only ever seen them from a distance and on the battlefield.

      Her heart slammed into the ground. If she’d been captured by an Inimicus commander—even if she had access to her magic—escaping would be a miracle only Asentai could perform, and so far Marcella had not seen any favor from the goddess.

      Her impending death at his hands was only going to be all the more torturous when he realized she’d made a fool of him by being the wrong girl.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat had Marcella and the Inimicus turning to see an older man with red hair, his cloak decorated similarly to the blond’s around the edges and at the clasps and his face hard and weathered. He opened his mouth and barked at the Inimicus.

      “—commander—respect—the demon—”

      Even the bolder one looked sufficiently chastised, shutting his mouth and hurrying off his own horse.

      But the blond commander turned to the older man and said something. “—most reason—revenge—thinks of us—she’s done—negotiate—”

      Revenge? Against Hypatia?

      No. She must have translated that wrong, right?

      The older man snorted. “—job—demon—smartest Runai—learn.”

      “Imperator—” the blond said, and the rest was lost to Marcella’s ears as they were speaking so fast she couldn’t begin to make out anything clear, but it meant the older man was also a commander. He more fit what she’d been expecting of their class.

      But now that meant she was under the purview of two commanders.

      Who might have kidnapped her because they wanted revenge on the woman they thought she was. Which meant…

      She wasn’t as safe as Hypatia as she’d thought.

      The older man shook his head as he rattled off his response.

      But still… it had to be safer than being no one of value.

      The blond looked up at her, still sitting on his horse, and she hoped she still looked the part of the betrothed princess with her hair a mess from the ride and her clothes torn and dirtied from the battle. Then he looked at the men who were lowering the trunk containing the Heart to the ground, and he sighed and nodded to whatever the older commander had said.

      He then reached up, holding his hand out to her and said slowly, his thick accent still making it hard to understand even her own tongue. “Down.”

      It was tempting to kick him in the face with her good leg, but ultimately not what would help keep her cover for as long as she could manage it. So she slid forward and let him catch her by the waist and set her on the ground.

      Once she was on the ground, favoring her good leg as her ankle still throbbed, he looked over his shoulder and pointed at two Inimicus and whistled. He then said something in his own tongue and Marcella was desperately wishing she’d had more of an opportunity or ability to learn their language. Despite how much she had liked the few opportunities to learn as a child, she’d never been good at it.

      Or anything.

      “—look at—answering to me—demon, but she is—stay—”

      “Yes, Commander!” the two men said, and Marcella was grateful she remembered what their word for ‘yes’ was. That might be the only full sentence she’d understood since she was captured.

      Although she had no idea what they’d just said yes to.

      As the two Inimicus approached her, she tried to step back, but her bad ankle started to buckle and the blond commander caught her by the arm and held her in place. He leaned in and spoke slowly, his voice carrying an unvoiced threat, “Behave. No harm to you.”

      Yet she found that hard to believe from the man who called her a demon.

      She was certain he’d said revenge now.

      And even if she did believe him, it was no harm until they heard the news that the marriage alliance they’d kidnapped her to prevent had still occurred. If they didn’t realize sooner.

      And from the way some of the Inimicus looked at her, she wasn’t convinced they still wouldn’t take the opportunity to harm her even if she was who they thought she was.

      What could they want revenge on Hypatia for? Or did they just want revenge on all of her people and were only being held back by Hypatia’s status?

      Was the second vision not them confirming she was Hypatia but instead the Inimicus getting their revenge?

      Them ripping her peplos and exposing the scar on her side could end in many ways, and Hypatia hadn’t seen what happened after that…

      The blond commander stepped away and let the two Inimicus take her by her arms and lead her away as he started walking off with the older commander to the largest tent in the camp. As she hobbled along, her heart pounding, the two Inimicus didn’t look at her while they led her through the camp. She, however, was looking everywhere. There were small tents set up throughout the grounds that the Inimicus soldiers went in and out of.

      It didn’t look like a permanent camp, likely just set up for this mission and was going to be torn down quickly when they were done. She needed to memorize the layout, but before she could start cataloguing it in her mind, she was being shoved into one of the larger tents.

      Two Inimicus were already in there. One was holding his arm, a clear vitae burn on it, and another held his hands up and fingers were moving through the air as a rune glowed over the burn.

      Marcella stiffened immediately.

      An Inimicus “healer.”

      Or as her people knew them, heretics. They were the most twisted of all Inimicus mages. The things they did to the bodies of her people—to the bodies of their own people—living and dead. It was a horrific violation, and it spat in the face of Asentai. They didn’t even keep their own people whole after death. They couldn’t put them to rest properly and send them to Asentai’s embrace.

      It was sickening.

      Every day the Inimicus fell farther from the goddess who had blessed them in the first place.

      They were more like the corrupted Dhelnir that had crawled out of her shadow at the beginning of time. And yet, the Inimicus sought to wipe out her people under the claim they were the corrupted ones.

      The Inimicus guarding Marcella practically dumped her onto the other empty cot as the heretic looked up and over at them. He glanced over Marcella, taking in her hair and bridal appearance and said something that sounded like it might have been a question and she caught the word ‘Sordes.’

      The Inimicus to her left nodded and started speaking. She caught the word ‘Commander’ and then something that might have been a name following it, but she couldn’t be sure of it with their sharp tongue. He then gestured to her ankle and side.

      Her side… was the second vision really happening so soon? No. She couldn’t let it. She needed more time.

      That vision staying in the future meant she stayed alive.

      Marcella tugged at her manacles, the heavy muffled feeling still all over her, and the chains rattled slightly, but weren’t budging.

      The heretic eyed her manacles as she rattled them. He said something and shook his head.

      The Inimicus on her right said something else. The word ‘commander’ and the same sound following. It definitely sounded like a name.

      But Marcella had bigger problems than guessing the commander’s name. Like the fact that he’d claimed no harm was going to come to her and then the first place she was taken was to one of their heretics.

      No harm. What a load of Abyss-touched nonsense.

      Of course, the Inimicus might even argue it was true.

      They may not think of it as harm when they pulled her apart and put her back together, no matter how excruciating the process. They’d still be returning her in one piece, if they thought they had to.

      Maybe this was the revenge.

      If they were willing to hand her over to let their heretic at her when they thought she was valuable, how much worse was it going to be when they discovered she wasn’t?

      When Marcella had said her prayers and burned incense before she’d gotten in that chariot, she shouldn’t have prayed for survival. She should have prayed for a quick death.

      If only she was the type.

      Instead, she’d prayed for life. She was going to regret that.

      The Inimicus heretic finished whatever he was doing to the other man on the cot and started toward her. The other man shook his head and left the tent.

      The second the Inimicus heretic reached for the clasp of her himation, she needed to act now before it was too late to stop the vision from taking its course.

      Her foot slammed into the heretic’s stomach, and she scrambled back as far as she could. The man on her right grabbed her by the fabric on her shoulder and hauled her back while the one on her left grabbed her leg and forced it down.

      The Inimicus heretic rubbed his stomach and wheezed for air as he stood back up, gestured to the two of them, and said something. She imagined he was telling them to hold her down. Their grips tightened as the heretic approached again.

      She was not letting them turn her into one of their experiments.

      But she needed to be smart about it, so she stilled and let him approach. He unclasped the himation and started to pull it off, and she sprang into action again. She threw her arms over his head and then lunged forward, sliding out of the right man’s grip now that the himation was loose and threw herself to the ground, wrapping the chains around the heretic’s neck, crossing them and ripping in opposite directions as tightly as she could.

      The Inimicus heretic jerked back as she got her good foot under her despite the other Inimicus trying to pull her back to the cot. The heretic reached up and started trying to tug at the chains, but she just pulled her wrists apart farther, tightening the chain she’d wound around his neck.

      At least when they killed her for this, she could die knowing she’d taken a heretic with her.

      Hands grabbed her wrists and forced them back together, loosening the chains, and the heretic slipped out, dropping to the ground and crawling forward. He hacked and coughed as he scrambled away from her. One of her guards hauled her back and into the air while the other Inimicus helped the heretic up.

      The heretic was red in the face and started screaming and gesturing wildly toward the exit of the tent. The guard hauled her out of the tent and back into the open air of the camp.

      Marcella tried not to be too pleased with her results, but considering she was being dragged across the dirt—her bad ankle tearing up worse with each step—away from the heretic and what he’d been about to do to her, she was pleased.

      She had put off the vision and secured her life for at least a little longer.

      The guard threw her into a spot of mud as the other left the tent and hurried to catch up. She started to pull her knees under her when one of them grabbed her again. Another set of chains were wound around her arms, pinning them to her sides, as her head was pressed deeper into the mud. She huffed, feeling it clump into her hair as the chains were locked.

      Some strange girlish part of her hoped the lily pins in her hair wouldn’t be too damaged by the mud. It was a foolish thought for a solder. The pins had only been given to her to make her a decoy. She wasn’t really engaged so they held no meaning for her. Still, she’d always had the soft, quiet hope that one day she would be presented with gold lily pins and clasps and one day have the same man remove them after they were married, but that had been before Hypatia’s vision.

      Before Marcella was sent to die.

      However, her reverence for the lily pins and clasps hadn’t gone anywhere. If she was never going to be blessed enough to have them properly presented, at least she would die with them.

      She heard a brief conversation between the two of them, but whatever the result was, they didn’t touch her. She couldn’t get her arms under her now that they were both chained at the wrists and at her sides, so she just lay in the mud. Her ankle and side throbbed, but she’d take the mud over that heretic’s cot any day.

      No tent. No exposed scar. No vision.

      For now.

      It had been seen. She couldn’t run from it forever, but she could try.

      Marcella would never forget the day her fate had been foretold.
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      A soldier with Marcella’s status in her clan didn’t go into the main house of the estate unless she was summoned. However, a soldier who was the spitting image of the next head of the clan was summoned often by said heiress.

      The note that summoned her this day, however, was from Chief Eustathios, not Hypatia.

      The note had been delivered by one of the Solitus boys who served as messengers. As low as Marcella’s standing was, she did thank Asentai every morning for blessing her enough to be Runai like her father. Her vitae reservoir might be small, but it was better than not having magic at all like the Solitus.

      While the note had made no mention of what this was about, Marcella had a pretty good idea. There was only one subject of note across the whole estate and even in the villages her clan ruled over. The alliance with Clan Montis against the Inimicus. Specifically, the marriage that was going to seal it in just over two months. Hypatia’s marriage.

      Of course, Marcella wasn’t privileged to know the details of the arrangement other than that it involved Montis’ heir Konstantin, but she knew Hypatia.

      As much as anyone could really know a seer and future chiefess.

      This was at least something to break up the monotony of life as a soldier, and it wasn’t Hypatia summoning her, so that was relieving and intriguing in and of itself.

      Marcella didn’t waste time, hurrying out of the barracks and across the grounds. She could run through the estate with her eyes closed and never hit a thing, including the cats on the grounds. She’d perfected avoiding the cats after they started bringing her the mice and birds they caught in the months following her parents’ deaths.

      The doors to the main house were opened for her by the guards attending them, and Marcella exchanged a polite nod and smile with them. Her left arm was still sore from the day before when one of them had thoroughly trounced her during training, but she didn’t hold it against him. It wasn’t his fault she’d failed to put up a good fight. She made her way to the main hall where she’d been instructed to report.

      The doors were opened for her again by the guards and she could see Chief Eustathios on his seat as she walked through the doors. Hypatia was already moving across the room, stalking toward Marcella with a wicked grin on her face. “Little one, there you are!”

      Marcella forced herself to smile back.

      Marcella wished she loved anything as much as Hypatia loved that Marcella was her spitting image.

      It had never been said to Marcella’s face, but ever since she’d passed her trials as a mage and officially joined the ranks of the other soldiers for Clan Desero, she knew the reason all her assignments kept her close to the estate was because Hypatia didn’t want anything to happen to her lookalike.

      At least that was what Marcella told herself when she was in denial over how pitiful of a mage she was.

      “I was summoned, my lady,” Marcella said, dropping to one knee and clasping her hand over her heart. Something dark settled into her stomach when she spotted the bags under Hypatia’s eyes and the paleness to her already fair skin. That was not a good sign. “As my clan bids me, I answer. How may I serve?”

      Hypatia was going to be heading to the temple on the border of Clan Montis and Clan Desero for her marriage in just over two months, and afterwards travel on to Clan Montis where she would be staying for at least the first six months of her marriage. She was going to need Desero guards to accompany her. And Marcella had suspected she would be selected. Hypatia didn’t like for her lookalike to be far in case she had a use for Marcella.

      The one consolation was that Marcella would get to witness a grand wedding. She’d attended plenty of small weddings amongst her clan at their local temple, but Clan Montis had a larger temple with a breathtaking sanctuary where the High Priest resided. Seeing a wedding the High Priest would officiate personally was a rare opportunity. The incense would be stronger, sweeter, even if the ceremonial prayers and hymns would be the same. The time it took would be the same, but since a proper wedding took hours so every procedure was met in order to ensure the couple started their lives together right by Asentai, Marcella was certain it would still have so much more weight.

      She kept one eye on Hypatia even as she knelt. It was always a strange thing to be so near someone who was so similar in appearance, but especially when Hypatia was… in a mood. And Marcella could tell on sight when Hypatia was. Dramatic changes in Hypatia’s moods, behavior, and appearance almost always meant one thing.

      But what did it have to do with Marcella?

      “Rise, Marcella of Desero,” Chief Eustathios’s deep voice carried across the room.

      But before Marcella could, a hand was sinking into the fabric of her chiton and pulling her up to her feet. Hypatia was the one lifting her up. While they were nearly identical in every way, there were slight differences if one looked closely, and the biggest tell was in height. Hypatia was a few inches taller.

      Yes. Hypatia was in a mood.

      Hypatia grabbed Marcella’s face and roughly squeezed her cheeks. “Haven’t I always told you that you were blessed to look like me for a reason, little one? Last night I saw why.”

      She only ever acted this way after using her Sight.

      But no one had been talking about it. Usually when Hypatia used her gifts as a seer everyone knew the second she started setting up for it. It wasn’t something where she could just snap her fingers and summon a vision. There was incense to burn and a special room that had been built just for her so she could focus undisturbed that was always cleaned before and after Hypatia used it. Cleaning the glass and filling the inset basin with water.

      Once she finished, while Hypatia was recovering, everyone whispered about what she’d gleaned, trying to piece together their own interpretations. Sight was a rare gift bestowed only upon the most powerful of mages from Asentai, but it also came with a cost. It was draining and difficult.

      Even so, it was generally a looked forward to occasion, but Marcella never did. Hypatia’s behavior after a vision always changed, especially toward Marcella.

      She was always colder. Meaner. And… unbalanced. Not that she wasn’t any of those things to begin with, but it was worse after a vision. Marcella always assumed the little patience, restraint, and reason Hypatia had that kept her somewhat in check was always wrecked after using her Sight the same way Hypatia was always physically wrecked afterwards.

      But if Hypatia was thrilled and obsessed with the way Marcella resembled her, she was ten times more so with her Sight.

      “Hypatia. She is a soldier, not a toy,” Chief Eustathios said with a sigh, but there was no bite to his words. After a lifetime of this, it was a little late for Marcella to be anything but Hypatia’s doll.

      Hypatia squeezed her cheeks again before letting go, pushing Marcella’s face to the side slightly as she stepped back and said, “Fine. Go ahead, Father.”

      Still, Chief Eustathios was the only one Hypatia listened to, especially when she was in a mood after a vision.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard discussion amongst your fellow soldiers about which unit is going to be accompanying Hypatia to the temple for her marriage and onto Clan Montis’ territory,” Chief Eustathios said. At Marcella’s nod, he continued, “Well, Asentai has blessed my daughter with a vision to forewarn us about what will happen. About what the Inimicus are planning now that they’ve heard of our arrangement with Clan Montis.”

      If he was assigning her unit to guard Hypatia against the Inimicus, why had she been summoned by name? And what could Hypatia’s vision have to do with her?

      The only noteworthy thing about her was the fact she looked like Hypatia. She had no family left, no particular excellence in combat or strategy, or anything that would make her worth summoning.

      “The Inimicus are planning an ambush in an attempt to take my daughter hostage and break our alliance,” Chief Eustathios continued.

      A dark chill settled on Marcella’s spine.

      Because there was only one noteworthy thing about her…

      “How may I serve our clan in this matter?” Her mouth formed the words even though she already knew what was coming next, distant and detached from the rest of her. Huh… it was a strange feeling—maybe that was how Hypatia felt with her own foreknowledge.

      Like she was living her life in someone else’s body, just going through motions she could not change.

      “My vision showed me they are successful,” Hypatia said, crossing her arms as a sly grin spread across her face. “Well, the Inimicus are successful in taking a woman wearing my bridal clothes, engagement lilies, and with hair like mine.”

      If Hypatia had seen it in a vision, then it was done. It was the future. There was no changing it.

      But Hypatia hadn’t said she’d seen herself.

      “Of course, upon seeing that, I needed to see more.”

      Marcella’s gaze snapped over to Hypatia. Hypatia was usually laid up in bed for at least two days after a clear vision like the one she was describing.

      Marcella had once been forced by Hypatia to pretend to be her for two days after Hypatia had a vision when her father had ordered her not to.

      But to attempt another vision, especially while searching for something so specific? Marcella couldn’t believe Hypatia was even standing. Although upon closer inspection, her hands were trembling slightly.

      Clan Stellae’s last seer had died doing it thirteen years ago. That had left Hypatia as the only known seer amongst the clans.

      “Asentai blessed me with another vision. I needed to know if the girl under the veil was actually me. I saw—” Hypatia grabbed Marcella’s shoulder, and when the weight shifted against her, Marcella realized Hypatia was about to topple over. She grabbed her arm and held her upright as she continued despite the tremor starting to enter Marcella’s legs at what she knew was coming next. “I saw flashes of what looked like me in the Inimicus camp, in a tent. One of them was coming at me. My peplos was torn and he exposed my scar.”

      Wait… it was Hypatia in the vision?

      One of the other ways to tell them apart in recent years was less obvious, mostly because it was always covered. On the first mission Hypatia had led against the Inimicus, she’d returned with a nasty scar that curved from her side to her back.

      “But I couldn’t see my face clearly. It was so fast, but there were only two people it could be. Me or you.” Hypatia’s grip tightened on Marcella.

      Marcella couldn’t stumble back even though she wanted to. She turned back to Chief Eustathios and stammered, “I don’t have a scar like that. No matter what, it’s clear they’re going to capture Hypatia. Chief, I will serve however I can, but has the future not been set? You can’t change what Hypatia has seen.”

      “Of course we can’t. But all Hypatia saw was a girl who looked like her in bridal clothes being captured and an Inimicus exposing a scar of a girl who looked like her.” Chief Eustathios leaned forward in his seat, narrowing his eyes. “We cannot lose the alliance with Montis, and I will sooner sacrifice this whole clan before I let the Inimicus get their hands on my daughter. She’s a seer. They will have her on one of their cursed tables before you can even blink. These are your orders, Marcella of Desero: You will be Hypatia’s decoy, and when the ambush occurs, you will be captured to fulfill her vision.”

      That wasn’t possible. Despite how much Marcella almost wished it was. Because despite her lack of skill and strength, there was at least one thing she did well as a soldier. She always followed orders. It was the only worth she could claim.

      “I will do as I am bid, but I cannot.” Marcella shook her head. “I don’t have the scar that marks Hypatia that the Inimicus are going to look for!”

      Hypatia’s grip tightened and she straightened back up to stare down at Marcella. “Yet.”

      What?

      Chief Eustathios rose from his seat and said, “You will. By the time you leave the estate, no one will be able to find a single speck of difference between you and Hypatia. And that is the only thing that might keep you alive. Hypatia’s vision does not foretell your death, only capture. After they see that scar, there might be a chance yet that you live to return to us. Do you accept your orders, soldier?”

      They were going to…

      Oh.

      Hypatia’s claw-like grip on her shoulder was the only thing that kept the bile rising in her throat from breaking loose. All her protests died on her tongue. Because it was truthfully a simple matter.

      She was being given orders. And it was foretold.

      Either her or Hypatia.

      Now Hypatia’s words made sense. Why she looked so much like her. It was always for this moment.

      Better the soldier from a Solitus mother, with a pitiful amount of vitae, than the seer and heir to Desero.

      Especially a soldier like her who had no one really to leave behind. It was better this way. Better her than anyone who had friends and family to particularly mourn them. Yes, her clan would mourn, but in the way they all mourned the loss of any Desero. No one who would miss her. Other than maybe Hypatia, who would mostly just miss having someone who could pretend to be her at her beck and call.

      So she did the one thing she could claim she excelled at. She obeyed.

      Marcella dropped to her knee again, clasping her hand over her heart as Hypatia stepped back. She said, “I accept my orders. It will be an honor to serve my people this way.”

      “Your service and sacrifice will be honored by Asentai and all of Clan Desero. Now, rise; there are only two months left for you to recover.”

      Hypatia was hauling Marcella to her feet and pulling her behind her before she could respond to Chief Eustathios. Marcella stumbled after her. “My lady? What—”

      Hypatia looked over her shoulder, and the dark bags under her eyes were more obvious than before. “It’s my scar; who knows it better than me? My little lookalike, did you think I would let anyone else mark you up but me?”

      Marcella fought the bile rising in her throat.

      It was an honor.

      It had to be.

      That thought was the only comfort she was going to have for what was going to come next.

      * * *

      Two months later and the scar Hypatia had given her had healed in a near identical replica, only still a little visibly fresher despite the Desero healers doing their best to speed the healing and scarring process along. Their healing abilities were limited compared to the Inimicus, but better to be limited than to commit atrocities in the eyes of Asentai. Their healing abilities would always be tainted by the blood their heretics shed to get it.

      Marcella would gladly take her people’s limited abilities and the lingering ache. Honestly, she felt worse for her fellow clansmen who’d had to hold her down. She imagined that was going to haunt them for the rest of their lives. Marcella wasn’t certain she had long enough left for it to haunt her.

      The sun kept inching lower and lower in the sky, and all Marcella could see was the tops of the trees. She did wish they would have set her to sit upright so she could observe the camp better. She only had a limited amount of time to study the layout and what their security measures were.

      It might be futile, but Marcella would rather that than give up completely.

      Her faith demanded it.

      A miracle could still occur.

      Then her scar would have the chance to haunt her for the rest of her life.

      Once the sun had long since set, and she could see the stars in the distance, she figured they were probably just going to leave her lying there in the mud for the whole night. She resigned herself to that fact, and honestly, she’d slept in worse places.

      Her eyes were shut and she was doing her best to ignore the pain and take a little bit of comfort in the fact that they were leaving her alone when a voice ripped through the air. She startled and shifted slightly at the sound of the blond commander’s voice.

      “—this?”

      He sounded… angry.

      From the corner of her eye she could see him coming right up to the Inimicus guards he’d assigned to her, a dark look in his eyes.

      The Inimicus guarding her both started talking at once and over each other. The commander closed his eyes and lifted his hand up, and they fell silent. He snapped at them. “—time—what was going—obey your orders—commander—direct orders—”

      The one that had hauled her out of the tent spoke. “Commander—orders by taking—let him near—him to death.”

      The commander raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. He said something else in a tone Marcella could only take as derisive and condescending. “—defy my orders—injured—worse—mud—”

      The second Inimicus said something. “—clear—anything after that—tried—going to—”

      The commander’s brow pinched and he took a deep breath. “—deal with you later. Go. Now—deal with you now.”

      Marcella still couldn’t quite see well, but she heard footsteps. Was he chewing them out for not doing a better job of letting their heretic have at her?

      Was he gone?

      Hands were on her shoulder, pulling her upright, and she was no longer looking at the stars but instead bright green eyes. So the commander hadn’t left.

      She gritted her teeth.

      If she’d thought the heretic was bad—

      But all he did was glance over her mud-stained face and hair in the moonlight and the firelight that was coming from somewhere behind him. Then he sighed and bent down. Before she could try to stop it, she was being pulled to her feet. Foot, rather. Her bad ankle was completely shot, so she didn’t dare put weight on it.

      The commander pulled her with him, carrying most of her weight and ignoring the gazes of the other Inimicus in the camp on them. Marcella took advantage of her upright position to wildly look around, cataloguing the men patrolling the camp and trying to time their strides, but the commander was moving her so much she didn’t get an accurate enough count to do anything substantial with. Then she was being shoved into the largest tent in the camp, and she supposed she probably should have paid more attention to where she was being taken. It was the same one he’d disappeared into before with the older commander.

      Outside was better. Outside meant the second vision that happened inside a tent wasn’t happening.

      But it was too late. She was already inside the tent. It was tall enough to stand up in and clearly some kind of command tent, given the table inside with maps, one of which held the route she’d been on that morning. There were cushions on the ground by the table, the only designated place to sit, and the commander led her over to them. To her surprise, he gently helped her down onto them.

      She would have expected to be thrown into them.

      Or not near them at all, given that she was still half covered in mud and he liked to call her demon.

      She didn’t like this.

      She didn’t know what this exactly was, but she knew she didn’t like it.

      It also very well could be what Hypatia’s second vision had been about, so she liked that even less.

      If she wanted to put off the vision and try to ensure she lived a little longer, she needed to make sure he didn’t see her scar.
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      The commander left Marcella there and moved about the tent, and she stayed perfectly still—she had no choice but to stay still, given her injured ankle and the irons pinning her arms down—as she watched him get a pitcher of water and some rags.

      He shot a few glares at her over his shoulder as he did so and she heard him mutter the words ‘demon’ and ‘savage.’

      He returned and sat on the cushion in front of her. He dipped a rag into the pitcher and then wrung it out. Every muscle in Marcella’s body tensed, but with her arms pinned to her side she couldn’t do anything to stop him as he came closer. Her breath caught in her throat as he grabbed her face with one hand and the wet cloth started to roughly rip across her mud-streaked face.

      She tried to jerk her head back, grunting in the back of her throat as she tried twisting away from him. Her back hit the table as he shifted closer, not letting her go as he continued painfully scrubbing at her face and hair.

      The commander did not have a gentle bone in his body.

      He tilted her head to the side, his nails sinking into the base of her skull as he tried to scrub mud out of her hair but really only succeeded in tearing some of it and her hair out with the motions. She let out a sharp yelp when he did take some of her curls with his clumsy, meaty hand.

      As he pulled the rag away and dipped it in the water to clean it, she managed to get her legs under her enough to shove herself to the right and slide out of his grip. Even this was far too close to the vision for comfort. If she made herself enough trouble, he’d give up on cleaning her up and let her wallow in her filth and Hypatia’s unfulfilled vision.

      He immediately turned back and narrowed his eyes at her. He opened his mouth, but then his eyes landed on the lilies in her hair.

      Marcella tried to duck out of the way, but with her arms chained to her sides she really wasn’t going far. He grabbed her and hauled her back into a seated position, setting the rag on the table as he grabbed her head again. When he started to reach for the lilies pinned into her hair, doing their best to hold her elaborate hair style and heavy curls, Marcella’s heart stopped dead in its tracks.

      May she be cast into the Abyss before she let an Inimicus take gold lilies out of her hair and defile her people’s customs.

      Better to be dead for the resistance than to see what might happen if she let him commit such an inappropriate, invasive act. As his fingers wrapped around the first pin, she let out a vicious scream and jerked forward. She slammed her forehead into the bridge of his nose, and the pain bursting through her own head was worth it when she heard his pained grunt and felt his fingers fall.

      Unfortunately, one of the pins went with him. As her own pained, blurry vision cleared, she saw him dropping the pin onto the table with one hand as he rubbed at the bridge of his nose and muttered under his breath in his tongue. “—demon—”

      Marcella was still too dazed from the headbutt to stop him from reaching for the next pin, pulling it out much faster and taking more hair with him despite her pulling back and screaming again. He dropped the second pin onto the table before quickly pulling back completely and rising to his feet.

      Marcella was left on the cushion, her back still pressing into the table and chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath after screaming as he moved away from her. Away was good.

      Mud was still lingering on her skin and caked into her hair. So whatever he was trying to accomplish he hadn’t. Maybe it had worked and he’d decided she was too much trouble. Unless he’d just been trying to get the pins out to rub his victory in her face and spit on her engagement.

      Well, Hypatia’s engagement.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

      The throbbing in her head had just started to ease when she realized she’d lost track of where he’d gone in the tent. No, where was he—and that was when water crashed over her head and the cold sensation had her freezing in place as she became instantly soaked.

      She looked up to see the commander setting an empty pitcher of water on the table next to the first with a smirk as he moved back in front of her with clean rags. She wanted to punch that smug, arrogance right off him. He spoke in her tongue with his horrid, thick accent, but his sick amusement still trickled through. “Behave like animal. Be treated like one.”

      Marcella couldn’t stop her shivering as her now soaked hair was dripping down and soaking her peplos. He wanted to see an animal? Oh, she’d show him.

      When he sat back in front of her with one of the clean rags, she reared her head back again, but he was faster. He caught her head with one hand and just tilted it back so she only saw the tent ceiling as he wiped at the mud on her neck. She wheezed from the pressure on the delicate skin as he dipped down to her shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him move for the lily clasp.

      She tried to twist her shoulder out of his grip. Even if she wasn’t actually engaged and she was going to die before any man ever did present her with lilies, she wasn’t going to let an Inimicus take them without a fight.

      But the commander was strong, and her side and ankle burned, and the clasps came off despite her struggling. The fabric shifted, but the chains pinning her arms down kept her peplos from sliding off as he held them up so she could see, and she prayed her expression—certainly red and her eyes were watering—held more righteous indignation than the humiliation she felt.

      “Gift?” he asked in her language, his horrid accent butchering it.

      Marcella’s tight throat that had been holding back a sob eased. He… didn’t know what they meant. Which meant he didn’t know just how horribly inappropriate his actions had just been.

      Or maybe he was just pretending not to know.

      Marcella clenched her teeth together and just glared at him. It was too late. She might not be a real bride, but ignorance or not, taking a woman’s engagement pins and clasps when not her betrothed and not on her wedding night was unforgivable.

      When she didn’t respond, he rolled his eyes and dropped them back onto the table and said, “Behave. Give back.”

      Despicable creatures. May they all rot in the Abyss.

      He picked up the rag again and moved toward her shoulder, still caked in mud, and when she jerked away again, he huffed and snapped, “Want to stay in filth?”

       She narrowed her eyes back at him, feeling the dried mud crack as her shoulders shifted. “I’d rather it than your hands on me. But if you’re so determined, I’ll do it myself if you’ll give me my arms back.”

      Despite preferring it to the heretic, Marcella didn’t actually enjoy rolling around in the mud. And if he was away from her, that meant she could ensure her scar stayed hidden and the vision went unfulfilled for a little longer.

      He stared at her for a moment, and the way he eyed her had her heart racing all over again. There was a light in his eye she didn’t like. It was too intelligent.

      Maybe there was a good reason he was a commander at so young an age.

      Then he just nodded, setting the rag to the side and pulling out a key. Wait… he was going to do it?

      He reached around her and with a click, the chains shifted. Then she felt them start to fall away as he unwound them, freeing her arms. As he pulled them back fully though, there was nothing to hold up her peplos, so Marcella immediately scrambled to catch and pull it up before it fell below her strophion wrapped around her chest and exposed her side. She quickly tied the front and back together again which would have to do in the absence of a proper clasp.

      The commander hadn’t even looked her way once as she’d righted her peplos. He’d simply set the chains to the side and fussed with the rags on the table. The manacles were still around her wrists, but she wasn’t really a threat.

      Once she’d finished, he looked up and held a rag out to her. How had he—Oh.

      Despite not looking like he’d been watching her, he’d been watching her enough for that.

      She eyed him. If this was some kind of a trick or a trap… she didn’t get it.

      She slowly reached forward and picked up the rag out of his hands. She used it to scrub the mud off her shoulder and arm that he hadn’t gotten to. She did reach up and run her fingers through her soaked curls, far gentler with them than he’d been. As she did so, she could feel his eyes on her, watching her every move.

      Once her skin and hair were clean, she dropped the rag to the ground and lowered her wrists, ignoring the way her peplos was still covered in mud. It was also scorched from the injury she’d sustained earlier, and she wasn’t going to be doing anything about that, especially with him sitting there and staring at her.

      She was still highly aware of just how quickly this scene could turn into Hypatia’s second vision and how her clock would start running out the second it did.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “What do you want?” she asked. Ambiguous enough but commanding enough, given who she was pretending to be.

      “To not talk to mud for start.” His lips twitched slightly as he sat back. Oh, he thought he was funny, did he? His eyes darted down to her scorched side and mangled ankle. “Attacked. You attacked the healer. Promised no harm.”

      She couldn’t help her scoff. “You kidnapped me! And I’m supposed to believe you don’t want to harm me when you send me right to your heretic?”

      He blinked, shook his head. “Uh—again?”

      Marcella just huffed and sat up straighter. Why bother trying to speak in her tongue if he couldn’t even understand simple sentences?

      When she didn’t respond, he gestured to her ankle. “Have to heal.”

      “Not by one of your sick heretics.” Marcella spoke slowly and enunciated every syllable.

      He tilted his head for a moment and then gestured to himself. “I heal.”

      He… wanted to try to fix her ankle himself? Why?

      She would think they’d want her to have a bad ankle to help prevent her from escaping. Of course, if they thought they had to return her, they’d want to make sure she didn’t have a scratch on her, but they were in no rush.

      If this was part of the revenge she’d heard him and the other commander talking about earlier, it was the strangest revenge she’d ever seen.

      He pressed his hand to his heart. “No harm. Promise.”

      “Do I really have a choice?” Marcella asked.

      “Want to… stay hurt?”

      No, she didn’t. But she also didn’t want Hypatia’s second vision to come true for as long as possible. She was also never going to just let an Inimicus use their disgusting healing runes on her.

      “Yes.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head. “Then right. No choice.”

      He reached forward and grabbed her leg around the calf, pushing up the hem of her peplos just enough to expose the red, swollen and scraped ankle as he pulled it into his lap. She slid forward on the cushions with a choked gasp. His fingers moved through the air, forming glowing lines as he created his rune.

      She squirmed and tried to pull away from the Inimicus magic as he cast with both hands, but he quickly grabbed her leg and his fingers just moved against her skin as he also held her leg in place. She could feel his magic going to work even though her own was out of reach. Her skin itched and she resisted the urge to reach forward and scratch at her ankle as the swelling went down and the throbbing decreased. Instead, she tried to turn over onto her front to crawl away, but the commander just pulled her leg back into his lap every time she tried.

      Once he let go of her leg and his rune faded into the air, she jerked her foot back and curled it under her, throwing her peplos hem back over it. She curled in on herself and prayed to Asentai that was the only wound he thought she had and that he would leave her alone now.

      His eyes immediately narrowed in on her side where the hole in her peplos was. Marcella should have known better. But at least now she had a good ankle to assist her.

      She only got one foot under her to scramble away when a hand sank into the back of her peplos, jerking her back. The simple knot she’d done on her left shoulder completely fell loose the second his fingers sank into the fabric. Marcella screamed as loudly as she could, but it quickly turned into a cry of pain as he grabbed her by her side and hauled her back. Her peplos was hanging on only by the right tie as she bumped into the table, the commander muttering in his language under her screams and cries.

      She could not let this happen. She couldn’t—

      “Hold still,” he said in her tongue as he twisted her. He pinned her front against the table, her exposed side and back toward him. He caught her left arm right as she tried swinging her elbow into his nose. He tightened his grip and his loud voice ripped her own voice out of her throat. “Hiding something?”
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      Marcella immediately stilled. Her highest concern had been that this moment was the last known moment she was alive.

      But if he saw it and believed she was Hypatia, that at least bought her time. And…

      Putting off the vision also meant putting off her own chance to escape. Until it occurred, she knew she was a prisoner, but after… no one knew what would happen. Possibly her death, but also far more unlikely, her escape. Still, until it occurred, nothing changed.

      Now that she was silent and still, the commander’s grip on her arm loosened as he stared down at her, huffing for breath as well. He nodded and let go as he directed his attention to the now exposed burn on her left side. He said, “Good. No harm. Heal.”

      If he was having doubts about whether or not she was Hypatia, she needed to move very carefully.

      She startled when his hand brushed her back, but she refused to look at him. That seemed like what Hypatia would do in this situation. She was annoyingly stuck up most of the time.

      But she couldn’t will away the sensation of his fingertips brushing her skin. Apparently, the commander did have a gentle bone in his body.

      She felt his fingers gently shift her peplos to the side further, exposing the burnt skin. She could feel the second the cool night air hit the scar that curved from her waist around to her back, resting beneath the burn that was on her side and stomach. His breath hitched. Hypatia had done an excellent job replicating it. The commander’s fingers brushed over the scar, and Marcella squeezed her eyes shut, but the water still spilled out over them.

      Resisting this moment had been futile. The future was foretold. It was always going to happen.

      All she could do now was pray that what followed would be an escape instead of death.

      The pad of his thumb ran over the length of the scar. He was an Inimicus illusionist. He probably wanted to ensure it was real. Illusions were Inimicus magic, deceptive just like them. But even if her people had runes for such lies, that wasn’t the case here. That scar was painfully real.

      He didn’t linger on it. The warmth of his thumb left the rough raised skin as he moved back to the burn. She bit her tongue as the pain went tearing through her skin and managed to muffle her cry into a soft noise in the back of her throat she hoped he was too busy looking at the wound to hear.

      Out of the corner of her eye she could see his fingers moving and his rune lighting up the air once more. She twitched and couldn’t help but shift as she could feel her skin knitting back together in another itchy, disconcerting process.

      She also couldn’t help the bile rising in her throat as the question rose to her mind. How many of her people had burned to death in the process of the heretics developing a rune that could heal a burn instantly?

      Once the glow faded, she immediately reached for her peplos and tied the fabric back together to cover her exposed side as best she could while he stayed hovering over her. She turned and her back was pressed into the table as he stared down at her. He said, “See? No harm. Respected. Was that so hard, demon?”

      She bit her tongue. If she opened her mouth, she couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t burst into angry, wretched sobs.

      “Hypatia. Demon. Nothing to say for self?”

      At least he was convinced she was Hypatia.

      “Not to you,” she spat out before the sob could fall out of her mouth.

      “Despite crimes, treat well. No filth. Heal. Want to return you. Even though deserve death.”

      Marcella had no idea what crimes he seemed to have taken so personally. Or what could warrant revenge. As the heir to the clan, Hypatia hadn’t led many missions herself, only a small handful. None of them Marcella had been on, and none of them had she heard enough about to know what he meant. But it was war. Of course Hypatia had killed Inimicus soldiers. Marcella had killed Inimicus soldiers.

      How many of her people and the other clans had this commander killed and yet he expected her, or Hypatia, to grovel at his feet and be grateful for the scraps of decency he was only showing her in order to manipulate her?

      “Ask yourself what you deserve first. Just your heretics alone should have you throwing yourself into the Abyss,” Marcella snarled, but she couldn’t stop the tremble in her voice.

      Maybe she was more like Hypatia than she thought. Other than her fear.

      Hypatia hadn’t felt fear a day in her life.

      “Some say your people will do that for us. Insult as you want. See treated well in spite. And live with what you’ve done.” He shifted back, but not as far back as where he’d been sitting when they’d started. He caught her gaze and said, “Hunger?”

      So they could drug her and just take her right back to their heretic to experiment on her while they waited for her people to reach out to negotiate her freedom that would never come?

      No thank you.

      Marcella had been taught well. Never take food or drink from an Inimicus. They etched runes into their waterskins and glasses and plates in order to drug and manipulate people. She lifted her chin higher and rested her manacled hands in her lap.

      He sighed, then he studied her for a moment. He gestured to himself. “Gavril.”

      She couldn’t stop her eyes from widening. That was the word the Inimicus had been saying after ‘commander.’ That was his name.

      He waited in silence. What was he expecting? Was this some sort of offer to start over?

      Like she was that naïve.

      “Gavril,” he said it again, speaking slowly at her like she somehow hadn’t heard him the first time. He then gestured to his face. Was she… supposed to know him?

      Oh no. Had Hypatia encountered this commander before?

      She just raised an eyebrow and hoped she had become a better liar than when she’d been caught pretending to be Hypatia so she could steal an extra dessert as a child. She repeated the same lie she had that very day too. “You know very well who I am or else I wouldn’t be here.”

      His brow furrowed for a moment before he let out a soft huff that might have been a laugh, and Marcella desperately wished she knew what exactly was so amusing about her kidnapping to him. 

      “But now you know my name,” he said.

      What was this about? If Hypatia had encountered him before in passing on the battlefield, surely he couldn’t expect her to remember him. At least Marcella prayed this hadn’t blown her cover.

      No… If Hypatia had seen him before surely she would have recognized him in the visions and told Marcella where she knew him from to at least help her keep her cover. Hypatia might be a lot of things, but she didn’t want Marcella to have no chance of escaping.

      This was all just a scheme.

      Bark some orders in the language she couldn’t understand, but tell her in his butchering of her language, he means her no harm. Then his men follow through on his orders, but he gets to swoop in and pretend like he was on her side by offering to heal her wounds himself and try to be charming and get her to lower her guard so she’d start spilling.

      “Promise, no harm will come to you on my watch.”

      Marcella scoffed again.

      Commander Gavril just sighed and pushed himself to his feet. He grabbed the lily pins and clasps off the table and took them with him.

      Marcella immediately moved, hand starting to reach out for them, and he paused. He eyed her as he held the lily pins, that smug smirk starting to drift over his face again. She hated it. She hated him. Just seeing it made her simultaneously sick and want to scream. He closed his fist around them and lifted them higher, waving them slightly before pocketing them. “Behave, demon, and will see again. Simple.”

      She immediately jerked her hands back and turned her head so he couldn’t see the bright red blush on her cheeks. Carrying those around, he either had no idea what that implied or he did and just wanted to humiliate her further.

      Oh. Maybe that was the revenge. Instead of any physical torment he just wanted her to be fully aware of how she was completely helpless and humiliated as he disrespected her people’s customs.

      As he headed to leave the tent, he said, “Rest. Leave at dawn.”

      Marcella watched him go, every muscle tensed all anew for whatever would come next. But the seconds stretched into minutes and no one came in after him to drag her off to wherever she was going to be kept.

      They were… just going to leave her in here for the night. She couldn’t do much with her manacled hands, but still…

      Their arrogance knew no bounds.

      However, when Marcella tried to read their maps and the papers that were in the tent… maybe a little bit of arrogance was warranted.

      She couldn’t make sense of any of it. She couldn’t get any useful information, not even about their guard schedules for the camp.

      They had the Heart of Asentai, and she hadn’t even seen where they’d put it.

      They also had the wrong girl from Clan Desero.

      Marcella blew out the candles and curled up on the cushions that hadn’t been soaked when he’d dumped water on her, shivering in the cool night. She felt dirtier now than she had covered in mud.

      She’d lived through the last moment anyone saw her alive. And it had only happened because the commander had doubts.

      She had to escape before another doubt rose to the surface and they realized who she was. An inconvenience who’d lost them their real prize. A perfect candidate for their heretics’ tables.

      No one that anyone would miss.
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      Gavril stepped out of the tent, sliding the set of lily adornments into his pocket. The last thing he needed was any of his soldiers seeing him with them and coming up with their own version of events. His ears were still ringing from the demon’s screeching, and from the way some of the soldiers had spoken about her earlier, there would be no avoiding speculation or rumor entirely.

      “Commander,” two soldiers said when he passed by them as he wove through the camp.

      While he was on a mission, it was commander. He paused long enough to gesture to the command tent and said, “You two, take up watch there and make sure the demon doesn’t try anything, but don’t go inside or you will have me to answer to.”

      “Yes, commander,” both soldiers said before moving in the direction of the tent.

      He lingered long enough to watch them take up their post, feeling the eyes of the men under his command on him. He should have thought to put up a silencing rune before ever going near her, but silence probably would have only gotten more curiosity and speculation than her demonic shrieking had gotten.

      “So I take it that went well.”

      Gavril took a deep breath and turned to face Commander Cyprian, who was walking toward him from the fire he’d been at. While they did use light runes some, lighting fires preserved vitae in the event of an attack, especially while they were still in enemy territory with an important hostage… at least Gavril hoped his hostage was important.

      He had some doubts.

      He wasn’t convinced the girl in the command tent was the Desero demon.

      The older commander had a slight smirk to his lips, and Gavril narrowed his eyes at him. “Yes. It did.”

      Lies fell from his lips more frequently than rain from the sky.

      “Really? How’d you get anything out of her underneath all that screaming?” Cyprian raised an eyebrow.

      While Gavril was the one in charge of the mission, as a commander who’d had his cloak less than a year, he’d been appointed a senior commander to assist him on such an important mission. Of all the commanders, Cyprian would have been the last Gavril would have chosen if it had been up to him.

      Unfortunately it had been up to Gavril’s brother, Nikias.

      “I saw the scar with my own two eyes and ensured it was no illusion,” Gavril said. He crossed his arms to hide the way his hand flexed at the phantom sensation of running his thumb over the scar his brother had told him to look for. The one his brother had left on Hypatia over three years ago.

      The scar had been precisely where it was supposed to be. The right width and length. But… it didn’t look over three years old. It looked a few months old at best.

      Cyprian looked back at the command tent where Hypatia was and said, “Good. Then it seems we’ve outsmarted the Desero demon and her people. Or at least let’s hope we’re faster than they are.”

      But Gavril wasn’t particularly knowledgeable in the intricacies of healings, especially regarding how the Sordes healed themselves. Maybe the scar just looked fresher because of their inferior healing runes and he was just used to how superior his people’s methods were.

      The only person who would have a chance at confirming his suspicions or dismissing them and confirming her identity via the age of the scar would be the healer she’d already nearly killed. And the fact that she’d nearly killed his healer was another point in favor of her being the demon. From the soldiers’ report before, he knew the healer wasn’t going to go anywhere near her. And if Gavril did voice so much as a hint of suspicion, Cyprian would hear about it and get involved.

      It was just a little doubt. It didn’t even make any logical sense. There was no possible way the Sordes could have known the ambush was coming in order to prepare a perfect decoy. The girl looked exactly as the Desero demon had been described and had an identical scar. Plus, knowing the Sordes weren’t as effective healers as they were, of course it made sense it looked different than what he would expect an older scar to look like.

      He almost certainly had the Desero demon. But… he might not.

      There were… other things that had started to feed into his doubts now that he was entertaining them.

      It was strange the way she’d seemed to not understand anything they said in their language. All of their accounts of Hypatia said she was extremely intelligent, and had on previous occasions spoken in their tongue and made tactical decisions one only could if they understood their tongue.

      Also, the last thing Gavril had expected upon capturing and meeting the legendary Hypatia for the first time was for her to tremble and cry out in fear when faced with their vitae-limiting cuffs. She was an interesting creature, no matter what else.

      “Commander?”

      Cyprian’s voice ripped Gavril out of his thoughts. He didn’t have nearly enough real reason to believe she wasn’t the Desero demon to disrupt the whole mission. He just had a lack of knowledge and a feeling. Logic needed to come first.

      “If she’s as intelligent as everyone says, then my plan will work,” Gavril said, keeping his voice low even though he was on the other side of the camp from her. He tightened his grip on his arms and kept his gaze lowered as he said, “I gave her my name, and while she might be playing dumb about some things, no one is that good of an actor. She didn’t recognize my name; she doesn’t know who I am, which I’m not sure if we should be grateful for or not. Right now, I’m inclined to think it’s a good thing since she might be more inclined to trust us. As long as we treat her respectfully like we would a Runai woman, we can win her trust and when it’s time to negotiate with her people, our treatment of her will be proof we want real peace. And when her clan agrees to peace and tells the others about how we dealt with her honorably, peace will spread.”

      Cyprian laughed so loudly it caused the men by the fire closest to them to startle and stare at them before Gavril narrowed his eyes and they went back to their dinner.

      “What is so funny to you?” Gavril snapped.

      “You. I see why my niece looks at you with stars in her eyes.” At the mention of Cyprian’s niece, Aimilia, Gavril tensed, but Cyprian continued on, “You think because you’re nice to her the demon will somehow adopt your notion of peace. Look at her. It’s been less than a day and she’s already shown her true colors. Her superiority and how she looks down at everything despite the fact that she’s the savage. She nearly strangled our healer to death. That is not a creature interested in peace.”

      “I’m sure she’s interested in saving her people’s lives,” Gavril snapped. “She might be a demon, but she’s still the heir to a clan. That has to count for something.”

      Cyprian rolled his eyes. “It’s your effort to waste. If you want to let her keep up the charade of not understanding us so you have to fumble your way through her language, trying to see if she’s worth more than leverage against her father and betrothed, be my guest. As long as when we get back to Areator you—”

      “I know what I need to do when we get back to Areator, Cyprian,” Gavril snapped, his hand drifting to his other pocket where two pieces of metal sat. Of course Cyprian hadn’t just mentioned Aimilia for no reason. The entire mission had been filled with not-so-subtle reminders about it.

      Gavril’s other hand brushed over his shoulder before he could stop himself. There was no illusion there. He hadn’t needed to cast an illusion for several days now that the bruise was gone. Still… it was habit. Making sure to maintain his illusions.

      He rolled his shoulders and dropped his hand. “Trust me, my father and mother made themselves clear on their expectations as well. Besides, if I wait any longer, Aimilia will break my arm again.”

      “Only if you make the mistake of agreeing to spar with her,” Cyprian said, shaking his head with a grin. He clapped Gavril on the shoulder, and the force of it made Gavril especially grateful the bruise he’d left Areator with was gone. “House Mitis couldn’t be more thrilled. Now let’s just get back to Areator with the Desero demon to make sure it happens.”

      Gavril just waved him off and made his way toward his tent. He had no interest in sitting around with the soldiers as they ate or finished up their tasks for the evening. His hand slid into the pocket with the metal pieces. He ran his thumb over the smooth metal.

      In his other pocket, he ran his thumb over the ridges of the gold lilies.

      As he passed by a group of men feeding the horses and rubbing them down, he heard one of them say, “—might be, but come on, you can’t say you wouldn’t. Even she-wolves still have soft fur. If the whole point is to ruin the alliance between the clans—”

      Gavril loudly cleared his throat and directed his gaze toward them. The soldier speaking blanched and bowed, nearly slamming his head into the horse’s hoof he was picking.

      He stammered, “—then we—If the mission is to prevent the alliance between the clans, then we should follow the commander’s orders and focus on getting back quickly.”

      One of the other soldiers snickered as Gavril kept glaring.

      Winning the Desero demon’s trust was going to be impossible if the soldiers didn’t shut their filthy mouths. Presuming the girl he had was actually the demon. If Hypatia understood more than she was letting on—he hoped she didn’t. And even if she didn’t understand a word, he didn’t want to hear it and he didn’t even want them thinking it.

      He saw the way some of the men had leered at her when he’d discovered two of his soldiers had disobeyed his orders and just left her lying on the ground in the mud. It was disgusting, and he wasn’t going to stand for it.

      The next incident he caught, he would have to make an example of them and put a stop to it for good.

      He said, “Precisely. You’ll finish your work faster and we’ll be back to Areator faster if you focus on it instead of running your mouth.”

      “Yes, commander!”

      Gavril didn’t spare them a second look as he continued on. He’d deal with them when he needed to, but his main focus needed to be on finishing the mission. That meant keeping Hypatia unharmed, winning her trust if possible so they could have peace instead of vengeance, making it back to Areator, getting married, and doing what was expected of him.

      He glanced across the camp toward the command tent. The two soldiers he’d assigned to it were still outside, and there’d been not a single disturbance from it since he’d left her in there. Good. Maybe there were men in this unit that weren’t worthless dregs scraped off the floor of the Academy.

      He needed to be certain he had the Desero demon. The way she acted fit. Her appearance fit. The scar fit. She couldn’t be anyone else.

      But if she was…

      If he’d failed to catch the Desero demon… could it even be fixed? If they’d somehow known about the ambush—which they couldn’t possibly have known about—then the Desero demon was likely long gone if she’d ever been anywhere near the ambush in the first place.

      And, if against all logic, he didn’t have the Desero demon… who did he have?

      And what was he going to do with her?

      Another reason he had to keep his little nagging doubt quiet for now. Just in case he was right. Because if anyone else thought she wasn’t valuable—the soldiers’ mouths were filthy enough when they knew they would never get away with being able to act on any of it. He didn’t want to think what would happen if they thought they could. And Cyprian would want her dead.

      And what if he was wrong and they did have the real Desero demon, but his little doubt led to either of those things happening and wrecking the fragile chance for peace they finally had after years of bloodshed?

      No. He had to stay quiet and figure this out for himself.

      As he fell into a fitful sleep in his tent, fingers tracing over the gold lilies, he couldn’t shake the terrible feeling he had.

    

  







            Chapter 7

          

          

        

    

    






MARCELLA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Marcella woke up next morning to Commander Gavril and the older commander coming into the tent. She sat up, struggling to see past her mess of curls that were ten times worse because of the lingering mud and sleeping on the ground.

      The older commander ignored her as he moved about the tent, gathering up some of the papers and scrolls while Commander Gavril headed right for her, carrying something in his hands. She shook her head, sending her curls out of her eyes to see he had a waterskin and what appeared to be standard issue dry ration cakes. He knelt in front of her and held them out to her.

      She didn’t take them.

      “Long day ahead. Eat. Drink.”

      She was tempted to just scratch her ears off so she didn’t have to hear him butchering her language with his horrid accent.

      When she still didn’t take them, she heard the older commander say something with a derisive scoff.

      Commander Gavril just looked past Marcella to glare at him, snapping something short before turning back to her. “—commander—doing.”

      She still didn’t take them.

      He sighed and then set the water skin down and broke a piece off one of the ration cakes and ate it. He then held it out to her. She reluctantly took it as he uncorked the water skin, took a sip and then held it out to her as well.

      “No poison. No drug.”

      She took a bite of the plain dry cake and sipped on the water.

      Commander Gavril grinned when she did and she almost spit it back at him, just to wipe the look off his face.

       But she was hungry and thirsty.

      So she had little choice if she wanted to stay alive as long as possible. However much longer that would be now.

      Once she’d eaten the rations and finished the waterskin, Commander Gavril reached into his pocket, and for a moment she thought he might try to give her the set of lily pins and clasps back as reward for her ‘good behavior,’ and in that split second she resolved to spit in his face—but the clasps he pulled out were plain and practical.

      He held them out to her. “Stronger. Better than knot. For riding.”

      Marcella didn’t really want to have to worry about her knots coming loose and exposing her in her undergarments to all of the Inimicus. The commander had been humiliating enough even if he’d been trying to heal her. She snatched them out of his hand and set about undoing her knots to replace them with the clasps.

      Once she had, he pushed himself to his feet, held his hand out to her, and said, “Ready?”

      Did she have a choice?

      Before she could continue to sit there as still as a statue, the older commander grabbed her by the arm and hauled her up, practically throwing her at Commander Gavril. The blond commander caught her and said, “Pardon his manners. He—” he paused before his eyes lit up and he said, “Punctual.”

      Did he really think he was so clever fumbling around in her language?

      Not that Marcella was any better in his, but at least she wasn’t pleased with herself for what little she did know.

      Regardless, Marcella was ushered out of the command tent in the early dawn to see that the rest of the camp had been almost completely torn down. They’d left the command tent, and her, for last. Half of the Inimicus seemed to already be ready to ride, sitting on their horses.

      She spotted the heretic sitting on a horse as far away from her and the commander as possible. The two Inimicus that had been her guards the previous day weren’t mounted, and she saw them doing some of the more strenuous work.

      She didn’t have long to look as Commander Gavril led her over to his horse, the same one as the day before, a giant brute of a creature. She was being thrown up onto it before she could even think to protest—no matter how futile.

      Commander Gavril swung up behind her, his arms sliding around her again to reach the reins like they had the day before, and he turned his horse, tapping his heels against its sides and pulling to the front of the group.

      He gave a few orders in his own language, and Marcella really needed to learn it. If they thought she didn’t know it, they’d keep saying important things in front of her that she could use. Besides, she didn’t want an Inimicus commander to understand more of her language.

      But as Commander Gavril and his group set off, she wasn’t going to get the chance. No one spoke in the early morning as they rode hard and fast.

      Marcella didn’t have much opportunity to try to focus on piecing together their language, but she did get a count of the number of Inimicus she was dealing with.

      Thirty plus the two commanders.

      Not great odds.

      For Marcella. If they’d really expected to succeed in getting Hypatia, they should have brought fifty.

      Marcella finished her count in the first hour of riding, so when they slowed later to keep from riding their horses into the ground, and she no longer had to clutch the saddle to stay on, she clasped her hands together and decided to spend her time more productively.

      She leaned forward, and when she did, Commander Gavril’s grip on her tightened, but she wasn’t in danger of falling off. She just kept her head lowered as she held her hands and prayed to Asentai that she might show her daughter grace and a way to escape.

      Or… if she was to go to Asentai’s embrace sooner, that she not be turned into a sick Inimicus experiment on the way.

      Her lips moved as she silently prayed for hour upon hour as they rode through the forest toward the Inimicus borders and out of clan territory.

      She was so focused on her prayers that she didn’t notice until a hand was shaking her shoulder that they’d come to a stop at noon. She jerked upright and looked around to see the men dismounting and pausing to water and rest their horses for a few minutes as well as take care of their own basic necessities.

      She looked over her shoulder at Commander Gavril. He had a furrow to his brow as he stared at her. “What—” Whatever word he seemed to be looking for, he didn’t find, so instead he just gestured to her hands, still clasped.

      She stared at him silently, practically daring him to keep trying for the word he was looking for. Of course he didn’t know the word for prayer.

      The Inimicus claimed a faith they never practiced. If they did, they’d be burning their heretics and their sick operating tables. They wouldn’t know what being devout looked like even if they were smacked in the face with it.

      He just shook his head and moved to dismount. Before she could even try to get down herself, he had his hands on her waist and was pulling her down. His palm pressed against the scar beneath her peplos, and she disliked how he’d somehow managed to find it without sight. He didn’t hand her off to someone else, but instead took it upon himself to give her more food and water and ensured she could take care of her other necessities with just enough privacy while not giving her the chance to run off.

      She saw his hands move and when she couldn’t see the obvious effect of whatever he’d done, she could only assume it was some kind of illusion disguising some measure to keep her from running off. Once he was gone and she was left alone, she stretched a hand out and was met with an invisible wall. She ripped her hand back. So she wouldn’t be escaping this way.

      Once the break was over, she was thrown back on top of his horse and they set off again for the afternoon. Marcella tried to keep her eyes out for anything she might be able to use as a landmark to help her make her way back to Desero’s lands if she did escape, but the forest just flew by. So she returned to her prayers.

      The sun hung low in the sky, close to beginning to fully set when they reached a camp being set up by the Inimicus that had rode ahead that morning. This time, when Commander Gavril pulled her down, he led her over to a log beside the firepit some of his men were setting up. He sat her down on it and said, “Stay? No trouble.”

      Her Desero blood told her she ought to give him as much trouble as she could, but the soldier in her told her if she stayed put and quiet she could observe much better from there than anywhere else.

      So she gave him a short nod and resisted the urge to lash out when it earned her a small smile from him.

      She hated doing anything to make him happy, but she was short on time and needed options. If she didn’t escape before they made it to the Inimicus capital, there was going to be no escape, whether they believed she was Hypatia or not.

      If she even had that long.

      As they finished setting up their camp, Marcella studied the layout. At first glance, it did appear to be similar to the one they’d had the night before. But without the larger tents. The sun peeking out between the gray clouds and forest was painting everything in a warm golden glow when another group of Inimicus arrived with the older commander. A rear guard.

      With a group riding ahead and a group riding behind, her best chance of escape was definitely going to be at night where they were all in one location and wouldn’t have the chance to scoop her up again.

      She watched them set the trunk the Heart was in on the ground. Commander Gavril walked up to the two Inimicus dealing with it. It was hard with all the voices talking to each other and over each other as they set up camp, but she focused on the one that was most familiar to her and did her best to translate in her head.

      “—understand why—with—clan—” Commander Gavril said.

      One of the Inimicus opened the trunk, and Marcella sat up straighter, trying to peek at the glow of the Heart from the corner of her eye.

      If she was blessed enough to escape, she needed to escape with the Heart. Maybe that was why she was there. So she could rescue the Heart from Inimicus and herself and deliver it to the High Priest.

      An act like that would be a clear sign of favor from Asentai and the only way Marcella could earn any higher standing in her clan other than through marriage.

      Commander Gavril peered into the trunk at it while one of the Inimicus said something so quickly Marcella couldn’t catch a single word. But from what she had gathered from the commander’s few words, they didn’t seem to know what the golden crystal’s value was. 

      Commander Gavril looked up and over his shoulder back at her, and Marcella hoped she’d looked away in time for him not to notice she’d been watching him. Instead, she pretended she was looking at the canopy above.

      “—someone here—would know—not—enough to study—a rock—vitae—single rune—”

      Marcella either couldn’t make out his other words clearly or just didn’t know what they meant as she kept pretending like she was looking at the forest while she studied the guards patrolling the perimeter. She could feel the commander’s eyes on her.

      Rock. They thought it was just a rock. Well, a strange rock that had vitae in it.

      Actually… that was good. They had no idea what they had so they wouldn’t realize its significance. They had no idea they did have something that was even more valuable than Hypatia herself.

      That would help Marcella in escaping with it.

      He moved out of earshot and she spotted him speaking with the older commander, so instead she focused on the voice closest to her and tried to piece together a few more words. After a while, she felt semi-confident that she now knew the words for fire, water, and tent. There was another word she heard them mutter often, usually when they were looking at her. But they weren’t just calling her Sordes or demon… it was… sordidus lupa.

      It sounded like an insult.

      The Inimicus that had tried capturing her first said it most often. He also often laughed when he said it.

      She could see him gesture to her, where her wounds had been on her side and her ankle, then her mud-stained peplos as he spoke to the other Inimicus he was setting a tent up with. He made a gesture with his hand Marcella didn’t really understand and then laughed again.

      “—sordidus lupa—healer—commander—command tent? And then—morning perfectly—obedient—all day?—fall over themselves—blame him—I would, but just because she’s a lupa—healed—too soft.”

      Marcella was too busy focusing on translating the words she did know that she didn’t realize she wasn’t the only one who overheard what he said until a voice ripped through the air.

      Commander Gavril’s.
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      She startled, jumping back on the log she was sitting on when Commander Gavril appeared out of nowhere, grabbing the Inimicus by the shoulder and ripping him away from his task. The man’s eyes widened as his face went whiter than marble while the commander’s darkened and he snapped at him in a dark, guttural tone.

      Marcella only caught one word.

      “—saying—”

      The man sputtered as he stumbled while the commander jostled him.

      “Your—commander—just—didn’t mean—”

      “—you think—didn’t mean—disrespect—commanding—undermine—didn’t mean—” Commander Gavril backed him toward the center of camp as all the men stopped what they were doing and watched. With each word the commander’s voice rose and his face turned redder in his fury. “—following my orders—leave—clan territory—drag every scrap—missing—end your—way you spoke—prefer—orders—you think is too soft?”

      The man raised his hands defensively and continued to sputter, “No—course not—meant no disrespect—”

      At that, Commander Gavril gave him a cold smile. “Good—you’ll have no—it.”

      The man continued babbling. “—have my deepest—commander—won’t happen—”

      But the commander shook his head, and Marcella jumped again when he threw the Inimicus at her feet, standing to the side of him, barking again in his tongue. “No. Not to—to the—”

      The man landed on his hands and looked up at her. “—demon—to Desero demon?”

      She stayed perfectly still, not entirely sure what was going on. Was this another scheme to try to make her trust the commander?

      The fragments of their conversation she had really didn’t help her one way or another.

      Commander Gavril also looked at her, and she did not like the sharpness in his gaze. Like he was looking right through her. Like he knew something about her she didn’t.

      Or something she didn’t want him to know.

      “—demon—we—prove—respect—anyway.” Commander Gavril did not break her gaze as he spoke even though he wasn’t talking to her.

      The man said something, practically choking each word out, and Marcella couldn’t make sense of any of them.

      Commander Gavril rolled his eyes and said something. “—her—soldier.”

      The man looked up at Commander Gavril and sputtered again. “—don’t know—”

      “—after me.” After he said that, the commander stood up straighter, and to her surprise, switched to her tongue. “I am sorry. I ask your forgiveness.”

      Marcella wasn’t entirely sure what he was apologizing for—other than maybe having kidnapped her in general, but if he was actually sorry for that, he’d just let her go. Considering he called her a demon and thought she’d committed some crime worth death, also unlikely, but then she realized he still wasn’t speaking to her.

      The man kneeling in front of her choked on her language, butchering it worse than the commander, but it sounded similar enough she got the gist. “Sorry. Your forgiveness.”

       The only reason the commander would be doing this would be to make a big show of it to try to make her think she could trust him. That he was a good man and the only one she could trust in the camp.

      She wasn’t stupid.

      But she wasn’t going to let him know she was onto him.

      She looked up at Commander Gavril and said, “For what?”

      He startled slightly and blinked down at her as the man looked between the two of them. That sharpness returned and her heart stuttered. Why did he keep looking at her like that?

      Then it was gone.

      He spoke slowly, brow furrowing as he fumbled through the words. “He… insulted. You… are here. Despite past, still treat with respect.”

      That only confirmed her suspicions. He thought this little display would make her think she was safe with him and lower her guard and loosen her tongue.

      “Then I accept both apologies.”

      Commander Gavril’s mouth opened for a moment before he looked to the side and she caught the glimpse of a smile before he killed it. However, light in his eyes lingered as he turned back to her. Instead of attempting to correct her, he just inclined his head with that same calculating look from before and said, “Thank you, Hypatia.”

      She didn’t like the way he lingered over Hypatia’s name and his eyes seemed to narrow as he said it. She kept her expression neutral, giving nothing away. If he thought just having the basic human decency to start calling her by a proper name instead of ‘demon’ was going to get him any credit with her, she took back any thought of him being intelligent.

      The man started to get up, his face tinged in pink, his gaze dark and stormy, and completely unapologetic despite his previous words. The man started to brush himself off and walk away, but Commander Gavril caught him by the shoulder. The second the commander pulled his gaze away from Marcella, the mirth that had lingered even in his calculating look vanished and he was as cold and dark as the Abyss as he faced the soldier. Commander Gavril threw him back to the ground so hard there was a thud and a grunt of pain.

      Marcella startled again as the commander’s fingers flew through the air. A rune lit up and then Commander Gavril bent down, pushing the rune forward and pressing his hands against the man’s neck, burning the runes into his skin.

      Marcella couldn’t stop her own gasp as she scrambled back on the log as far as she could.

      The man coughed and choked, reaching for his neck as Gavril stood back up, darker than the storm clouds that were encroaching in the sky above as he looked over the men. He gestured to Marcella and then the man choking on air.

      “—my orders clear—don’t care—demon—treat—same respect—speak—being respectful—not speak—at all—disrespect her—not going to be speaking—back to—returned to her people—single scratch—telling them of how—treated by us—despite—Is that clear?”

      There was some muttering that Marcella thought might be assent, but wasn’t sure. She felt like she sort of understood what the commander was saying, but couldn’t be completely certain.

      And if what she did understand was correct, he was the biggest hypocrite she’d ever met. Calling her a demon but getting onto his men for insulting her? So it was only alright for him to do it?

      The commander narrowed his eyes at the men and barked again, “—said, is that clear?”

      “Yes, commander!” the men called back much more vocally this time.

      Commander Gavril nodded and then waved his hand, dismissing them all. The man with the runes marking his neck ran off the fastest. Once the men were back to their tasks, Gavril let out the smallest of sighs and his shoulders dropped.

      Marcella was the only one looking at him now, and there was a split second where his expression shifted. The bags under his eyes were deeper and a weight seemed to be pressing on his shoulders… He looked desperately tired.

      Then it was gone as he turned to her and, to her surprise, took a seat on the log beside her. He didn’t crowd her, but she didn’t know why he would want to sit next to her.

      Oh. Right. He thought she had bought his little display, and wanted to take advantage of the gratitude he expected her to be feeling for him attempting to defend her honor to pry information out of her.

      “Your people…” Commander Gavril spoke in her tongue. He tilted his head, and the sharp look she was beginning to worry about returned. “Trouble like that?”

      It made sense, as a commander, trying to bond with a princess by talking about the pressures of leadership. Get her to think they were similar. Too bad for him they had nothing in common. All Marcella knew were the orders her clan gave her.

      But the more she spoke, the quicker they’d realize she didn’t fit.

      So she stayed silent.

      He glanced over her peplos. She had no idea what had happened to her himation that the heretic had taken. Her arms were bare after her shoulder where her peplos was clasped, and she could feel the wind of an approaching storm slip through the hole in the side of her peplos. She sat as straight as she could and refused to give into the shiver that the encroaching chill of night tried to force on her.

      “Cold?”

      “No.”

      She could tell he didn’t believe her.

      She didn’t care.

      His eyes dragged over her side, tracing where the scar was hidden beneath the fabric and he said, “Hunger?”

      She resisted the urge to correct him on the wrong form of the word. Let him keep butchering her language if it meant he didn’t get any better at it.

      Her people were having a hard enough time fighting the Inimicus without their commanders being fluent in their tongue. That was the entire reason Hypatia had been getting married. Clan Desero was entering an alliance with Clan Montis to have a hope of beating the Inimicus together, and if their union rallied the other clans behind them, they could truly win.

      Still, not an easy feat to achieve. It had been hard enough for Desero and Montis to come to an alliance. To convince the other clans to put aside their differences and create an army that could rival the Inimicus… that would be a real miracle from Asentai herself.

      He muttered something in his tongue. “Contumax puella.”

      She didn’t know what it meant, but if he was insulting her right after he made a huge fake show over someone else insulting her, she was going to have doubts about the actual quality of the Inimicus commanders. Maybe her people did stand a chance against them.

      He pushed himself up off the log and moved away into the camp.

      Marcella breathed easier and focused on her observations once more. With the night encroaching fast, she needed to catalogue information now before she couldn’t see how many men watched the borders of the camp.

      They didn’t set up a command tent this time. It seemed they were keeping to the bare minimum, especially with a storm that seemed like it was going to break overhead at any moment.

      The Inimicus cast a few light runes and started fires throughout the camp to replace the missing sunlight and the moon hidden behind the clouds. When the men broke out their rations, Commander Gavril started across the camp toward her again. She stayed perfectly still as he sat beside her again, a waterskin in one hand and rations in the other. He held them out like he had that morning.

      She eyed them skeptically.

      He let out a huff and broke a piece off the dry cake and ate it before holding it out to her again. She took it that time, and he repeated the process with the waterskin and then she took it. As she took a bite of the cake, he shook his head with a slight smile, the rune a soldier had set a few minutes before lighting him in a soft golden glow.

      “Know… I’m Runai.” He held his hands out flat, the danger they posed to her ever clear especially after seeing him use his Inimicus magic on his own man. “Why drug when I have magic?”

      “You’re Inimicus,” Marcella said as she reached for the waterskin and took a sip. That was all the reason she needed.

      “Inimicus…” Commander Gavril tilted his head as if he were physically rolling the word around. “Word for my people, yes?”

      Marcella kicked herself for replying at all.

      When she didn’t respond again, he nodded. He took a bite of his own ration and Marcella wasn’t going to complain at the silence as they ate, but… she didn’t understand why he was sitting with her. She hadn’t had a guard physically beside her earlier, but she was in the center of camp with eyes on her at all times, so why did he now feel the need to keep watch on her?

      Was it just because it was dark?

      “Side better? No issues?”

      Like he cared.

      When she didn’t respond to that, he frowned and continued, “Scar. Burn did not bother? Healers not take care?”

      He might as well have dumped a pitcher of water over her again. She forced herself to let out a normal, even breath despite the urge to hold it. She kept her eyes on the rations in her hands and watched him out of the corner of her eye. That sharp look was there, almost always there when he looked at her. Why was he asking about her scar?

      Did he… suspect something even though he’d seen it for himself?

      Would not responding deepen his suspicious? Why hadn’t Hypatia told her more about the scar?

      “Better a scar than to let a heretic lay a hand on me.”

      There. That shouldn’t raise any suspicion.

      “Heretic?” The searching edge in his eyes faded as he repeated the word slowly. “Not—word is healer, yes? Heretic not—right?”

      There. If there was any suspicion before, now he was too confused to continue considering it. Perfect.

      She stayed silent. It would be smarter to let him struggle over that than provide any kind of answer. Keep his focus on his confusion and not her.

      “Riding. Today.” He started again, his eyes falling to her hands holding the last bite of her ration. “You—no magic, so what were you doing with your hands?”

      Maybe they weren’t as confident in their abhorrent cuffs as they seemed.

      Marcella ate the last piece and took another sip of water, and she didn’t respond.

      He let out a long sigh and pushed himself up once again now that they were both finished. But instead of walking off, he held his hand out to her. She narrowed her eyes at it.

      He rolled his eyes and said, “Rest.” He then pointed at the clouds overhead. “Storm.”

      Marcella supposed she didn’t have much of a choice. Getting drenched wasn’t a particularly appealing option to her.

      She reached out and took his hand with one of hers, letting him pull her to her feet, and he started leading her through the camp and to one of the tents. The second they started walking, every eye in the camp was on them, but there were no whispers. The commander still shot a fierce glare at the men regardless. When they reached an empty tent, he lifted the flap for her, and she started to crawl inside. Once she’d ducked inside, she saw a bed roll and a blanket. Commander Gavril crouched at the entrance and looked inside at her.

      Her muscles tensed, but he made no other move, staying outside the small tent. The light runes were fainter, but there was just enough glow highlighting his features for her to see.

      “Hypatia…”

      Marcella made sure she shifted and appeared more attentive at the name. His eyes traced all over her, and there was a slight nod.

      He spoke softly, taking more care with the words in his sharp accent, “Believe or not, promise, no harm to you on my watch. What I want most… peace.”

      He lowered the tent flap, and she was left in the darkness of the tent.

      Marcella immediately sank to the ground, clutching her chest and feeling her racing heart. Marcella thanked Asentai silently. She was being paranoid. He’d seen the scar for himself. He was convinced she was Hypatia. He had to be. Otherwise, she would be dead.

      Still… she needed to escape before he got anywhere close to not being convinced.

      He was right about one thing.

      She didn’t believe him for a second.
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      The next morning, Marcella woke up on her own. She decided to at least see if she could peek out of her tent to observe the early morning camp routine and hopefully catalogue more information to decide whether her best chance of escape would be in the night or early morning.

      But before she could even attempt to locate the Inimicus patrolling the camp, the first thing she saw when she lifted the tent flap with her manacled hands was the figure sleeping on the ground. He was only half sheltered under the canvas protecting her tent.

      Commander Gavril.

      He had… slept in front of her tent… in the rain no less… all night?

      She supposed that was one way to ensure she didn’t escape. Now she knew she had to account for this in her plans.

      The slight rustling sound of her just lifting the flap had him turning from his side to his back and blinking his eyes open in the early dawn.

      Apparently Asentai’s blessing was not on her that morning.

      Her blessing also hadn’t been on the commander the night before as his clothes and hair were obviously damp and sticking to him, showing he’d been rained on despite huddling under the tiny section of canvas that extended past her tent.

      Maybe the Inimicus weren’t as superior and advanced as they espoused if they didn’t even have a rune that could provide shelter in the rain.

      He blinked at her, his green eyes hazy for just a moment, and he muttered something, “Pulchra…”

      That was a new one, like what he’d called her last night. Likely swearing at her for waking him up in a way that wouldn’t damage the trust he thought he was building with her as he tried to pry her for information.

      He shook his head, blinked and his gaze on her cleared as he sat up slightly and coughed. He switched to her tongue and said, “Wake early, Hypatia?”

      Marcella had resolved to give him nothing. She simply wasn’t going to say anything so she didn’t so much as give him a word of her language he didn’t know.

      She pulled her manacled hands back and let the tent flap fall. His laugh from the other side only infuriated her further.

      It wasn’t long before the flap the tent was lifted from the outside and the commander was gesturing for her to come out. She reluctantly did so to see the camp being broken down again and the Inimicus loading back up for another day of riding.

      The older commander whose name she still didn’t know—Gavril’s was the only one she did—passed by, shaking his head at Gavril. The younger commander paid him no mind. Their dynamic was interesting. She would have thought the older commander would be the one in charge of this mission, but it seemed like Gavril was and he was just there assisting Gavril as opposed to the other way around.

      Why would they give such an important mission to a clearly younger and less-experienced commander instead of giving it to the older, more experienced commander and having the younger one as his second?

      She had plenty of time to mull it over after Commander Gavril once again practically threw her onto his horse instead of handing the responsibility of her off to someone else. She thought it over as the forest kept flying by. Maybe he was some kind of prodigy?

      But even so, that didn’t explain why he would be the commander on a mission of such importance. He’d been sent to capture Hypatia. A demon, as they called her. If they knew anything about Hypatia, then they would know they could only afford to send their best. Why risk putting the mission in an untested prodigy’s hands instead of just having him as the second if he was truly that skilled?

      There was also a distance between him and the other men. Of course, he was their commanding officer, so that made sense. But he ordered them about so easily for someone who seemed to be younger than most of the men under his command.

      Was that something they taught all their commanders?

      He commanded them so easily, with no hesitation, at least in the displays she had seen, leaving no room for argument.

      The man who had the runes placed on his neck, silencing him, had been placed in the advance group that rode ahead. The brief moment she’d seen him that morning, everyone had given him a wide berth and when they did so, they glanced around to see if Commander Gavril saw it.

      She spotted the older commander being less formal and having more casual conversations and laughing with the men in a way she didn’t see with Commander Gavril. There just… was an air that seemed to follow him and control every interaction he had with the other Inimicus. It reminded her of the way Hypatia had interacted with the rest of the clan.

      It wasn’t necessarily rude or demeaning, just stiff and the rest of them were hyperaware of Hypatia’s standing and influence and power that followed her commands as the future leader of their clan.

      Maybe he was from some particularly influential Inimicus family. They had their own groups called Houses, if she was remembering her lessons accurately. She rarely did though, so she couldn’t be certain.

      The days that followed held the same routine. In the mornings, they would ride hard, at noon there would be a short break, then afternoons they would continue until they reached the camp the advanced group had already begun setting up. Commander Gavril was always the one who made her ride with him and then he would pull her off his horse, find a spot in the center of the camp where someone would always have an eye on her, and sit her down while he dealt with the practical matters of the camp until they were set for the night. Then he would bring her rations and sit beside her as they ate.

      She supposed that was when he did his real work.

      The second night after he sat beside her and they went through the ritual of him eating and drinking first to prove it wasn’t drugged, he said in her tongue, “Your promised… was he…”

      He gestured with his hand for a moment and Marcella eyed him. What he could possibly be trying to get at and why?

      She didn’t really know what Hypatia had felt about the engagement to Konstantin of Montis. It hadn’t mattered. He was the heir to his clan, but everyone knew his father’s health was declining so Konstantin and his cousin were making most of the decisions and doing the work. The marriage alliance had been his idea. Other than that, the few occasions Marcella had caught glimpses of Konstantin while visiting Desero’s estate arranging the details, he was a quiet, diligent young man. He had the strange way of somehow always looking alone despite being surrounded by his own people.

      Marcella imagined she was only able to recognize it because it was so familiar to her.

      Frankly? Hypatia was going to eat him alive.

      “The arrangement…” he tried again. “Happy or…” He held up his hand and rubbed his fingers together like one would coins.

      Marcella wanted to laugh, but bit her tongue until the urge faded.

      His eyes darted to the trunk carrying the Heart when he spoke. He was so transparent, trying to figure out what it was and why it had been with her.

      And what an idiot. Like she was just going to divulge to him they were carrying a holy relic—the holiest of relics—with them.

      Marcella stayed silent.

      “Keep up and your voice will—” He made a gesture with his hand, waving up and up into the sky.

      She just broke off another piece and put it into her mouth.

      He shook his head and muttered again, “Contumax puella.”

      And then every night he would escort her to a tent where he slept outside so that if she tried to exit it, she couldn’t without waking him up.

      The third night at dinner, he said, “Pardon my speech, Hypatia. Don’t have… chance to practice often.”

      Well, he wasn’t going to be practicing with her. Especially if he was going to keep putting an emphasis on Hypatia’s name that made Marcella nauseous and kept her up at night praying to Asentai for a miracle.

      When she still didn’t respond, he studied her all over again.

      And he kept studying her. She could feel his eyes on her often in the camp, and she made sure to hide her own studying as if she was just idly observing and the things she was seeing couldn’t possibly register in her head because there was nothing between her ears to catch it.

      He was though. She would catch him every so often in the morning and at night jotting things down into a little notebook he seemed to hide away from everyone else as best he could.

      She didn’t like that. She really didn’t like that.

      On the fourth night, she was, as usual, ignoring him after he proved the food and water weren’t drugged, but this time he was staring at her hair specifically. She hadn’t had the chance to look at her reflection, but she could feel the toll the mud and time on the road had taken on it, especially since she didn’t have anything to pull it back with. She didn’t need his judgement.

      But then he cleared his throat, and she cursed herself for instinctively looking up at him. He was eyeing her with that calculating look, and her heart leapt into her throat. Had he been saying Hypatia’s name and she hadn’t heard it?

      Was he starting to get suspicious again?

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the set of lily pins and clasps, and she also failed to stop the sharp breath she took at seeing them. She’d started to think he’d lost them and hadn’t wanted to admit it.

      He held them flat in the palm of his hand for a moment and just stared at her face as she looked at them with wide eyes. He most certainly had no idea what this gesture meant to her people. When he’d taken them from her, he’d had no idea what they were even for. Still… it was a sight Marcella hadn’t been prepared for even if it meant nothing.

      He closed his hand around them and then held them up, showing the lily between his fingers, and asked, “Upset greatly when taken. Why? Meaning?”

      Marcella picked up the waterskin again and drank.

      Commander Gavril made a short, frustrated grunt in the back of his throat. “Gift? From promised?”

      The words fell out of her mouth with a snort before she could stop them, “Of a sort.”

      Gavril lit up like an Inimicus light rune. He immediately shifted closer and said, “Event?”

      She blinked at him. What?

      He frowned. “Reason?”

      Oh. He was asking for the occasion.

      “Why does it matter?” Marcella snapped, dropping the waterskin to the ground and wrapping her arms around herself. The last thing she was going to do was tell him what they meant. The only comfort she had about the whole ordeal was the fact that he had no idea how humiliating and inappropriate it was that he took them.

      “Matters to you.”

      He held them out again, right in front of her face. “Promised, if behave. Keeping promise. Here.”

      It was too late. He’d already taken them, and even though he didn’t know the meaning of his action, Marcella did. No one would ever have to know, but Marcella would know. Offering them in any capacity was a proposal. Accepting them in any capacity was becoming engaged.

      Marcella turned her nose up the way she’d seen Hypatia do when she had the opportunity to correct her tutors on the subject they were supposed to be teaching her. “Keep them. They’re worth nothing to me now that you’ve sullied them with your touch.”

      Gavril pulled his hand back, looked down at the lilies, then back at her—well, his eyes narrowed in on her side. His eyes traced the scar hidden beneath her peplos; somehow he remembered the precise placement of beneath the fabric. The way he studied her now made her feel more exposed than when her peplos had been half undone and he’d been running his thumb over the skin.

      He couldn’t know. He had no way of knowing she wasn’t Hypatia.

      If he thought she wasn’t Hypatia, she was dead.

      She held her breath and waited. She waited for him to stand up and reveal it. For them to gather around her and decide the fate of someone who wouldn’t be missed.

      But he just slid the lilies back into his pocket. Then he gestured to the clasps of his own chiton and grinned. “See if you say the same tomorrow when they adorn me.”

      Marcella wasn’t able to stop her snort—more relief thana anything else—even as she clasped her hand over her mouth and killed her laugh. Gavril still preened at the noise.

      “So you do laugh. Not just mock.”

      She scowled at him the rest of the night.

      Still, she thanked Asentai he believed she was Hypatia.

      The next morning, he did not in fact wear the lily clasps. The fifth night, he revisited the topic of the Heart.

      “The—” he made a gesture about the size of the Heart. “Rock. Clan valuable?”

      He meant heirloom.

      Marcella gave him nothing.

      Sixth night, he returned to the subject of her arranged marriage—Hypatia’s arranged marriage.

      “Your promised… know him?” He blinked and shook his head. “Did you meet him before promise?”

      Hypatia had. Marcella hadn’t. She’d only see Konstantin from a distance and heard all the gossip from her fellow clansmen. Well, Hypatia had talked about it once to Marcella—unfortunately Marcella remembered none of it. Or rather, thankfully she’d blocked it out. She’d just woken up with the scar.

      And Hypatia telling her she wasn’t going to survive two seconds as an Inimicus captive if she didn’t toughen up.

      Konstantin must be a special kind of man to still marry Hypatia even after meeting her.

      “What does it matter?” Marcella snapped. “You’ll meet him for yourself if he comes for me.”

      That seemed like something Hypatia would say. Impersonating a woman whom Marcella had always thought was more a force of nature than human wasn’t easy.

      And frankly, Hypatia was. She was a seer.

      Their blessing from Asentai made them almost a little more than human. Not even Eustathios had ever really seemed to understand his daughter.

      Gavril just eyed her all over again. “Curious. Simply. Days are long. You are quiet. Trying to find something you will speak of.”

      Trying to find something he could get her to spill Desero secrets about, more like. Or expose herself as a fraud.

      He was an illusionist. Even though he made for a very charming illusion, she wasn’t falling for it.

      The next day, as she sat in her spot in the center of the camp, solidifying her escape plan, and now on the lookout for the opportunity, she spotted Commander Gavril and the older commander arguing.

      She figured it wasn’t vanity to assume they were arguing about her.

      “—time—” was the only word she caught from Gavril.

      “—of time—talk worse—you explain that to—” were the words she understood from the older commander.

      Then she spotted the silenced Inimicus staring at her—well, outright glaring at her.

      She’d noticed over the last few days him glaring at her when Commander Gavril wasn’t around. He glared at Commander Gavril when he thought he could get away with it too.

      If she didn’t trust Gavril, she trusted the silenced mage even less. Staged or not.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Commander Gavril’s suspicion and attempts to wrest information out of her. Their ignorance of the Heart. The silenced Inimicus’ glaring.

      When her opportunity arose, she was going to take it.

      That was… until the eighth night. When Gavril passed her the waterskin he spoke slower than he had been in a voice that was barely audible despite the fact that she was the only one who knew the language. “You’re not Hypatia, are you?”
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      Marcella choked on the water, dropping the skin as her eyes widened. He’d figured it out. Or word had reached them about Hypatia arriving at the temple.

      No. It was still too soon for that. But somehow the commander had figured it out despite her silence. Attempts to stay silent, at least, in the face of his incessant badgering.

      He’d figured it out despite the fact that she’d obeyed and received a real, identical scar to Hypatia’s.

      He reached over and hit her back as she coughed and choked—not hard enough to bruise as she doubled forward. Everyone in the camp was looking at them. Commander Gavril just looked up and said something in his tongue.

      “—how to use—water—”

      A few of the men chuckled and went back to their own meals.

      As she cleared her lungs of the water that had gone down the wrong way, Gavril’s hand came to a stop, resting on her back. His thumb brushed over the scar Hypatia had given her. He leaned in and spoke in her language, “That’s what I thought.”

      She opened her mouth but her denial of the truth in a desperate attempt to save her life—and if not her life then at least from being handed over to their heretic for experimentation—never left her as Gavril stood up and walked away.

      He was grinning.

      She was dead in the morning.

      If she was lucky.

      She sat there in the center of the camp, the fire flickering beside her, her heart racing even faster than it.

      So… with nothing she could do, she pulled her legs in, clasped her hands together, and she prayed.

      She prayed for a miracle.

      She bowed her head until she could feel the cool metal of the cuffs and the etchings of the runes against her cheeks, limiting her magic and keeping her helpless as a Solitus babe.

      When a hand brushed her shoulder, startling her out of her plea to Asentai, she looked up to see Commander Gavril kneeling beside her, his brow furrowed. She reached up and was surprised to find tear tracks on her own face. She quickly wiped them away.

      Whatever it was, she was going to face it with grace.

      Well… if they handed her over to their heretic, she may not have enough grace for that.

      Gavril quickly took her by the arm and started hauling her through the camp. They weren’t even going to wait ten minutes before they let their heretic rip her apart now that they knew no one was expecting her to be returned whole.

      Or returned at all.

      Her knees buckled at the thought, but she did her best to keep walking. However, she could see Gavril noticed as he took on more of her weight.

      But… instead of taking her to their heretic’s tent, he… took her to hers. Like he had every other night.

      When they came to a stop, her heart slowed a little… Maybe…

      He gestured to the tent and said in her tongue, “Long day ahead. Rest.”

      Maybe he was just doing this so she wouldn’t fight. So she’d lower her guard and wouldn’t have the chance to attack their heretic. Or maybe it meant she was going to get a quick death in the morning and he was just giving her one last night.

      That still seemed too kind for an Inimicus.

      She crawled into the tent. But she didn’t sleep.

      She had nothing left to lose.

      So she prayed and waited and when hours had passed and she was certain he had to be asleep, she very carefully lifted the flap of the tent.

      Only to be greeted by bright green eyes shining in the moonlight and a familiar voice as he rolled over to face her. “Rest, contumax puella.”

      Marcella huffed.

      She wasn’t getting past him at night.

      Still, as long as she was breathing a miracle might occur.

      The next morning she watched for an opportunity but Gavril, as usual, didn’t let her have a moment alone enough that she could escape. Then she was thrown back onto his horse like every other day.

      Like she was still a hostage worth a commander’s attention.

      They started riding, but not as hard as they had every other day. Slow enough that she could hear him when he leaned in, his breath brushing her ear as he spoke in his horrid accent.

      “Hard to know inside your head. Meant my promise. Haven’t told anyone.”

      This could be a scheme. Yet another thing that was supposed to endear him to her and make her believe she could trust him.

      Maybe he hadn’t killed her or handed her over because he thought she still had useful information he could get out of her.

      So she stayed silent. She would take the little information she did have about Clan Desero to her grave.

      Or an Inimicus’ heretic’s operating table.

      That night when they stopped, instead of setting her in the center of the camp, he barked orders as he walked her to where the tent she’d been staying in was already set up. He didn’t shove her in it, but she also didn’t really have a say whether or not to go in it.

      She scrambled back to the edge of the fabric as Gavril sat down with the flap draped over his back, but technically he was sitting on the ground outside.

      “Talk to me now?”

      The man didn’t know how to let something go, did he?

      “I have nothing to say.”

      Gavril sighed and muttered, “Contumax puella.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and at the insult yet again that she still hadn’t figured out, something snapped. “You’re going to do what you want to me even if I give you clan secrets, so just go ahead and do it.”

      He blinked at her for a moment then said slowly, “Secrets… not option? Then speak?”

      Marcella scoffed. “What could you possibly ask me that doesn’t have me giving you valuable information you can use against my people?”

      He clasped his hands together the way she did when she prayed and he held them out. “This. What is this? Why do you do it so often?”

      That’s what he cared about?

      Marcella couldn’t help her slightly delirious laugh. “I’m praying, you heathen!”

      “Praying? Heathen?” He sounded out the words slowly. Then he said, “Heathen like savage? The Elemens?”

      For a people who acted so superior they were clueless.

      “At least the Elemens pray to their lesser gods, even if not Asentai as they should.”

      “Pray? What—” He clasped his hands again. “I do not know the equivalent of this word.”

      Marcella paused. For a moment she wondered if he was making fun of her, but there was a genuine confusion in his eyes. Real curiosity.

      Not that sharp searching, calculating gaze from before.

      “Uh… it’s when you… speak to or… petition the goddess. Or god in some of the Elemens’ case,” Marcella said.

      Gavril nodded, seeming to take the information in. He then said, “Why?”

      Why?

      Wasn’t it obvious?

      “Well… usually for a miracle. Or maybe to voice gratitude for one.”

      “You—your people believe Asentai will just—” he made a gesture in the air. “—miracles because you ask?”

      The skepticism in his voice held no condescension.

      “I—” Marcella blinked. “Uh… yes? Why else would we do it?”

      He hummed and nodded. She waited for some kind of derisive, superior laugh or comment, but it never came. Instead, he said, “You do it often. Different miracle? Same miracle?”

      “Same miracle.”

      “What miracle?”

      Marcella couldn’t help her lips from curling up into a harsh, ironic smile. “What miracle do you think I’m praying for right now?”

      A light entered his eyes as understanding flickered across his face. He laughed. “Ah. I see.”

      It wasn’t funny.

      “Commander!”

      Gavril sighed and lifted the flap so he could look over his shoulder. He turned back to her and said, “Duty calls.”

      Marcella just stared at the now dark tent as he left. That had been… unexpected.

      And it was likely all just part of him trying to lower her guard and loosen her tongue. Problem was… it had worked.

      But… he hadn’t killed her. And he hadn’t handed her over to the heretic…

      Maybe her miracle had been granted.

      At least for a day.

      Commander Gavril seemed determined to figure out who and what she was since she wasn’t Hypatia.

      But now… Marcella was starting to think she needed to do the same.

      Why hadn’t he told the other commander they had the wrong girl? Why hadn’t he told anyone she was worthless? Why was he still treating her like she wasn’t?
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      Gavril dealt with the issue—a misunderstanding of assignments for the evening—as quickly as possible. Now that he had—well, he didn’t actually know who he had, but whoever she was, she was talking to him, and he didn’t want to give that up.

      He knew he didn’t have Hypatia.

      Oh. She made for a near perfect replica, and it had taken him too long to determine the truth for himself. Of course, he still had a thousand questions about how it was even possible he had the wrong girl, but maybe if he could keep her talking, he’d get some answers.

      And maybe a solution to the problem she now was.

      He stopped by the supplies to gather their nightly rations when he spotted Commander Cyprian approaching from the corner of his eye. Gavril resisted the urge to groan as he turned to face the other commander.

      Cyprian said, “Is your idiotic scheme finally working the reason why you’ve hidden the demon away in her tent so early in the night?”

      There were several reasons Gavril decided to hurry her over to her tent and keep her there for the night. One of which was Mage Hirtus. Gavril might have silenced him to make an example of him on the second night of traveling, but that didn’t mean Gavril believed for even a second he didn’t still need to keep an eye on him. He’d noticed the way the mage simultaneously glared and leered at the girl when he thought Gavril wasn’t looking. Mage Hirtus’ assignment that night would put him in the vicinity of where Gavril usually sat with the girl, so Gavril was going to forgo it entirely. Besides, the privacy seemed to make her more inclined to speak to him.

      “You’re awfully concerned about the results of something you think is just a waste of effort,” Gavril said.

      The more concerned Cyprian was with the girl, the more precarious the situation Gavril and the girl were now in became.

      “I’m concerned because these soldiers are incorrigible gossips and when we get back to Areator, my niece is going to be hearing about all the attention you’ve paid the Desero demon,” Cyprian snapped. “I’m trying to help you from having to explain yourself against all the rumors you’re creating.”

      The weight of the blank metal pieces in his pocket increased at the mention of Aimilia. The weight of the lily pins and clasps in the other was greater.

      “Your concern is appreciated, but unnecessary. If you catch the men gossiping, it’s your job to have my back on this as a fellow commander and my subordinate on this mission, as well as for your niece’s sake, to punish anyone impugning my character because I’m treating our enemy with basic human decency despite what she’s done.”

      No matter what Gavril couldn’t let anyone else find out the girl they had wasn’t Hypatia. What little protection he could guarantee her, he could only give if she was someone valuable enough to her people to negotiate to get her back.

      And if she wasn’t Hypatia, she especially didn’t deserve to suffer for the things Hypatia had done.

      “Good luck trying to punish the whole unit,” Cyprian scoffed. “They’ve just gotten better at doing it under your notice. This is your mission and your ridiculous idea to try to get the demon to speak. I’m trying to warn you, not do your job for you.”

      “Warning noted. How about you get back to doing your job then?” Gavril said, starting off across the camp toward the girl’s tent before Cyprian had the chance to respond.

      Maybe it was his own paranoia making him so short. Like if he talked to Cyprian too long he would figure out what Gavril had. He would realize they had a decoy of Hypatia and not the real one.

      She was a convincing decoy. Gavril was forced to admit the Sordes had done an excellent job, all the way down to the scar on her side only Hypatia had. He was a skilled illusionist and somehow they’d created an illusion that felt so real to his touch it fooled even him. The only flaw had been the illusion was of a fresher scar. Without that, he wouldn’t have paid as close attention to her as he had to try to deduce for certain if she was the real thing. 

      Even the way she spoke down to him on the occasions she did speak with a haughty condescension had him starting to shelve his doubts that she wasn’t the real Hypatia. But then he’d see her eyes. Her resolute silence most of the time and the sharp way she looked around the camp.

      Once he’d seen it, he couldn’t unsee it.

      She was a soldier. Not a princess.

      Or even the equivalent of a commander. No. She was a foot soldier. Far more like the men in his unit than him.

      It was the only explanation for why she didn’t even seem to suspect who he was after seeing him and being given his name. And why she didn’t know nearly as much of their language as Hypatia was reported to. If he hadn’t been looking closely, it would be easy to see it as deliberately ignoring it to not let anyone know it was under her skin, but even then there would be some twitch. Eyes darting, a shift, a hitch in her breath at the vulgarity and insults. No one could fake true ignorance so thoroughly.

      The clearest test, and also the riskiest one, had been simply saying ‘Hypatia’ just loud enough she should hear it and see if she consistently responded to it the way someone would their real name. She hadn’t.

      That had been the sign he could not ignore.

      Gavril just wished he’d never ended up in this situation to begin with.

      The mission he’d left Areator to accomplish had been to capture the Desero demon, prevent the marriage alliance between Desero and Montis, and bring the demon back to Areator so they could use her as a hostage in negotiations.

      He’d failed.

      Spectacularly.

      They were halfway back to Areator, and the real Hypatia was long gone—if she’d even been in that entourage to begin with. It had been too late that first night and it was far too late to try to go after the real one now, and even if he did think he had a chance at locating and capturing the real one before her wedding, he’d have to reveal that the girl they did have wasn’t Hypatia.

      And even if he could do that and keep her alive—as Cyprian would want her dead immediately—that still put her in far too much danger. She’d be kept alive only so she could be brought back to Areator and given to the healers so they could study the corrupted vitae of the Sordes. That didn’t even take into account what some of the men in his unit would try to get away with if they knew she was going to end up on one of the healers’ tables. If she managed to make it to Areator unscathed by the soldiers, it wouldn’t matter. The longest a Sordes had lasted under the healers’ experiments was five days.

      She would be as good as dead anyway.

      So was he if he didn’t return to Areator with Hypatia.

      Unless… maybe she was still someone of importance, even if not Hypatia’s level of importance to her people.

      Gavril rustled the tent flap just a second before lifting it and peering inside to see the girl hadn’t moved from where he’d left her before. She was sitting with her legs crossed under her, and her head was bowed over her clasped hands.

      Prayer, she’d called it. What a strange creature she was.

      But a brave one, he couldn’t deny her that.

      As he opened the flap, the slight, silent movements of her lips stilled when she looked up at him. He sat on the ground outside of the tent, tying the flap to the side before setting the rations down so he could cast a light rune. Once there was more light illuminating both of them as the sun continued to fade below the horizon, he went through the ritual of breaking off a piece of the rations and drinking the water first before offering it to her.

      She took them, her dark gaze studying him as much as he’d been studying her, in a way that sent a thrill down his spine.

      He couldn’t help it. He found her far more fascinating now that he knew she wasn’t the Desero demon than he did the demon herself.

      As she moved to uncork the waterskin, he said in her tongue, “Pardon, did not mean to disturb… prayer?”

      Translating what he wanted to say into her language was a painful mental process, and he had been finding that he’d been sounding more like a brute and an idiot than he wished he did in front of her.

      She’d more than once caught him completely off guard with her clever responses, playing a part that surely was completely foreign to her so perfectly, he should never have figured out the truth. She’d made him have to physically bite his tongue to keep from smiling or laughing so much that he gave up more often than he resisted the urge.

      She didn’t reply, just drank a sip and moved to eat her ration.

      That was when she did respond. Often she didn’t, which dug under his skin and was making him crazy. Even now that she knew he was aware of the truth, she was still giving him near silent treatment.

      The fact she hadn’t immediately started begging for her life or offering information to try to secure her safety was… interesting. Instead, the first thing she had done was this… prayer. She asked a goddess who had long since left them to their own devices to save her instead of the man who held her life in his hands. It was a foolish, naïve thing, but he could not deny he also admired her a little for it. She had a strength and a grace about her he had not seen before.

      He should have just ignored the soldier who had demanded his attention earlier. He’d finally gotten her to speak and now the moment was long gone.

      How was he going to solve this if she wouldn’t so much as give him an inch to work with?

      She looked almost exactly like Hypatia by all accounts. Was she a twin or a younger sister? Maybe a cousin? Someone valuable enough for her people to be planning a rescue once Hypatia’s marriage had been secured? If someone was going to come for her, this could work out for both of them—well, Gavril could at least lessen what was going to happen to him when he returned back to Areator a failure either way.

      Better to have lost the girl back to her people and be able to pretend he’d succeeded in catching Hypatia for at least a little while than to reveal he’d never had her in the first place.

      He hoped.

      “Same miracle?” he asked.

      The girl’s lips twitched at that, and just that made him sit up a little straighter. Getting anything from her was a victory worth celebrating after all the effort he’d put in. She swallowed and said, “Same miracle.”

      To live.

      Gavril nodded.

      All day she spent praying to Asentai like the goddess was somehow listening or even cared. All day she begged just to stay alive.

      How could he live with himself if he was responsible for her death?

      “Think…” Gavril fumbled with the words. “Answer?”

      Her brow furrowed and she said, “I suppose every second I still breathe is an answer until I stop.”

      Fair enough.

      “If…” Gavril paused. He could not recall their word for rescue, so instead he switched directions. “Home. What then?”

      He fought the urge to bury his head in his hands. She had to think he was the dumbest man alive; he could barely string a sentence together she’d understand in front of her.

      He supposed it shouldn’t matter what she thought of him. If he managed to work out a solution, and even if he didn’t, he’d never see her again either way. Yet, he couldn’t help but care what she thought.

      “I don’t know. Continue serving my people. Is that not what you’ll do?”

      Alright. Not really what he was looking for.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the lily pins and clasps and held them out. He said, “Giver of these?”

      Were they from her father? Mother? Sibling? Lover? Someone who would be coming to save her?

      Her cheeks tinged pink the same way they had the last time he’d held them out to her, which was why if he were a betting man, he’d be betting on lover.

      It would also explain why she’d fought so hard when he’d taken them.

      She took a long breath and looked to the side for a moment before speaking softly, “You need to stop doing that.”

      What?

      She looked back at him, her cheeks darkening further as she shifted back slightly. “You clearly know nothing. Those are betrothal lilies.”

      So he was right. She was betrothed. He ignored the slight twinge in his chest at the revelation because it was wholly good news. Of course she was. She was a beautiful girl with strength and grace who was obviously a soldier. Of course one of her people—likely another soldier—had recognized that and secured her hand.

      He held them out further. “Your promised then, he will come for you?”

      Despite her ridiculously flushed cheeks, she huffed and narrowed her eyes at him. “No. I’m not betrothed. Those were just to make me look like Hypatia to fulfill her vision.”

      Gavril wasn’t entirely sure he had his translation right. He didn’t know what she meant by ‘vision.’ Maybe it meant the same thing as plan? Regardless, he understood the rest well enough.

      The lilies clinked together in his hand. “So… no one then? No promised?”

      Somehow, that was the wrong thing to say as her grip on the waterskin tightened and she snapped, “That doesn’t make anything that you’ve done alright!”

      Gavril wasn’t going to argue he had the moral high ground when he’d taken someone as a hostage to attain an advantage in negotiations, but it was all in the name of achieving lasting peace and ending the bloodshed. This, however, seemed more personal than that.

      Was not being betrothed a sore spot for her? If they were only part of her disguise, why had she reacted so viscerally when he’d taken them?

      “Taking them… wrong?” Gavril’s mind was spinning so much his tongue was slower and dumber.

      The girl dropped the waterskin and pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “You Inimicus aren’t as bright if your commanders are all this stupid. Of course taking a woman’s betrothal lilies is horrifically inappropriate and wrong—”

      He didn’t know the right translation for the last part of her sentence, but from context, he assumed it was some way of saying when they weren’t married. Or it might have been when he wasn’t her betrothed. There was a word in there that he thought the literal translation of might be bond, but he wasn’t sure.

      He understood the general objection enough to be horrified himself at what him taking them implied. No wonder she hated him so much.

      Heat flooded his face, and he stretched his hand once more, stammering as he struggled to translate the thoughts he desperately wanted to express. But his desperation was only muddling his translation further. “I—I—no—didn’t know—here. Meant nothing—would never—”

      She shook her head. “Keep them. It doesn’t matter anymore. It was stupid anyway. They weren’t really mine.”

      He closed his fist around them and pulled it back. Still, he needed to fix this somehow. “I am sorry. I did not know. Forgive me.”

      Her head jerked back, and her eyes were wide as the red started to fade from her cheeks. She stared at him, and he hoped she saw the sincerity in him.

      Her lips were parted slightly and she took a short breath before she whispered, “It is forgotten. Please. Forget it. Just—throw them in the dirt. I don’t want to see them again or remember it.”

      He pulled his hand back and dropped the set of lilies into his pocket. His heart was in his throat, but before he could get the translation of what he wanted to say right, she spoke again.

      “Consider it even. I will forget it ever happened as thanks for you not revealing to the other commander and your men I’m not your prize.”

      He supposed that was as good as he could ask for at the moment despite the urge to ask for more.

      Then she tilted her head and asked, “Why exactly haven’t you told anyone?”

      He blinked and shook his head slightly. “Told you. Meant my promise. No harm.”

      But instead of receiving a scoff or her rolling her eyes, she just pulled her legs in tighter. He couldn’t tell if she finally believed him yet, but she just nodded toward the tent flap he’d secured and said, “What is it you say? Rest. Long day ahead?”

      He couldn’t help his soft laugh, but he did shift back and start to untie the flap. He said, “Yes. We do.”

      He decided not to push further. He’d finally made some progress and he didn’t want to lose it.

      Once he’d lowered the flap, he heard some shuffling on the other side and he reached for his own bag, pulling out his notebook and jotting down what he’d learned. He hadn’t written anything down about the girl not being Hypatia in case a soldier who didn’t know what was good for him started snooping, but just cataloging his observations of her. Just enough that he would know them but not so much detail or his thoughts that anyone else would be able to put together what he had.

      This time, however, he put down the concept she’d given him. Prayer. And he noted down what a set of lily pins and clasps meant.

      With so many different groups of Sordes and such little information recorded about each, Gavril wasn’t going to let a single scrap slip through his fingers. If they were going to have peace, they were going to have to understand each other.

      But… even though his life would be so much easier if she was Hypatia… he was a little relieved she wasn’t. It made him feel less guilty for finding her so—

      Interesting.

      She was interesting, the girl they’d fashioned into the Desero demon’s image and sent off to be captured instead. He couldn’t imagine what that would be like. To be in her position.

      She didn’t break. She didn’t beg him for a thing. He admired her will to live without sacrificing her people or her values.

      There was a strange sense of peace about her. If all of them had the peace and grace she did, then maybe they wouldn’t be slaughtering each other in order to force it.

      He couldn’t help it. After days of analyzing everything about her, he was… fond of her.

      Hopefully tomorrow he would get to the bottom of who she really was and if anyone was coming for her so he could ensure their effort succeeded.

      If there wasn’t…

      Gavril was going to keep his promise. He wasn’t killing her. He wasn’t letting any harm come to her.

      She so desperately wanted to live that it was all that consumed her petitions to a goddess who had long since stopped caring about any of them. It was a waste of time and effort. But still… If he had anything to say about it, then she would live.

      Just because he was dead when he got back to Areator didn’t mean she had to be.
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      Marcella had no idea what the commander was up to by prying into her life, but she was resolved not to let his charm get her to lower her guard again. She spent the night kicking herself for responding to him at all and for even thinking of believing him.

      Unfortunately, she was a creature predisposed to faith. She wanted to believe him.

      The following day, as they picked up after the noon break and were already riding slower, Gavril said, “Who are you?”

      Marcella had, fortunately, been trained on how to handle interrogations in case they did decide to try to drag information out of her before killing her. She’d expected the interrogations to be a little more physically painful than confoundingly annoying, but she knew the answers she needed to give.

      “No one.”

      She felt more than saw Gavril startle at such an answer since she was sitting in front of him on his steed.

      “Amongst your people, who are you?”

      “No one.”

      He left it for the afternoon.

      But when he sat her down, more toward the right edge of camp than the center like he used to, and he returned with their rations, he immediately said, “Cannot be no one.”

      Marcella just rolled her eyes and reached for the ration cake in his hand.

      He pulled it back slightly, his brow furrowed, and he repeated, “Cannot be no one.”

      “No one of importance,” Marcella amended and snagged the cake out of his hand.

      He frowned and looked over her once more. “Fake.”

      Marcella took a bite. Obviously. He’d figured that out already.

      He gestured to her curls that had only gotten rattier and sadder the more time they spent on the road. She and the soldiers were all ragged and all absolutely reeked, but of them all she was probably the worst.

      He said, “Look similar. Meant to be caught. Demon’s sister?”

      “I don’t know why I look like her, only that I do.” She huffed. “You’d have to ask Asentai, but I’m assuming it was for this reason I resemble her.”

      When she said that, Gavril stared at her like she had two heads.

      Right. He was Inimicus. He didn’t believe Asentai did anything anymore.

      But instead, he said, “Your people… aren’t they going to come for you once she is safe?”

      That’s what baffled him?

      Marcella could pretend like someone might come for her, but she wouldn’t. She was tired of pretending to be someone when she was no one.

      The Inimicus were going to do to her whatever they wanted, and she kept up her prayers and watched for an opportunity to escape but every day they got closer to the capital where she was either going to die or go on a table. Not even a commander like Gavril would be able to stop that from happening.

      If he was sincere.

      “No.”

      “Your family?”

      “No.”

      “Who is coming for you?”

      Marcella turned so she faced him directly. “No one.”

      “They do not value you?”

      “There is no value.”

      “You… were meant to be thrown aside?”

      She blinked at him. “You’re a soldier, aren’t you? That’s what we’re made for.”

      “I… don’t understand.”

      Marcella huffed and kept eating.

      He just stared at her. She ignored him.

      The next day, while his front was flush against her back in the saddle, she jumped when his thumb brushed over the scar on her waist as he murmured, “Convincing fake. Did not know… capable.”

      She had no idea what he was trying to say, and she tried to shift to put some distance between them just so she could think clearly, but he just tightened his grip and held her in place. She said, “You underestimated my people.”

       He adjusted his grip on her and the reins as he said, “Seems so.”

      Two weeks after her capture and four days after Gavril revealed he knew she wasn’t Hypatia… Marcella spotted her miracle.

      Gavril seated her at the edge of the camp; ever since he’d guessed the truth, he’d been moving her closer and closer to the edge. She’d spotted him eyeing the silenced mage on the other side of the camp every time he did so. When the men settled down for dinner, except for the ones patrolling the camp, Gavril started to head her way but was called over by the older commander.

      She spotted the silenced Inimicus approach the mage closest to her and relieve him of his duty. Every muscle in her tensed although she wasn’t sure why. She just didn’t like the way he’d been looking at her.

      But he didn’t even look her way once.

      No one looked her way much anymore. It was a cloudy night too. They’d been using fewer light runes throughout the camp, likely what Gavril and the other commander were talking about. She didn’t entirely understand why they’d lessened the runes they cast. Maybe they didn’t want to waste their vitae on that in the event of an attack.

      But Gavril knew no one was coming for her.

      It didn’t matter because she saw her opening.

      She’d noticed the silenced Inimicus, whenever he patrolled, spent more time glaring at Gavril than watching the forest. He also lagged and wasn’t as attentive as the others ever since he’d been silenced.

      So when he was glaring at Gavril and there was a wide enough gap where no one else was looking, she slipped into the darkness.

      She moved slowly until she was clear of the camp, out of sight and out of earshot. She had to be careful with her steps so as not to snap an errant twig or do anything that could alert someone that something was nearby. Her thin and worn-out sandals made for soft steps even if they weren’t sturdy. She also kept her hands wrapped around the chains of her manacles, keeping them from clinking together as she moved.

      But once she was certain she was clear she started running.

      It was much easier with two good ankles and a healed side. Even her ridiculous peplos—ruined beyond repair—didn’t hamper her too much. The chains linking her wrists clinked freely now that she was out of earshot, the only noise other than her breathing that could give her location away as she ran.

      If she could make it far enough before they noticed, maybe Gavril would reveal she was worthless and not worth their effort to recapture.

      Or they’d all come after her and kill her for making fools of them and trying to escape.

      Or they would do anything to get their hands on a mage they could put under a heretic’s knife without consequence.

      She prayed as she ran.

      When she forced herself to slow to pace herself, she realized her footsteps weren’t the only ones around.

      The second she started to turn around, she was blasted in the face with blinding light.

      She immediately stumbled back, crashing into a tree and falling to the ground as she couldn’t see anything in the forest anymore.

      She didn’t need to see. She just needed to run.

      But as she tried to get up, she slammed into something impossibly solid and smooth for a forest. As her vision began to return to her, she could see the glow of vitae. She looked down to see she was standing on a rune.

      She wasn’t going anywhere.

      Then she saw who had cast it.

      The silenced Inimicus.

      It hadn’t been a miracle at all. It had been a trap.

      He grinned at her with all of his teeth. The runes keeping him quiet glowed in the night against his skin. She swallowed thickly. She was caught. She didn’t dare reveal what little she knew of their language to do any pleading.

      He walked up to the rune walls he had her trapped in, slowly, stalking toward her like she’d seen several of the cats other clan members had do when they were approaching a mouse.

      Marcella stood tall and squared her shoulders, tugging on the chains, but the manacles didn’t budge. Her magic was still out of reach.

      At least the chains made for some form of weapon if she could get them around his throat.

      When he moved his hands, vitae glowing and adjusting the rune, she tried to run, but apparently he hadn’t banished all the walls. She slammed right into one again as he reached her.

      Hands sank into the back of her peplos, and she was ripped back and slammed into the opposite wall. She flung a hand out and turned her arm until she had her chains wrapped around his wrist. She stumbled, jerking them tight and twisting until he made a hoarse, garbled noise. Before she could take advantage of it, she was crying out at the sharp pain in her head. Her hair was torn out while he ripped her head back.

      She cursed her loose curls as she bent backwards, forced to release his wrist. A second later, her head was slammed into the wall. Her legs crumpled. She threw a leg out, stopping herself from going down completely as she tried to wrap the chains around his wrist again. 

      He lunged forward and grabbed her by the throat. Marcella gasped as he tightened his grip and used his other leg to sweep hers out from under her fully. She did get enough of her chains around his wrist that her dead weight falling on it made him stumble.

      When she hit the ground, he stumbled again, shoving her wrists back to get the chains off him. She twisted, trying to catch herself, but all she managed to do was twist her own wrist, causing a short cry to rip out of her throat at the pain before she was being flipped onto her back. Then he knelt over her, crushing her windpipe in his hand, leaving her gasping and choking like he had when Gavril had silenced him with runes.

      His knee pinned her legs down as he shoved his hand up into her jaw, tilting her head back into the dirt. He gripped her jaw and tilted her head from side to side and seemed to consider her intently, but with his dead silence and only her harsh choking breaths filling the air it was impossible to know what he was looking for in her features.

      She grabbed at his hands, trying to pull them away, but the lack of air was making her vision blur again.

      Maybe it was hopeless.

      Maybe all of her prayer all her life had been to a goddess with different ideas.

      And yet… She prayed once more for a miracle.
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      Marcella’s vision was completely black when the suffocating pressure vanished. The weight pinning her down was jerked to the side. There was the sound of a voice nearby, but she could not make out the words.

      She desperately sucked in as much air as she could despite how much it hurt and how it just left her coughing horrifically once more. Regardless, her vision started to clear. She managed to turn her head. The second she did, it registered that the sound she was hearing could be nothing other than an absolutely brutal physical attack.

      It was so dark and the vitae of the silenced Inimicus runes were the only light around, but it was enough to see what she needed to. That gold hair could belong to no one else.  

      Gavril.

      He had the silenced Inimicus on the ground beneath him. The sound was him landing punch after punch on the mage’s face. The silenced Inimicus’ hands were limp on the ground by his face, seeming to have long since lost the strength to hold them up as a shield. Gavril didn’t seem to notice or care that the man wasn’t capable of fighting back anymore. He just kept on attacking him.

      Marcella wasn’t sure if this was a miracle or just a slightly less terrible thing.

      The silenced mage’s eyes rolled back in his head as blood trickled out of his mouth.

      “Gavril?” Marcella choked on the name.

      The first time she’d ever spoken it.

      He immediately stopped, throwing his bloodied hand out on the ground to catch himself as his hair hung in his face and he panted for breath. He slowly turned and looked at her on the ground, still in the trap the silenced mage had set.

      Marcella’s wrist throbbed, and her heart was racing. Although whether it was from the mage attacking her or witnessing Gavril’s brutality in stopping him, she didn’t know.

      He was Inimicus. She’d forgotten what that meant. Just because he’d been treating her kindly to pry information out of her didn’t mean he still wasn’t just as capable of ruthless violence as the rest of them.

      It didn’t mean he wouldn’t deal with her just as harshly for trying to escape.

      He stumbled to his feet, leaving the unconscious Inimicus mage in the dirt.

      He didn’t make it more than a few steps before sinking to his knees beside her. She let out a choked, pained gasp, but he just brushed both hands over the rune. His fingers moved and the glow vanished, freeing her from the confines.

      She tried to push herself up, but he was pulling her up before she even could. She shrank back, bracing herself for his reaction. Whether it would be yelling or something just as physically violent as what she’d just witnessed, she had no idea.

      Her short, pained breath caught in her throat, and she tensed, ready to pull back. His hands brushed over her, but instead of any of the roughness or brutality she’d just witnessed, his touch was as light as a feather as he inspected her. She still stayed deathly still. One hand slid to cradle the back of her head as he leaned in and peered at the fresh injuries on her neck.

      He was muttering something in his language.

      “—should have known—fault—”

      He looked over his shoulder at the unconscious Inimicus with utter repulsion in his expression and shook his head. Then he said in her language, “Not much time. What did he do?”

      He wasn’t… furious with her? Also, not much time for what? He’d caught her. It was over.

      “It was a trap,” she rasped. Every breath was tinged in pain from the bruises starting to form on her neck, but she pressed on. “I think—He trapped me and pinned me down—maybe he wanted to bring me back as a way to get you to take the runes off his neck.”

      Gavril snorted, a dark look in his eyes, and he just shook his head. “Trap, I believe.”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      He then looked her over once more and asked, “Nothing else?”

      She kept her injured wrist close to her chest as she nodded. “Nothing else. Then you arrived.”

      Gavril seemed to finally accept that and started to rise, pulling her up with him. He then reached into his pockets and pulled out a key.

      As he did so, she heard voices in the near distance. They weren’t speaking her language. Gavril’s movements increased in speed when they got slightly louder.

      Why were his movements so frantic? Why wasn’t he calling out to his men? What was the key for?

      When he grabbed her right wrist, the noise she made was somewhere between a gasp and yelp at the pain ripping through her. But then she saw what he was doing.

      Why was he unlocking her manacles?

      The metal hit the ground with a clang and Marcella gasped again as the muffled, suffocating feeling she had grown used to vanished. She could feel the vitae running through her body again. Her eyes watered at the sudden surge of power and she gaped down at her now freed wrists.

      He dropped her wrists, and then his hands were cupping her jaw and tilting her head back up to look at him. For a moment he just stared down at her. She was completely frozen in place, torn between the power now surging through her veins and the weight of unsaid words in his eyes.

      Why was he looking at her like that? He stared at her like there was so much left to say, but there were no words for her to understand him if he did.

      He let go, pulling his hands back. He finally opened his mouth and spoke in her language, “Not much time. Go.”

      “What?”

      He looked over his shoulder in the direction of the voices. Then he put his hands on her shoulders and leaned down so he was closer to her eye level. “Know your way home?”

      “I—you’re—you’re letting me go?” Marcella finally put it together. It felt too obvious.

      After falling for a painfully obvious trap once that night, Marcella wasn’t eager to repeat the mistake. Besides, it made no sense. He’d spent days trying to drag information out of her only to get nothing, and he was just giving up and letting her go?  

      But… if this wasn’t a trap—

      “Can you get home?”

      She would figure it out. She gave him a weak nod.

      His grip loosened. She started to turn to take off, but the second before she could, his grip tightened again. She stumbled as he didn’t let go and turned to look back at him.

      She only heard it because she could see his lips forming the words.

      “Vale. Fortasse altera vita.”

      Marcella just stared at him. His eyes were burning into her. Her mind was spinning too fast to even attempt to translate it. Although maybe it was the same for him, which was why he hadn’t tried to translate it into her tongue.

      Before she could open her mouth to ask, the voices grew louder.

      “Go!” Gavril switched back to her tongue and pushed at her shoulders, finally releasing her. She stumbled into a step.

      Maybe it was a miracle after all.

      Marcella took a few more faltering steps back, keeping her eyes on Gavril in the darkness as best she could. Why? Why would he do this?

      But she didn’t have time to waste trying to find out if she wanted to have a hope at getting away. She wanted to believe he was having mercy on her, and if this was real, she couldn’t afford for her doubt to cost her this chance.

      She had access to her vitae now. That at least gave her a chance no matter how small.

      She turned away from Gavril, but she could still feel his green eyes fixed on her as she started to run deeper into the forest.

      The voices, however, were so much louder and far too close.

      Marcella had only just started outright running again when a glow lit up the air. Runes. She quickly moved her fingers and threw up a shield with one hand while she started another rune with her second hand despite the motion aggravating the sprain. Her shield blocked the blinding magic flying at her, and it all moved so fast she had no idea what it actually was she’d blocked.

      But it had been powerful as her shield shattered the instant the magic hit it.

      Marcella recoiled at the physical pushback, and the rune she’d been trying to cast slipped through her fingertips as the ricochet ripped through her injured wrist, causing her to cry out. She threw herself forward to avoid a rune that sent a tree root out of the ground snaking toward her ankle. Instead of meeting air, she slammed into something rough and painfully solid, despite the appearance of there being nothing there. Her head rattled as it slammed into the ground and then something wrapped around one hand, pinning her to the ground.

      She cursed the Inimicus and their invisible walls.

      She blinked in the darkness. The older commander had his hands out, a rune lighting up the air in front of them, and two other Inimicus hovered nearby with their own runes.

      All of them sustaining the runes that trapped her. The older commander banished his rune and Marcella could now see the tree she’d slammed into so hard her head was bleeding. Illusions.

      Her left fingers twitched.

      She could still move her fingers of both hands.

      She stayed still for just a moment, letting them think she was down. The older commander opened his mouth, and then she jerked forward, her fingers flying as she cast two runes at the same time.

      Her wrist screamed in pain, but she needed two runes, so it didn’t matter. She poured as much vitae as she could muster into them and let her blinding light rune tear through the darkness and at the same time a gale of wind ripped through the air and sent the Inimicus nearest to her stumbling to the ground.

      The men let out sharp cries as they fell.

      She shot to her feet, crying out as the motion aggravated her sprain. But as soon as she tried to move, she once again slammed into an invisible wall. More Inimicus surrounded her. She turned on her feet and lifted her hands to keep casting, but before she could move her fingers, hands grabbed hers and were wrenching them behind her, keeping her from moving her fingers.

      She couldn’t stop her short shriek as her bad wrist was manipulated behind her.

      At the edge of the group of Inimicus that had caught her, she saw golden blond. Gavril stood there doubled over and panting. He stared at her hands as she kept struggling, trying to pull away, but the men wrestling her to the ground were too strong for her.

      The manacles were clapped around her wrists again and the muffled feeling returned. She couldn’t stop the short, soft cry she made as she felt her vitae slip through her grip again. One of the Inimicus pushed her face deeper into the dirt to silence her.

      She could see Gavril approaching out of the corner of her eye, heading toward the older commander. His expression was cold and empty.

      Why…

      Why not let the hostage you were trying to earn the trust of go when you knew your men were crawling all over the forest looking for her? Why not let her go when she couldn’t possibly make it more than a few feet before running into them?

      Who better to use as a villain than someone who had been silenced and couldn’t protest or speak the truth? Then he could rush in and be a hero and make her believe in him.

      It was brilliant.

      The older commander and Gavril began speaking in quiet voices while an Inimicus dug his knee into her back.

      He’d discovered how devout she was and took advantage of her predisposition for faith to trick her into believing his illusion. That’s who he was. An illusionist. Of all the Inimicus, they were to be trusted the least, right next to their heretics. She was the fool who had fallen for it.

      She seethed into the dirt.

      “—caught him—let her go—stole key—” Gavril said.

      “—thing—see it?—her hand—still cast—” the older commander said, looking over his shoulder at her.

      Gavril’s eyes never left her. “—saw it. Thought I—wrong.”

      The older commander continued, “—do with him—”

      “—leave him—rot—or the Sordes will—what they—getting anywhere—her again. I’ll deal—get home—” Gavril gestured for the Inimicus on her back to get up and barked an order. “—to camp. Now.”

      She was ripped out of the dirt again and forced to her feet. She bit her tongue so hard she tasted blood, but she refused to cry out again at the pain ripping through her sprained wrist.

      When her gaze locked on Gavril, she didn’t bother hiding the fury burning in her blood. She couldn’t feel her vitae anymore so she would replace it with her anger. His jaw clenched as he quickly lowered his gaze. He just turned on his heel and started leading the way back. For the first time since the day she’d been captured, he let someone else handle her.

      Which only confirmed it had all been an act. He’d known exactly what he’d been sending her into, and when he cozied up to her side again, pretending he wasn’t the man responsible for keeping her trapped, she wasn’t going to fall for it.

      She should have used her magic on him the second her manacles hit the ground.
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      The Inimicus dragged Marcella back to the camp. She glared at every inch of it, huffing and fuming with every step they forced her to take. No matter how difficult she was or how much she struggled, they still kept marching her into the camp.

      At Gavril’s gesture, the Inimicus deposited her in the center of the camp, on the ground by a dying fire. The older commander barked a few orders at the men, and they quickly dispersed, hurrying away from the three of them. Gavril lifted his hands and started to cast.

      Marcella’s breath caught in her throat, and she tried to move as far away as she could, but now that her hands were bound behind her back she wasn’t able to get very far.

      However, the rune just hovered in the air. Marcella had no idea what it was for.

      Then in the silence, she realized it was silence. She couldn’t hear any of the men’s movements or voices in the rest of the camp. It was blocking sound from getting in, and likely from getting out.

      “—forget him—got the key doesn’t matter—pretend I believe you—” the older commander said. “—one hand—same time—lost this opportunity—you know—do that?”

      “No. I didn’t.” Gavril kept his hands in the air, holding up the rune. “—strike fast—caught don’t cast—assumed their runes—”

      “—Healer—”

      Marcella’s mind stopped translating at that word as she stiffened. She tried scrambling back farther, shoving her fraying, tattered sandals into the dirt. She failed to put much distance between her and the commanders. The second she started scrambling, Gavril moved at the same time, shifting his leg so it was behind her, and she hit it before she could go any farther.

      She looked up at him, but he was still looking at the older commander. “—too valuable—point was peace—”

      “—to stop the alliance—cooperate—doing clearly hasn’t worked—”

      Gavril snapped. “—mission, not yours—know what I’m doing—”

      “—this and—explain yourself—your head—” The older commander threw a hand up and then walked away, out of the range of the silencing rune as the crunch of his footstep cut off halfway through.

      Gavril lowered his hands, shifting the rune to the ground, and the glowing lines settled on the dirt beneath Marcella, setting into place the way the Inimicus did to get around the fact that they could only cast with two hands. She tried to move out of its range, but Gavril had already dropped to the ground in front of her and grabbed her ankle as she tried to squirm out of the silencing rune. He pulled her back until she was right in front of him, her legs bent and twisted to the side so their knees touched.

      He stared down at her and started speaking in her tongue. “You lied.”

      Her mouth fell open. “What?”

      There was only one liar between the two of them, and she wasn’t the one who was skilled in casting them.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Said you are no one. Not no one.”

      Now she was utterly confused. What made him think otherwise?

      “What are you talking about? I am no one of importance. Just a decoy for Hypatia. You figured that out on your own.”

      He gestured to her hands behind her back. “Cast at the same time. Valuable skill.”

      It really wasn’t. Every clan mage could do it. Only the Inimicus’ magic required them to use both hands to cast their runes. Did they think they could cast one-handed, but only one rune at the same time?

      She shook her head. “I’m not valuable.”

      He shook his head. “Your people—”

      He let out a long sigh and ran a hand through his hair. The harshness ebbed from his features as exhaustion took its place. She braced herself. Here came the illusion, and this time she was going to see right through it.

      He sighed and said softly, “They threw you away to die?”

      Her clan blood boiled, and she lifted her chin. “It’s been the honor of my life to serve my clan this way. Kill me. Hand me over to one of your heretics to cut me open. That won’t change.”

      “Who are you?”

      “No one.”

      “Who is no one?”

      Fine. He clearly wasn’t going to let this go. If she wasn’t going to escape, maybe she could at least be put out of her misery.

      Marcella took a long breath. “My father was a weak mage, far removed from the main branch of Clan Desero. He died in battle when I was four. My mother was a Solitus from our lands. She died not long after when I was five, her and the baby.”

      Ever since then, she’d been alone despite always being surrounded by her own people. She’d always just been trying to earn a place among her people.

      But even this revelation did not seem to change the way he looked at her, and all the fury that had been carrying her voice dissipated.

      She could not seem to raise her voice from a whisper as she said, “So… you see. I am no one. Just the girl who looks most like Hypatia. That’s all.”

      Why was he still looking at her like that? She didn’t need his fake pity.

      But all he did was shift closer, leaning his weight on his hand as he shifted closer. His voice lowered even though they were still encased in the silencing rune.

      “Do you want to live?”

      There was a weight to his question that she was certain, if she tried to lift it, would crush her to death.

      “I wouldn’t have prayed for a miracle otherwise.” She leaned forward, feeling the slight edge of his breath as she hovered right in front of him. Her voice darkened, giving into the guttural sounds of her language and her hatred.

      He thought she was a savage who would believe anything. He couldn’t be more wrong.

      “And I’m not letting my faith turn me into a fool again, commander. So you can drop the act. I know you only let me go because you knew I would get caught and were hoping I’d feel so grateful to you for saving me from the mage you silenced that I would tell you everything you want to know. I don’t know why you haven’t told the other commander I’m not Hypatia, what you get other than trying to win my trust. But I can tell you that is never going to happen. So you can stop. We’re almost to your capital. They’ll have heard of Hypatia’s escape by now. You’re going to do whatever you want to do with me regardless of whether I spill my guts, so if you’re going to give me over to one of your heretics to rip them out instead, just do it.” Speaking so much for so long left her hoarse, rasping, and wincing as she bit out, “I’m done.”

      The way he stared at her throughout her tirade, she wasn’t certain if he understood it all or if there was something else behind the calculating look in his eyes.

      Gavril looked up at the sky and shook his head. He muttered something in his tongue. “—have to do now—”

      Marcella kept her expression still so as not to give away what little she understood. Finally.

      Maybe this was her goddess’ mercy. Whatever scheme the commander had been trying on her was finally over and he would just put her out of her misery. Or at least he would move on and just let them turn her into one of their heretic’s experiments.

      Gavril ran another hand through his hair before reaching into his pocket—if he tried to hand her the lilies again, she was going to smack them out his hand. But he must have thrown them away since instead he pulled out a small, thin piece of metal with a rune etched onto it and a long leather strip. On the edges of the rectangular shape were two holes but nothing in them.

      He set it on his knee and then reached for her. She jerked back instinctively, and his face fell. He sighed and grabbed her anyway, turning her around. She heard more metal clinking and then her wrists were free from being tethered together, but the cuffs around her wrists muffling her magic were still there.

      He quickly turned her back around and resecured her wrists, this time in front of her like they had been previously. His hands lingered on her forearms, wrapped around them, and her teeth were cutting into her tongue so as not to give away her sprain.

      He said, “Believe or not, I will keep my promise. Above all, I want peace.”

      Marcella leaned forward but ripped her arms out of his grip. “I don’t care.”

      He picked up the little rectangular piece of metal with the rune etched onto it and started to lace the leather tie through the holes. Every muscle in her tensed as he shifted forward, but before she could do anything to stop him, his arms were around her neck. She could feel his fingers brush her skin as he tied the leather into a knot. She was completely stiff and still until he let go and started to pull back, but instead of sitting back completely, he still hovered right in front of her, and his hand rested on the cool metal piece that now hung right below her collarbone.

      His gaze burned the same way the edge of his large palm burned against her skin as he said, “Keep this until tomorrow and I will keep my promise. No harm. No… No—what you fear most—heretic?”

      Marcella’s bout of courage that had her opening her big mouth and practically inviting him to hand her over and turn her into an experiment ebbed. Why was he so insistent? Didn’t he realize she was never going to trust him? Didn’t he realize how worthless she was to him?

      To everyone?

      The most value she had would be for their heretics to get another body on their tables.

      She cursed her faithful heart that still had hope in a miracle and opened her mouth.   

      “And what are you going to ask of me in return?”

      His thumb brushed over her skin softly as he said, “Nothing but answer to one question.”

      She was right. There was a condition. Marcella stiffened. “I’m not giving you any of my people’s secrets.”

      He shook his head and he had the strangest, saddest smile she’d ever seen before. “What’s your name?”

      This was most definitely all part of his continuing scheme to get her to lower her guard and give him valuable information…

      And yet she found herself opening her mouth anyway. “Marcella.”

      He tilted his head and looked her over all anew. He spoke slowly, softly, and absolutely butchering it in his thick accent, “Marcella.”

      Instead of pronouncing it with a ‘sel,’ he’d said it with a ‘ch’ sound, and his tongue rolled over the ‘l’s. She hated it.

      He then shifted his hand, and Marcella choked on her breath as he pulled the edge of her peplos away from her skin. With his other hand he lifted the leather tie until the metal piece fell beneath it as he adjusted her peplos until the necklace couldn’t be seen. Once he was satisfied, he rested both hands beside the leather ties, between her neck and shoulders.

      Then he spoke in his tongue again, but she couldn’t piece together the meaning of the words. “Pulchra nomen, contumax puella—mea sponsa, mea spes.”

      She may not have a clue what any of those words meant, but she knew she didn’t like the way he was deliberately speaking to her when he knew she wouldn’t know the meaning. She ripped herself out of his grip, the cold metal biting into her skin at her heart.

      His eyes then landed on the bruises forming on her neck. He gestured with his hand and switched back to her tongue. “May I?”

      “No.”

      His face showed no surprise at her short answer. He just waved his hand over the rune under them and the bubble of silence burst, and she could now hear the goings-on of the camp again. He pushed himself to his feet and held a hand out to her. “Tomorrow, maybe?”

      Marcella didn’t move to take it. She also didn’t move to take off the necklace. “No.”

       He shook his head and bent down, taking her by the biceps and pulling her up to her feet. “Tonight, rest.”

      Marcella just glowered at him as he started escorting her through the camp to her tent. All the men stopped pretending like they hadn’t been watching them and just outright watched them. Whispers followed them, but she couldn’t make any of them out, and the second Gavril directed his glare toward them, they stopped.

      Like usual, he lifted the flap for her and delivered her inside. Once she was inside, she could hear him settling down in front of her tent like he always did.

      How foolish she’d been. If he truly wanted to let her go, he would have just left the exit to her tent unguarded and she would be long gone. She reached under her collar with her good hand, grabbed the little metal piece, and ripped the necklace off. She threw it to the tent floor. Believing him was a mistake.

      He was Inimicus. He could not be trusted.

      As she lay there, staring at the darkness and clutching her sprained wrist to her chest, she heard the faint sound of something scratching on metal as she tried to sleep. The longer it went on and her humiliation at falling for his lies festered, the more her annoyance grew as well. Usually everything was silent.

      How did he expect her to rest for these long days ahead with that noise going on?

      She crawled toward the flap and peered out of it just enough to see Gavril was sitting up, an open notebook on one leg and a light rune set on the ground beside him, freeing his two hands. He had another little metal piece in one hand and a tiny etching tool in the other.

      She couldn’t make out the writing in the book. She’d mostly learnt to hear and speak the very little of his language she did know. The runes they used to cast and write were completely foreign to her.

      He didn’t even look up from the rune he was etching into the metal as he said, “Mea sponsa,” and then in her tongue, “rest. Long day ahead.”

      She was tempted to take the chains connecting her wrists and wrap them around his neck like she had the heretic on the first day. Oh, they would most certainly kill her, but if she was blessed, she might be able to choke him to death first. She could at least take a commander down with her.

      “Don’t even think about it, contumax puella. Rest. Tomorrow. You can hate me tomorrow.”

      Marcella slunk back into the tent and dropped onto her bedroll. With a sprained wrist, she wouldn’t have been able to manage it anyway.

      Maybe she would have been better off if she’d just let the silenced Inimicus kill her.
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      The next morning, Marcella’s right wrist was still throbbing and her throat ached from the bruises, but she would rather that than willingly subject herself to more of the runes they’d created from the blood of her people. It wasn’t long before the tent flap shifted, and she was directing her glare toward the sunshine banishing the darkness and the green eyes that were always on the other side.

      This time, however, there were deep bags under the commander’s eyes and his exhaustion was written all over his face. He held his hand out to her without a word, and Marcella moved toward the front of the tent.

      Her knee brushed the necklace she’d thrown to the ground, and her resolve cracked. All night her weak, fragile heart had kept her up, racing as the rumors she’d heard of what the Inimicus put their people and Elemens through when they were delivered to their tables went through her head.

      When a captured mage was taken to the heretic’s tables, they didn’t come back. The few times clans had been able to rescue their people, it had never been from the tables in the capital, always smaller cities or a camp. The ones who’d been rescued from the camp told stories of what they’d seen. A Desero woman who had passed away when Marcella was ten had once told her she’d been forced to watch as a heretic used one of the Abyss-tainted knives with runes etched into them on her brother. By the time the rescue arrived the next day, he’d already died. That was how it went.

      No one who went on top of a table or under a heretic’s knife survived.

      If she had a prayer of avoiding that fate… her pride was worth a little less to her than that.

      She tucked it into the palm of her bad hand before taking his offered hand with her good one and letting him pull her to her feet outside the tent. As soon as she was upright and blinking in the sunlight, he was instantly fussing over her, his hands messing with her hair, pulling it back and off her neck as he stared at the skin.

      His eyes widened when he didn’t see the leather ties and he asked her, “Have it?”

      Marcella uncurled her fist and showed him the little metal piece with the rune scratched into it.

      He smiled, but it was still wan, tired, and mirthless. The tension in his shoulders did ebb as he took it and draped it back over her head. He settled it under her hair and tucked it beneath her collar again, taking a moment to brush his hand over the edge of the fabric. He said, “Do not take off. Keep safe.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What Inimicus magic is in it? You’ve already cut me off from mine.”

      Would it allow him to track her? Was he going to try to let her go again so she could lead him right to her clan’s estate? Did he think she’d lead him right to Hypatia so he could capture her for real this time?

      “No magic.”

      Like she believed that. Another unique Inimicus ability was how they poured vitae into objects through the etching of runes to make them last. Another attempt to make up for the fact that their runes required two hands to cast.

      He was just counting on her ignorance and desire to believe him to get away with his lies.

      “Commander—Areator by tomorrow—leave now—” the older commander barked, glaring at Gavril’s hand resting right below the bruises on her neck.

      Gavril pulled his hand back and nodded at him. He took her by the arm and said in her tongue, “Time to go. Long day.”

      He set her up on his steed once more before swinging up after her, and they set off like every other day. But the pit in Marcella’s stomach just grew bigger and bigger with every hoofbeat.

      They were going to reach Areator tomorrow. Once she was within those city walls, there would be no escape. There would be no fate but death or the table.

      She reached up with her good hand beneath her collar and clenched her hand tightly around the piece of metal. The edges weren’t sharp enough to pierce her skin.

      Her neck ached and there was a throbbing at the base of her skull from the Inimicus’ attack, but the stubborn clan blood in her refused to wish she’d accepted Gavril’s offer to heal it. Better the bruises than have his hands on her.

      Although as they rode, she didn’t really get to have a say about his hands on her—arms around her. He pulled her closer than usual, she assumed because she wasn’t clutching the edge of the saddle. She couldn’t with her sprained wrist—at least not without giving away the injury.

      When they stopped for the night, there was a buzz among the men. She caught pieces of conversations as they set up the camp about how excited they were to sleep in real beds, see women that weren’t—lupa—she assumed they meant her or other clan women—eat real food, and the like.

      Gavril ushered her to the center of the camp like he’d used to and set her right by where they were building the fire. He brushed his fingers over the leather tie and tugged on it until the metal piece slipped back up above her collar and he draped it on the outside of her peplos this time.

      What was it? And why had he hidden it all day only to let it be seen now?

      He nodded again, and then reached beneath his collar. That was when she realized he also now had leather ties draped around his neck. But he didn’t reveal what the leather held. He then took a deep breath and said, “Stay here.”

      She watched him head over to the older commander, whose name she still hadn’t figured out, and he pulled on the leather ties until a metal pendant appeared and he draped it on the other side of his chiton.

      She saw Gavril open his mouth and say something, and when the older commander tried to interrupt, he held his hand up, stopping him as he continued, but Marcella couldn’t hear his voice. He was too far away. Part of the way through whatever Gavril was saying, the commander’s eyes landed on the necklace Gavril now wore.

      He immediately started yelling over Gavril, drawing every eye on the camp, and a flurry of whispers she couldn’t decipher swept through the men. She turned on her heel. Some of them weren’t looking at Gavril and the other commander at all. Quite a few were looking at her.

      But not the way they had been that made her skin crawl and have to fight the urge to wrap herself up in blankets until she couldn’t be seen again. Most of them always looked at her like she was some kind of mud they couldn’t wait to sink their hands into and cover themselves in her filth just so they could tear her apart.

      Now some of them looked at her the way she always looked at holy relics. Something untouchable no matter how desirable.

      “—Abyss-tainted insanity—think I’m going to—kill me—see you—kill you—lupa like that—disgrace—”

      Marcella had a hard time making out the few words she did in the older commander’s rant with the other Inimicus watching and whispering around her.

      Gavril crossed his arms, letting the commander rant and rave. When the man finally sputtered out, panting for breath, his face a violent shade of red that matched his hair, Gavril raised an eyebrow and said, “—disobey a direct order—”

      The redness ebbed from his face as he went ashen. “—serious—can’t be.”

      Gavril said, “—serious—before I explained—know what I’m doing—perfect way to stop—not to speak—such terms again—”

      His voice dipped to a volume so low she couldn’t catch anything he said beneath the increased whispers of the Inimicus men. She eyed them. Were all Inimicus soldiers incorrigible gossips or just these ones?

      She assumed they were gossiping, anyway.

      The older commander kept shaking his head as Gavril spoke, Gavril’s expression growing more severe, intent, and passionate with every word. He pointed toward her where she stood, and she tensed, having nowhere she could run as those who hadn’t been looking at her now all looked at her.

      Some of them still looked at her like they wanted nothing more than to eat her alive, but more and more of them looked at her like she was too pristine to be sullied by human hands for fear of the consequences. 

      The older commander shook his head and threw up his hands. “—your own head be it—fake—horrible idea—you order—conditions—wash my hands of it—”

      Gavril nodded and then started back toward her. He huffed as he saw all the men pretend like they hadn’t all stopped what they were doing to pay attention to the argument. He said something in his tongue, but she couldn’t catch a single word of it. Whatever it was had the men actually dropping what they were doing and starting to gather around. Gavril looked over the men and then he pointed to the heretic and said something, gesturing for him to approach.

      Marcella cursed her weakness.

      She should have thrown the necklace into the forest as they’d ridden that day. She should have maintained her silence on every single matter every time the commander had approached her. She should never have even looked at his snake-green eyes.

      But… she’d practically given him permission the night before.

      She cursed her stupid mouth.

      She prayed to Asentai to make it fast. If the goddess showed her favor maybe they would drug her so she wouldn’t even feel whatever they were about to do to her.

      She hadn’t even realized she’d bowed her head and was pressing it to her clasped hands until a hand was on her shoulder, gently squeezing it.

      “Have it?”

      She jerked her head so fast it collided with the one that had been leaning in to speak to her in her tongue. While the hit rattled her skull and made her aching head hurt more deeply, it was worth it to see Gavril jerk back, hissing and rubbing his nose.

      Unfortunately, not bleeding or broken, it seemed.

      Quite a few of the men laughed. The ones who still looked at her like they would love to rip her apart.

      Gavril glared at them before he turned back to her and said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle. Have it back?”

      She ripped the necklace off and slammed her hand into his chest, letting go of the metal piece and sending him back a half step at the force. He reached up and caught the necklace before it fell as he let out a half-wheeze and his brow furrowed. Then he glanced at the heretic and he sighed. He slid his own necklace off, grabbed her by the shoulders and whispered, “Keeping my promise. He won’t harm you. No one will.”

      “Liar,” she hissed, jerking back slightly but not putting enough force in it to break away since she had nowhere to run.

      The heretic didn’t seem too pleased despite what was clearly happening. He might be afraid she’d try to kill him again.

      Well… if the opportunity arose…

      Gavril just sighed and tightened his grip on her shoulders, moving her until he was satisfied with her position standing across from him, an arm’s length away. He reached down and removed the chains connecting her wrists, leaving the vitae cuffs on.

      He shot a deliberate look at the other commander who now stood to the side of them but also directly equidistant between them. The heretic stood to his left, closer to Gavril than to Marcella.

      Gavril gave a few orders in a low voice, speaking faster and there was something to his voice… almost like he was trying to be harder to be understood by someone who wasn’t a native speaker. He couldn’t possibly know she knew pieces of their language… could he?

      Either way… he didn’t want her to know what was going on.

      If he hadn’t taken away the chains connecting her wrists, she would have wrapped them around his throat no matter how futile an effort it would be to stop whatever they were about to do to her. 

      Some of the men moved into action, digging through their supplies. As they did so, she glanced around once more, just to weigh the odds.

      No. Even if she tried to just run for it, she wasn’t going to make it even to the edge of the camp before one of them caught her and dragged her back.

      One of the men rushed back over to them with a little ration cake and another with a waterskin.

      “—last night on the road—” the man with the waterskin was saying as he held it out to Gavril.

      Gavril took it and uncorked the waterskin and smelled it. “—whole time—taking up space—”

      The man raised his hands defensively. “—punish me—giving it—in handy—”

      Gavril let out an ironic huff of laughter. “—pose that’s fair enough. Thank you—close enough—repay—arrive—”

      Marcella caught a whiff and it definitely wasn’t water.

      “—count as—wineskin—not a glass?” One man near her said.

      “—cousin used a wineskin when he—” Another man replied.

      Gavril cleared his throat and passed the wineskin to the heretic and the man with the ration cake handed it to the heretic as well. He looked over to the older commander and said something. “—ready.”

      “Is she?”

      Gavril turned to her and said in her tongue, “Need your trust little longer.”

      Trust? Trust an Inimicus? Trust an Inimicus commander and illusionist?

      “It was never yours,” she rasped, lifting her chin and showing off the bruises that still meant every word she spoke sent a twinge of pain through her. “Do what you will. I will do what I must to get this over with so that I can sooner return to Asentai’s embrace. However, until that moment, every breath I breathe will be a curse on you and your line.”

      Whatever his reaction was, it didn’t show on his face. He said, “So be it.”

      He turned to the commander and spoke in his tongue again. The commander nodded and glanced over the crowd as he started speaking. He spoke quickly with more sharpness to his words than their language already inherently had. There were a few words she might have translated right, but they also sounded like other words, so she wasn’t sure. A few of the ones she caught translated to something that didn’t make sense in the context either.

      She could only assume none of their words would make any sense to her if this was an Inimicus ritual before they handed her over to their heretic officially.

      The commander turned back to her and Gavril, narrowing his eyes at her and she just narrowed them right back. He then lowered his voice and spoke to Gavril, “Last chance.”

      “I’m decided.”

      The commander continued speaking, and he took the ration cake from the heretic and held it out. He then passed it to Gavril, who took it and murmured something. She caught “—labor of my hand—”

      He broke it, not evenly, and handed her the larger piece. She reluctantly took it in her good hand. In her tongue, he murmured, “Repeat my next words and then eat.”

      She ground her thumb against the cake, crumbling the edge and sending a few tiny specks to the ground. He spoke a short phrase.

      She rubbed her thumb against the edge again, wearing down the dry, tasteless ration cake and stayed silent. He sighed and repeated the first two words of the short phrase.

      When she still didn’t repeat them, the commander spoke. “—terrible idea—”

      “—her a minute—” Gavril snapped at him. When he turned back to her, his expression was much softer. Then in her tongue, he said, “Please.”

      She supposed she wasn’t going to be allowed to go anywhere until she did.

      Not that she’d be allowed to go anywhere afterwards.

      Gavril repeated the first half of the short phrase again. She slowly, haltingly stuttered over the unfamiliar words. Some of the men behind her snickered at the way she struggled with their sharp sounds. Gavril’s fierce glare over her shoulder at whoever it was silenced them immediately.

      He murmured, “Ignore. Doing well.”

      He then continued giving her the next few words. She stumbled over them and slaughtered them like she did the first few ones. It was one thing to try to decipher pieces of their sentences, it was another thing entirely to force her mouth to form the foreign sounds. Especially without knowing what she was saying.

      Not to mention how hoarse the bruises made her already guttural voice sound.

      Once he’d stopped giving her phrases to say, he reached forward with the hand that wasn’t holding his piece of the ration and gently pushed her hand up to her mouth. She reluctantly ate her portion and once she had, he gave her that sad smile and ate his.

      The commander spoke again, taking the wineskin from the heretic and holding it out to Gavril. As he took it, he said something. He didn’t drink, however. He reached forward with one hand, sliding it to the back of her head and stepping closer. She stayed completely still. He lifted the wineskin and spoke softly, “Repeat then drink.”

      He gave her the first phase. She said it. Then the second. She said it. Then he lifted the wineskin to her lips. He tilted it up until she could taste the cheap wine on her lips. She drank the smallest sip she could, and he pulled the wineskin away. Then he took her right hand and wrapped it around the wineskin and said, “Now me.”

      The flash of pain that went through her wrist had her biting down on her lip until it passed. His eyes darted down to her lip, and his brow furrowed. She cursed herself for not hiding it better, but he continued on with the ritual.

      He took the hand that wasn’t holding the wineskin and slid it to the back of his head, mirroring what he’d done with her earlier. She slowly lifted the wineskin up to his mouth, still digging her teeth into her lip as the throbbing pain increased. She tilted it up sharply, practically dumping it on him, but he quickly reached up and caught her hand and pulled the wineskin down before he choked.

      The sharp increase of pain in her wrist at the motion was worth it.

      She could hear laughter behind her, but he just smirked and reached up and wiped off the little wine that did spill down his lip and jaw. He took the wineskin from her and handed it back to the heretic.

      The fact that he was so unrattled only infuriated her further.

      The commander spoke again, and Gavril reached into his pocket and pulled out the two necklaces and a key. He said something as he grabbed her left arm. She held her breath as he unlocked the cuff and pulled it off. The muffled sensation eased but didn’t vanish entirely. If she tried, she knew she could reach some of her vitae, but before she could try, he passed the cuff to the heretic and had her hand in his. He took the necklace he’d given to her and wound the leather around her skin until the rectangular piece pressed against her wrist. He was still speaking as he finished securing the leather and metal, now as a bracelet.

      “—mea sponsa.”

      His thumb brushed over her pulse as he slowly pulled his hand away, his palm dragging across hers. She didn’t know what kind of Inimicus magic or ritual this was, but there was no denying there was a weight to this ritual. It had to be something important, and anything important to an Inimcus was bad.

      He then held out the other piece and the leather band to her and whispered, “Now me, again.”

      He gave her the phrase. She didn’t say it. She just stared at the rune etched into the metal. What Inimicus magic was this they were doing to her?

      “Mea spes…” He whispered. “I promise. No harm will come to you. Trust me. I will prove you can trust me. Please, speak.”

      He said the words in his language again. She slowly repeated them in a dead, faltering voice. As he kept feeding her the words, she slowly reached up with shaking hands, the pain in her wrist increasing, and tied the leather band and metal piece onto his left wrist.

      The last word of his language died on her lips as she finished the knot.

      Before she could rip her hands away, he reached up and grabbed her left hand in his. He shifted his fingers until his palm was aligned with hers and his fingers pressed against hers perfectly. He reached up with his right hand and grabbed her arm, holding it in place in case she jerked back.

      She still tried anyway.

      He looked up and over to the commander and the heretic. The heretic sighed and stretched his arms out, one hand over her left arm and the other over his left arm. His fingers flew and a rune lit up the air. Gavril’s grip on her arm tightened and fingers started to move, hers moving with them and mirroring their movements as he manipulated them. She summoned the little vitae she could feel, desperate to do anything—even something small to stop this—but when she tried to cast, she couldn’t get her rune right as Gavril kept casting his. As he forced her fingers to move to the same motions he was using to cast his rune.  

      She jerked against his grip as vitae started to stretch over her left arm and Gavril’s. What was this? She didn’t know their runes, but she could feel the vitae. It wasn’t her vitae lighting up her skin. But she could feel hers rising and shooting forward toward his arm, only she had no control over it.

      It didn’t burn. It didn’t hurt. It just… glowed.

      Then the heretic pulled his arms back and his rune faded. The light faded so the runes on her skin no longer glowed. But the lines were still there. Gavril’s grip eased and she ripped her arm out of his, pulling it to her chest and gasping at the lines now on her skin. She could still sense vitae pulsing, but then the heretic grabbed her arm and the cuff was clapped back around her wrist, below the bracelet, and the muffled sensation crashed onto her. She could no longer sense the vitae, whether it had been her own or not.

      Out of the corner of her eye, as she was still staring at the lines, someone passed the heretic a waterskin and she watched him pour it over the commander’s hands and he washed them. Then the commander poured water over the heretic’s hands and he washed them. They were both muttering about ‘the demon.’

      Gavril just shook his head at them and muttered under his breath, but he was also clutching his wrist and rubbing his hand over the lines.

      Was this a replacement for the chain binding her wrists together? Had that… ritual instead bound her to Gavril?

      But why would they do that? And why would she still have the limiter cuffs on?

      And yet, what else could it be?

      When she looked up, she could see a matching set of black lines on his wrist, mirroring hers.

      Whatever that had been…

      It had marked them both. It bound them both.
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      Before Marcella could figure out what he’d just done to them both, Gavril abandoned the commander and the heretic and took a step toward her. She took a step back, still clutching her wrist to her.

      Some of the men laughed again and one of them called out. “—sponsa—seem—with you—as you—make her—work.”

      Gavril’s gaze darkened as he whipped around and barked at them. “—thought I was—before—seen nothing—she is—far less forgiving—did to—disrespected—wasn’t—most respectful—words will—from now on, am I clear?”

      “Yes, commander!” the men called back.

      He took her by the arm and started leading her through the camp and toward her tent.

      A different man called out. “—still allowed—right? I mean—didn’t think I’d—honor.”

      Gavril paused and let out a long sigh. “Yes, you may.”

      Marcella startled when the men started cheering and whooping, bumping into Gavril as he steadied her. He should have just let her stumble and fall.

      “—left of that wine—” was the last thing she managed to make out as they reached her tent. Like usual, Gavril lifted the flap and delivered her inside.

      For once Marcella was eager to get inside and get away from it all so she could just have a moment to herself to think.

      To pray.

      To nurse her sore throat and throbbing wrist. Or maybe the one with the mark.

      To worry about what they’d just done to her and what it meant. What kind of sick ritual it was before she was going to be delivered right to one of their heretic’s tables the second they arrived in the city the next day.

      But as she crawled into the canvas and darkness, she wasn’t the only one.

      She whipped around as Gavril lowered the flap as he sat at the edge of the tent. Darkness fell over both of them and she hit the other edge of the canvas. What was he doing?

      The choking breath was her.

      Then a dim light filled the air. Gavril sat with his legs crossed, his hands lowering. A light rune filled the space between them as he set it on the ground, lighting his features and freeing his hands.

      A thousand questions threatened to spill out of her, but as she stared at him and the way he was staring at her now, she decided she wouldn’t voice any of them. She just sank her left hand into the tent floor and let her eyes burn with the hatred and dedication that had her putting on Hypatia’s bridal wear and riding to her death in the first place.

      The same determination that had her following Hypatia to be turned truly into her replica.

      She couldn’t read the look in his eyes. The same one he’d given her after she’d proclaimed her curse on him.

      Finally, he broke first.

      “You… have questions?”

      Now he cared about her questions. She scoffed and drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her left arm around them so her knees blocked her view of the bracelet and the lines on her arm.

      She stayed silent.

      “You… You understand then. What I did?”

      Not specifically. But she didn’t speak. She didn’t even nod.

      “Do you understand?”

      Yet again, she held her silence.

      “Marcella. Speak.” He said it the same way he gave orders to his soldiers. 

      Her lip curled up at the way he butchered her name. She couldn’t stop the words from spilling out, “Speak? You want to order me to speak?”

      His eyes widened, and now that she’d started, the words kept falling out of her.

      “Fine! I understand what you’ve done to me. You kidnapped me. You pretended to care to lower my guard. You pretended to let me go so I could run into your trap, and you could create this illusion that you’re some kind of hero trying to protect me when all of this has just been one of your Inimicus illusions! I understand it was all for this!” She flung her left wrist up, turning it so the light reflected off the piece of metal with the rune and the lines now etched onto her skin. “You’ve trapped me with your Inimicus magic with this—this bond! You’ve branded me with your sick magic so I’ll never be able to escape you! You’ve bound me to you worse than any kind of chain or cuff.”

      He nodded, sitting back and rustling the canvas as he did so. He let out a long sigh and muttered in his own language.

      He whispered in hers, “Sorry. I—This was not—You—I—”

      She rattled her good wrist again. “Did you not just force me into this?”

      He lifted his hand, rubbing his brow with the other and snapped, “Just—Let me—”

      “What possible justification could you have? Besides, why should I believe it?” Marcella scoffed, spitting her next words, “You’re an illusionist. You’re a born liar.”

      “What?” He blinked. Then he shook his head and fumbled over his next words. “Forget. Not liar. Understand why I… bound you?”

      She glared at him. “I imagine now that you’ve branded me it’ll be easier to track me in the event I were to escape.”

      His brow furrowed. “Branded? I—what? Wrong. All wrong.”

      “Do tell me then, what exactly do I have wrong and why should I believe you?”

      “No trap. Hirtus—mage who attacked, acted on own. Did not know he was to replace guard. Been keeping you away because I did not trust. Letting go was plan. When I…” Gavril looked at her and she wanted to spit in his face for the pity filling his eyes as he looked at her. “No one coming to save you. Real.”

      Marcella prayed for an iron heart. She was going to need it.

      “Save your lies for someone stupid enough to believe them.”

      The pity left his eyes as they narrowed at her. “Not lying.”

      Marcella narrowed hers right back. “Really? Then… if you truly don’t want to keep me, then why not leave my tent unguarded last night? Why not remove this cursed mark and let me go right now before we reach your capital?”

      When he turned his head away, unable to look her in the eyes, a savage sense of pride welled up in her chest. Finally. She caught him and he could not keep pretending anymore. He muttered, “Not so simple.”

      Weak excuse.

      “Seems pretty simple to me. You just think I’m simple enough to buy it because I’m not Hypatia. I’m a soldier whose only use was looking like her, but I’m no fool.”

      “Don’t think that.” He shook his head. “Complicated. Too complicated for…”

      He gestured to his head, and she thought he might be implying he didn’t know enough of her language to be able to explain it. A convenient excuse no doubt.

      She rolled her eyes. “Apparently you’re not as good of an illusionist as you appear if you can’t even attempt to put together a believable lie, not that I’d fall for it.”

      He let out a ragged sigh and snapped, “Illusionist? You call me ‘illusionist’ but I do not understand.”

      “An illusionist is someone who uses magic to lie. You cast runes that make people perceive reality falsely. You hide the camp under them.”

      But his brow furrowed deeper and his eyes darted over her, pausing on her side for a moment before shifting back up. “You spit this word at me. Like you… You do not have runes to create illusions?”

      Was he just trying to distract her? Get more information out of her about her people?

      “You illusionists are second only to your heretics in my people’s eyes.”

      “You—Then—How—No. No.” He clenched his jaw so tight she expected to hear bone crack. “Your people—only real—so scar—Tell me it is not—They did not…”

      He was focusing on her scar?  

      He could take his pity and choke on it. She didn’t need it.

      “My people did not what?” Marcella couldn’t stop herself. She reached up, flashing the brand on her left wrist as she grabbed her clasp, undoing and letting half of it fall beneath the strophion wrapped around her chest to expose the scar to his sight. “This scar? No, it’s not an illusion. Yes, my people did give me a scar identical to Hypatia’s. And it’s an honor to have it. Better a scar I have in order to foil your plans for Hypatia than this brand you’ve forced on me. I would choose a thousand of these scars over your brand.”

      He did not speak. He only stared at her with understanding dawning and horror flooding his features. It was better than pity at least.

      “Are you done now that you are certain of where I stand?” She started to clasp the peplos shut again. “Not even your heretics can cut my hatred of you out of me.”

      He stiffened and shook his head. “No. No—heretic, as you say.” He held up his left wrist. “Trying to tell you. This. No heretic because this.”

      What?

      Did she dare believe him?

      No. He was just trying to appeal to her fears and her nature for faith.

      “And being able to track me in case I managed an escape on my own is just a coincidence? Or am I wrong about that too?”

      Gavril lowered his head. “Not… purpose. Just… part of it. Purpose is protection.”

      “What for? Why would you have any interest in protecting me? Wouldn’t it just be easier to let me go?” He opened his mouth, but she answered for him. “No. You have some grander purpose in mind. I will not be your experiment to study any more than I will willingly be one of your heretics’ experiments.”

      He swallowed and whispered, “You… You fear being studied?”

      “What do you want from me?”

      To her shame, her own whisper was as hoarse and broken as his.

      “I have told you.” His hand twitched at his side, clenching into a fist and pressing into the tent floor. His voice hardened. “Above all, I want peace. I will have it. No matter the cost. If I will always be hated in your eyes, then I shall be hated and have peace instead of hated without it.”

      “You can’t use me to have peace. You said it yourself. No one is coming for me.” Marcella scoffed, shifting back. “I serve no purpose for you other than to be your plaything.”

      He just lifted his chin and took a long breath. “You will see.”

      She’d thought having him finally drop the act like she could trust him would be more satisfying. Now all she felt was hollow and cold and scared.

      And they were alone. And he had no reason to pretend to be better than any other Inimicus.

      What was he going to do to her now?

      He nodded toward her bedroll and his accent seemed thicker than usual. “Long day ahead. Rest, mea sponsa.”

      Nothing apparently.

      He was saving it all for Areator then.

      She didn’t move for the bedroll. She just stayed where she was and curled onto her side, pressing against the edge of the tent. He muttered, “Contumax puella.”

      But then he banished the light rune and plunged them into darkness.

      She tensed again, but heard nothing. He didn’t so much as shift. Their breaths were the only noise now.

      Her heart still raced but as the seconds ticked by and he didn’t move closer, didn’t raise a hand, and just sat there, it started to slow.

      Whatever the true purpose of the runes marking her arm, it wasn’t for that night.

      In the darkness she moved to clasp her hands together now that she knew this was the last chance she was going to get. Her sprained wrist throbbed and she felt the metal pressing against her skin deeper than she ever had before, burning her and binding her.

      The choking sob that fell out of her mouth shocked even her.

      Marcella had never been one to cry easily. Or ever.

      She hadn’t cried when she’d been summoned by Chief Eustathios and told she was going to take Hypatia’s place or when she’d been given the scar to make her Hypatia’s mirror. When Hypatia had given her the scar, she’d screamed until she’d fallen unconscious, but she hadn’t cried. Not like this.

      Years of biting her tongue, holding back, and lifting her chin and declaring what an honor it was to simply exist as part of Clan Desero despite the crushing loneliness she felt came spilling out. Every unanswered prayer cascaded out of her in sob after sob.

      What had it all been for?

      She buried her face in her right arm, unable to bear even acknowledging her left because she knew it would only make her desperate sobs worse. She’d prefer the pain that came from aggravating the sprain.

      Her whole body shuddered as her cries were muffled against her skin and Hypatia’s ruined peplos.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been pressing herself deeper into the ground, trying to control herself and with absolutely none to be found, but the sound of another voice reminded her she wasn’t alone.

      “Marcella…” A hand brushed her shoulder, and she jerked away, coiling in even tighter for what little protection it would provide her. “Please…”

      She lashed out blindly with her foot, and it struck something with all the force her body could muster, and she heard some part of him hit the ground.

      Blessedly, he didn’t try again.

      At least that she knew of as she found herself long since out of tears. When she was completely empty, the exhaustion slammed into her harder than the invisible walls she had when she’d almost escaped. She shivered as the cold set in and curled into herself more tightly.

      In the morning, she would be as void as the Abyss.
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      This was not exactly the way Gavril imagined his wedding night would go. Nor had he imagined he would marry a Sordes girl who was the mirror image of the Desero demon.

      He was supposed to capture the Desero demon, bring her back, propose to Aimilia, marry Aimilia, and do what was expected of him.

      In the rush and terror of trying to let Marcella go after saving her from Mage Hirtus, his knowledge of her language had failed him. But he’d said it anyway.

      “Vale. Fortasse altera vita.”

      “Farewell. Perhaps in another life.”

      He’d meant it. In what specific way, he didn’t really know. In another life, maybe they could have been friends.

      No. He was good at fooling everyone else, but he couldn’t fool himself.

      He’d meant in another life maybe they could have been more.

      But it seemed it would be this life instead. The other life he’d been imagining had been a much kinder one. One where he wouldn’t be her captor. Where if the little spark in his chest had been given the chance, he might have been able to spark something similar in her. A life where he would stand a chance not to be the object of all her hatred.

      He would never want this. Even if he did want her. Now he was going to keep her.

      He would be lucky if he could manage to just scrape together a somewhat amiable friendship. He could live with that. He’d been resigned to having a marriage based on mutual respect and a deep abiding friendship with Aimilia. Now he didn’t even have that.

      But those desires didn’t matter. Not with the opportunity Marcella now presented.

      The end to the bloodshed. Real, lasting peace.

      Holding onto that still didn’t make this any easier.

      Having to just lie there in the darkness and pretend like he couldn’t hear her sobbing inches from him in the tent was torture. He’d tried to comfort her, but all it had gotten him was her kicking him in the stomach and given the specific night it was, he supposed of course she didn’t want him anywhere near her.

      But even after her sobs subsided and her breathing evened out, Gavril could not sleep. His heart was twisting in his chest while his stomach rolled. This was such a mess.

      He was still dead when they got back to Areator.

      He was extremely dead when they got back to Areator. The only reason he’d managed to get Cyprian to officiate the wedding was because he’d lied.

      Marcella had a point about illusionists.

      Cyprian had only officiated the marriage because Gavril had assured him that he would fake the marks with an illusion and this would just be to stop the marriage alliance between Desero and Montis. Cyprian was horrible with illusions. Few Runai were as good with them as he was, so it was an easy thing to convince him of. If they believed Hypatia was married to him, then once everything was sorted, the marriage would be annulled due to the marks being fake and he would marry Aimilia as expected.

      Only she wasn’t Hypatia. And the marks weren’t fake.

      It was a real marriage. It had been the only way to ensure she wasn’t executed or handed over to the healers to study when they arrived back in Areator.

      Letting her go wasn’t an option anymore.

      Not after what he’d seen her do. Not when she could be the key to bringing peace between their people.

      This whole war had started in the first place because of the Abyss. Gavril himself had never actually seen it, but he’d seen the drawings. He’d heard the stories about it. Furious and sick with seeing Asentai create with every step she took, bringing to life their world, Dhlenir had attempted his own creation. He’d gone out to the ocean Asentai had formed with her daughter, Obris, and he sought to create his own land. But he was not capable of creation, only corruption. And instead of creating anything, he created nothing. The Abyss.

      It was a void. It was absence. Nothing that went in ever returned. The only things that came from it were demons and leeches sent to grow the void and one day swallow them all.

      If they all wanted a chance at preventing that, since Asentai had clearly long since abandoned her creations, then they needed to put a stop to the corruption spreading. Leeches were abominations whose sole purpose was to absorb magic and grow the Abyss. Any time a leech appeared, his people exterminated it before it could do any harm. The Sordes didn’t.

      The Sordes were a sign of Dhelnir’s corruption spreading. They had more leeches surface amongst them. They were weaker. The fact that they could only cast runes with one hand proved their vitae was corrupted. If they had pure vitae, then they would be able to direct it the way the Runai did into both hands with the perfect balance that their runes required.

      For decades the healers and academics had been trying to get to the bottom of what made the Sordes different from the Runai. Where their corruption stemmed from so that the Runai could prevent it ever occurring in their people. That was just one use for the operating tables. Decades and thousands of bodies later, they had no more answers than the day the blood started running.

      Oh, they had plenty of advanced healing runes to show for it but no answers about the corruption that forced the Sordes to use inferior runes.

      At least, that was most Runai’s belief. It wasn’t Gavril’s.

      One day during his academy days, when Gavril had been using the library to hide from Aimilia because he had a split lip hidden under an illusion he knew she would sniff out anyway, he’d come across the journal of an academic from the beginning of the war. Who, upon studying the first fifty Sordes that had gone up on the tables was starting to believe they were wrong. He could find no difference. He’d been told they simply hadn’t found the answers yet and he was ordered to keep looking.

      Whether his death the next day was truly by his own hand or someone else’s, no one would ever be able to truly say.

      Reading the firsthand account had Gavril physically ill. When he’d asked the librarian what the journal was doing in the library, he’d been told it was for the students on the healer track and academic track to refer to as an example of a false conclusion to avoid drawing in their own work. She’d snatched the journal out of Gavril’s hands and told him it wasn’t for the command track students like him.

      Gavril didn’t think much about the journal after that afternoon. Other than one phrase toward the end of the journal. One of the last things the academic had written.

      Ubi solitudinem faciunt pacem appellant.

      They make a desert and call it peace.

      Peace. Gavril had never known peace. But he’d always wanted to. He did not want to be another man whose life was drowned in this ocean of blood.

      Some days he thought about giving up. He thought about surrendering the fight and walking away from it all. Maybe he could not bring peace to everyone else, but maybe he could find some for himself. It was exhausting, and he was tired. But the fight wasn’t done with him yet.

      “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.”

      Over three years after that final conversation, Gavril had never forgotten them. They were the reason he had stayed instead of running away over three years ago despite what had happened immediately after them. If the fight was going to hunt him like a dog, then he was going to do the same to peace.

      One of them would sink their teeth in first. Now it just might be him.

      Capturing Hypatia had been his chance to bring them a little closer to that elusive thing. But now…

      He’d seen Marcella cast two separate runes at the exact same time. That wasn’t supposed to be possible with corrupted vitae.

      So what if the Sordes vitae wasn’t corrupted at all?

      Peace. It meant there could be peace.

      Despite how worn down he was, he had to keep fighting now that he could see it. He could grasp it. He could feel it in the vitae that now rested under the lines on his wrist that wasn’t his.

      Her vitae felt exactly like he thought it would and so much more. It was strength and grace, and somehow brimming with faith. Nikias had once described it as like always having her hand on his arm, a certainty of her presence. Feeling her even when she wasn’t physically there. It was a beautiful thing.

      Gavril was turning over everything in his mind, trying to sort out what he was going to tell Aimilia, his parents, and Nikias when they arrived in Areator the next day when the sound of Marcella shifting caught his attention. There was a soft mutter, and he furrowed his brow as he focused on trying to pick out the words.

      The only thing he was able to hear clearly was ‘Hypatia.’

      Was she having a nightmare?

      Then a muffled, pained cry, and Gavril shot up. He’d noticed it during the ceremony and it had slipped his mind during the heat of their argument, especially since he’d been holding himself back from moving any closer lest he worsen what little standing he might have left with her. Something was wrong with her right wrist, not to mention the bruises Hirtus had left on her neck from his attack.

      He immediately cast a soft light rune and set it on the ground, freeing his hands as its dim light filled the space. He immediately spotted Marcella clutching her right arm to her chest as she let out pained, huffing breaths, her eyes tightly squeezed shut.

      Stubborn girl.

      “Marcella. Here.” He spoke in her tongue, and at the sound of his voice, her eyes flew open. He gestured for her to come to him. In the dim light he could see her red eyes and the harsh bruises on her pale neck. She just glared at him in silence. Her favorite response to anything he did, he’d noticed.

      When she didn’t move, he huffed. “Not all needs to be a fight.”

      Her eyes just narrowed further and she pressed her injured wrist tighter into her stomach.

      Well, he wasn’t just going to let her sit in her own pain any longer. She may not like it, but she was his wife. He wasn’t going to let her stay hurt.

      He clenched his jaw, took in a long slow breath, and then he reached across the tent and grabbed her by the shoulders—not painfully but firmly—and pulled her forward until she was almost sitting on top of him.

      He took her right arm first, avoiding her wrist as he tugged on her bicep to stretch it into the small space he’d left between them. She tried jerking it back, but he just tightened his grip and moved his fingers against her skin in a rune.

      He poured his vitae into it, ignoring her sharp grunts as she kept trying to pull away until his rune was finished and the sprain’s healing had been sped along.

      The second he let go, she twisted and tried to move back, but she didn’t get far as he reached up and cupped her neck and jaw in both of his hands. He tilted her head back, exposing the bruises on her throat to his sight, her hair falling away. She made a noise in the back of her throat, and he responded with a soft hush and a murmur in her tongue, “Hush. Still. No harm. No harm.”

      He kept his touch as light as he could while still keeping her firmly in his grip. He wasn’t good enough as a healer to be able to do anything from a distance. It wasn’t his field; he just knew what he’d been trained in like all the commanders were in the event of an emergency without a healer or for small things not to take up a healer’s vitae.

      He could see the bruises change color and fade as his vitae worked on them despite Marcella trying to squirm away, eyeing the glow of his runes from the corner of her eyes. He pulled his hands back once he was done, and Marcella immediately shifted back, her left hand flying up to her throat.

      She stuttered, “W—What?”

      “Hiding pain from me. Pointless. Gain nothing.”

      He knew better than most the signs of someone hiding an injury anyway.

      She flexed her right wrist and lowered her hand from her throat. She murmured, “I thought you were—Never mind.”

      She’d thought he was silencing her like he had Hirtus?

      He felt the blow deep in his chest. How was he ever going to prove to her that she could trust him? That everything he was doing was to try to protect her?

      She started to shift away, but he moved before he could think better of it. The palm of his hand just barely brushed her bicep, but enough that it stilled her. He asked, “Bad dream?”

      She shrank in on herself a little with a nearly imperceptible, “Memory.”

      “Tell me?”

      She shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself and shivering. As she did, she looked down at her left wrist. Her voice cracked. “This… brand. It will protect me from your heretics?”

      “Yes,” he breathed out, shifting even closer. He unclasped his cloak, and she looked up as he moved to wrap it around her. He settled the fabric over her shoulders now that he finally could since she was his wife. He took his clasp and secured it around her before sliding his hands over her shoulders to rest on her back. “I will prove. I will protect.”

      She bit her lip, but he could still see the tears welling up in her eyes all over again, and his resolve broke. He was not made to just sit there and listen to her cry.

      He pulled her into his arms, crushing her to him in his lap as she curled in on herself. She covered her mouth with one hand as he wrapped one arm around her waist and the other sank into her curls, cradling the back of her head as he pressed it to his shoulder. She shook all over and her arms stayed pinned to her front as she made no move. He just held her tighter.

      He murmured her name and the few words of comfort he knew in her tongue.

      His left hand was the one on her waist, tightening his grip on her as her breathing started to even out once more and she sank into his arms. Her name was etched into the metal piece that sat on his left wrist.

      He hadn’t known how to say it in her tongue when she’d told him her name, so he’d said it in his.  

      “Pulchra nomen, contumax puella—mea sponsa, mea spes.”

      “Beautiful name, stubborn girl—my bride, my hope.”

      His thumb brushed over her skin, and he felt the scar beneath the fabric of her thin peplos.

      The very real scar.

      In order to make her Hypatia’s perfect replica, her people had given her a scar to match Hypatia’s.

      The fury and horror that had overwhelmed him upon the realization struck him right in his chest all over again where Marcella’s head had drifted to. He pulled her even closer, fingers sinking into her peplos as he had nowhere else to direct his rage.

      He wanted peace more than anything, but he would pretend like there was not something still savage about her people.

      How could they? How could it be worth it? To make a perfect decoy, they would brutally and permanently mark someone whose only crime was looking like Hypatia?

      And they claimed to be righteous.

      Gavril rested his head on top of hers, continuing to gently run his thumb over the scar hiding underneath the fabric. And he’d almost just sent her back to the people who valued her so little they would scar her and send her to die to protect a demon.

      But… Gavril swallowed as he spotted the lines of his wrist.

      How was it any better now that he’d condemned her to be his for the rest of her life?

      His people called them healers. Hers called them ‘heretics.’ He did not fully grasp the meaning, but he knew it was despicable in her eyes, and he could not argue. At least he could protect her from them.

      The law was on his side now. He’d said in his vows he would protect her.

      She would hate him.

      But the mark on his wrist and the slight hum of vitae that wasn’t his proved he was onto something. While he’d been mostly certain his plan would work, based on seeing her cast two runes at the same time, there had of course been the chance he was wrong. The common belief was that the Runai and the Sordes were incompatible because of the corrupted vitae. The tradition of religo in a wedding ceremony, the process of marking each other with their own vitae wasn’t supposed to be possible between Runai and Sordes.

      That was something Cyprian had screamed at him. That if he did this, the Sordes’ corrupted vitae would kill him. So he’d lied. And he was alive. It had been an incredibly risky thing to attempt, but it was worth it.

      His vitae felt no different than it had before he had a token of Marcella’s coursing through the lines on his wrist. This could not be corruption.

      The girl in his arms might not have been the girl he was sent to capture in order to bring peace, but he would bring peace through her all the same.

      Even if it meant his brother would hate him. Even if it meant he would lose his oldest friend.

      Even if it meant his wife would never return the affection he had begun to have for her.
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      When Marcella woke up, it was to the sound of Gavril’s low voice and a small bit of sunlight filtering in through the tent flap he was holding open just enough to speak to whoever was on the other side. She blinked her eyes open until they focused.

      The last thing she remembered was the cloak’s warmth settling over her shoulders and back and Gavril pulling her closer as she was silently cursing herself up and down for the tears welling up in her eyes. She was mostly cursing herself for wanting to believe him. But with the pain in her wrist and throat gone, herself almost out of tears, and so terrified she was willing to be the fool again, she had drifted off. She hadn’t felt anything but the fabric, and her limbs were too heavy and her soul too beaten down for her to be able to shove it away.

      Sometime after that, Gavril must had laid her down, and he hadn’t taken his cloak back. Now that she was awake—and the cloak was more suffocating than comforting and the heat wrapped around her was from her burning humiliation—she wanted nothing to do with it anymore. 

      “—little longer—exhausted—make it before night,” Gavril was saying in his language.

      She sat up slightly and saw it was the other commander outside the tent. The cloak shifted with her as she moved. The commander looked past Gavril and narrowed his eyes at her, well, at Gavril’s cloak wrapped around her shoulders. Gavril followed his gaze to see she’d woken up as the commander said, “—awake to me—sordidus lupa disgracing—on—her talk of you—expected better—put it off—your mess to explain—”

      Gavril just sighed and waved him off. “—coming—know I didn’t—tradition—a minute—”

      The other commander shook his head and disappeared out of sight. Gavril turned to her, and she could see the bags under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept at all. Good.

      His eyes traced over her, and he muttered something, “—pulchra sponsa—who despises me—”

      She immediately grabbed the cloak, flinging it off and back at him.

      He easily caught it and rolled his eyes. “Back to this again?”

      She held up her left wrist and showed him the lines branding her arm. She raised an eyebrow.

      “Expected. Will see, then you will believe.” He moved to climb out of the tent. “We go.”

      When she stayed where she was, rubbing her healed right hand over her left wrist, he peered back down into the tent and held a hand out to her. “Don’t make me come back in there.”

      She shot him a huffy look, but considering how her heart was still racing and they had a whole day ahead of them for her to find other ways to cause him problems, she moved to exit the tent. She did swat his hand away from her and pushed herself to her feet.

      As she straightened up and her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, something settled around her shoulders again. She jerked to the side right as Gavril finished clasping his cloak around her shoulders.

      What was he doing?

      She reached up and undid the clasp, letting the cloak fall to the ground.

      Someone nearby laughed. Marcella refused to look to see who it was as she just lifted her chin and stared Gavril down. His pale cheeks immediately turned red as he narrowed his eyes right back before he bent down and picked up the cloak from where it lay her feet.

      He shook it out and knocked any dirt and dust off it and said, “My cloak.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Too bad.” He wrapped it around her shoulders again and clasped it. “Took last night. Will take today.”

      She reached up again and unclasped it, letting it fall to the ground again. Behind her, several men roared with laughter. Gavril’s jaw clenched and his eyes darkened, but he was still flushed red. She wasn’t entirely sure why he was so insistent or why he was getting so frustrated and insulted by her actions, but that only encouraged her.

      He snatched the cloak off the ground again. He wrapped it around her shoulders a third time, muttering as he did so, “—contumax puella—decide—wants—live or die—if I—anything to say—will live—curse me—rest of—”

      She started to reach up for the cloak before he’d finished clasping it, but instead of letting go like the last two times, he put both hands on the clasp where it rested at her left shoulder and his fingers flew over it. She gasped as a small rune lit up the air. In a second he finished, drawing his hands back and looking down at her with a smirk and a light in his still tired eyes.

      She tried to undo the clasp, but when her fingers touched the metal, they slid right off. She tried again, but she couldn’t get her fingers around it to work it. Her head snapped up to his and his grin grew even bigger. “—pulchra mea chlamys.”

      One day, she was going to figure out what that word meant. Although she probably wasn’t going to have long since they were going to arrive in Areator that day.

      That realization shoved away all her thoughts of being as difficult as possible for Commander Gavril.

      His head tilted and he stepped closer, brow furrowing and mouth opening at what she’d been certain had been a minuscule change in her demeanor. Before he could speak, the other commander was barking orders across the camp and directing his glare toward them.

      Gavril sighed and took her by the arm instead of speaking and led her to his horse. He hefted her up onto his horse before swinging up after her like he did every day. They set off with the rest of the Inimicus, a slower pace than they had for the majority of the trip, but expected. Since they were back in Inimicus lands and had been for a little bit now, there was less for them to fear.

      And all the more for her.

      Gavril wrapped his left arm around her waist, sliding it beneath his cloak and pressing her back to his front as he took the reins in his other hand. His jaw brushed the side of her head, and he spoke softly, “Know you understand some of my tongue. How much?”

      Marcella willed her tongue into lead and instead focused on the horse’s easy gait beneath her. The beast was probably sick of the extra weight it had been forced to carry.

      When she didn’t respond, Gavril’s grip on her tightened. His fingers curled into her peplos and she startled when his fingers brushed over the beginning of her scar. He huffed. “Know you haven’t understood much. Silent act won’t help me help you.”

      Did he expect her to believe he wanted to help her because she’d been so weak as to fall apart in his arms the night before?

      He lowered his voice further, turning his head into her curls. His breath brushed her ear and her cheek. “Marcella.”

      Still butchering her name even though he said it slowly and his tongue lolled over the ‘l’s.

      There was no sound more abhorrent to her than the way he said her name. She wished she’d never given it to him.

      “Words here or there,” Marcella snapped, shifting in the saddle, but there was nowhere to go to get enough space to think. He was all over her. He usually was, but now with her weakness from the night before haunting her, having him curled around her felt different. “Don’t worry, I don’t know much. Even if I knew it all, who am I going to tell?”

      “Know… know what you’re called?”

      “By your men? They call me a… lupa, I don’t know what that means. Sordidus, I assume comes from your word for my people, filth, so a filthy something, I get the gist. By you? No, your insults are a mystery to me. Or if you mean what my name would be in your runes? No.”

      She could feel him press his wrist and the metal piece on it into her tighter.

      “Will learn, eventually,” he said.

      Marcella rather thought he needed to learn her language better because she had no idea what that was supposed to mean.

      His fingers were still slowly brushing over the scar beneath her peplos. “Tell me, things you like? Your life?”

      “Why?”

      “Weeks stuck with these men.” He settled his head down, half buried in her curls. She could feel how close his low murmur was and every time he spoke it took her mind more time than it ought to comprehend the words in her own tongue. “Do not like them much. Nice to talk to someone else. Maybe I’m just curious. Maybe I just like your voice. Take your pick.”

      She stayed silent.

      He sighed. “Fine. I’ll go. I like learning new things. Before I left… I was... middle of book about Embrai Elemens. I—I—word for—” His hand twitched against her side as he seemed to search for the word. “Ascended from—learning house—became a commander earlier this year.”

      She had a vague idea of what he was talking about. The Inimicus were strange creatures. They gave their young ones to a building full of their heretics and learned mages and put them on designated paths, one of those paths being commanders. Her people didn’t have that so they didn’t have words for it.

      Marcella muttered, “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?”

      She looked up at him out of the corner of her eye. “That you had to be a new commander. You are too young.”

      He huffed. “Then are you not too young to be a soldier?”

      “I’m too young to be ordering them about. I’m eighteen. I’ve been a soldier for years.”

      He jolted against her. “They made you soldier when you were a child?”

      “Hardly. Wait, how old are you?”

      “Twenty.” She could feel his chest puff against her back. “We… leave learning house at eighteen or nineteen, depending. That’s when our soldiers are made. You—” His head shook against her curls. “Should not be. Not years.”

      She breathed deeply and squirmed against his grip but couldn’t go anywhere. “I don’t care if you think I shouldn’t be a soldier. My mediocrity is obvious, given the fact that I am here to be thrown away. If you have such an issue with the age we train our mages to be soldiers, stop trying to wipe us off the earth.”

      “Then when there is peace. Things will be different.”

      She had no idea what he was talking about. How could there be any peace between two people so wholly incompatible?

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      He adjusted his grip on the reins and shifted his legs, muttering, “Still. Or fall. Matters because…” He made a noise in the back of his throat. “Why do I bother? You think I breathe lies.”

      Marcella stilled. There was something about the way he had muttered those words.

      Or maybe it was the way he was holding her—having him so close was muddling her brain and weakening her like it had the night before. She rested her left hand over his wrapped around her waist. She turned her head slightly, the side of her face just barely brushing his and whispered, “If you are telling the truth, soon enough I will see it. Maybe I will surprise you yet.”

      His hand tightened over her scar. “Very little faith for someone who claims to have so much of it.”

      “You are not my goddess that I will put my faith in you.” She couldn’t stop her breath hitching, but she pushed on through. “You are just a man. An Inimicus illusionist at that. Even if you were a good man, all men disappoint eventually.”

      He started to pull his hand back from her side and lean back.

      She curled her fingers over his and lowered her voice. “But that does not mean I do not want to believe.”

       There was a long moment and she just felt the heat of his front press against her back once more and his hand beneath hers.

      “Alright…  Family. Much to tell you. I have older brother. He is… much—intense, but means well. My parents… are also much, and not as… You will see.” He sighed. “I speak, you speak?”

      Why would his family matter?

      “I already told you I have no direct family, just the clan.”

      “Speak about you. What did you do before this?”

      “I was a soldier.” She tilted her head so she could see him better, practically daring him to return to his disgust for her ineptitude and her people’s customs. “I trained.”

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      What a question.

      “Don’t all mages enjoy their magic?”

      Gavril chuckled, and she could feel his chest vibrate against her back. “Suppose I haven’t met one who doesn’t.”

      He tried to prompt her a few more times, but Marcella kept her mouth shut until he finally sighed and gave up. The horse kept plodding along with the other Inimicus who were far more talkative. Their conversations—like the night before—were all about what they were going to do when they were back home.

      She heard the term “puella” several times from them.

      The fifth time someone said, “—mea puella—” Gavril leaned in and said, “Girl.”

      She startled, looking over her shoulder at him. He elaborated, “Puella, in your tongue, girl. They’re talking about their girls.”

      She didn’t understand why he was telling her. But now—

      “Insulting them?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “Is it an insulting term for a girl?”

      “What? No. Wait—did you think anytime I’ve said ‘puella’ I was insulting you?”

      Her silence was answer enough.

      “I have not insulted you in my language and I have more than once warned my soldiers not to either.”

      Before she could decide whether or not she believed him, they broke the line of the forest and Areator could be seen on the horizon in the near distance.

      The men whooped and cheered. Within seconds, they all rode faster—too fast for any conversation.

      Gavril’s grip on her tightened again and the little distance she had gotten between her back and his front vanished once more as they approached the city walls. He spurred his horse on even faster than the men around him and joined the older commander at the front of the group.

      The commander shook his head when he laid eyes on her sitting in front of Gavril as they came to a stop at the city gates. The older commander lifted a hand and called out to the men manning the gate.

      There was a flurry of words so fast she couldn’t hope to translate any of them, but then they were being waved through. The guards at the gate clapped some of the men’s horses on the flank as they went, laughing as they spoke.

      To be fair, they were celebrating what they thought was the successful capture of the heir of Clan Desero. All of them but Gavril… who still hadn’t told anyone who she really was.

      Once they were behind the city walls, Marcella couldn’t help the shuddering breath she choked on as the weight hit her. It was officially over. She wouldn’t be escaping.

      Her eyes watered, and she squeezed them shut. She would be void. She would be as empty as the Abyss before she showed such weakness in front of an Inimicus, especially in front of Gavril again.

      “I promised no harm. Will be safe,” Gavril murmured.

      Even if she was inclined to believe his intentions were honorable and he was telling the truth, he was just one commander. The Inimicus commanders were of a high status, but even they still answered to their king.

      Their king who would know by now Hypatia had escaped.

      Who had a commander she was bound to with their magic so she couldn’t escape. She was completely at their mercy.

      Did the Inimicus even have a word for mercy?

      The second their group started to ride down the streets, a few of the men rode ahead of her, Gavril, and the other commander, clearing the streets as more and more people stepped outside of their homes and businesses to watch them return.

      The people were extremely excited to see their soldiers returning after a mission, it seemed. More so than she would have expected of the Inimicus Solitus who made up the majority of the city’s population.

      Or maybe just their commanders, as most of them seemed to only have their eyes on her and the commanders.

      Quite a few stared right at her. She wasn’t entirely sure if it was because she most certainly looked like she’d been kidnapped and dragged through the forest for the last three weeks—her poor curls—or because they’d never seen a clan mage before. She glanced over the crowd and didn’t spy any curly hair.

      Maybe they were just trying to figure out why she was riding with the commander instead of another Inimicus.

      Gavril kept his left arm wrapped around her and under his cloak, but since they were moving slowly, he set the reins in front of her and occasionally lifted his hand and waved to the crowd before picking the reins up again.

      Marcella watched the other commander out of the corner of her eye, and he never did anything. He just kept riding with an emotionless expression.

      Maybe it was just because Gavril was young, a new commander, and frankly, just handsome.

      She could see the palace getting larger on the horizon as they approached. Her heart beat faster despite her outward marble expression and complete stillness. She didn’t know if Gavril could feel it. She hoped not.

      She wanted to be nothing.

      It was going to make whatever they did to her next easier.

      It meant she wasn’t going to be disappointed when his false promises were revealed.

      His hand shifted against her side, his thumb moving up and down over the fabric of her peplos and over the scar that he always seemed to find.

      A not so small part of her really wanted to believe he meant it.
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      Marcella and Commander Gavril passed through the gates to the palace just as easily as before, and the courtyard was full of Inimicus moving about. All of them stopped what they were doing as the entourage of soldiers came to a stop and started dismounting. She watched the men abandon their horses and embrace people who ran up to them. Often people who bore a striking physical similarity, direct family she assumed. Men she remembered talking about ‘puella’s swept up girls she assumed they’d been referring to in their arms as they reunited, kissing them.

      Despite the fact they were Inimicus, this was at least a familiar scene to Marcella. She was very familiar with the way soldiers were welcomed home, and it seemed that might be the only thing the Inimicus and Clan Desero had in common.

      Marcella watched the reunions of the Inimicus with the same hollow feeling in her chest that she watched the reunions of her fellow soldiers with theirs in her clan.

      As a child she’d worried it meant she was somehow becoming a void heart, despite the impossibility of such a thing, given the way everyone knew how void hearts went through life feeling the emptiness of their empty vitae reserves. No. She was human, a mage, and the hollow, empty feeling had nothing to do with a lack of vitae.

      “Gavril!”

      The sharp, high-pitched sound came from a red-haired girl winding her way through the crowd of reuniting Inimicus. She seemed to be around the same age as Marcella and Gavril, compared to the soldiers who averaged older, but interestingly enough she wore the same style cloak and trimming as Gavril—well, currently Marcella in Gavril’s cloak—and the other commander. Yet another fresh commander then.

      The older commander who had just dismounted snorted and said, “—explain yourself now—”

      Gavril was dismounting, but instead of immediately reaching up and helping Marcella down like he usually did, he turned so his back and the horse hid his arms from sight as his fingers flew and he quickly cast a rune. Marcella watched as the lines on his left arm and the metal piece with a rune etched vanished.

      An illusion.

      Gavril was then being grabbed by the girl and whipped around. He opened his mouth, but before a word came out, she grabbed his face and yanked it down to meet hers.

      So the commander had a puella?

      Huh.

      The girl was kissing him as fiercely as the Inimicus soldiers were kissing their girls. Gavril stumbled forward, throwing his hand out to catch himself, and it found Marcella’s leg. She was forced to lurch forward and grab the saddle to steady herself and keep her from toppling off as he tried to use her to steady himself.

      He jerked back, stumbling as he tightened his grip on Marcella’s leg. He lifted his head, catching the girl’s forearm in his grip as he straightened up. “Aimilia—”

      Aimilia. That sounded familiar. Marcella looked over to the older commander who was resolutely glaring at her. They had the same shade of red hair. Yes, Marcella remembered hearing that name shouted by the older commander several times during the argument before the ritual.

      Her father? An uncle?

      “What—waiting—greet me—come home—Gavril?” The girl—Aimilia?—sputtered as she pulled her hands back and put them on her hips. There was some word she said in front of his name. Not commander… it was… “princeps.”

      She vaguely recalled hearing it amongst the soldiers on occasion, but never in front of Gavril’s name.

      “—exhausted—long trip—need to talk—not here—” He looked over his shoulder at Marcella for a split second before turning back to Aimilia. Despite the quickness, Aimilia still followed his gaze and narrowed in on Marcella.

      Marcella looked over the side of the horse and at the ground; she’d be fine if she just got off herself. Her wrists weren’t physically chained together, so—

      “—chlamys?—that lupa—give to her—know what everyone—think—not fit—”

      “Aimilia!” Gavril barked, and his dark tone caused more than a few eyes to look their way. He took a deep breath and lowered his voice. “—her alone—first—then I will—”

      But Aimilia was still looking at Marcella, or rather at Gavril’s cloak wrapped around her. Marcella would happily take it off if she could. She didn’t want it. If his girl was going to take such offense, why would he insist she take it?

      “—are they?—said you were finally going—promised—let me see them—” Aimilia held her hand out flat.

      Ah. For once Marcella understood… although maybe not fully. Aimilia was demanding he give her something, but she wasn’t entirely sure what.

      Gavril was saved from answering by a servant winding through the crowd and calling out, “Princeps Gavril—see you—now!”

      Gavril’s brow pinched and he said, “—coming—Aimilia, after—my family—promise—have to take her—”

      Aimilia eyed Marcella once more, but stepped back and out of the way, crossing her arms. She shook her head and hurried over to the older commander and the two of them immediately began speaking in a hushed, aggravated whisper.

      Gavril sighed and turned to Marcella, taking her by the waist and lifting her off the horse and to the ground. Before she could even think to do anything, his eyes skimmed over her and he adjusted his cloak on her shoulders until he was satisfied with the way it fell, covering both of her hands.

      She didn’t know why he was fussing.

      She was a filthy… whatever she was to them.

      Normally she would disagree, but she was absolutely disgusting after weeks on the road. But to be fair, so were the commanders and all the other soldiers.

      Gavril just took her by her right arm and started leading her toward the palace. The older commander fell into step with them, shaking his head.

      “—deserve—does to you—”

      Gavril snapped, “—wash your hands of it—so stay out—”

      Marcella stumbled as they climbed up the steps and into the palace. Gavril just pulled her closer so her side brushed his. Her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light when they were inside as they walked. She focused her gaze straight ahead, not looking at the marble walls of decorated columns they passed.

      She willed her heart to slow and her mind to quiet.

      Her fate was in Asentai’s hands.

      Finally, after what felt like hours walking through admittedly beautiful bright halls, they stepped into a throne room.

      Standing in the room were several other commanders—she assumed they were, given that they had the same cloaks the older commander and Gavril did. Sitting on the two thrones were a man and woman, older with clear wrinkles and gray setting into their hair. The man was a brunette and the woman blonde. Next to the man’s throne was a young man, a light brunette, but with vibrant green eyes and dressed in a black chiton with sleeves tied down to his wrists, covering them completely. A black cloak was wrapped around his shoulders, a stark contrast to the white the older man and woman wore, but it had the same gold trimming on the edges that all the commanders’ cloaks did.

      The king, queen, and crown prince.

      The crown prince was pacing, one arm folded across his chest and the other twitching at his side, staring at the ground as he moved. There was a darkness etched all over his features blacker than his clothes. He looked like the Abyss come to life.

      Or like Dhelnir himself.

      Gavril should have done Marcella the mercy of never letting her set foot in the palace.

      At some point she’d been told their names, but they were foreign to her tongue and had fallen out of her head. What did it matter anyway?

      The crown prince came to a stop, and his eyes landed on her first. The fury in his face melted away and was replaced with wide eyes, a parted mouth, and furrowed brow. He shook his head.

      Everyone in the room was watching the crown prince, including the king and queen. The queen said something, but Marcella didn’t catch a single word.

      The king narrowed his eyes at her, specifically the red and gold cloak wrapped around her shoulders.

      She, Gavril, and the older commander stopped halfway across the room. The older commander bowed deeply. Gavril bowed slightly.

      Marcella stood tall even as Gavril tugged on her arm. She did not bend.

      They were not her king or queen. She owed them no respect.

      But then the crown prince was rushing across the room, right toward her. He was speaking as he did so. “—not possible—received word—cannot be—”

      It all happened so fast. The crown prince grabbed her and ripped her forward, out of Gavril’s grip. She tried to jerk back, shoving down the sharp cry that threatened to leave her as he immediately crushed her arms painfully in his hands. There was no doubt she would have bruises in the shape of his fingers later. He grabbed her jaw in one hand, nails digging into her skin as he wrenched her head from side to side, examining it.

      Someone behind her was speaking, but she couldn’t make it out over the crown prince’s voice and the murmuring of the court.

      Her head was flung down and she stumbled. She was immediately being spun around and then the crown prince’s hands were shoving the cloak to the side and moving for the clasp of her peplos. He was muttering something—something about seeing it?

      The scar?

      “—hands off her!”

      That was when Marcella was enveloped in a far more familiar grip. Gavril. She stumbled into his chest as he pulled her away from the crown prince, quickly pulling the cloak back around her, thankfully before the crown prince had actually succeeded.

      Gavril pressed her into his chest, but she turned her head behind her to see the crown prince gaping at them. He blinked, then he shook his head.

      “—not the demon—too short—how—looks—” the crown prince then directed a dark look toward Gavril and snapped. “—not look—told you exactly—only the demon—scar.”

      Before Gavril could respond, the king cleared his throat and every eye turned from the scene the crown prince had been making to the king. He looked bored, but his tongue was sharp. “—meaning of this?”

      The older commander looked absolutely bewildered, and he started stammering, “Hypatia of Clan Desero—your orders, retrieved before she could—with Clan Montis.”

      The crown prince scoffed and crossed his arms. “—not the Desero demon—word—occurred last week—looks like her—not her.”

      The older commander’s eyes widened, and he straightened up fully to turn on his heel and gape at her. He snapped at Gavril, “—saw the scar—to her—demand—”

      Before Gavril even had the chance to do whatever the other commander asked him to, the king was speaking again, “—fake—real one got away—of no worth—failed—bigger problems than—sordidus lupa—give her—healers—done—”

      Despite the peace she’d been trying to find about ending up on one of their tables, she couldn’t help the way her heart fell to the floor and she stepped further into Gavril’s arms, the tiniest of noises escaping the back of her throat.

      “Steady. I am with you,” Gavril whispered in her tongue. His grip on her tightened before he switched to his language. “No.”

      “No?” the king let out a soft laugh, and to her surprise, there wasn’t complete fury in his eyes at Gavril’s outright refusal. “—something else in mind—boy?”

      The crown prince stepped even closer, eyeing the cloak and Gavril’s arms wrapped around her anew. He said, “—tell me—soft—to a sordidus lupa—fun—but—home now—”

      Gavril’s hand slid under the cloak and he laced his fingers through hers. He shifted, and beneath the fabric, she felt his fingers moving, then a click. The limiter cuff on her left wrist fell away. Before she could do more than let out a soft gasp at the sensation of her vitae no longer being fully muffled, he was turning and tugging her forward. He flung their hands up into the air and out from under the cloak.

      He held her left hand up with his right, exposing the marks and the bracelet.

      A flurry of voices all started at once and Marcella couldn’t make out any of their words as they all gaped at the metal on her wrist and the lines on her skin. She stumbled toward Gavril as he turned their hands, showing her wrist to the crown prince.

      “—a moment to speak—thank you not to speak of mea sponsa—terms,” Gavril’s voice was clear in her ear and the only one she could make out just a fragment of.

      The king lifted his hand as he rose from his throne and the room fell silent. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gavril swallow thickly and heard his breath hitch.

      “What have you done?”

      The older commander had lost all his color and started speaking so rapidly she couldn’t translate a word.

      Gavril lowered their hands but didn’t release her palm. He was gripping her hand like she was the only thing keeping him steady.

      She didn’t think she’d ever held onto anything the way he held onto her.

      Other than her faith.

      Even that—

      “—only agreed—wash my hands—but invalid—meant to stop alliance—temporary—wrong—” The older commander finished.

      The king turned to Gavril. “—true?”

      Gavril squeezed her hand once before releasing it and then his fingers moved, and the illusion over his left hand vanished. He stepped forward, holding his hand out so the king could see the rune etched onto the metal. “—nomen Marcella—valid as your own—”

      The older commander shook his head. “—Sordes—Majesty—illusion—cannot be—”

      Gavril immediately took her left wrist into his hand and started to run his fingers over the lines. And they started to glow.

      Marcella’s own choking gasp was lost beneath the rest of the court’s. They hadn’t glowed since they’d first appeared—what was he doing?

      But the feeling of vitae again… There was something different about this.

      She just stared down at it, at whatever Gavril had done that tied her to him. When he pulled his hand back, the glow faded, and she jerked her hand back and pressed it into her stomach. Gavril’s hand settled on her shoulder, keeping her close, not that she would get far even if she was stupid enough to try casting. 

      The older commander narrowed his eyes at Gavril. “—knew—not the whole time—escape—kill yourself—cannot be possible—”

      The crown prince snapped, “—your tongue, commander!”

      “Princeps Nikias—” the commander stuttered, but was cut off as Gavril spoke.

      Gavril shook his head. “—blame him—knew—mea sponsa anyway—her vitae—not dead—proves—if it didn’t—doesn’t make it—under my protection—unless you—yours as well.”

      Nikias. That was the crown prince’s name. Wait…

      The king was silent as the crown prince stepped toward them. Gavril immediately shifted, placing himself in front of her as the crown prince said, “—have known—killed yourself—corrupted—reckless—do something so stupid—a princeps—not think?”

      Princeps.

      She couldn’t stop herself from whispering, “Princeps Gavril?”

      At the sound of her voice, he turned on his heel toward her.

      Prince Gavril.

      Not just a commander.

      A prince.

      She hadn’t been the only one pretending to be someone else.

      “Marcella—”

      Her hands were at the clasp again, slipping and sliding off it as she kept trying to unclasp it. Off. It had to get off her.

      “—her away—deal with this—”

      She kept trying to unclasp the cloak. She didn’t want it.

      The only thing she could think about was getting the liar’s cloak off her shoulders.

      Hands were grabbing hers. She pulled hers away from them and started pulling at the fabric, trying to get the cloak off her.

      “Marcella—Nikias—off me!—cannot do this—”

      She looked up to see Gavril being dragged away from her by the crown prince—his brother. Hands were grabbing her arms and wrenching them behind her, forcing her to abandon her efforts to remove Gavril’s cloak.

      Gavril was fighting his brother the whole way as Marcella was dragged across the marble floor.

      Then in her tongue, he yelled across the room as she was dragged away, “Trust me! I will fix this! Keep my promise!”

      Marcella jerked back to life.

      He still expected her to believe that when she was being dragged away and given over to their heretics?

      She wrenched herself forward a step and she screamed at him, “Liar! May you and all your line and everything you have ever loved rot in the Abyss!”

      She was lifted off the ground, and she kicked at the air as two Inimicus brutes started carrying her toward the throne room doors. When her foot smacked one of their arms, one of them swore and she was thrown to the ground. Her head slammed into the marble floor with a sickening crack, causing her vision to darken.

      The last thing she saw clearly was Gavril’s horrified face as his brother held him back.
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      Marcella woke up on a cold stone floor in near darkness with only faint, distant light giving her anything to see by. She imagined it was from light runes the Inimicus had set up throughout the dungeon for the guards’ benefit, not the prisoners’.

      She rolled onto her back and chains rattled as she did so. She blinked down to see her ankles were shackled to the ground. She had a little bit of length that she could walk with, but not much.

      Her wrists were connected by a chain again. The limiter cuffs were on both of them now. The metal and leather bracelet was still on as well, and her skin still had those lines.

      That was when it all came rushing back.

      Commander Gavril.

      Prince Gavril.

      Of course he’d been lying to her about who he was. He was an illusionist. She was the fool for believing any word that left his tainted mouth.

      What did he want from her? What did he think he could get out of her?

      Why did he think she was going to fall for his stupid, empty promises of protection?

      Why did she keep falling for them anyway?

      It was probably in the same piece of her soul that had her pushing herself off the ground, crossing her legs and clasping her hands together and bowing her head.

      Having faith in something wasn’t as simple as simply wanting to.

      But she did believe in things. Gavril wasn’t one of them.

      She couldn’t let him be one of them.

      She needed to stop letting herself believe in him because all it meant was that she lost control when his promises collapsed.

      He’d lied to her.

      Of course he had. It was his nature.

      She’d known from the start every word he said to her was just in his pursuit of the end of her people.

      He pretended he was a champion for peace, but peace to an Inimicus only came from extermination of the corrupted savages.

      She steeled her heart and turned to stone even as she felt the tear droplets roll down her face.

      Prince Gavril.

      Whatever his vision and how he was going to manipulate her to play a part in it, clearly his family didn’t agree. She’d heard them. They were going to hand her over to one of their heretics to flay open.

      Her clasped hands shook, and she choked on the sob.

      Her soul would stay whole, wouldn’t it? It had to. It was the only way to return to Asentai after death.

       The weight of the cloak around her shoulders was heavier than the iron on her wrists. Why was that liar’s cloak still on her shoulders? She reached up again but the clasp still wouldn’t come loose. She tried to shrug it off, and it stayed. She pushed it up, trying to get it up and over her head, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t seem to get it off.

      Eventually she huffed and gave up, settling back onto the ground and focusing on moving through the prayers of High Priestess Hagne the Wise.

      Hagne had been a Solitus born from a Clan Desero mage, so she was a favorite of their people’s to return to her prayers and hymns.

      Marcella had memorized them all in the days following her mother’s death. They were all she had said for weeks afterward.

      If Marcella hadn’t been born with vitae, she might very well have followed in Hagne’s footsteps and joined the Solitus who made up the priests and acolytes who served Asentai at the temples. But that wasn’t the world she lived in.

      Asentai had seen fit to bless Marcella with vitae—a minuscule amount, but it was not Marcella’s place to question why she was given so little compared to others like Hypatia who overflowed with vitae.

      That small blessing now meant she was sitting in this dungeon waiting for when the Inimicus would hand her over to their heretic.

      It wasn’t her place to question. But she did. Even her faith was mediocre.

      Her head throbbed, and she could feel dried blood caked into her hair near the knot on the back of her head.

      She’d have been blessed more if that hit had just killed her and put her out of her misery. But there was a reason she was still alive.

      For however much longer that was.

      She wasn’t sure how long she sat there with her hands clasped, lips softly moving through Hagne’s prayers, but at some point the light shifted. She blearily looked up to see Inimicus and their light runes coming to a stop in front of her cell.

      For a moment in the poor light, the light hair and green eyes almost had his name on her lips.

      But then he gestured for the doors to open and she saw his face more clearly. His hair wasn’t blond, and he was dressed in black. It wasn’t Gavril. It was Prince Nikias.

      Maybe it was better it was Nikias. He probably didn’t know her language, so he couldn’t try to deceive her.

      “Up.”

      An older looking Inimicus had spoken in her tongue. One of their learned mages, she imagined. Probably one of the few who did speak it—that also wasn’t Gavril.

      Two of the Inimicus opened her cell and stepped inside.

      She did not get up.

      “Soldier. Up.” The older Inimicus barked again.

      She kept her hands clasped and stayed on the ground.

      Nikias muttered something, “—contumax lupa—drag her—must.”

      The two Inimicus in her cell unlocked her chains around her ankles. Marcella just bowed her head and continued reciting Hagne’s Prayer Thirty-Three.

      “—skin as impenetrable as rock and my heart as solid as iron, keep me steadfast when the tides rise—”

      “—saying?” Prince Nikias twitched at her voice but just turned to ask the older man.

      “—Sordes—fruitless—waste of energy—fond of it—most of the Sordes we capture—”

      The men grabbed her by her arms and hauled her up, but she was dead weight in their arms. Her legs dragged on the ground as she kept her hands clasped and kept moving through her prayer. The more she prayed, the more Nikias twitched every time her voice left her mouth.

      “—stop—”

      The man barked in her language, “Soldier. Cease.”

      She ignored him and continued praying softly, “—light reach me in even the darkest of—”

      The Inimicus dragged her out of her cell and into the hall. Then her head was rattling once again and she gasped for air, losing her words for a moment. But she saw Nikias give the Inimicus who’d cuffed her on the head a nod as they set off, hauling her away.

      When she was able to string two words together in a thought, she resumed her praying, this time just moving her lips silently as they hauled her dead weight through the hallway.

      After turning right, quite a bit of winding and going up a staircase, they finally shoved Marcella into a room that had her blood running cold and the speed of her prayer increasing. There was a tall table in the middle of the room. A woman was in the room already, bustling about the other counters and tables on the edges of the room. She wore a trimming on her clothes that Marcella had seen before on only one other Inimicus. She was a heretic.

      Books were strewn about, notes in their language she presumed, as well as instruments made of metal the likes of which she’d only imagined before in her nightmares from the horror stories. The reality was so much worse.

      No one survived this room so no one could give an accurate account.  

      “—Asentai, hear my pleas, send your protection to your daughter—” she stopped praying silently, instead her words coming out in a soft gasp.

      The heretic moving about the tables rolled her eyes and didn’t even look over at the sound of Marcella’s voice and the Inimicus’ entrance. She said, “—they always do that?—not doing them any good—”

       Marcella couldn’t finish the line before she was being thrown onto the table. Her back hit the wood, and she immediately launched a kick at the nearest Inimicus, but the mage just caught her ankle and wrenched it down as another one grabbed her wrists and removed the chain binding them to each other, taking her wrist and securing it into one of the straps on the table. The same was done with both her ankles and her other wrist despite her twisting and struggling.

      “—both hands—cast with—” Prince Nikias spoke to the Inimicus tightening the leather strap on her left elbow.

      The heretic woman finally turned around and laughed. She walked right up to the table and placed both hands on the wood by Marcella’s head, and her fingers moved. Interestingly, terrifyingly, the woman had lines on her left wrist and a similar bracelet with an etching of a rune just like Marcella had. But before she could begin to wonder what it all meant, a rune lit up beneath her and she went completely still but not by her own volition.

      “—whole time?” Prince Nikias asked.

      She shrugged as she walked around Marcella’s completely still body to another counter. “—like seeing—struggle—”

      Marcella kept trying to move, but it was like they had bound every inch of her down. All she could do was take short, shallow breaths with her chest and move her head, but everything from the neck below was paralyzed.

      “—get it off her?” Prince Nikias asked, his eyes on the cloak wrapped around her shoulders.

      “—try—chlamys will be easiest—see—can do—” The woman rolled her shoulders and stretched her hands out, flexing her fingers. “—with that or—interrogemus—”

      She’d been warned about that word.

      They were going to “interrogate” her.

      Which meant torture her while they tried to extract any and all useful information. This was the part that came right before they handed her over to the heretic fully and she was cut open and stitched back together for them to see how her people’s magic worked until her body gave way and her soul returned to Asentai’s embrace.

      Her fists were pried open and then the woman was placing something in her right hand, some metal contraption that was similarly shaped like a hand. The woman fixed the appendages to her fingers and strapped it around the base of her hand at her wrist. If Marcella wasn’t paralyzed, these would keep her from moving her fingers and being able to cast if she also didn’t have the limiter cuffs on. How many ways did they have to keep a mage from their magic?

      Another one was fixed to her left hand.

      Her wrists, ankles, and her forearms were strapped down to the table. Then a strap slid around her neck, and now all Marcella could do was twist her head from side to side.

      “—little much?” one of the Inimicus muttered somewhere off to the side.

      “—enough of these—your table—every precaution—” the woman said.

      “—enough—” Prince Nikias said.

      Marcella felt fingers at her shoulder, the sound of fabric tearing and metal clinking. She turned her head to see Prince Nikias had reached under the cloak and broken the clasp of her peplos. Now he was shoving it and the cloak out of the way, exposing part of her strophion and her side. And the scar.

      She could just barely see the beginnings of a scar on his wrist peeking out beneath his long, tight sleeve.

      His hand immediately found the scar, and she shoved her muffled cry back down her throat as his nails dug into her skin while he examined it. He muttered, “—almost—perfect replica—only justice—not enough—”

      Marcella bit her tongue and braced herself, but he ripped his hand away and disappeared out of her line of sight. The next she heard him say was, “—ask—”

      Then in her language, the old man said, “Soldier. Identity.”

      Marcella gritted her teeth.

      She closed her eyes, tears spilling out over the sides, and she breathed out one last prayer.

      “Asentai, save me.”
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      A rune appeared above Marcella. Vitae whipped around the air and the heat of it brushed her skin as it darted above her face. Lines of vitae attached themselves to her, but they didn’t burn her skin. There was just an almost uncomfortable heat where they connected, one over her heart, another around her throat. There was the strange sensation of feeling her heartbeat louder than usual, pulsing against the line.

      If she looked closely at the lines, she could see each beat send a ripple up the lines, glowing brighter on the beat. Timing it. Monitoring the rate.

      “Identity.”

      When she didn’t answer, another line of vitae connected with her right arm, but this burned. She turned her cry of pain into a deep grunt and breathed out through her nose.

      “Soldier. Who are you?”

      “No one.”

      The vitae whip connected to her arm again.

      “Who are you?”

      The words fell out in a strained cry before she could stop them.

      “Marcella of Desero.”

      Prince Nikias murmured something, but her voice still had his grip on his arms tightening.

      “Soldier. Relation to Hypatia of Desero?”

      “If I talk… Do I get off this table?” Marcella tilted her head, trying to find Prince Nikias.

      The man leaned in and seemed to repeat her question. Prince Nikias looked her over. He said something back to the man. “—tell her—”

      “Done with questions, and you cooperate, yes. Deal made with Prince Gavril.”

      Gavril?

      If anything, that made her want to cooperate less.

      He’d promised. He’d promised that the ritual he put her through, binding her to him, would protect her from this fate.

      He said deal, she doubted it. Gavril must have told them how she had reacted to their heretic and how terrified she was of the table. All they had to do was put her on one and she’d fold like silk.

      He was right.

      If she ever saw him again—

      “Distant cousins. So distant I am nothing. I just happened to be the one who looks most like her.”

      The older man translated. Prince Nikias had him ask another question.

      “Dressed as bride decoy. Have scar. Why? Know of the ambush?”

      No. She could be stronger than this. She had to at least try to mislead them and protect some of Desero’s secrets. Hypatia had told her she wouldn’t last long if she didn’t toughen up, and she owed it to her people to hold out as long as she could.

      “We… suspected you might attack. Unsure when or where. Chief decided to keep to the original route because it was still the fastest and have me in Hypatia’s place to protect her.”

      Another exchange.

      The heretic said something, and then her side was burning and she was unable to stop her scream at the pain.

      “Tell truth. Know how?”

      How did they know if she was lying?

      “I don’t know. I’m no one. All I know are my orders.”

      The heretic said the same thing again, and the whip burned her calf and she gritted her teeth, trying to bury the cry in her throat but only muffling it. Through watery eyes, she could see the lines connected to her pulsing faster as her heart did.

      Oh. Her pathetic, weak heart was giving her away.

      She wasn’t going to be able to keep anything from them.

      “Tell truth. Know how?”

      “Hypatia had a vision,” Marcella murmured, closing her eyes. “Not important enough to know more. I do as I’m told.”

      Another exchange.

      “Hope that serves you well here. Vision. What is vision?”

      Did they not know about seers? They were rare, but not unheard of.

      Commander Gavril’s confused expression when she’d first mentioned the vision flickered through her mind. Maybe they didn’t.

      Marcella should keep her mouth shut. Hypatia was the most valuable weapon against the Inimicus and anything they didn’t know about her was good for her people.

      But her side still burned, and they could tell when she lied, and they weren’t going to let her off unless she talked… A good soldier would shut her mouth and die holding onto any scrap of information she had that could help her people.

      What did she care more about? Her life or her people? Getting off the table or protecting Hypatia’s secrets?

       Marcella had always been a mediocre soldier at best. 

      “Hypatia’s a seer. She… She can tell the future.”

      There was another exchange.

      “—demon—”

      Then, “What did your clan gain from deal?”

      “Don’t know details…” Her heartbeat was steady against the lines as she told the truth. “Montis has good mages, more mountains, easier to defend.”

      “What did your clan give them?”

      “Hypatia.”

      The vitae burned her side, and she wasn’t able to stifle the cry that fell out. Her welled up eyes spilled over. If they couldn’t even accurately tell when she was lying, then what was the point?

      “Supplies, resources, did your clan give Montis?”

      “Hypatia.”

      Hypatia’s mind was resource enough. Her skill in magic would be worth a great deal to any clan and that didn’t even include her blessings as a seer. And even without all of that, she was everything anyone could pray for in a clan heir. Montis was getting the better deal.

      Hypatia and the Heart delivered to the temple to be guarded in their lands where it would be easier to defend. That had been the deal, at least, not anticipating the Heart would be captured with Marcella. With Chief Eustathios dead, Hypatia was also now not just clan heir, but chiefess of Desero. Even next to Konstantin, who was the heir acting as regent for Montis and was generally regarded as an above average mage, there was no comparison.

      The exact politics were beyond her, what was going to happen with Eustathios dead and how Hypatia’s marriage would work since there was no chance she was going to give up being chiefess to anyone else and Konstantin was practically already chief of Montis. Marcella probably wasn’t going to live long enough to find out.

      The vitae burned her again, but they didn’t return to that question. The woman said something, and Marcella could see her hands flying through the air as the rune above her kept glowing.

      Instead, “The rock? Dowry?”

      Of a sort. If there was anything she had to hide, it was any information about the Heart. Hypatia’s secrets could burn, but Marcella had to be strong enough to choose her faith over her life.

      “Yes. Heirloom. Pretty. Hypatia’s idea.”

      The woman said something. “—heart spike—lie—”

      The vitae ripped across her stomach, burning a hole in the fabric as well as scorching her skin.

      “Try again. Sense vitae in it. Is it for your sanguisugae?”

      “Sanguisugae?” Marcella muttered.

      Prince Nikias barked something at the man.

      “—no word for sanguisugae—”

      “—get close—”

      “Dhelnir children. Abyss demon. Abominations.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Vitae suckers. Void hearts.”

      Oh. Void hearts. The rare creatures who were born with a void where vitae usually generated from. She shook her head. “Nothing to do with them. Clan Nyx had one, but last I heard it vanished. Most recent one Desero had, story was we gave it to the temple to deal with. That was twenty years ago. They are a bad omen.”

      Prince Nikias scoffed when her answer was relayed back to him.

      To her people, void hearts were a bad omen. To the Inimicus? It was a sign of corruption that could not be tolerated. The rumor amongst her people was that during the process of exterminating the abomination, the Inimicus also prevented a woman from being able to have a human child afterwards. At least her people gave second chances. It wasn’t the woman’s fault one of Dhelnir’s abominations had taken root in her. Asentai could still redeem them by blessing them with a human child, especially a Runai child.

      The woman said, “—as steady as before—still racing—but in line—true—”

      The interrogation went on and it all started to blur together. When she tried to lie or hide the truth, the heretic exposed it and she got a burn. If her answer wasn’t good enough, she got a burn.

      She didn’t care. She just wanted off the table.

      “What happened—” the old man paused in her tongue, turned back to Prince Nikias, and said something back to him. Prince Nikias snapped, and the man returned to her, shaking his head, and said, “What happened between you and Prince Gavril in forest?”

      What happened?

      “He… captured me. Lied. Bound me to him,” Marcella said.

      The woman said, “—true—”

      Prince Nikias snapped another question.

      The man sighed and translated it.

      “Prince Gavril is to you?”

      She didn’t fully understand the question.

      But he’d promised. He’d promised she wouldn’t end up here. He’d said he would prove she could trust him.

      All this had proven was that she’d been right not to.

      But she had. She’d believed in him and now she was the fool.

      “I hate him.”

      “—truth—”

      Nikias snapped, “—done here—get it off now—”

      The rune in the air above her disappeared and then she could see the Inimicus men undoing the straps, and Marcella couldn’t even feel any shame as her eyes watered and she let out a little whimper in relief. The sooner she was off the table the better.

      But they left her ankles strapped down as the woman moved back to Marcella’s left shoulder. She brushed her hand over the clasp to the cloak and her fingers moved, a rune lighting up the air. Marcella tensed, but nothing happened to her.

      She was still completely paralyzed from the neck down. Completely helpless. Then the woman was able to undo the clasp and one of the Inimicus men pulled Marcella up into a sitting position. Prince Nikias grabbed the cloak as it started to slide off her shoulders and ripped it away.

      Marcella should be grateful they were taking it. She didn’t want it. She had been trying to take it off hours before in her cell.

      But now she felt cold.

      It had to be because her peplos was half undone, exposing part of her side and back to the air.

      They undid the straps on her ankles and the woman made a gesture with her hand.

      Instead of gaining any movement back in her limbs or being removed from the table, the men flipped her onto her front and started strapping her back down.

      No. No. They’d said—

      Marcella choked and she tried to turn her head but she couldn’t catch a glimpse of Prince Nikias.

      “Let me go!” Marcella screamed despite knowing it was a pointless endeavor. They were Inimicus. They had no honor. “I answered your questions! Get me off this table!” 

      There was a murmuring, then in her language, “Everyone comes off the table eventually.”

      Oh, how stupid was she?

      She’d known his brother was a liar. Why would she think Nikias would be any better?

      Before she could even open her mouth again to curse him, her left arm wasn’t being strapped down. Instead it was wrenched up and laid on the table flat and outstretched toward her head and where the heretic stood, and she screamed.

      Nikias hovered behind her shoulder, his arms crossed as he held the cloak with one hand. “—shut—voice the same—no use—”

      “You—” Marcella started, but the heretic just silenced her with her fingers flying through the air and Marcella choked on nothing as the runes pressed into her throat, burning her voice into silence.

      The heretic flashed Prince Nikias a smug grin, and he just huffed. “—on with it—”

      The heretic rolled her eyes and gestured for one of the Inimicus men to hold her left arm down at the elbow. Marcella had a hard time seeing from her position and how her curls were falling into her face, but the heretic started examining her left wrist. She took off the limiter cuff, but even though Marcella could now feel her vitae at least partially, she couldn’t do anything with the metal contraption keeping her fingers from moving even if she wasn’t also paralyzed. 

      Then Marcella watched as the heretic cast a rune over the leather and metal bracelet around her wrist, then reached forward to try to take it off. The lines on Marcella’s arm started to glow like they had when they’d first appeared and the second the heretic touched the bracelet, there was a surge of vitae. She let out a yelp and jerked her hand back, hissing like she’d been burnt.

      The spike of vitae hadn’t come from her. It had come from the lines on her wrist.  

      Prince Nikias barked something and the heretic shook her hand out and snapped at him before stepping away for a moment and returning with a knife. Marcella could only grind her teeth and brace herself, sucking in a sharp breath and waiting for the heretic to begin using the small sharp tool to flay her open.

      But instead, the heretic slid it between Marcella’s skin and the leather strap and started slicing at the leather and not her.

      Marcella expected the small knife to slice right through and for the bracelet to fall to the table, but instead it slid against the leather and right into the woman’s hand, causing her to cut herself instead of the leather.

      The prince barked again, “—said you could—not the same—Sordes magic—”

      The heretic dropped the knife and it clattered to the ground as she dealt with the cut she now had. “—course I can—shouldn’t be—”

      The heretic held her bleeding hand out toward the prince, who scoffed and raised his hands, casting a rune. The cut started to heal, jagged and rough and not at all like the way Gavril had healed her. The heretic scoffed. “—thing you all—commanders and not healers—you’re awful—”

      Nikias snapped, “—remind me—”

      The heretic paled and jerked her barely healed hand back. She turned back to Marcella and her eyes narrowed in on the lines on her arm whose glow was ebbing again. “—sever it from—”

      The woman stepped away once again and came back with an even smaller, more precise knife. She could see it had runes etched into the metal.

      The kind Marcella was told she should pray to never see. The smaller the knife, the more dangerous it was in the hands of a heretic. Especially if it was etched with runes.

      The woman gestured to the man holding down her left arm and barked an order.

      Marcella then felt the raggedy fabric of what was left of her peplos on her back fall away from her shoulders and pool at her waist, exposing the rest of her shoulder blades and spine. Then the sound of more fabric ripping and her strophion falling to the side and exposing the last area of her back that had been covered, so it only touched her front that was already flush with the table. Her choking sobs were just harsh, gasping, breaths as the water pooling in her eyes spilled over while she silently pleaded to Asentai for it to be over.

      The edge of the knife had just started to cut into the skin at the base of her neck, and she could feel the blade drawing her vitae up against her will.

      Then the sound of a crash had the woman’s grip faltering, sending the knife across Marcella’s shoulder sharply before she let go as a door slammed open.

      “Marcella!”
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      Prince Nikias immediately tossed the cloak onto a counter and rushed out of Marcella’s line of sight, saying something, “—doing—”

      “—am I doing?—mea sponsa—”

      That voice…

      Gavril.

      She hadn’t heard him sound so furious before. Angry, frustrated—usually with her—but not this.

      There was another thud and then Gavril saying, “—out of my way—out—”

      Marcella saw the heretic scurry out of sight and heard quite a few footsteps all rushing in what seemed to be the opposite direction. Something lit up in the air behind her and the feeling returned to her limbs, and the second her paralysis was gone, she was trembling all over against the table her limbs were still strapped to.

      Then she could feel her voice again and her breaths turned into full sobs. A hand brushed her back, the palm on her bare skin only serving to remind her how helpless she still was, and it wrenched a louder sob from her lips as she shrank into the table as much as possible with the straps still holding her down.

      Then something was in her line of sight again. A familiar voice making soft, hushing noises. Hands were on her face, brushing her hair back so she could see.

      Gavril knelt on the floor, his face just below hers, filling her blurry vision as he cradled her face in his palms. “Marcella. It’s me. Safe now. I am with you.”

      She wasn’t sure if the noise she made was a mocking laugh or a terrified sob or both. He couldn’t seriously think she would believe him now? His thumbs moved to brush away the tears rolling down her cheeks, but she managed to jerk her face out of his hands and turn her face back into her hair as he let his hands fall back.

      She felt his hands reach for hers, gently prying and pulling the contraptions off them so she could move her fingers again. Lucky for them the paralysis, though gone, had left her too stiff and disconnected from her own limbs to be able to try casting. The straps started to loosen one by one, and Gavril’s voice filled the air, soft despite his thick, sharp accent as he murmured, “So sorry. Fix this. Safe. Don’t be afraid.”

      Once the last strap was loosened, Marcella tried get a hand under her to get off the table, but Gavril’s hand on her back had her collapsing back down and shrinking into herself as much as she could.

      What now?

      What could there be left to put her through?

      Then she noticed the glow in the air and she immediately tried to shrink away from it. But then the sting in her shoulder eased. Then the burns from the vitae whip faded. She slowly blinked open her eyes again as the sensation dimmed, to see Gavril had stepped away and was picking up his cloak from where his brother had thrown it to the side. The clasps that had been holding her peplos up were in broken pieces on the floor.

      She tried again to get her arms and legs under her, even though they were shaking. She would hit the ground painfully, but she didn’t care. Better to lie on the ground than spend another second on that table.

      Before she could even get her torso off the table, Gavril was back. She started to shy away again, but she was too slow before he had the cloak draped over her shoulders, covering her healed but exposed back. Then he wrapped his arms and the cloak around her front, clasping it shut so it covered all of her before he wrapped one arm around her back and the other beneath her legs, pulling her off the table.

      Marcella choked on a sob again, torn between wanting to rip the cloak off herself and hold it tighter to hide beneath. She didn’t have the strength to try to push Gavril away.

      Once she was clear of the table, Gavril hefted her up higher in his arms, leaning his head into her hair and murmuring, “It’s over. I know. I know. So sorry. Forgive me. Won’t happen again. Safe. I am with you.”

      Marcella was too tired to argue. Instead… all she had was a plea.

      “Die,” she whispered.

      Although whether she meant him or herself, she wasn’t even sure.

      Her eyes fluttered shut as he sank to the ground, still clutching her in his arms. His cloak was the only thing between them as he held onto her the way she held her hands in prayer. He whispered, “Vivet.”

      Live.

      She couldn’t stop shaking. He brushed his hand over her head and hair and down her back as he gently rocked her. “Mea spes, tuebor. Tuebor. Ita vivere.”

      No. Better death than this. But that would be mercy.

      If Gavril had any mercy in him, he would have put her out of her misery the second he realized she wasn’t Hypatia. She was just a toy to him.

      She wondered if that was how he’d gotten his puella, Aimilia. If he whispered soft words in her ear as he held her like he’d let too many things fall through his grip, lying to her with every breath. He was good at it. Making girls want to believe him.

      “Tuebor.”

      * * *

      Everything following was even more of a blur than the interrogation to Marcella. At some point she must have stilled and drifted off or at some point Gavril had gotten up. She could feel his gait as he carried her, and she was completely still, curled in as tightly as possible, her head buried into her own shoulder and hidden beneath her curls so she could not see anything.

      There were other voices in the Inimicus tongue, but she didn’t bother trying to translate. She didn’t care what they said. Knowing didn’t do her any good and it wasn’t going to stop them.

      One of the voices was Gavril’s.

      She heard the creak of a cell door and her tears started to renew in relief. Better anywhere than that room and that table.

      Then in her tongue, “Rest. Safe now. I am with you.”

      She wasn’t sure what happened after that.

      All she knew next was the sound of a fist tapping on a wall and a muffled voice in the Inimicus tongue. The tone was annoyed and huffy and she only managed to catch the last word. “—prince.”

      That was when she realized she wasn’t lying on the ground. Because what she was lying on shifted. And she didn’t realize until it had stopped that someone had been tenderly running their fingers through her curls and down her back. The hand came to a stop and curled around the base of her skull. Another hand was resting on the small of her back.

      What she was lying on was incredibly warm. And incredibly familiar. She’d spent weeks with his front pressed against her back. She would know the feel of him anywhere, no matter how much she wished she didn’t.

      Gavril.

      She felt his head shift, his jaw lifted from where it had been resting against the top of her head. Her face was tucked into his neck, brushing the top of his chest. Her hands were curled up under the cloak, one pinned between their chests and the other resting on his shoulder.

      Gavril spoke, “—take care of mea uxorem—”

      She felt his voice in his chest against her cheek. Uxorem was a new one. Maybe it meant fool. Or weakling. Something equally as pathetic as she felt.

      She stayed perfectly still and kept her breathing even so he wouldn’t realize she was awake. Her memories were hazy, but she had enough that she had a good idea what had happened.

      Gavril must have told his family the easiest way to get her to talk would be to strap her to one of their tables and promise they would let her down if she did. Maybe he had even thought they would.

      But they didn’t. Because they were Inimicus.

      And the shame was hers for believing they would. She should have just taken their torment. Her clan would be so disgusted with her for folding so quickly. She was disgusted with herself.

      If they had captured Hypatia—if they would have risked interrogating her—she wouldn’t have broken. Not for anything. Even if she’d been completely paralyzed, she would have found a way to break them first.

      Marcella was just broken.

      Prince Nikias’ voice seemed to be coming from outside of a wall, but Marcella didn’t dare open her eyes to see. “—lupa—not—uxorem—Aimilia—sponsa—trying to free—your mistake.”

      “—no mistake—lower—wake her—ruining this—wakes up—what you did—never—again—miracle if—looks at me.” Gavril shifted beneath her again. She felt his jaw brush the top of her head and the thumb at the base of her skull circled her skin and he whispered in her tongue, “Marcella? Awake?”

      She stayed still, dead weight.

      The only thing she could do since she wasn’t dead instead.

      When she didn’t respond, he sighed and moved out from under her, his hands on her, gently setting her on the ground. His hands fussed with the cloak, and she could feel the fabric shifting down until he was seemingly satisfied with how it covered her.

      When she heard the sound of footsteps, she slowly opened one eye and peered through her curls.

      Gavril’s back was to her as he stood in the middle of the cell, arms crossed and glaring at his brother who stood also toward the middle of the cell, but there were runes on the ground. She’d seen similar ones before. Although most of the time she’d been reeling from slamming into them to precisely catalogue them, she knew what they did. Invisible walls.

      “—serious—That was—know it—order a commander—false—a Sordes—magic—illusion of yours.”

      “—couldn’t cut—off, right?—only one—remove—nomen after all—healers—me—her vitae—can’t fake that—” Gavril held his left wrist up, showing the band to Nikias through the invisible wall. “—makes her mea uxorem—ripped her—information—punishment—such actions against a Runai’s uxorem—including Solitus or Sordes—”

      Nikias cut Gavril off with a sharp laugh. “—commander—court—willing—law to a Sordes lupa—”

      Gavril snapped something, and then quickly looked over his shoulder. “—her that!”

      Marcella closed her eyes and stayed still. He let out a long sigh and lowered his voice again. “—the law—will not—made her—my own brother—take mea uxorem—whatever way—Sordes?”

      “Yes.” Nikias crossed his arms right as Marcella opened her eyes again.

      Gavril took a deep breath and nodded before stepping back. His fingers then flew through the air and he threw a rune down on the ground in between him and his brother. Nikias stumbled back, and Marcella’s breath caught in her throat, but when all she saw were the lines of the rune and not what it was supposed to do, she breathed again. What was it?

      Gavril said, “—lawful—done to mea uxorem—bounds of the law— ego te provoco—honor—vir.”

      Nikias laughed again but there was something strange and breathy in it. “—mind—accepted—kill me, your brother—Sordes lupa—replica of the Desero demon—heir?—provoco—Father—his orders—kill—for her?”

      Gavril’s words were so low and sharp she couldn’t catch a single one to translate. Were they talking about executing her? It had been the last thing she’d said to Gavril. Maybe he did know mercy.

      A least a merciful end.

      Nikias shook his head, his eyes darting past Gavril and landing on Marcella.

      She was too far away and her face too obscured by her hair for him to see she was watching. She prayed.

      “Why?” Nikias asked. “—every scrap—useful information—nothing worthwhile—knows nothing—worth nothing—her own people.”

      Gavril stiffened. He also looked over his shoulder at her. This time she wasn’t fast enough to close her eyes, but he didn’t seem to see as he just stared at her, lying on the ground in her tattered peplos with his cloak the only thing preserving her modesty since her strophion had been cut off.

      “—believe—key—us and the Sordes.”

      Nikias scoffed. “—can be no—Desero demon breathes.”

      Gavril tilted his head, and she could see something dawning on him in his eyes. She hated herself for being able to tell. “—succeeded—back Hypatia—wouldn’t have—safe return, would you?—killed her—committed us—blood.”

      “Desero demon—front of me—do what I must—beg for her life—made—beg—respond the way—her people—Abyss monstrosity far worse than any sanguisugae.”

      The way Nikias spoke, she’d never heard someone so full of hatred before.

      “—never—interest—did you?—lied to me—to go on—not care about—our people who die—war? If we could just—”

      Nikias cut Gavril off again with a sharp, cold laugh, “—to savages that—demons like Hypatia—blessing—their sanguisugae—corruption that puts us all at risk?—reasoned with.”

      “What if—not—different?—have it all wrong—fact—her vitae—proof—we aren’t like the Elemens—vitae—Asentai and—” Gavril started to gesture back toward her, and her breath caught in her throat.

      She wished they would take this somewhere else. Her head was spinning trying to translate and she still couldn’t figure out what was going on.

      “—one of them—goddess—washed her hands—left it to us—Abyss will swallow—so if—spill blood today—break—savages—demons and sanguisugae—force them to cleanse their corrupted bloodlines. Yes, I will have blood.”

      A dark chill settled over Marcella. It was one thing to know the Inimicus sought the extermination of her people for their made-up corruption, it was another to hear the crown prince admit it with no hint of remorse. The desire in his voice for blood was the worst sound she’d ever heard.

      This was only going to end with the complete decimation of her people. Or theirs.

      “—aren’t corrupted?—her vitae—if it was?”

      And why was Gavril talking about her vitae?

      “—not fall for your illusion—good at them—risk a true bond with a Sordes—your vitae and blood—not have your blood—attempting—the Desero demon’s—raise a hand—you know it—not the one—idea those savages—reasoned—” Nikias narrowed his eyes. “—withdraw—do—our parents—keep your lupa off the tables—this cell—demon’s—better than—do not—I cannot promise our father will—”

      Gavril said, “—talk to the healers—saw themselves—withdraw—your terms—clothes—treated with respect—for the moment—arrangement.”

      Nikias nodded. “—within my power—brother—warn you—hurt—fool—sooner—destroy—help you.”

      “—know anything—her.”

      “—do you?—what I know—she hates you.”

      “So?” Gavril crossed his arms. “—captured her—bound her—I will—why I—doesn’t mean I’m not going—”

      “—careful—cannot have both—Qui totum vult totum perdit.”

      Gavril didn’t respond to that.

      Nikias shook his head and walked away. “—will come—plea—”

      Gavril stood behind his rune wall for a moment before his fingers flew and he banished the rune he’d thrown on the ground. He turned back around and headed toward her.

      Now she closed her eyes again and made sure to keep her breathing even. Why couldn’t he just leave with Nikias? Why was he still there?

      She heard him kneel on the ground beside her. A hand brushed her shoulder, and it took every ounce of willpower she had not to jerk away, but she failed to stop herself from clenching her hands into the stone floor.

      “Marcella? Awake?” he asked in her tongue. She stayed frozen as his hand rubbing her shoulders stilled and he sighed. He then spoke in his tongue again. “—grateful—how much—worse how little—understood.”

      Then a hand was shifting her hair out of her face, and his palm rested on the curve of her jaw.

      The short breath she took was completely out of her control.

      “Marcella?”

      His thumb brushed her cheek.

      She couldn’t stop herself from trembling. How pathetic.

      Then she was being scooped up from the ground and pulled into his arms. He tucked her against his chest as he leaned back against the cell wall, one hand still cradling her face while the other wrapped around her waist.

      He murmured in her language, “No nightmares. I am with you.”

      The nightmare was the fact that he was still there.

       And yet, somehow, she stilled in his arms and he rested his chin against the top of her head and spoke in his language, “Ubi solitudinem faciunt pacem appellant. Spero meliora.”

      The hand cradling her head fell away, and his left hand laced its fingers through her left hand, and he rested them both on his chest, over his heart. “Etsi damnant mepte tua oderis, mea uxorem.”
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      Leaving Marcella alone in that cell took every ounce of willpower Gavril could muster, but he did it. He had to if he wanted to keep her safe.

      He’d promised her. He’d failed her already.

      He could not again.

      As he cleaned up and got dressed, his shaking hands slowed him further. Whether they were shaking from the rage he’d been pushing down so he could focus on caring for Marcella or from the irrational worry running through his head that now that she was out of his sight she would be put back up on one of those tables, he didn’t know.

      It made fastening his chiton harder. He couldn’t even tie his sandals.

      Gavril let the ties fall to the ground as he sat on his bed, instead burying his head in his hands. His own harsh, ragged breathing was the only sound in his room.

      The eerie silence he’d found when he’d reached the healer’s wing instead of any scream had sent his heart to his feet. The thought that he was too late cut through his whole body.

      He’d never experienced such a whirlwind of emotions as he had when slamming open the door and finding Marcella on the table and under a scalpel, but alive.

      The relief at seeing her alive had been quickly replaced with his fury the second Nikias appeared in his view, trying to grab him and push him back out the door. He barely remembered what Nikias had said; all Gavril remembered was throwing his brother off him and yelling at him and everyone to get out.

      It was all a blur. But the sight of Marcella paralyzed, bleeding, silently crying was burned into him.

      The second he was able to get his limbs to move, fingers flying first to banish the rune causing her paralysis and then the runes silencing her, something struck him. It was deep in his chest as she tried to get up and he fell to his knees when she’d shrunk away from his touch, sobbing. But he could not focus on the weight that had crashed onto him because all that mattered was Marcella. Getting her off the table and convincing her she was safe was all that mattered.

      Then she’d said that one word. He hadn’t known he could be more devastated until she’d said it.

      Die.

      But she was alive. There was only one thing worse than what had happened to her: if she’d died before he’d gotten there. If she had died—

      That he could not abide.

      This time he would succeed in keeping his promises because he knew the consequences of his failure.

      “Mea spes, tuebor. Tuebor. Ita vivere.”

      “My hope, I will protect. I will protect. So live.”

      The weight that had crashed over him had not vanished, and Gavril could not put it off any longer. The rush was over. He could not distract himself by focusing wholly on having Marcella in his arms as she slept, comforting her.

      He barely caught himself on the edge of the bed, his sandals still untied as his arm shook.

      Seeing her in so much pain, so terrified, all his actions since and his actions before all made sense now.

      He loved her. He was in love with her.

      Yes, he’d been fond of her very quickly. He knew he had affection for her after marrying her. That his feelings for her were different than any he’d had of friendship for Aimilia and could only be romantic, but…

      He could not pretend this was a result of anything less than love.

      His mind was spinning at the realization of just how deeply and how quickly he had fallen for her.

      And just how quickly he had failed her. Barely even a day upon their return, she’d ended up exactly where he’d married her to protect her from. It was all too much, and he still did not have time for it.

      His sandals needed to be tied and he needed to go to dinner with his parents to protect his wife.  

      If he wanted a chance at peace, he had to keep that vow.

      And even if he didn’t get it, he would keep it anyway. He could do nothing less. He loved her to devastation.

      There was a high chance that devastation was how this end regardless of his best intentions and efforts.

      “No matter how tired you are, it will never tire of you. The fight will find you. It is not done with you.”

      He was not done with the fight either. He would fight for her.

      So he stepped out of his room, rushing because he’d put off leaving Marcella until the last possible moment before going to get ready for the dinner Nikias insisted he attend if he wanted to plead his case to their parents.

      His rush had him nearly crashing into the young woman pacing the hallway in front of his room.

      Aimilia, however, had always had quick reflexes. She easily twisted around him to avoid the collision, putting her hands on her hips. “You can’t avoid me forever, Gavril.”

      He could try.

      “I don’t have time right now. I have to go meet Nikias and my parents for dinner.”

      Aimilia laughed, “Do you think I don’t know that?” She gestured to her own clothes and hair, more elegant than usual and her commander’s cloak spotless—Aimilia had kept it spotless ever since she’d gotten it. “Where do you think I’m going?”

      Gavril closed his door behind him, narrowing his eyes at her. “I didn’t invite you.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes and fell into step beside him as he took off down the hallway. It was instinctual, the way he shortened his stride to match hers. Years in the Academy together walking to their classes or the library had ingrained the habit into him. She said, “Nikias did.”

      Gavril nearly snapped his neck with how quickly he turned his head to look at her. “What?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, like I’m going to let you go in there and face your parents with Nikias as the only other buffer? Just because I want to wring your neck right now doesn’t mean I’m not going to be there.”

      He had enough to deal with at the moment and Aimilia was at the bottom of the list.

      “My shock is more at the fact Nikias was willing to invite you at all. How badly did you annoy him?” Gavril asked, eyeing her. “Also, how did you find out about it? It was decided earlier today.”

      Aimilia raised an eyebrow. “First of all, I didn’t have to pester Nikias. He came to me. You know I would never ask him for anything. His reasoning was that if I’m there, showing my support for your plan despite the absolutely despicable and dishonorable way you’ve treated me, your parents might listen.”

      Was this Nikias’ way of trying to make up for what he’d done to Marcella? If it was, it was a poor attempt.

      Between hours of desperately trying to get a word in with his parents the night before, Commander Cyprian cornering him to also try to have his say, and Gavril trying to find Nikias—he should have realized why he couldn’t find Nikias.

      He could still feel the dark, swooping sensation when he’d found Marcella’s cell empty. There was only one place she could be.

      Gavril had severely underestimated how much his family respected their own laws.

      He had severely underestimated Nikias’ desire for revenge.

       He’d thought that out of anyone, Nikias would have some understanding of Gavril’s need to protect his wife. That he might find some shred of respect for the laws that were supposed to give Marcella protection as Gavril’s wife.

      “And did he divulge why he’s suddenly now trying to help me by roping you into this?” Gavril asked as they turned down another hall.

      “I didn’t ask. While I was grateful for the invitation since I knew you weren’t going to give me one, what with the she-wolf—”

      “She is my wife, and you will refer to her as such!” Gavril snapped, narrowing his eyes at Aimilia who was not intimidated in the slightest.

      “Anyway, point being, I knew you weren’t inviting me, but that didn’t mean I wanted to spend any more time around your brother than I had to,” Aimilia said as they started down the stairs toward the floor the banquet hall was on. “His motivations are none of my concern. And just because you’re an idiot who spat in my face after everything I have ever done for you, it doesn’t mean I’m not going to show up for you. At least for this.”

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he started to keep walking, but she grabbed him by the arm and forced him to look back at her. She lowered her voice and said, “You need me in there. You know how much worse it is when there isn’t an audience.”

      Unfortunately, Aimilia was right. He had spat in her face after years of friendship, and he did need her in there.

      There hadn’t been an audience the night before, and Gavril could still feel it. He’d checked his illusions before he’d left his room. They were all in place, covering his bruises. If Aimilia did see the bruises, she’d have a fit.

      He wasn’t eager to repeat the night before if he could help it. 

      He sighed. “Fine. You’re right. Thank you.”

      Aimilia immediately preened, dropping his arm and beaming. “Ah, my favorite words to hear.”

      Gavril looked down at her and sighed. “Aimilia, it is a long story, and I promise I will explain myself to you, but—”

      The sound of someone clearing their throat had them both turning to see Nikias standing on the other end of the hallway, arms crossed. Nikias said, “Come on, you’re almost late.”

      As Gavril and Aimilia fell into step again, she leaned over and whispered, “Oh, I expect you will. And I expect it to be stupid. So don’t get too comfortable. I have your back tonight, but tomorrow? Tomorrow you’re going to have to deal with the Aimilia you were supposed to come back and propose to but instead gave a Sordes girl the name I was supposed to have on my wrist. Trust me, that Aimilia is going to eat you alive.”

      Gavril expected as much.

      Aimilia might have been his closest friend, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t spent most of that friendship in a respectful awe and terror of her. She was not someone to make an enemy of. Unfortunately, Gavril had.

      He had no time to respond to Aimilia as they approached Nikias, who was eyeing Gavril. Nikias was, as usual, dressed in a black chiton with a black cloak with commander’s trimming on it. It had been over three years since Nikias had worn the traditional white or red one. Over three years since he’d worn anything but sleeves tied down to his wrists.

      Nikias said, “It appears like you did an adequate job washing the filth off yourself.”

      “The cell wasn’t that dirty.”

      “I meant the she-wolf.”

      Aimilia catching his fist and using her whole weight to shove him a step back was the only thing that saved Nikias from a black eye. Gavril opened his mouth, ready to yell at him worse than he’d gotten onto Aimilia, but then the doors to the banquet hall were being opened by servants, and he only had a second to compose himself.

      His parents seeing him try to hit and berate Nikias was not going to end well for him.

      Or Marcella.

      He took a deep breath as Aimilia made it look like she’d been leaning on his arm and laughing at something he’d said while Nikias quickly turned, rolling his eyes to keep up the façade as their parents spotted the scene from where they were already seated at the table.

      “—too funny, isn’t he?” Aimilia let out a shrill, fake laugh and looked over at Nikias. “I guess only one of you can be witty and charming.”

      And now it was almost like any other family dinner.

      Nikias raised an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder, completely unoffended and collected as he walked into the banquet room. “Commander, I’ve heard what makes you laugh before. Your standards for wit are appallingly low.”

      “And yet you’ve never once met them.” Aimilia flashed him a wry grin before looping her arm through Gavril’s despite the fact that she was technically Nikias’ guest.

      “Commander Aimilia of Mitis, I didn’t think you would be joining us on this occasion,” Mother said, eyeing the way Aimilia was on Gavril’s right arm before directing her glare to his left arm where the marks of his marriage bond and Marcella’s name written in their runes were displayed.

      Nikias cleared his throat and came to a stop behind the chair across from his usual place at the table. Nikias usually sat to their father’s right, and he pulled the chair out slightly with a smirk. “Commander Aimilia is my guest actually. She might have forgotten. Old habits are hard to break.”

      Mother raised an eyebrow and seemed to look at Aimilia in a new light.

      Aimilia dropped Gavril’s arm and let Nikias seat her with only a slight wrinkle in her nose exposing her distaste. Nikias’ smirk didn’t fade as he moved to take his seat across from her, leaving Gavril with two options. Sit by Nikias or sit by Aimilia.

      He wished he was sitting on a log offering a hard, tasteless ration cake to a girl he could barely get two words out of.

      But if he was going to keep his promise to Marcella, he had to get through this first.

      He sat by Aimilia. He at least knew she was safe for tonight. Nikias… Gavril didn’t know if he could afford to trust Nikias right now.

      Seeing someone who was the exact replica of the Desero demon seemed to have taken all of his good sense right out of him.

      Not to mention the image of Marcella on that table still haunted him every time he blinked, and he couldn’t promise he wouldn’t be overcome with the urge to strangle Nikias for it.

      And if Nikias was really trying to make up for it, Gavril couldn’t lose Nikias’ support in this matter.

      Once Gavril was seated, his father—who had just been glaring at Gavril since the doors had opened and Gavril didn’t expect him to stop—gestured and the servants immediately began bringing dishes out.

      “Son, I know you well enough to know when you’re up to something. I suggest for the sake of avoiding a painfully long dinner, you lead with it,” Father said, giving Nikias a sharp look. He then turned to Gavril and said, “Boy, I expect to see some gratitude for choosing to let your actions yesterday go unpunished. You will be respectful tonight.”

      Gavril’s blood was already boiling, but he ground out in a somewhat decent tone, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Nikias gave him an approving nod, and Gavril hated himself for swallowing the words on his tongue. He’d done nothing wrong. They had broken the law by interrogating his wife and letting a healer have her up on one of those tables in the first place.

      If it were anyone else, Gavril could have them executed.

      “That is precisely what I was hoping to discuss, Father,” Nikias said, reaching forward and taking sip of wine before continuing, “Fortunately, before the interruption, I was able to ascertain the depth of the she-wolf’s knowledge—”

      “Marcella.”

      Gavril didn’t touch his plate. He didn’t even look at his glass. Everyone turned to him.

      Mother snapped, “What was that?”

      “Marcella. My wife. That’s her name. It’s respectful to refer to people by their names.” Gavril turned to his oldest friend. “Don’t you think so, Aimilia?”

      She narrowed her eyes and he instantly read the look in them. She’d given him that look before.

      “Pick your battles, Gavril. You cannot win them all.”

      She’d told that to him countless times before. It was true. But he was picking this fight. It was one worth fighting.

      “Of course I think so. I find it always makes it clear who is being referred to then,” Aimilia said, giving his father a winning smile.  “Leaves no room for confusion.”

      Father nodded and turned back to Nikias.

      Gavril had long since numbed himself to the sting of his parents liking Aimilia more than they’d ever liked him.

      Nikias barely hid the roll of his eyes as he continued, “I retrieved any useful information she might have had, and she didn’t have any. She seemed to have very little idea what the rock is for or why her people were giving it to Clan Montis. She is a low-level soldier of no worth to her people. The most useful information I got from her was about the demon she resembles.”

      Nikias’ voice darkened as he spoke about Hypatia. Aimilia’s eyes widened. The servants attending the dinner stilled.

      This…

      This was a battle Gavril would not pick despite the fact he was grinding his teeth to hear Nikias degrade Marcella. Not when he was speaking now of the Desero demon.

      Nikias, in a move so fast no one would have caught it unless they’d been watching, tugged at the long black sleeve on his left wrist until it covered the scar completely. He looked up with a glint in his eyes. “She has some Abyss-tainted ability to see the future. It explains how they knew about the ambush. I also asked about their leeches. They give them to the temple to handle instead of exterminating them and cleansing their bloodlines, and the rock has nothing to do with them and the abominable ability to absorb vitae. I’m done with her.”

      “Then hopefully our healers will be able to further develop their knowledge by—”

      Gavril cleared his throat, cutting his father off and saying, “Your Majesty, what Nikias didn’t mention was the fact the healer couldn’t remove the marriage band. You can ask the healers who examined me—it’s her vitae under my skin, and my vitae is perfectly normal. It is no illusion of mine. She is my wife, and it is against the law for a healer to take a knife to a Runai or a Runai’s spouse.”

      Father immediately narrowed his eyes. “Boy, I am the king. I decide what is law. And if I want to defy the law, it is my right. Mind yourself.”

      “I was getting there,” Nikias said, shooting Gavril his own tense look. Gavril just glared back at him while Aimilia sighed, abandoning the pretense of eating to just outright watch them. “Now that I am done, I’ve heard Gavril’s alternate proposal for another way to make use of her that will avoid the public scrutiny of disobeying the laws we are supposed to create and uphold. I think it would be wise for you to consider it, Father.”

      “And this is?”

      Nikias gave Gavril a short nod, and Gavril sat up straighter. “I believe if you’ll just give me enough time and promise to uphold the law and not hand her over to the healers to be studied, I can get more information about the Sordes magic than our healers ever could.”

      “How do you expect to accomplish that?” Father let out a sharp, scoffing laugh. “You think you can get more out of a worthless soldier than one of our healers who has studied countless of her kind to understand the corruption of their vitae?”

      Gavril’s tongue felt like lead but he forced himself to say the words anyway. He had run out of options. The truth didn’t matter.

      “Do you think I married that worthless soldier for any reason but this?” Gavril matched his father’s flippant tone. “I think putting her on the table is a mistake. She won’t last more than a day, but I’m her husband who made a vow to protect her. She knows this and she knows that I’ve been protecting her and defending her. I’ve been winning her trust and gratitude. I’ll have to find a way to convince her I had nothing to do with Nikias’ interrogation since I promised to protect her from that, but I’m also the one she remembers getting her off it, which will work in my favor. If she trusts me, I can get her to use her magic without it being a risk. You can put all of them on a table and cut them open to try to understand the corruption in their vitae all you want, but where has it gotten us? Isn’t it time we observe the Sordes magic in action to be able to understand how this corruption truly works?”

      He dug his nails into the arms of his chair and willed himself not to throw up.

      Liar. Illusionist. They were the same.

      He’d been a liar all his life.

      Sometimes he had a hard time figuring out where the separation was between his illusions and reality.

      “Maybe you aren’t as soft as I always thought you were, boy,” Father said, tilting his head. “I’m intrigued, but I need to be certain this isn’t just your disguise for bringing a filthy she-wolf into my palace to coddle.”

      “And I need to be certain you won’t go behind my back again and put her on one of those tables and ruin all my hard work.”

      “I think I already have the perfect idea,” Nikias spoke up.

      Gavril didn’t like the way Nikias’ lip was twitching upwards.

      Aimilia leaned forward in her seat, narrowing her eyes at him. “Oh, do you, Your Highness? Please, don’t leave the rest of us in such suspense.”

      Nikias turned to Gavril and said, “It’s simple. A binding vow. It’s the only way you and Father can be certain the other will uphold your ends.”

      Aimilia’s gasp was the loudest. Father’s eyebrows raised. Mother tilted her head, considering the idea.

      Gavril didn’t move or make a sound.

      He just blinked.

      And he saw Marcella on that table.

      And a vow like this was the only thing stronger than the law.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Gavril, no, have you lost your mind? This cannot be worth it!” Aimilia hissed, grabbing his arm.

      “Clelia, a word,” Father said, rising from his seat. Mother rose from her seat at his command and the two walked off to the other side of the room.

      Aimilia immediately whipped around and hissed at Nikias, “Oh, you rotten—”

      “Ah, is that any way to speak to your future king and the man in charge of your assignments, commander?” Nikias raised an eyebrow. Aimilia fell silent, and he continued, “I think you’ll find I am working to find the best solution for all of the parties involved in this, including you. A little gratitude wouldn’t be out of place.”

      “Oh, I’ll give you my gratitude, right up—”

      “Aimilia, it’s fine,” Gavril said, pulling his arm out of her grip. “If this is what it takes, then I’m fine. I know I will deliver on my promise, so what have I to fear?”

      Quite a lot, actually, but he wasn’t going to let them know it.

      “You are going to risk everything on the hope you’ll be able to turn your she-wolf into a house pet? Oh, you’re an idiot. I can’t believe I ever fell in love with you,” Aimilia spat.

      He would risk everything for peace.

      It was what he’d whispered to Marcella after Nikias had left them earlier that day.

      “Ubi solitudinem faciunt pacem appellant. Spero meliora.”

      “They make a desert and call it peace. I aspire to greater things.”

      “Boy.”

      Gavril rose from his seat as his father turned back and started to approach again.

      “We shall enter a binding vow. You will study and deliver from the girl information for us to use, and I will give you my word I will not have her put on a healer’s table as long as you receive that information.”

      Gavril started to untie the laces of his right sleeve. “Then let’s not wait.”

      “Etsi damnant mepte tua oderis, mea uxorem.”

      “Even if I condemn myself to your hate, my wife.”

       If this was what it took to keep her safe and finally bring peace, then he would do it gladly. Nikias had warned him.

      “Qui totum vult totum perdit.”

      “He who wants everything loses everything.”

      Where he stood, he could very well lose everything. Yet he could not stop himself from wanting it all the same.
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      The next time Marcella woke up, she was blessedly alone.

      Yet she wasn’t on the dungeon floor. She pushed herself up to see a cot had been brought into her cell and someone had set her on it. At the foot of it was a white, folded chiton and a strophion, perfectly clean with new clasps sitting on top of it. Next to it was a tray with food, two pitchers of water, soap, and a few rags.

      Her head whipped around to be certain, but no one was there.

      She was fairly certain she knew what had been real and what hadn’t. Since she could feel her peplos’ top wound around her waist when she reached under the cloak to fumble with it, discovering it was torn and she had no clasps, she was certain everything she remembered from that awful room had happened.

      And with Gavril’s cloak on her shoulders again, so had everything with him.

      At just the thought, she reached up and flung the cloak off herself—blessedly it flew off with no resistance this time—and she immediately shed her destroyed peplos, and set about washing herself as best she could with the soap and water. She scrubbed her pale skin until it was red and raw, but she could still feel the knife. She could still feel the straps.

      She ran her fingers over the base of her neck but there was no cut, not even a faint trace of a healing scab, like it had never happened.

      The cold air on her exposed skin was also far too sickening, so she abandoned trying to scrub the echoes away and moved to get dressed. She secured the strophion around her chest and pulled the chiton on. Before she clasped it at both shoulders she held out her left arm and skimmed her fingers over the bracelet, then the limiter cuff that had been put back on at some point, and up to her shoulder.

      She clasped the chiton high on her shoulders, covering as much of herself as she could to fight off the damp chill of the dungeon, without picking up the cloak again. The chiton fell just below her knees, and she shivered, but it was nice to be clean and wear something clean for the first time in a month.  

      Then it hit her how famished she was. Even if she wanted to ignore the food, she didn’t have the strength to.

      She quickly dropped to the ground and shoved the bread into her mouth. She tried to pace herself on the second pitcher of water, but her throat was so parched and dry from the screaming and crying that she needed it more than anything.

      When there was nothing left, she sat back against the leg of the cot and breathed deeply. She glanced down at the hem of her chiton.

      Why had they given her something to wear?

      Maybe Gavril had negotiated her death instead of her torture and this was what they made all the executed prisoners wear. They wouldn’t want to kill her while she was wearing Gavril’s cloak, after all.

      Or… maybe this was what they made all their rats wear to keep them clean from contamination.

      She was almost ready to rip it off and go back to her peplos—at least it was Desero fabric even if not technically Marcella’s—and find some way to make it still work as a garment with new clasps when the sound of footsteps had her dropping the fabric again and rising to her feet.

      Her ankles weren’t shackled to the ground, and her wrists weren’t shackled together. She just had the limiting cuffs on. She could at least go with a little more of a fight.

      Or at least a decent prayer.

      But it wasn’t a troop of Inimicus guards. Just one man.

      Gavril.

      As he turned the corner, he was rubbing his left hand up and down his right forearm, but it was free from any mark or injury. He looked up to see her standing in the middle of her cell, and he dropped his arm and picked up his pace. The light in his eyes would have brightened the general dimness of the dungeons if Marcella only cared to see it.

      She flexed her hands.

      She wasn’t a good fighter. She was barely even a mage. Much less good at fighting without magic, but she was not going to let any of them just take her and subject her to whatever abominable things they had in mind.

      Again.

      “Marcella…” Gavril breathed her name out as he reached her cell, still saying it wrong. He had a key in the lock and was opening the door. She immediately backed away, and whatever he saw in her movement or wary expression had him pausing as he stood by the cell door.

      He was dressed finely, more so than she’d ever seen him before, given that he’d been pretending he was just a commander and not a prince on the road. He definitely looked like one now.

      She needed the reminder. She needed to remember he was a liar, and she couldn’t trust him in order to fight the way she remembered how he’d held her and whispered in her ear that she was safe with him.

      “Imperator. Princeps.” Marcella choked on the Inimicus words before she switched back to her tongue, “Who are you today, again?”

      He looked at her like she’d physically struck him, and if he came close enough to her, she just might.

      “Gavril I always have been to you, and will be to you forevermore,” he said in her tongue, his voice carrying an intensity to match her own. He took a small step toward her. His eyes darted over her, and she cursed herself for taking the clean clothes at the way his gaze softened to see her in them. He then looked at the empty tray and glass on the ground. “Eat well?”

      “What do you want?”

      She was not falling for it.

      “To ensure you have,” Gavril said, his brow furrowing as he clearly was struggling to figure out the proper translation to whatever he intended.

      She didn’t care what he intended. Not when she could still feel the leather straps biting into her skin and vitae burning her side.

      “Of course, obviously. You wouldn’t want your new rat to die the first time she goes up on the table, right?”

      Gavril’s expression darkened, and he started forward, and it wasn’t until Marcella’s back hit the cell wall that he stopped. It wasn’t until that moment that she even realized she’d been backing away. He said, “No. No table. I—No part. I—remember?”

       She had to hand it to him. Getting worse at speaking in her language to add to his desperate, frantic, caring act was smart. It made it feel so real.

      It wasn’t. It wasn’t. He was an illusion.

      He gestured to the cloak on the ground and then himself. “Remember?”

      “Remember that you’re an Inimicus who has been lying to me and saying and doing anything to try to convince me I can trust you? Organizing a fake escape so I’d participate in your binding ritual? Having your brother take the role of the villain and put me on the table so you can come in and save me? The Inimicus are blessed to have you as commander and prince. Your mind knows of no situation you can’t orchestrate to manipulate in your favor.”

      She wasn’t sure if she was proving a point or trying to convince herself.

      “No.” Gavril shook his head, a deep furrow to his brow, and she could practically see his mind spinning. Whether it was from trying to find the right translation or the right manipulation, she didn’t know.

      But she couldn’t risk believing anything but the second.

      “No. Wrong. All done… Protect.” He held up his left wrist and pointed to hers. “To protect from table—from death.”

      Marcella couldn’t help her laugh. “How stupid do you think I am? It clearly didn’t work—if I believed that was your intention in the first place.”

      She had.

      And now she knew what a mistake it was to put faith in anything but herself, her people, and her goddess. 

      “I—I—” Gavril stuttered, his hands shaking in the air. “Mistaken. But not again. Still—Wasn’t fake. Escape. Rescue.”

      He still expected her to believe him?

      “Really? Alright then. If you were actually letting me go and not sending me headfirst into a trap, let me go now.” Marcella lifted her chin and took a step toward him despite her own shaking hands. “You’re a prince and a commander. Handy with illusions. I’m sure you can think of some way to sneak me out of here and let me go outside of the city.”

      Gavril stayed where he was, rooted to her cell floor, and shook his head, his eyes closed. He took a long deep breath and took his time forming his sentences. “I can’t. I told you. It’s not that simple. You know I can’t do that.”

      “Won’t.” Marcella crossed her arms and wrapped her fingers around her biceps, tightening them so he wouldn’t see them shaking. “The word you’re looking for is won’t.”

      He stared at her blankly for a moment before he said, “No. Can’t.”

      “Oh? You can’t?” Her voice dipped lower. “And yet you expect me to believe you could at one point but not now?”

      His eyes darted to her left wrist and she dug her fingers in deeper, hiding the wristband and the lines from view. He shook his head and huffed. “You… What explanation would satisfy? You twist them all.”

      Now he was accusing her of being the manipulative one?

      She almost wished she did still have her wrists chained together so she could strangle him to death with it.

      “There is no explanation you could give me for what you’ve done to me that could ever make me believe you. You promised—” Marcella’s voice broke and she hated herself for it. She rolled her shoulders, trying to shrug off the feeling of that knife cutting into the back of her neck, but it wouldn’t go away. Her eyes filled with water, and through the distortion, she could see Gavril move toward her.

      “Marcella—”

      Her back hit the wall. She’d walked right into the corner of her cell, flinging out her hand to catch herself. Her legs started to buckle, and she could see Gavril had stopped, staring at her like he was the one who was trapped. She choked out, “I was the fool for believing you for even a second. I can’t—I can’t—”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I—fix it. I want to fix it. Give me a chance,” Gavril said, his feet shifting but not moving any closer to her.

      Did he?

      Did she dare believe this act too?

      Or at least she could tear down the illusion and expose him so thoroughly he could not dare try to fool her again.

      Marcella blinked the water away, forcing her gaze to clear so she could fix him with her plea. “You want to make this right? It’s easy. There’s one way, two choices. Tell me, do you have a word for mercy?”

      “Misericordiae,” he said, eyeing her.

      “Good. Have misericordiae on me. Either let me go or put me out of my misery.” She let her hands fall to her side as she took a faltering step toward him. She whispered, “Miserere occisio.”

      Mercy killing.

      Gavril sucked in a sharp breath, but he didn’t recoil. He stepped closer. His voice was barely more than a whisper. “You—You pray to Asentai for the chance to live.”

      Not anymore.

      Marcella’s throat tightened and she shook her head. “Breathing on that table isn’t living. Living as your experiment isn’t living. If you have an ounce of mercy, and are being honest about not being able to let me go, you will kill me.”

      She said it like a command.

      It was.

      “I can’t.”

      “Won’t.”

      “Can’t.” Gavril had somehow gotten right in front of her and was gently pulling her left wrist up and between them. “And won’t.”

      She didn’t understand. She glared at the band with the rune on it and she said, “Why? Because of this?”

      “Yes,” he breathed out, tightening his grip.

      “I know you’ve bound me to you. I don’t know how this works. What this thing is doing to me, but if you think leaving me alive is going to give it or you the chance to—to do whatever you’re planning on to me—” her voice cracked again. “I don’t—I don’t understand. Why can’t you just have mercy on me? What is this that you’ve done to me?”

      His brow furrowed, and his pulse beat against her skin. He studied her face, then his eyes widened. “You… don’t know. You haven’t known.”

      “If you won’t put me out of my misery, tell me, what do you want from me? What do I have to give you for you to get this over with? I—I can’t go back on that table.” She’d started shaking again. Her legs fell out from under her, but Gavril didn’t let her go.

      “You won’t. You won’t.” Gavril knelt in front of her.

      She ripped her arm out of his grip, clutching it to her chest. She curled in on herself and the sobs started to force themselves up her throat. “Stop lying. Stop. Please. Even Dhelnir himself isn’t as deceptive as you.”

      “Marcella, I—” Gavril grabbed her by her shoulders and started to pull her toward him, but she threw her head back up.

      She slammed her palms into his chest, and when he didn’t so much as flinch she tried again and again to hit him and shove him away from her, but nothing worked. He was immovable. Her eyes spilled over as she screamed and grunted in frustration that nothing she did was getting him to tell the truth. Did she have to try to kill him for him to just give up and kill her?

      “Stop—” Marcella’s hands stilled against him. All the fight left her. “Just…”

      His hands stayed anchored on her back as she collapsed against his chest. Her arms fell to her lap as her forehead rested on his shoulder. She whispered, “Get it over with. Kill me to free me.”

      His hand came up to the back of her head, sinking into her hair and pinning her head to his shoulder. He whispered into her hair, “Interdicimus mors tua.”

      She didn’t even try to translate. She didn’t care.

      Whatever he did, she didn’t care.

      His grip tightened, sinking into her chiton and hair before loosening. “I will not. I will not. I cannot free you. I cannot kill you. You will live no matter how agonizing. I will make you.”

      Marcella couldn’t stop the broken sob that fell out of her mouth.

      She hated him. She’d never hated anyone the way she hated him for condemning her to life when she lowered herself to beg for death.

      So if he was going to make her suffer this agony…

      She swallowed and slowly lifted her head. His hands shifted, pulling her closer as she shifted back so he could look into her eyes. His green eyes were burning, but they were no match for her.

      “You refuse me my death? So be it.” She sank her fingers into the collar of his chiton, and her voice was dark and guttural as she said, “From this moment on, I will pray that I will live long enough to see you as tortured and agonized as I will be under your thumb. If you will not give me mercy, then I shall live for spite. When I am put back on that table, I will spend every second cursing you to lose everything you have ever loved.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath and finally let go, but she wasn’t done yet. She pushed herself to her feet and stood over him.

      “For as long as you have me bound to you with these marks on my arm, I will pray that every single desire you have will be forever unattainable. If you are going to force me to live, then I am going to live for your agony.”

      He stared up at her, his hair falling back slightly, giving her a clear view of his brilliant green eyes. As he stared up at her, an expression on his face a mixture of emotions she wasn’t entirely sure she’d ever felt, he whispered, “Quod me nutrit iuror me destruit.”

      She stayed on her feet and prayed for an iron heart. His hands were curled slightly like they were still holding something. Like they were still holding her.

      He lowered his head, tilting it to the side so she could not see. For a moment the only sound in the air was her heavy breathing. Then the softest of whispers. “Nunc scio quid sit amor, mea spes, et excrucior.”

      Before she could try to figure out the words she did know, he was pushing himself to his feet. His face was cold and emotionless the way she was desperately trying to steel her heart into. He said in her tongue, “So be it. So long as you live.”

      Prince Gavril was a creature she did not believe she was ever going to comprehend.

      He took a step back toward the cell door. “You want me to stop? I shall. Stay here as you wish. It will all be as you have said, but one. My desire. I will have peace. Even if it means the agony of you.”

      As he walked backward toward the cell door, he picked up his cloak as he went.

      She stayed where she was until he was gone.

      She sank to the ground again, wrapping her arms around herself in the chill of the dungeon. But… finally. He was going to stop pretending like he was on her side. Like he cared. He was going to stop lying.

      If she could not have freedom or death, at least she would have truth.

    

  







            Chapter 25

          

          

        

    

    






MARCELLA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When the guards came for her first thing the next morning, Marcella was ready.

      Her heart was iron. She was as void as the Abyss.

      When they put her back on that table, it was going to be like it was happening to someone else. She wasn’t going to feel a thing. She wasn’t going to let herself.

      The guards grabbed her by the arms and hauled her out of her cell. This time she stumbled along with them. It was just the guards. No Prince Nikias or Prince Gavril.

      They were likely both done with her.

      She was going to be in their heretic’s hands now.

      But instead of turning right like they had last time they’d hauled her out of the dungeons, they turned left.

      Marcella blinked and looked over her shoulder at the hallway leading to the labs. Were there… more this way?

      Or maybe… she didn’t dare hope, but still… maybe overnight Gavril had found a sliver of mercy in him and they were going to kill her.

      But when she was walked out into a courtyard, surrounded by a peristyle, first she was blinded by the sunlight after having been in the dungeons for so long. When her vision cleared, she looked around to see it didn’t look like an execution.

      It looked like… training grounds.

      Prince Gavril stood with his back to her, speaking to the few other people that were there. She assumed Inimicus mages since they didn’t appear to be Solitus servants. A few looked like more guards but one or two didn’t. They looked… studious. Intelligent.

      But the style of their clothes was slightly different from the Inimicus heretics.

      When the guards brought her to a stop at the edge of the courtyard, in the shadows of the peristyle, she saw Prince Gavril stiffen slightly, but he didn’t turn around. He kept speaking to the other Inimicus, and Marcella was too far away to make anything out.

      And if it didn’t involve them killing her or putting her on their torture table, she didn’t care.

      The guards hadn’t moved an inch, but Gavril turned to face them directly. His expression was as cold and neutral as it had been the night before.

      Good. This was what she’d wanted.

      He gestured for them to bring her over, his eyes not even landing directly on her before he turned back to the Inimicus beside him and said something else. As the guards hauled her further into the courtyard to where rectangles were marked out for sparring—she assumed— Gavril also left the Inimicus and met them in the middle. He waved his hand, and the guards dropped her arms.

      Marcella stumbled at the unexpected freedom and looked at them before looking at Gavril, who stood on the other end of the rectangular marks in the dirt. He waved his hand again and the guards stepped back, not completely abandoning them, but standing off to the side of the ring.

      The other Inimicus also gathered around.

      Marcella’s shoulders tensed and she readied herself to move if need be. If this was another strange ritual—

      “Soldier.”

      Her head whipped around at the sound of Gavril’s voice, unfamiliar to her at how cold it was even though he spoke in her tongue.

      Even though he was speaking to her.

      “Fight.” His expression was as cold as the iron heart she’d prayed for as he put his fists up.

      “What?” Marcella blinked at him.

      “Ears not work? Are you not soldier?” Gavril adjusted his stance, narrowing his eyes. “Prove it. Fight.”

      She supposed she should be grateful all the pretense was gone and he was finally showing her just what he thought of her. But she still didn’t understand why he wanted her to fight.

      She held up the vitae-limiting cuffs on her wrists and said, “While I have these on and you don’t?”

      His lips twitched for a moment before his expression returned to stone. “I’m not going to need to cast to win. Besides, you almost killed a man while you were cuffed. Fight.”

      “Why?”

      “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      She looked over at the guards and the Inimicus surrounding her before looking back at him. “But this is clearly something you want me to do. Why?”

      “I find the girl who almost killed one of my men to be far more interesting than one who sits in a cell and cries.”

      Her hands curled into fists and her blood boiled, but instead of rushing at him like she wanted to, she ground out, “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch. Come on, you were eager to hit me yesterday. Now I’m inviting you to. I’m the one who caught you. I trapped you. I bound you. You hate me. Don’t you want the chance to get a few hits in consequence free?”

      She shifted into a fighting stance, raising her hands. She couldn’t shake the feeling she was still somehow playing into his hand, but she wanted to knock the taunting light right out of his eyes, so that alone would be worth it.

      She rushed forward first, and Gavril easily dodged her first swing, and then she was in the air, weightless for just a moment before she slammed into the ground and all the air left her lungs.

      She wheezed on the ground for a moment before hands were on her left arm, hauling her back to her feet. Her breath was still labored and she was trying to process what had happened as Gavril backed away, putting his fists back up and saying, “Again, soldier.”

      She looked over her shoulder at the Inimicus observing them. Was he… Then it hit her. He wanted the Inimicus to observe the fighting style of Clan Desero so they could counter it. That’s what he meant about peace.

      Peace would only come when one of their people was gone.

      “Is that all your people have? Did they send their worst as Hypatia’s decoy? Are they suffering a great loss without you?” Gavril spat as he paced the width of the ring.

      She shouldn’t.

      She shouldn’t give him the fight he wanted.

      “Done already? I should not concern myself then. Clan Desero will fall in a blink with your fighting spirit.”

      And then she was swinging again. But this time Gavril easily side-stepped it, twisting around her to dodge. She turned on her feet, narrowly avoiding being tripped up by him as she found her next opening. She swung—

      And then she was on the ground again, wheezing before Gavril hauled her up onto her feet.

      She was not going to let him have the last word. She was going to land a hit.

      But Gavril was an excellent dodger.

      She didn’t need this. She didn’t need to be shown just how pathetic she was. She knew very well how worthless she was to her own people.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see a few of the Inimicus making notes in little books as Gavril continuously deflected everything she came at him with.

      And every time her fists failed to connect, the fire in her blood burned hotter and she got sloppier.

      Every time she hesitated or paused, Gavril opened his mouth and something came out of it that made her desperate to prove him wrong.

      She never did.

      When he caught her wrist and pulled it back, he hooked his ankle around hers and sent her to her knees. He didn’t let go of her wrist, just held it up as he took long breaths and looked down at her. He said nothing, still not breathing nearly as heavily as she was, but his eyes were burning and searching in the silence.

      Whatever he was looking for, she hoped he never found it.

      She glared up at him, wheezing for breath until she was finally able to grind out, “Are you satisfied yet with my worthlessness?”

      The iron in his eyes softened, and the hand holding her left wrist eased. His fingers shifted down to her pulse, sliding between the leather band and her skin. His touch burned. “I—”

      “Princeps Gavril!”

      He immediately released her hand, and she threw it beneath her to catch herself before she looked over her shoulder to see Gavril’s puella, Aimilia, striding toward them.

      Gavril immediately moved to intercept her as Marcella knelt on the ground, panting. Aimilia’s vibrant red hair was pulled back into an elegant braided crown, and her chiton was beautifully trimmed while also being clearly practical, and she had a commander’s cloak wrapped around her shoulders. Her presence only made Marcella aware of the absolute disaster she was certain she looked like with her curls frizzy and knotted and sweaty. Her chiton was covered in dust and dirt from hitting the ground countless times.

      Aimilia was beautiful, for an Inimicus.

      Perfect for a prince.

      “Aimilia—doing here?” Gavril spoke in his tongue.

      Marcella watched them out of the corner of her eye while trying to catch her breath on the ground.

      Gavril caught Aimilia by the arm and stopped her at the edge of the rectangle.

      “—your brother—what—up to—lend a hand—” Aimilia said, keeping one eye on Marcella. “—watch when—fighting—”

      Gavril scoffed. “—know—lending a hand—vicious mage—against your own people—even me—broke my arm.”

      Marcella wasn’t certain her translation was accurate. Why would his puella have broken his arm?

      “—sore about it—know I only did it—win—placed first—” Aimilia narrowed her eyes at his left wrist and then said, “You have no—talk—You broke—and broke my—”

      “We weren’t—not officially—sorry—done is done—” He lowered his voice, but Marcella was still able to make out some of it.  “—nothing—never was—not the way—should have been—I cared—so much respect for you—known each other—better—than I have ever deserved—not letting you beat mea uxorem—settle—”

      Was… Was his girl worried about Marcella? Or rather, the way Gavril had been fixated on her? Was that why Aimilia had rushed down here while Gavril made a fool of Marcella?

      Then again… she remembered how Gavril had held her after getting her off the table, and she could see why Aimilia would be concerned even if there was nothing to truly be concerned about.

      Aimilia snapped, “—trust me—have it out—your brother I wouldn’t kill you—plan—over—sort this—took our—nomen—one of them and instead you—she did—alone with you—honorable mage—annoyingly so, I’ll add—break—lie all you want—settle with the lupa who—”

      “—virum—my job—not letting you—settle—with me—” Gavril paused and then blinked. “Wait—you think—everyone’s saying? That she—” Gavril let out a sharp laugh before saying the last two words Marcella couldn’t translate.

      Marcella pushed herself up onto her knees and she outright watched them now. Something twisted in her stomach hearing him laugh at whatever Aimilia said. She didn’t know why. She didn’t like it.

      She didn’t like that it had mattered enough to affect her.

      No. She just didn’t like it because it meant he wasn’t miserable.

      But Aimilia didn’t find whatever he had said so amusing as her cheeks darkened as red as her hair. She snapped at him, “—they are—obvious—clearly she took—you knew it, you made a mistake—could think to do to—being killed—a bleeding heart—man so wholly lose—involve a girl—I know you—how well I know you—behave so dishonorably—trapped you.”

      Gavril, however, was still laughing, but it wasn’t quite like the laughs Marcella had heard from him before. There was something dark and bitter in it. She supposed she was finally hearing his real laugh.

      “—me guess, you’re the one who started—believes because—knows why—break—here with an uxorem—be you. You think you know me—think I’m some animal—second I’m away—think I’m—be stolen. Aimilia—stolen from—belong. I’m sorry—ever think there was a reason I kept putting off—my brother thinks—no fixing—my decision—to live with it.”

      Aimilia glared down at Marcella again before making a disgusted noise in the back of her throat. Then she turned on her heel and threw behind her. “—saying that for long—go ahead—dirt with your lupa—you’re looking for.”

      Gavril closed his eyes and took a deep breath as Aimilia stormed back inside. Then he opened his eyes and looked over at the Inimicus who pretended like they suddenly hadn’t been paying attention to his conversation with Aimilia. He snapped, “—all enjoy—”

      They immediately scattered across the courtyard. Gavril turned back to where Marcella was still watching him. He tilted his head and said in her language, “You understand very little, don’t you?”

      “You speak like you are throwing knives. I only catch a few.”

      He stepped toward her and stretched his hand out. She pushed herself to her feet on her own and lifted her fists, ready to go again. He shook his head. “No more. You’re done.”

      “I didn’t land a single hit.”

      “Always tomorrow.” Gavril stepped toward her, but she stepped back. He shook his head and waved the guards over. “Rest.”

      Marcella watched the guards approaching and muttered, “Long day ahead then?”

      Gavril crossed his arms and looked away, but she could see him… it seemed like he was clenching his jaw.

      The guards took her by her arms and started leading her away. She looked back over her shoulder to see Gavril talking to the Inimicus again, but this time his head was tilted, just enough that she could see he was watching her out of the corner of his eye and his lips had the ghost of a smile.

      Marcella didn’t know how, but it was the only thing she was living for now. She would have him suffer.
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      Marcella was delivered back to her cell without incident and without a detour to the labs.

      As she ate, sitting on the floor and watching the cell door, she tried to figure out what the bigger plan was. The obvious answer to what Gavril had done that morning was to have the other Inimicus observe her to learn about her people’s fighting style. She didn’t fully understand why he would want to know about how they fought without magic.

      Her people weren’t going to fight against the Inimicus without their magic if they wanted to stand a chance.

      The performance she’d given against Gavril had been humiliating, and he hadn’t used a single drop of vitae. She didn’t stand a chance against him without her magic, and she very likely wouldn’t stand a chance against him with her magic. Not if he was a skilled commander.

      She doubted they’d gotten anything useful out of Gavril sending her to the ground countless times.

      But he’d never struck back.

      Still… what was he really up to?

      Was he trying to get her to lower her guard as well as glean whatever information they could from her before she was sent back to their table?

      Probably.

      The next day she woke up from a nightmare that was more memory than anything else, screaming, thrashing, and trying to break free of leather trapping her to cold wood. She was brought out of her cell again, and they didn’t turn right. They turned left.

      The same Inimicus were there in the courtyard, and Gavril already stood there in the rectangle. She was brought right up to the rectangle and released.

      Gavril rolled his shoulders and said in her tongue, “Soldier.”

      “Prince.” Marcella shook her arms out once they were released. She hadn’t bruised from anything the day before, but the physical activity had left her sore since she was out of practice.

      When she raised her fists, he gestured to them and said, “You lower your guard when you swing. Keep it raised.”

      Now he was trying to give her advice?

      Marcella wasn’t going to rest until she’d given him a black eye.

      Or two.

      Maybe they’d even kill her for it. A girl could only hope.

      But when she swung at him, she did keep her guard up.

      For two weeks this went on. Every other day Marcella would be brought out of her cell; Gavril would deflect every hit she threw at him and never swing back. Occasionally Gavril would tell her what she was doing wrong. When she started to get apathetic, he’d open his mouth and goad her into fighting. Once she was thoroughly exhausted, she’d be escorted back to her cell. She’d eat, pray, and then sleep.

      At night, she returned to that horrible table regardless. She always woke up from the nightmares with a scream and tears rolling out from her eyes. She would pray until the guards came for her. Or if it was a day they didn’t, she would continue her prayers.

      She was fed once a day when she got back from sparring with Gavril or sometime in the afternoon on the days she wasn’t, and the portions weren’t large. She was a soldier, as Gavril had started calling her. This was enough.

      Or at least she’d thought so until two weeks into this strange routine she’d stood up in anticipation of the guards coming for her and her vision went dark for a moment as her head spun and her legs started to buckle.

      Her vision cleared by the time the guards opened the cell door so she brushed it off.

      But when her vision swam again and she was overwhelmed with lightheadedness that had her swing buckling at the last second and her legs falling out from under her, she supposed ignoring it had probably been a terrible idea.

      But if she hit the ground she didn’t feel it.

      “—cella? Marcella!” Then there were words in the Inimicus tongue, someone was yelling.

      When her vision came back, she was looking up at the sky—well, some of the sky but mostly Gavril. She could feel his arm around her back and his legs under her, holding her up. His other hand was on her cheek. As soon as she took in a breath and started to shift, his grip tightened and he cut himself off from whatever he was saying to someone else and he looked down at her.

      “Marcella? Are you harmed? Talk to me.”

      “Dizzy,” she mumbled. “Just dizzy.”

      “You fainted mid-punch.”

      Marcella weakly tapped his shoulder with a loose fist and said, “There. Finished my swing.”

      She tried to get up, but he just held her more tightly and she certainly didn’t have the strength to fight him on it without fainting again. He narrowed his eyes down at her. “You are eating.”

      He said it more like a command than a question.

      “Yes, I’m eating,” she mumbled. But now she was kicking herself for not thinking of that as an option to quicken her demise. The problem was now if she stopped eating, Gavril would get suspicious. And it would only make her weaker and then her chances of giving him a black eye before finally dying would be nonexistent.

      She really wanted to give him a black eye.

      Once she’d gotten the upper hand on him and given him a black eye, then she could try starving or dehydrating herself to death.

      She imagined she wouldn’t get far before Gavril was pouring water down her throat himself to keep his lupa alive—as everyone called her. But she could still try.

      “Enough?” He shook his head and muttered, “Never mind, you wouldn’t know.”

      He looked her over and shot what sounded like a question to one of her guards. “—much is—”

      “—small—once—enough—”

       He got a response he clearly didn’t like as he made a noise in the back of his throat and snapped at them before gesturing to her lying in his lap. “—not enough—sitting—with me—needs more—”

      The guard opened his mouth, and she caught the words, “—Princeps Nikias—ordered.”

      Gavril’s brow pinched and he waved his hand. “—water—eat.”

      The guard hurried away and Gavril rolled his eyes. He then looked back down at her and said in her tongue, “You should have said something.”

      Marcella raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Your Highness, I’m in such an excellent position to demand better treatment from the people who are keeping me alive against my will.”

      The hand that held her arm and was curled around her back stilled, and that was when she even realized his fingers had been gently shifting back and forth in the first place. The softness in his eyes faded and his voice hardened. “You should have said something to me.”

      Marcella rolled her eyes and held up her left wrist between them. “Because this makes me your responsibility?”

      His jaw clenched and he nodded. “Yes. It does.”

      She let her wrist fall to her lap as she huffed. “Is this something you do every time you go on a mission? Bring back a soldier as your pet? Then you play your games with them until you grow bored?”

      She should have been satisfied at the way her dig went right under his skin from the shift in his expression.

      “It is not habit. I do not collect. You are the only one. You will be the only one.” His grip tightened. “I’m not playing a game. We are sparring. You are a soldier. A mage. I am a commander. A mage. I like to keep my skills sharp. You want to hit me. That is all.”

      Liar. And that lie made no sense.

      “You’re hardly keeping any skills sharp with how little of a challenge I am,” Marcella muttered. “It’s a waste of time.”

      The rest went unspoken but louder than anything else.

      She was a waste of time. Of space. Of everything.

      “Once you eat enough, you will improve. You are a soldier. You need orders. A mission to accomplish. Reason to—Reason.”

      Before she could try to figure out what he was trying to get at, the guards returned with food and water, and Gavril was lifting her up into his arms and carrying her out of the sparring ring. She kept her arms in her lap, shrinking into herself as she saw all the eyes on her and Gavril. He carried her over to a bench off toward the edge of the courtyard and set her on it while he waved the guard with the food and water over. The guard just set the waterskin and the bowl on the other edge of the bench and hurried away.

      She’d noticed the guards were only near her when they had to be. They looked at her like she was mud. Which, to be fair, she was disgusting with all the sparring, sweating, and not bathing in the dungeon. She hadn’t been given anything to clean up with after the first time. But she’d been the same on the road and the soldiers had looked at her similarly despite being just as filthy as her.

      Gavril never had.

      Once he’d set her down, he simply sat beside her and picked up the waterskin and the bowl. He uncorked the waterskin and when he started moving in her direction, she snatched it out of his hand despite the fast motion making her head spin and she muttered, “I’m not an infant. I can take it from here.”

       He didn’t try to stop her, but she saw him watching her shaking hands as she lifted the waterskin and drank deeply. If she spilled a little on herself from her trembling, she pretended not to notice in the hopes Gavril also wouldn’t notice.

      His eyes left her hands and traced the water that spilled down her jaw and dripped onto the neckline of her chiton.

      Alright. He noticed.

      He was reaching to catch her hand in his, but before he could still her hands with his own, she shoved the waterskin back at him. As he scrambled to keep from dropping it, she grabbed the bowl, lowering her gaze to what was in it and picking up the bread first. There were a few pieces of dried meat as well as fresh fruit, and even the bread was better than anything she’d gotten since she’d been taken captive. She refused to look at Gavril as she ate, instead just focusing on sinking her teeth in and letting the dizziness begin to fade.

      She was deliberately taking her time to avoid whatever conversation Gavril clearly seemed to want to have as he just sat beside her and watched her eat. Also she was certain if she did eat as fast as her famished stomach wanted her to, she would throw it all back up.

      She wasn’t even close to finishing when a sharp, shrill voice filled the air.

      “Princeps Gavril!”

      Marcella looked up and out of the corner of her eye to see Aimilia coming out of the peristyle and toward them, dressed like she had been that first day. Dressed to spar.

      But she was carrying… a tray with a strange set of objects on it Marcella had never seen before. There were tiny cups and a larger rounded object with a handle and a spout. It was unlike any pitcher she’d ever seen, but she supposed it had to be one.

      Beside her, Gavril let out a sigh and then briefly put his hand on her knee and murmured, “Sit. Rest. You are done for the day.”

      Marcella just jerked her knee away, and he shook his head before going to intercept Aimilia.
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      This time Gavril was far enough away that Marcella couldn’t make out any of their conversation. All she could do was watch.

      Aimilia had a smile on her face, but it was sharp and sly as she shifted the tray and braced it on her hip so she could stand even closer to Gavril. So close that her free arm brushed his whenever she shifted even slightly. The third time it happened, Gavril shifted back, crossing his arms in front of him.

      Marcella stopped eating. Her stomach was turning, so she must still be eating too quickly despite how slow she was going. She set the half-eaten bowl to the side and reached for the waterskin. That had to be what she needed to help this sick feeling.

      She didn’t take her eyes off them.

      Aimilia rolled her eyes and held out the tray. Gavril took it and watched as Aimilia did pour a liquid out from the stocky pitcher into one of the cups. She then set the pitcher back down and picked up the cup. She raised it to Gavril for a moment before taking a sip herself.

      Then she set it back on the tray and raised an eyebrow as she spoke.

      Gavril held the tray with one hand, picked up the cup, and held it in the air, hesitating for a moment. Aimilia just huffed at him, and then he slowly took a sip before setting it back down.

      Was this some kind of ritual? Or some resolution of their previous disagreements?

      That had to be why watching it made Marcella so uncomfortable. She didn’t want them to stop fighting. The more strife in Gavril’s life the better.

      Gavril then started to walk back toward Marcella, carrying the tray, and Aimilia fell into step beside him. Interestingly, their strides matched perfectly. There was an air about them. A familiarity and companionship Marcella could not say she’d ever known with another soul, not even among her people. She didn’t like it.

      When they reached her, Aimilia’s demeanor shifted. She crossed her arms and eyed Marcella as Gavril set the tray beside her on the bench and took his seat again. At least the tray was useful for forcing him away from her. He picked up the cup and held it out to her. He said in her tongue, “Drink. This will help your strength.”

      She had seen them both drink it.

      Which was disappointing because she would welcome some poison.

      She just stared at it.

      Aimilia muttered in the Inimicus tongue, “—always like this?—see what my—meant—waste of effort.”

      Gavril shot her a glare. “—be respectful—leave.”

      Aimilia rolled her eyes, and Gavril turned back to Marcella. Well, there were no runes etched into the cup like she’d always been warned to watch out for from the Inimicus. He held the cup out again and she could see a little bit of steam rising from the liquid.

      A hot drink?

      He then commanded her, “Drink, soldier. No drug. Just strength.”

      Marcella took it, the heat from the drink seeping out of the cup and into her palms. She lifted it and took a sip, and the warm liquid slid down her throat. It wasn’t… terrible. She took another sip.

      Aimilia seemed to preen a little and lightly smacked the back of her hand against Gavril’s shoulder. “—even—Sordes—like my family’s—”

      He shook his head at her as Marcella kept sipping the strange drink. As she drank more, the warmth spread through her and the exhaustion and dizziness that had been weighing on her became a little lighter.

      Aimilia then gestured with her head toward the rectangle and said, “—drinking—getting her—come on—with me—like old times.”

      Gavril pulled his gaze from where he was watching Marcella like a hawk and eyed Aimilia for a moment. He narrowed his eyes.

      “—up to?”

      “—up to? Nothing but—no one here—worth—sharp—knows when I’ll be sent—please?”

      Whatever Aimilia’s request was, Gavril paused for a moment before nodding.

      Aimilia immediately beamed and laughed brightly.

      Marcella’s grip on the cup tightened so much she almost cracked the fragile material. She was forced to admit Aimilia had a nice laugh. It was still too sharp for Marcella’s taste, but she knew the Inimicus thought her language too guttural and harsh, so it wasn’t like she had a beautiful laugh to them. Not that she imagined she would be laughing much in front of them to test that theory.

      Still, the sound made her set the cup down on the tray.

      Gavril just ran a hand through his hair and pushed himself off the bench, walking back to the sparring mat. But Marcella caught his expression and there was a little bit of light in his eyes she hadn’t seen since they’d gotten to the capital.

      Marcella didn’t like Aimilia because she was Inimicus and Marcella despised all the Inimicus, but she seemed to be good for Gavril.

      That was why Marcella didn’t like her specifically.

      She didn’t want Gavril to have even a moment of happiness. Especially not with his girl.

      Gavril took his usual side of the rectangle while Aimilia took Marcella’s place. Were they going to spar?

      But before they started, Gavril looked over at her, and when she wasn’t fast enough to pretend like she wasn’t looking right at him, he brightened further. Then he saw the bowl and cup she’d set to the side and his eyes narrowed. He yelled out in her tongue, “Soldier. Eat. Drink.”

      She narrowed her eyes right back and picked up the bowl. Once she had, he nodded and turned back to Aimilia. When his eyes weren’t on her anymore, she set the bowl back down and crossed her arms.

      Aimilia said something, but Gavril just lifted his hands like usual, but this time not into fists. She did likewise.

      For the first time, Gavril moved first. His fingers flew through the air, and Marcella sucked in a sharp breath. They were going to spar with magic.

      Aimilia’s fingers also flew through the air. Their vitae filled their runes and sent them glowing into the air.

      Marcella couldn’t stop herself from leaning forward to get as good of a look as she could without getting up. It felt like years since she’d last used her vitae properly. She was a little desperate to drink in magic again. Even Inimicus magic.

      But as Gavril and Aimilia threw rune after rune at each other—most of the time the runes fell flat thanks to a shield—Marcella only felt the weight of the limiters on her wrists even heavier.

      She’d gotten so used to the muffled feeling she didn’t really notice it most days, but now she felt it all over again. Her chest ached deeply as she could not reach the vitae resting there with her heart. It was there. The weight of it was still present, but it was out of reach.

      She just watched the Inimicus use their vitae and seethed in her envy.

      As she watched their match, she saw Gavril favored illusions above anything else. Completely unsurprising. They were often small, just tricking everyone about where he actually was, causing Aimilia’s runes to miss.

      Both of them used complex runes. Complex to Marcella at least. Her clan generally favored simplicity when it came to the use of their magic. One of the reasons the Inimicus saw them as corrupted. While the Inimicus favored complex runes, they could use simpler runes.

      She had firsthand experience of that.

      Marcella liked to just use a vitae whip or bolt.

      But that could also be because of her lower vitae reserve in general. She didn’t really have the power to do more complex runes one after another.

      Hypatia loved creating vitae platforms, making her movements more dynamic and aerial, but that required more vitae than Marcella could afford to waste on a rune and skill Marcella had never achieved even though she understood the theory.

      She shifted in her seat, wrapping an arm around her side. If she let herself sit in the silence of her cell too long, she would still feel the phantom sting of the vitae whip that had struck her. Even if her wrists were free of the cuffs, she wasn’t certain she’d be able to make herself do a whip again.

      Instead she focused on learning her enemy.

      Gavril’s style of moving and blocking while using runes was similar to when he wasn’t. He was light on his feet, particularly his left foot. He liked to plant his right foot when he did something and kept the left ready to move. He also didn’t guard his right side as tightly as he did his left. His rune shields usually covered it, but when he was dodging it was clear.

      She could use that.

      Aimilia was far more aggressive than Gavril with her runes. She only shielded when she had to, preferring to throw rune after rune at Gavril and not giving him the chance to respond in kind most of the time.

      It was ironic. The way the Inimicus considered her people a corruption to cleanse when they could only cast one rune at a time because they had to use both hands. They could set runes into place in order to free their hands to cast another, like their light runes, but that made a rune even more complex and draining in terms of vitae, also hard to do in a fight. It also meant the rune was limited by the amount of vitae the mage could put into it for it to use. Once the vitae was gone, the rune faded.

      At least, when Gavril tried, Aimilia easily stopped him with a rune of her own, cutting his off mid-formation.

      Aimilia did take advantage of Gavril’s unprotected side. A rune sent him stepping backward so he tripped on a root she’d summoned with vitae behind him and he fell to the ground. Aimilia pounced immediately. The second Gavril was on his back, she was on top of him, pinning him down with her weight and her hands half-forming a rune that hovered in the tiny space between them. Her face hovered barely an inch away from his.

      Aimilia was grinning down at him while he huffed for breath. His mouth moved, whatever he said lost to Marcella. Aimilia just kept pinning him down, clearly not ready to release him. He narrowed his eyes at her and seemed to repeat himself.

      She banished the rune she had started casting, and her hands fell to his chest. She tilted her head, the hair that had started falling out of her braid brushing her face and his.

      At whatever she said, Gavril turned his head to the side, and his eyes landed on Marcella. Her grip on the bench tightened. She imagined Aimilia was likely saying something about how Gavril was wasting his time sparring with Marcella since she couldn’t give him a challenge like Aimilia had. At least that was the only way Marcella could think to take the strange look Gavril was giving her while Aimilia was pretty much sitting on him. Aimilia was saying something, whispering in his ear it looked like, as her hands started to move across his chest in a way that was far too familiar and intimate for the very public setting they were in.

      Gavril jolted, and in an instant, Aimilia was skidding across the dirt and Gavril was shooting to his feet, brushing his chiton off as he stood and glared down at her. He snapped at her, loud enough that Marcella could catch a little bit of it. “Tell my brother—don’t care what—up to—some scheme to—himself—won’t work. If—thinks of putting mea uxorem—tables again—him and our father—take that—if I must—tell him this scheme—sending you here—isn’t going to work—seeing my plan—mea uxorem—out of your mouth—forced by honor—you too.”

      Aimilia scrambled to her feet, her face flushed and turning as red as her hair. “—she’s just—for you—study—why are you—defensive about the fact she will never—What are you going to do when this—with a lupa you can’t—despises you?—think she—worse is it going to be—kind of table?—going to live the rest of your life—your honor—worth all of this?” Aimilia’s hands fell to her sides, and the fury in her reddened face started to fade as she looked at him with a tenderness Marcella was surprised she possessed. “It’s going to destroy you, Gavril. She’s going to destroy you—save you—lifetime of agony.”

      Gavril shook his head and looked at Aimilia with—oh, something like pity. Marcella had thought he’d looked at her with pity while on the road, but what she’d thought was pity was something else. This was pity.

      “I will take a lifetime of agony—stop the bloodshed—take her—realizes the truth—here to give them—If destroying me—ensure she lives—acceptable to me—I want—not about honor—outcome of the options—all agony—happiness for others—agony of her—far—agony without—sorry—my brother can’t understand that.”

      Aimilia shook her head and then looked right at Marcella.

      Marcella had gone perfectly still and was pretending like she wasn’t even there as she was trying and failing to translate enough of what they were saying to understand it.

      She knew it was about her.

      “How? How can you—only known her—barely speak her language—speak ours—” Aimilia’s voice was breaking and far softer as she said, “How can you—known me for years—friends for years—She’s no one to you. To anyone.”

      Was this about Gavril’s fixation with sparring with Marcella? Was she jealous? There was nothing to be jealous of. She was right. Marcella was no one to Gavril. He’d proven that with how he’d been finally treating her like a prisoner.

      Marcella was no one to anyone.

      Gavril just shrugged. “I don’t know—think I wish I didn’t?—so much easier—do this if I didn’t.”

      Aimilia’s eyes were watery and her jaw clenched before she started back toward the peristyle. “She’s going—break you before—break her—that day comes… I wish—won’t be there—to put you—together—never been able—not to want you—wish you—same for me.”

      Then Aimilia was gone.

      Gavril ran a hand through his hair once more, watching her go. Why wasn’t he going after her?

      Instead he turned back to Marcella, and he started toward her slowly. As he approached, his tired, drawn look faded when he spotted the half-finished bowl and cup sitting beside her. He snapped in her tongue, “Soldier. You were ordered. Eat.”

      She was getting sick of this. He thought he could order her around?

      She might be his prisoner. She wasn’t his soldier.

      Marcella started to reach for the bowl and the tension in his shoulders eased—until she flipped the bowl into the air and sent the food in it scattering into the dirt.

      Gavril came to a stop as the grapes rolled right up to his feet. He stood an arm’s length away from her, and his jaw clenched. He looked away for a moment, and Marcella braced herself for the consequences of her defiance.

      Then he just laughed.

      Not the way he’d laughed before with Aimilia. The way he’d laughed on the road.

      He kicked the food out of the way and dropped to the bench beside her still laughing at her. He muttered something in his tongue, “I do not know when—was yours—every day since—become more yours—tried and failed—to not—your curses will—pass—Asentai is with you—your petitions work—find the will to live to give me agony, that is enough.”

      “If you want to taunt me, Your Highness, it will be more effective in my tongue than yours,” Marcella snapped.

      He looked over at her and shook his head, something strange in his eyes that she hadn’t seen since she’d proclaimed her curses over him. He said in her tongue, “You waste food.”

      She was almost completely certain what he’d said in his language wasn’t about wasting food, but maybe her translation skills were completely off and she was wrong about everything she’d ever heard. She just looked at where Aimilia had gone and said, “You waste your time sitting here. Your girl ran off sobbing yet you sit here with your prisoner.”

      Gavril tilted his head. “My… girl? You—Ah… But… you are encouraging me to go after her? You want me miserable. You should be happy.”

      He had a point.

      “If you ran off after her, you wouldn’t be nagging me about eating. But I am happy. I just don’t want you around me either. Besides, if you run after her, you’d probably just make things with her worse.”

      That sounded reasonable enough. She most certainly didn’t want him running off after Aimilia to fix their relationship. And it had to be because he was right about what she wanted. She wanted him to lose everything he loved and never attain his desires. Aimilia was the first thing she wanted him to lose.

      He shook his head. “I’d leave you be if you would have just eaten, contumax puella. And… yes, that is likely. To make things worse.”

      “Precisely. Go. Go after your girl. The best that can happen is you make her hate you,” Marcella said with a decisive nod.

      Gavril’s lips twitched, and he didn’t move. He seemed to carefully consider the words in her language. “Go after my girl? If I did, what would be the worst to you?”

      “I want you in agony.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “The worst to me would be for you to fix whatever the issue is. For as long as I am alive and in agony here, so too I want you to be.”

      “Believe me, Marcella,” he said, his tongue lolling over her name slowly and deliberately in his accent in the same strange way he always said her name, crawling down her spine. “For as long as you are in agony, so too I will be.”

      She waited for his proclamation to bring her some satisfaction, but all she felt was hollow. Numb. Muffled.

      Like a void heart did every day of their miserable lives.

      She just felt empty.

    

  







            Chapter 28

          

          

        

    

    






GAVRIL

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      If Gavril had doubts about whether or not Asentai was listening to Marcella’s prayers, he didn’t now.

      She was getting exactly what she wanted.

      “Quod me nutrit iuror me destruit.”

      “What nourishes me vows to destroy me.”

      He was miserable.

      But she was alive.

      So he was less miserable than he would be if she was dead.

      Gavril ran a hand through his hair—if he kept this up he was going to make himself bald—and took another look at what he’d recorded in his notebook from his most recent test. The ridiculous glowing crystal sat on the worktable in front of him, taunting him. The runes he’d been using to examine it and gather information about the vitae levels within had given him nothing the academics hadn’t discovered when they’d done their first tests on the rock after Gavril brought it back.

      He didn’t know how yet. He especially didn’t know how because he didn’t have any new information about it, but he was certain he could use it to prove his theory.

      Despite the fact he already had, no one else was willing to believe the evidence he had that Marcella’s Sordes vitae was compatible enough to form a marriage bond and he had her vitae under his skin—exactly like any Runai’s vitae.

      There was no corruption in the Sordes vitae. They were no different than the Runai. They were all Runai.

      The healers had said it was a miracle and a testament to the strength of the royal line that her corrupted vitae hadn’t killed him or even damaged his own, and that the corruption was contained to just the lines on his wrist.

      So since they wouldn’t believe the proof he already had, then he would have to find something stronger.

      A rock that seemed to emanate pure vitae that was in Hypatia’s entourage surely had to be helpful. Gavril… just didn’t know how yet.

      He’d been alternating between sparring with Marcella and studying the rock for three weeks now.

      His parents were… expecting something.

      Gavril pulled his hand out of his hair and shifted on the stool. He would need to avoid backed chairs, or at least be careful not to lean back in them. At least until the bruise on his back wasn’t as tender as it had been earlier.

      He’d still hidden it under an illusion just in case.

      He’d learned what happened when he trusted his clothes to hide such injuries when he’d been in the Academy and Aimilia had seen a bruise on his arm when his sleeve had come undone during a sparring match.

      While Gavril wanted Marcella healthy and strong, he couldn’t deny he was a little bit grateful she had yet to land a hit on him in a way that would expose his illusions.

      There hadn’t been many to hide yet, but the bruise on his back was a risk.

      Aimilia was still avoiding him after their last fight, so she wouldn’t be close enough to pick up on Gavril’s tells.

      It was fine. Gavril always was.

      It was just… hard to focus.

      And if he wanted it to just be the bruise on his back, he needed something to report back to his parents soon. He’d been hoping for a little more time. Mostly because right now he only had one goal in his sessions with Marcella.

      “Interdicimus mors tua.”

      “I forbid your death.”

      Make her want to live again.

      So he needed the rock to provide something useful instead.

      But it just sat there. Gavril cast rune after rune, gathering readings of its vitae and running through all the diagnostic runes he remembered from the quarter in the Academy they’d spent on the subject. And still, he got nothing.

      There were no runes etched into it that he could find.

      But how else was it overflowing with a level of vitae that couldn’t be found even in the most powerful mages they had on record?

      Gavril looked over at his copies of physicals, fifty of them actually. Fifty physicals from the commanders who had placed first in the last fifty graduation tournaments. The best and the strongest mages the Inimicus had.

      Gavril’s physical was not among them.

      His year, the most recent graduating class, was represented by Aimilia.

      Nikias’ physical from six years before was, of course, there for his class.

      Even amongst their best, and finding those amongst them with the largest vitae reservoirs, the readings he was getting from this rock were more than double what even their strongest mages had. It was an anomaly.

      He’d never encountered an object like this before, and neither had any of the academics, nor had there been anything like it in their recorded history. An object with no runes marking it somehow containing vitae. His people had made infusing vitae into objects through runes possible. It was how they were able to create objects like cuffs that blocked a mage from accessing their vitae or the scalpels the healers used to manipulate vitae in others.

      Gavril forced himself to swallow as just the thought of the object brought back the horrific image of Marcella on the table and the healer starting to run such a scalpel into the vitae path in Marcella’s skin.

       The sound of the door opening was a welcome distraction—until he saw who was opening it.

      Nikias.

      “I’m busy,” Gavril snapped, sitting back down as Nikias stepped into the sparse workroom.

      “I bet you are. Father told me he’s disappointed at your lack of progress,” Nikias said, shutting the door behind him and glancing over Gavril with a sharp eye.

      Only two people knew his tells.

      Well, there would probably be three if Marcella wasn’t always wearing the limiters that prevented her from being able to sense not just her vitae but his as well. If she could, she’d be able to feel the illusions he cast over himself. The two who could:

      Aimilia, who was avoiding Gavril.

      Nikias, whom Gavril was avoiding.

      “So you know that I really do need to focus and can’t afford any unnecessary distractions,” Gavril said, turning back to his notes.

      “I know what that means. Come on, you look fine, but you never are.” Nikias said, walking up to the table and eyeing Gavril sharply. “Let me see it.”

      “This time I am fine. I promise.” Gavril lied as easily as he breathed. But now he was hyperaware of the ache in his back and the stiff way he was sitting, yet he couldn’t move or else he’d give himself away. “Now if I’m going to stay that way, I need to focus.”

      “Don’t make me cast until I shatter your illusion,” Nikias said, stopping when he was beside Gavril, leaning against the table as he did so. His voice lowered. “I can help.”

      Gavril snorted. “The only area in which you don’t excel is healing.” Then Gavril added, “Not that I need it.”

      Nikias’ eyes narrowed and his voice was particularly waspish as he said, “I’ve taken it upon myself to improve.”

      Nikias’ failure as an emergency healer was a sore spot.

      Gavril had been hoping that invoking it might be enough to send Nikias out the door.

      “Besides, you’re not going to go to a better healer. I’m your only option,” Nikias said. “So, come on, how bad is it?”

      His brother was the most infuriating man he’d ever met.

      Gavril let out a long sigh. He moved his fingers and banished his illusion. Then he reached up and unclasped the right side of his chiton, turning his back to Nikias as he did so. Nikias immediately sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of the dark purple bruise.

      “Alright. I can handle a bruise,” Nikias said, although Gavril was fairly certain he was trying to reassure himself and not Gavril. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Nikias lift his hands and then he felt them on his shoulder, right above the top of the bruise. He felt his brother’s fingers move in a healing rune.

      As much as Gavril’s stubborn pride was wounded, he couldn’t deny how much better he felt as the bruise and accompanying ache faded. Once it had faded completely, Nikias pulled his hands back and Gavril moved to reclasp his chiton and throw Nikias out.

      Just because he let his brother heal him didn’t mean he’d forgiven him for what he’d done to Marcella.

      But Nikias was already peering over Gavril’s notes. He said, “Find anything of use? I’m starting to think we should just have someone take this rock out in a boat and pitch it into the Abyss to see what happens.”

      “Not yet,” Gavril muttered. “Other than the fact that it’s got more vitae than you.”

      “I hope you have a better idea than this rock and rolling around in the dirt with your she-wolf because frankly, you’re getting more from the rock,” Nikias said.

      “How many times do I have to say it? Stop calling her that!” Gavril snapped, grabbing the papers and jerking them away from Nikias. “Get out and let me work in peace. I swear, Nikias, if you only offered to help me in order to force me to talk to you, I will—”

      “I’m not trying to force you to talk to me. Has it ever occurred to you maybe I want to talk to you? You’re my brother even if you don’t want to be.” Nikias huffed, pulling his hands back. “I came here to help you because you’re my brother.”

      “Your help is not something I’m interested in,” Gavril scoffed. “You’ve made it very clear where you stand in regards to Marcella, and we are not on the same page.”

      “Look, I’m just trying to tell you that it’s not too late to stop this madness.” Nikias sighed. “There are a thousand different ways we can make this marriage go away—and before you get all huffy, they don’t all involve killing the Sordes girl. You don’t have to stay married to her and you shouldn’t. You should be marrying Aimilia.”

      “Oh, here we go…” Gavril muttered, burying his head in his hand, but his obvious disinterest did nothing to dissuade Nikias.

      “Aimilia is a Runai. She comes from a good, respectable House. She’s a strong mage, easily placing first amongst your class. Really that’s reason enough. But even past that, she has been your loyal friend and closest companion since you started on the command track together. You were meant to marry her.”

      “Meant? By whom? Our parents? You?” Gavril raised an eyebrow at his brother. “I know you don’t believe in Asentai caring enough to direct anyone’s lives.”

      Nikias paused. The shift in his expression ripped the air out of the room and Gavril was perfectly still. He’d never seen his guarded, reserved brother be so open and genuine in over three years. In a softer voice, Nikias said, “She loves you. Trust me, I’ve watched the two of you for years, and there is no doubt in my mind how much that girl loves you.”

      Gavril didn’t need to be told that. Of course he knew how much Aimilia loved him. And he loved her. Of course he did. As his best friend. Not as his wife. Not the way he loved Marcella.

      But it did explain why Nikias was so invested in this.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Gavril lowered his gaze. “I’m married to Marcella, and it’s done. I’m not looking for a way out. I don’t want one. What was supposed to happen according to you, Aimilia, and our parents isn’t happening. And you’re all just going to have to live with it.”

      “You want to be married to a girl who hates you?” Nikias scoffed, something darker entering his gaze. “Idiot. I am trying to give you a chance to be with someone who already loves you. What greater agony is there than to be married to someone who doesn’t love you? Especially when you love them?”

      “I would rather she be alive to hate me than dead. Besides, why are you suddenly Aimilia’s champion all of a sudden?” Gavril scoffed. “You hate her. You’ve never gotten along. There is no one she hates more than you.”

      Nikias laughed, but it was steeped in bitterness. “She doesn’t have to like me for me to realize the obvious. I like her more than I like the Desero demon’s lookalike. Aimilia would be a good wife for you. A good future queen since I have no plans to…” Nikias trailed off, his left wrist twitching. His black sleeve was tied down to his wrist. He cleared his throat. “At the bare minimum, at least you speak the same language.”

      Gavril was working on that. When he wasn’t sparring with her or working on the rock, he was trying to study more of her language. He had a lot of things he had to deal with.

      “Let it go. Because I’m not letting Marcella go.”

      If Nikias wasn’t going to leave, Gavril would have to make him. His eyes darted down to Nikias’ left wrist. The edge of the scar could be seen. “You of all people should understand. I love Marcella. More than I could have ever thought possible. You were gone on—”

      Gavril didn’t even get the first syllable out before Nikias was backing away from the table, snapping, “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare speak her name in comparison—like she was anything like that she-wolf who is the spitting image of the demon and speaks with the same voice.”

      “So your wife was the only one who gets any respect?”

      “I married a woman worthy of respect. Not a filthy she-wolf,” Nikias spat, heading for the door. That was when Gavril noticed the bags under Nikias’ eyes he hadn’t before. “I came here to try to help you and a girl you used to call your closest friend try to fix the mess you’ve made. I even came here to help you find a way to let the she-wolf live, but fine, have it your way. You’ll get nowhere. You’ll get nothing from her. And you’ll fail to uphold your end of the vow, and that she-wolf is going to go back up on a healer’s table where she belongs.”

      Gavril shot off his stool, but Nikias was already at the door. “We’ll see about that. I swear, Nikias, if you have anything to do with a hair on her head being harmed, you will not live to see another day! I will challenge you. I will win. I am not like you. I will not lose my wife.”

      “Oh, little brother, it’s not up to me. What happens to your she-wolf is entirely up to you and her. I can’t say, though, that I won’t find some enjoyment in seeing the Desero demon’s lookalike suffer. At least now I know she screams and cries in agony the way the demon would. She’s worth nothing to anyone but for that. You will lose her.” Nikias opened the door and threw over his shoulder, “Well, frankly, you never had her.”

      Then he was gone.

      Gavril sighed and slumped against the table.

      All in all, not the worst reaction he’d been expecting when he started to bring up Faustina. The last time Nikias had heard anyone say anything about her that wasn’t glowing, it had taken two other commanders to stop him from gutting the Runai.

      That had been two years ago. Everyone knew better than to mention her in front of Nikias.

      Still, no one was affording Gavril’s wife even a minuscule amount of respect. Not that she understood the insults.

      Or was even aware of the fact that she was his wife.

      Or that Gavril was scrambling to find something he could use to buy more time to keep her off the tables.

      Nikias had been right about one thing. Gavril had made a massive mess.

      The wife he loved had no idea she was his wife, and he was absolutely petrified of telling her because she already cursed his name and prayed every day for his suffering for what he’d done to her.

      “Nunc scio quid sit amor, mea spes, et excrucior.”

      “Now I know what love is, my hope, and I am tortured.”

      And… Gavril wasn’t certain he didn’t deserve it.
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      Marcella started to receive three meals a day. Good meals.

      Every few days she even got water, a little bit of soap, and a rag so she could get some of the stale sweat and the dirt off her skin.

      Maybe the commander had finally grown tired of her filth.

      Marcella ate, only because she knew if she didn’t, the guards would likely tell Gavril about it. She really didn’t want to go through the whole ordeal of him likely holding her down and forcing her to eat.

      And she knew now he had a weakness from observing his spar with Aimilia. She needed to get her strength up so she could take advantage of it.

      So she fell back on the physical training routine she’d had before all of this. It wasn’t much, but she’d done more physically than most of the soldiers in her clan because she had so little vitae she could use for casting. She needed something else to do to try to make up for her mediocrity.

      She could feel herself getting a little bit of strength back every day. When she was brought out to spar with Gavril, she didn’t try taking advantage of her new strategy to land a hit just yet. She wanted to make sure she would be able to do it right. She was only going to get one chance.

      It wasn’t the kind of thing that was likely to work twice.

      Aimilia didn’t come back to the sparring grounds following her fight with Gavril. Marcella wasn’t sure if after she’d been taken back to her cell Gavril had gone to try to fix things with his girl. He never said anything about it, and she didn’t ask.

      He did look more…

      She couldn’t put her finger on it because he didn’t look all that different. There was just an air about him, like he was tired? Or in pain? But he had no visible signs of it. His whole being screamed incongruence with his perfect physical appearance.

      An illusion perhaps?

      What else could explain it?

      A week after Gavril’s fight with Aimilia, Marcella was in her cell on one of her off days, cross-legged and praying until her exhaustion dragged her to sleep before her mind could catch up to her and she could worry about whether or not tomorrow would be the day the guards turned right instead of left.

      Her nightmares would haunt her effectively enough later.

      She always woke up with a scream tearing out of her throat.

      But before she was dragged off into sleep this night, something glowed in the dimness of the dungeon. Marcella blinked her eyes open to see something flying through the air toward her cell. There was a glow to its wings, lighting up its silver back.

      A silver-backed raven.

      Marcella shot to her feet, her heart leaping in her chest as her eyes watered. But for the first time since she’d been summoned before Chief Eustathios, they were tears of hope. 

      A silver-backed raven could only mean one thing.

      Her clan hadn’t forgotten her. They hadn’t left her to die or be tortured.

      She stretched her hands out and softly cooed, hoping the runes placed on the bird that had ensured it found her and had gotten it past a whole city of Inimicus mages would also keep the guards in the dungeons from hearing her.

      The bird flew through the bars and landed on her outstretched palm and Marcella had to use all her strength not to collapse to the ground as its little talons curled around her index finger to perch. It let out a little chirp and bowed, stretching its wings out. The rune on its back lit up the air in front of her so she could read the message.

      Marcella of Desero,

      Somehow it has felt like seconds and decades since we left the estate. Frankly… I’m not entirely certain I believe the reports that you are alive. Until I see you for myself, I’m leaving your empty grave alone.

      I’m not sure what knowledge you have, but my father is dead. High Priest Panagiotis has overseen both my marriage and my ascension. I am now Chiefess Hypatia of Desero, wife to Konstantin of Montis. Our clans are united in this alliance but still sovereign. It has been a trying time. Konstantin is… not suited for war. Fortunately, I am. When this is over, there will be time for mourning. But the fact that you are alive is a reason to thank Asentai for her providence.

      I’m certain you are aware that the Heart was captured along with you when my chariot was attacked. Losing the Heart was not in any of my visions or plans. I don’t know how you managed to stay alive for so long, especially after they’d heard of my marriage and discovered you weren’t me. It could only be Asentai’s light shining on you and favoring us.

       So you can escape with the Heart and return it to us and the temple.

      Especially with the information we have been hearing from how it was the prince himself who has overseen you since your capture. I cannot say we fully understand everything that has happened to you, but we hear that the prince brings you out to see you often, and the men who traveled with you back to the capital have been talking about how attentive he was to you throughout that trip.

      According to the Inimicus mage we captured who claims to have been a soldier among the group before being left behind.

      For whatever reason, you are in his notice. Take advantage of it.

      You are in the Inimicus palace with an Inimicus prince who seeks you out. There is no one in a better position to gather information against them and repay them for what they tried to do to me.

      I have tried every day since my marriage to activate a vision. To hear some whisper. To get even just a vague feeling, but so far my sight has not brought me anything.

      Despite the inherent chaos of such dramatic changes that necessitated my ascension, with Clans Desero and Montis united but sovereign, the other clans are open to uniting against the Inimicus. My new husband believes he can convince them to join forces with us. However, as expected, there is… unease. While there are some who know I’m favored by Asentai because of my sight, other clans think my losing the Heart is a mark too deep against me. Frankly, little lookalike, I need a win. A clear sign of favor.

      I think you can give that to me.

      I think you can return the Heart to me and give me the Inimicus prince.

      If we have their prince, we can force the Inimicus to heel. And if they do not listen with our vitae at his throat, we shall burn it out and while united, crush them.

      Win the prince’s trust. Once your limiters are removed, capture him.

      It shall be a challenge for you, I know, but if you succeed, there will be no mage in Clan Desero more honored than you despite your weakness. I will have the High Priest himself name us sisters so that any children you have shall be elevated in our clan as well. Your loyalty has not gone unnoticed. Prove yourself more than your vitae reservoir. Magic is only as good as the mind that wields it.

      And if you cannot capture him, then kill him to cripple them.

      If you escape after his death, I will fulfill my promise. Everything you’ve ever wanted will be yours. Belonging. Status. Family. And if you cannot escape, at least you will return to Asentai’s embrace.

      May Asentai’s light be on you and your mission.

      Chiefess Hypatia of Desero

      The runes faded away as Marcella finished reading. The raven straightened back up and chirped before jumping into the air. Marcella couldn’t blame it because her hands were violently shaking, and she raised them immediately to cover her mouth. She stumbled back from the raven as it looped through the air and darted back through the bars to find its way back out of the dungeon.

      Marcella couldn’t send a reply anyway with the limiters on.

      Once it was out of sight, her knees hit the ground and her hands muffled the noise coming out of her throat. It was almost like a sob, but it was the happiest noise she’d made since she’d been captured.

      Her people hadn’t forgotten her.

      Hypatia hadn’t forgotten her.

      Now she had an opportunity she’d never dreamed she would have. When Chief Eustathios ordered Marcella to take Hypatia’s place, there’d been no reward. No benefit. Marcella hadn’t expected one. The understanding was she would die. And even if it wasn’t all but certain she would die, she wouldn’t expect a reward anyway. As a soldier of the clan, she was to serve. No questions asked. No expectations. It was repayment for the life the clan gave her.

      Marcella had known the only way her status in her clan could be elevated would be if she married someone of a higher status in her clan. Anyone of a high status wouldn’t look twice at someone with a Solitus mother, so she didn’t really consider it. She’d always expected she would marry someone of her status or even a Solitus herself if she was truly that desperate for children—or if she foolishly fell in love with one like her father had instead of a proper mage.

      But she had hoped for it anyway. Marrying was the only way for Marcella to stop being a soldier. She made for a mediocre soldier, so she’d hoped maybe she’d be of more use to her clan by marrying and having children who might make for better mages than she was. It was the only way out of being a soldier for her since she wasn’t a good enough mage to be allowed to be one of the tutors for young mages.

      Of course, a small girlish part of her that being a soldier had never fully beaten out of her just wanted to be loved even if her status stayed minuscule.

      But now to know that if Asentai blessed her with this miracle, no matter what she would be Hypatia’s sister in the eyes of the clan? That she could marry and her children would be granted that status no matter who their father was?

      Now she had the chance to be worth something to her people?

      How could she refuse?

      And even if not… as mediocre of a soldier she was, it wasn’t because she didn’t follow orders. Orders were the only thing about being a soldier she was good at. She needed them to get her up in the morning.

      But… the mission itself…

      Marcella swallowed, desperately trying to even out her breathing.

      Earn Gavril’s trust enough to get him to take the limiters off her. Take him—a powerful commander and prince—captive and manage to get him across Inimicus territory and to Hypatia.

      Or kill him.

      And then the Inimicus would kill her.

      Frankly, either way, she couldn’t lose.

      She wanted freedom or death. Now she could get one.

      She just had to fool Gavril.

      After she’d proclaimed multiple curses over him and made it clear in no uncertain terms how much she hated him and wanted him to suffer for the rest of his life.

      So… she had her work cut out for her.

      If she did it.

      But what other choice did she have?

      Gavril—

      She didn’t know what was an illusion and what was real. She didn’t know if the kindness he’d shown her was true and she’d spat on it or if he was playing some kind of scheme she couldn’t see.

      But every day, he had her brought to the training grounds and not put on a table.

      And lately… she was starting to believe maybe he had meant it when he’d promised to protect her.

      But… it wasn’t enough. Marcella wrapped her right hand around her left wrist. She could feel the etching on the metal press into her palm as she traced the lines tattooed across her skin.

      He’d captured her. Tricked her with a fake escape so she would submit herself and be bound to him. He’d promised she wouldn’t end up on the table and yet she had anyway.

      She didn’t know what was real. What wasn’t.

      But they were at war.

      And he’d branded her.

      And her people needed her to take him hostage.

      So now she was going to get her vows and her freedom.

      Or her death.
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      The next day when Marcella was brought out to the training grounds, she knew it was time to use her trick. It was only going to work once.

      She had a lot to try to fix, and if it was going to be believable, it was going to have to be slow.

      It also helped that Gavril seemed more distracted than usual. He dodged a little slower.

      She purposefully fumbled a punch and swayed on her feet. Gavril immediately dropped his guard and lunged to catch her. She quickly straightened up, hooked her ankle around his right leg, and swept it out from under him. It sent them both to the ground, but Gavril went down first and Marcella caught herself, throwing her arms out to the ground and bracing herself on each side of Gavril’s head.

      Gavril’s breath audibly left him, and he blinked up at her as she caught her breath. He started to say something in his language before switching to hers with a stutter, “You—you faked?”

      “You’ve been distracted.” Marcella tilted her head, her curls spilling over her shoulder.

      Gavril blinked up at her. “You could tell?”

      She gave him the smallest of nods as she said, “It was either that or you were giving me an opportunity.”

      His lips twitched. “Well, you took advantage of it.”

      “I did.” She didn’t like how pleased such a simple action of hers made him. But she let it be since him being pleased with her was much closer to trust. She figured this was as good a time as any to pry. “Is it your girl?”

      Gavril’s mouth parted slightly, then his eyes narrowed at her. “Why are you asking?”

      She had to navigate this carefully. Why would she be asking if she wasn’t trying to get anything out of it? Best not to let him think too long about it or his suspicion would deepen.

      “Maybe I’m bored.” Marcella pushed herself up and sat back on her heels. “So? Did you have another fight with your girl?”

      Gavril pushed himself up onto his elbows. “No, I haven’t. Things are… They are what they are. It is not for you to worry about. They are my troubles.”

      The way he was looking at her…

      Oh.

      She clicked her tongue. “It’s about me.”

      Gavril pushed himself up so he was sitting and now was taller than her. She shifted back to give him space, but was careful not to shoot away from him like she would have otherwise. He said, “I—It is complex. My family. They are—Well, I’m sure you can guess.”

      A chill went down her spine and she couldn’t stop herself from shifting back more than she’d intended to. She whispered, “They want to put me back on a table.”

      It made sense. She’d heard him and Aimilia mention the tables the other day.

      “Mea—” Gavril’s hand brushed her shoulder before it jerked back. Gavril still leaned in and said, “No—No. That’s not happening. I—They want—”

      “If they do not want to cut me open, why am I still alive?” Marcella asked. Gavril’s eyes were wide and his face ashen. She looked back over at the Inimicus that had been taking notes. Right, she’d forgotten in her relentless pursuit of trying to get any kind of win against him what the purpose of this was. She said, “Information. Our sparring has gotten no information for them.”

      “Marcella, please, I—” Gavril started, but she just turned back to him and whatever he saw on her face had his voice dying in his throat. Had he been expecting her to explode?

      Maybe she would if she wasn’t also using him now.

      “I understand,” she said.

      “You—You do?” Gavril whispered. “You understand why I’ve been doing this?”

      She nodded. “They need to justify my existence. If they think there is more value in me on a table, then that is what they want.”

      Bile rose in her throat and the phantom sensation of leather bit into her skin.

      Gavril grabbed her by the shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “I’m not letting anything happen to you. I promised. I will protect. No matter what. I am working on it.”

      If she wanted his trust and her chance at freedom and a life she’d never even let herself dream of, she needed to stay off the tables.

      And even if she didn’t have that, Marcella wasn’t going to make it if they put her on one again. If just that fraction of a time had shattered her before, any more would leave her dust to scatter in the wind.

      She leaned into his touch ever so slightly, lowering her gaze and whispering, “What information do they seek?”

      “Marcella, no.” Gavril reached up and turned her face up toward him, his left hand cradling her face. She couldn’t stop the small gasp that left her at the intensity that poured out of him. “You don’t have to tell me anything. Not to stay off the tables. I will not let them. No matter how much you curse me. No matter how deep your desire for my agony. I promised I will protect. It did not come with conditions.”

      His certainty wrapped itself around her as securely as he had his cloak the night they’d been bound together.

      As much Marcella wanted to sink into it and believe him, she could still feel the sharp cold air as that cloak had been ripped off her.

      “If you can give them something useful, will it help? It will make it easier for you?” Marcella’s voice was so soft it was barely a breath.

      Gavril sighed. “Yes. If I could give my family—a little piece of information, the pressure will ease. I will be able to better protect you.”

      Marcella closed her eyes.

      She’d managed to keep some things from slipping out when she’d been on the table even with the heretic reading her heartbeat. Mostly because they hadn’t asked specifically. But if this would help Gavril trust her after how thoroughly she’d pushed him away…

      “There is a…” As she spoke, Gavril shifted closer, the hand on her shoulder slipping around to her back. She swallowed, lowering her eyes again. “My clan, we… We have a store of war chariots and supplies on the edge of our territory. For easy access and mobilization. It’s… um… that’s where I was supposed to go if I escaped. It’s close to the route we took back here. A few hours… uh… east, maybe southeast of the place we camped at on our third night?”

      What Marcella wasn’t saying was that they’d already cleared it of the good supplies for their entourage to Clan Montis.

      All the Inimicus were going to find were scraps. But that bought her time.

      And from the way Gavril was gaping at her with wide eyes and parted lips, it had just bought her an ounce of trust.

      Marcella held her breath, staying perfectly still and praying to Asentai that he didn’t see through her. That somehow he wasn’t suspicious of her offering information to him when she’d spit in his face time and time again. Could a Sordes girl create an illusion that would be able to fool an Inimicus illusionist?

      His thumb brushed over her cheek and he whispered in her tongue, “Don’t give me this just to stay off the table. I promised I will keep you off it. That’s my responsibility. You can trust me.”

      “It will help me,” Marcella whispered. “And…”

      This was a risk. He was likely going to completely see through it.

      But if his family was desperate to get her back on the tables, she didn’t have a lot of time either to win his trust and capture him.

      “It will help you.”

      He breathed out, “Contra spem spero.”

      Marcella held her breath, but he just reached up and cradled her face in both hands. He then said in her tongue, “Thank you. Your people will not be hurt too badly by this?”

      “They are just things. Clan Montis has plenty of supplies to compensate,” Marcella muttered, wishing she could extract herself from his grip but not knowing how. It was…

      It was hard to think when he was so close.

      It was hard to remember that the reason she wanted his trust was to make him suffer for everything he’d done to her and to win her freedom. And not because the way he looked at her was something she’d never seen before.

      At least, no one had ever looked at her that way.

      Not the way people looked at Hypatia. Awe. Wonder. Worth. 

      He was such a good liar. He was so good at making her want to believe it was real, but it had to be because he thought his scheme was working to wear down her walls and get her compliance. She needed him to believe it.

      He whispered, “Then I shall use it.”

      She lowered her gaze because she could not stand looking at his face anymore. His hands brushed her hair back and out of her face, ensuring he could still see her. He whispered, “You… You are willing to help me if it will help you?”

      “To give up the secrets of people to save my own skin?” Marcella forced her voice to crack. She wasn’t entirely off. “Yes. I am sacrificing them for my own selfish sake.”

      “I meant—” Gavril shook his head, frowned and spoke slower. “You want… You care enough about yourself to overcome your hatred of me?”

      Marcella squeezed her eyes shut. He wasn’t wrong. “You make me sound the weakest of women.”

      He would underestimate her if so. He had to. She needed him to.

      “No. No. Not at all. I think—I think—” He took a long breath and pulled his hands back. She looked up as he sat back, finally giving her the space to think as well. He pushed himself to his feet and stretched his hand out to her. “I do not think you weak.”

      As he pulled her to her feet and the guards approached, she realized she didn’t have to force herself to take it.

      While she was led back to her cell, she told herself she’d made good progress. He didn’t believe she didn’t hate him, but she didn’t want him to yet. This was going to have to be gradual and him believing she would swallow her pride and hatred just enough to keep herself off those tables was enough.

      It was all she could swallow right then.

      In her cell that night, she used the water and rag she was given to scrub at her face, trying to erase the feeling of his palms on her cheeks.

      She failed.
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      It was a few days before Marcella was brought out of her cell again.

      She held her breath as they approached the intersection. What if it hadn’t been enough? What if she’d just been falling for Gavril’s lies again and they were still going to put her on the table?

      Worse, what if he’d been honest about it all, but it wasn’t enough to keep her off the table?

      They turned left.

      She breathed a little easier as they got farther from the labs. She was being paranoid.

      She’d woken up screaming that morning. She always woke up screaming.

      Gavril wasn’t being honest. He didn’t have an honest bone in his body.

      And neither did she.

      If he was going to play her, she was going to play him and pay him back inch for inch. If she had to act like a scared little girl or a broken doll to do it, she would. As long as she was as sharp as the Inimicus tongue was, she could do this.

      She hadn’t fallen for his act yet, and she wasn’t going to now. She just needed him to fall for hers.

      When she was brought to the training grounds, however, Gavril wasn’t already at the rectangle waiting for her. He was in the courtyard, waiting for her, but not to spar. At least, he didn’t look like he was ready to spar as he was lying out on the grassy side with books spread out, open to various pages and with papers stuck between them. Scrolls were unrolled and had paperweights sitting on their edges as Gavril wrote in a notebook.

      The second she stepped into the peristyle, he looked up from his book and his face brightened. The guards let go of her and stepped back to the edge of the courtyard. This time no one else was there but Gavril.

      “Marcella,” he said as he stood, gesturing for her to approach.

      She did so slowly.

      Just when she thought she was getting him figured out enough to fool him… What was this?

      She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t bring herself to call him Gavril. She didn’t know what would work better. Commander or prince? Both were too tangled up in his deception and so impersonal. But she couldn’t just say nothing.

      But she also couldn’t bring herself to call him by his name.

      “Gav.”

      She sounded like an idiot who couldn’t speak, butchering his name so thoroughly in her harsh, heavy accent. Like she wasn’t even capable of forming the second syllable.

      Although maybe that suited the pitiful act she was going for.

      He stopped in his tracks and gaped at her. “Gav?”

      Oh, she should have just kept her mouth shut.

      Too late for that now. She stuttered, “It’s—It’s easier to say.”

      But his face didn’t twist in offense. He just picked up his approach again with a huge grin. He waved his hand and said, “By all means, go ahead.”

      Before she could figure out if she should have gone with something rude to be believable or something sweet to try to win an inch of trust, he was in front of her. His hands skimmed across her shoulders as he looked her over. She resisted the urge to fold her arms over her chest at his inspection.

      He squeezed her shoulders before drawing back, even though his fingers moved slowly, brushing over her skin with a hesitance in them. He said, “You look well.”

      She figured the easiest approach would be to make him believe she was starting to warm to him because she was starting to believe he meant his promise to keep her off the tables. She shrugged and gave into her urge to fold her arms over her chest and make herself smaller. She lowered her gaze to the ground and said, “Every day I do not wake up on the table, I am well.”

      “I will keep you well.” His grip tightened.

      Liar. Illusionist. Liar.

      She could not believe him. She could not. She would not let herself. She would keep herself well and make him suffer for all his people had done to her and hers.

      She forced herself to look up and give him a tiny nod. His eyes brightened, and her stomach turned.

      He started to reach for her again, but quickly turned the motion into a gesture for her to follow. She did so, sinking her fingers into her sides and ignoring how his happiness made her miserable. She would get his suffering and her freedom. She just needed him to be happy right now to get it.

      She followed him back to where he had his books and scrolls set up on the ground. He went right back to his spot, but he immediately grabbed the books to his left and moved them, clearing space. He gestured to the spot and said, “Join me, please.”

      “We are not sparring?” Marcella asked, but she took the seat without a fight. She was going to have to pick her battles carefully, and he had said please instead of trying to order her around.

      “Not today. Yesterday was long and today I want…” Gavril paused when he looked over at her, her legs tucked to the side as she sat beside him. “Today I want no fighting. Not even sparring.”

      “Then why didn’t you send me back?” Marcella asked.

      Gavril shook his head with a smile. “I don’t know.”

      But he looked at her like he always knew. There was always something in the way he looked at her that she couldn’t comprehend. He did know; he just wasn’t saying.

      “Don’t you want to enjoy the fresh air and sunlight?” He gestured to the courtyard around them.

      She supposed sitting out there was better than sitting in her cell. In her cell she couldn’t really do much to earn his trust. This at least was more productive.

      She shrugged and said, “I suppose.”

      He grinned again as he picked up his notebook and writing materials. That was when she noticed the books surrounding them weren’t all books written in his people’s runes. Some of them were written in hers and a few had writing in both languages.

      She leaned in and peered at the one in her language closest to her and asked, “What is all this? Why are you reading in my language?”

      He stared at her and spoke softly, “I… I find I am not skilled at expressing myself in your tongue. I am a man who does not like… not expressing myself accurately. Many things I want to say to you, but I lack ability.”

      “So… am I here to help?” Marcella asked, leaning back from the dictionary.

      “Only if you wish.” He shrugged. “You may just… be if you want.”

      What better way to get his trust?

      As much as she despised him getting better in her tongue, it was going to happen regardless of her assistance, so if helping him won trust, she might as well.

      She picked up the dictionary, set it in her lap, and looked up at him. “I wish you to stop butchering my people’s tongue. Besides, these books will not teach you how to pronounce, and they were written by Inimicus. They are likely riddled in falsities.”

      Gavril nodded, staring at her with that look in his eyes that she knew she needed, but it still had her wanting to shift in her seat with how intense it was. It was always solely focused on her. No one should ever look at her so intently. There was nothing to see.

      If he kept looking at her that intensely he would see through her paper-thin illusion.

      “Then by all means.”

      So they started, slowly and a little haltingly at first. She’d abused him so thoroughly in her tongue that to now be helping him in it was strange.

      He was mostly concerned with expanding his vocabulary, but that wasn’t actually something she was very good at helping with since she couldn’t confirm if the dictionaries were accurate due to her worse skills in his tongue. But when he did say something, she was able to correct his pronunciation and point out when he was forgetting articles or nouns that were usually included in the forms of other words in his tongue.

      It was slow going. Mostly him pointing to the runes in her language and asking her to pronounce them. And then he would try, and she would demand he say it again until he got it right.

      “Your accent is making them all wrong,” she said.

      Gavril always blew out a long breath and said, “I cannot replace my tongue with one better suited for your words.”

      “Give your heretics a few years. They will find a way.”

      At his silence she looked up to see him gaping at her. She stiffened. Had that somehow been the wrong thing to say? Too—

      Then Gavril was laughing, bright and clear. It filled the air and settled around her warmer than the sunshine they were lounging in. But when his laughter subsided, he just picked up his book and tried again.

      Marcella wasn’t sure what about her jab at the heretics was so funny to him, but she supposed she was grateful for it.

      Her throat was starting to go dry, and she could tell Gavril’s was as well from all their talking when he finally said, “One more.”

       She nodded and started to pass him the book when he shook his head. “It is not—I do not know what it is in my tongue or what it looks like. You said it the first day we sparred. I did not understand it.”

      Marcella thought back. She supposed there were plenty of opportunities where she’d thrown so much at him at once it was entirely possible he hadn’t caught everything. Especially given how she almost never understood a full sentence in his tongue.

      “Do you remember what it was?”

      “You—You asked me if I was—ah—if I was satisfied with your—w—worth—essess?” Gavril stumbled over the word.

      Marcella remembered, and she took in a short breath. Of all the things to care about knowing, something she spat out while they’d been sparring was still on his mind?

      But she could not refuse to answer.

      “Worthlessness,” Marcella said softly, lowering her gaze.

      She flipped through the book and found the rune in her tongue and passed it over to him, pointing to it without looking at him. She couldn’t bring herself to try to describe the word and so thoroughly expose herself to him.

      His eyes darted down to the page, tracing the words. His brow furrowed, and he leaned in closer, reading it again. Then he looked up sharply and he gaped at her. “You—you think this? Of yourself? You think I think this of you?”

      “Only if the translation is accurate,” Marcella muttered, shifting back slightly and hoping maybe that would be enough to deflect his unnerving attention.

      “It means—In my tongue—” His brow furrowed, and the scowl overtaking him had her cursing herself for not lying about it. Gavril set the book to the side and faced her fully, bracing a hand on the ground, blocking her. She had nowhere to run. “Describe it in yours.”

      She hated him.

      She hated him.

      She was going to pay him back for all the humiliation he was putting her through.

      “It… It means for something to have no value,” she whispered as she lowered her gaze to her lap.

      A hand was tilting her face back up. Gavril was right in front of her, staring at her with that intensity that she was starting to believe was just how he was about everything. Or maybe just how he was about her. “You are not. You are not this… worthlessness. You have value. You know this.”

      He didn’t say it like a question. He said it like an order.

      She wondered if what he was trying to say was ‘you are going to know this.’

      If she succeeded in taking him hostage, then, yes, she would.
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      The next time Marcella was brought out again, there were too many books spread out for sparring to be their task that day either. This time, there was also a basket next to him and a blanket spread out over the grass.

      The second she stepped out of the peristyle and her guards let go, she was on high alert. If she was going to outmaneuver him, she needed to know exactly where all his moves were going and to what end.

      Maybe Hypatia was expecting too much of her. Maybe she was expecting too much of herself.

      Gavril was on his feet and heading her way before she could assess it thoroughly. He called out to her, “Marcella, come!”

      She forced herself not to choke on the syllable. “Gav.”

      Again, he lit up.

      That was a good thing. This was what she needed.

      At least that’s what she told herself to assuage the dark rolling in her core.

      He took her by the arm and started leading her after him toward where he was set up. She looked at the basket on the ground as they walked, spotting an assortment of fruit, bread, cheese, and water.

      Well, she supposed Gavril had to eat sometime.

      He sat her down on the blanket, right beside the basket, before sitting next to her. She looked over her shoulder at the books and scrolls set away from them. She blinked. “Are we not continuing where we left off?”

      “After we eat.” Gavril uncorked the waterskin and took a small sip before holding it out to her with a small smile. “It’s stuffy inside the palace. I’ve missed eating in the sunlight and fresh air. Haven’t you?”

      Marcella took the waterskin, unable to stop her own lips from twitching up at the familiar gesture. “I suppose.”

      As she took a sip, he continued pulling things out of the basket. When she moved to pass the waterskin back to him, he caught her hand. He pulled the waterskin out of it without releasing her hand.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      What was he up to?

      He corked the waterskin and set it down before slowly looking up into her eyes while he held her right wrist in his. She didn’t know what he was looking for, but before she could figure out if he found it or not, he reached up with his other hand, a key in his fingers.

      Metal clicked.

      Then he was pulling the limiter off her right hand.

      It fell out of his hands and to the ground with a soft clatter. Marcella choked on her breath as the muffled, nauseous feeling that she’d become so used to started to fade. Gavril kept his gaze lowered as he took her left wrist into his hand and unlocked the limiter cuff there as well. It fell to the ground, but he didn’t release her hand.

      Marcella’s breath stuttered again as the full force of being able to access her vitae again hit her like an avalanche. Gavril just kept his head bent low over her left wrist. His hand slid across her skin, sending a shiver down her spine as his warm palm passed over the skin where for so long she had only felt cold, heavy metal.

      Then his fingers traced over the lines tattooed onto her skin, mirrored on his own left wrist. And… something strange started to happen. A power rising to the surface. Vitae shifted up to the lines on her wrist as his fingers traced them. But… it wasn’t right.

      No, right wasn’t the correct word. It didn’t feel wrong or out of place. It just wasn’t her vitae.

      The lines glowed ever so slightly wherever the tips of his fingers traveled. Her wrist was held so her palm faced up as his palm curled around it, leaving his own wrist resting in her loose grip.

      Before she even knew it, her own fingers moved, brushing over the lines.

      The second her fingertips touched the lines on his wrist, vitae surged up to meet her fingers. And this? This power she recognized.

      It was her vitae. Under his skin. A token. A minuscule amount not fit for anything more than glowing, but still it was hers.

      So if her vitae was under his skin, and the vitae under her skin wasn’t hers… it had to be his.

      His vitae was under her skin.

      This… thing was so much worse than she’d imagined.

      But why didn’t she feel like it was worse? This was so much more than a brand, but she didn’t…

      Why did his vitae feel like it was supposed to be there?

      “What—” Marcella gasped, unable to stop tracing her fingers on his skin now that she was blissfully wrapped up in the feeling of her own vitae again. She decided to focus on her vitae instead of his. “What is this?”

      “It is… religo. I do not… I do not know how to explain it your tongue, but today I want to try.” Gavril finally looked up, and there was something so fragile in his eyes that made her think this was a terrible idea.

      If she did not navigate this perfectly, she was going to lose all the progress she’d made with him.

      Whenever her rage set in and she felt everything she was supposed to feel at this violation, she needed to hold it together.

      “Why?” she whispered. Logically, she was telling herself she should pull her arm back and come up with some kind of diversion. But as he kept making the lines glow, she could not bring herself to.

      He opened his mouth, but she spoke first.

      “Why would you take the limiters off me?”

      “It is just for now—for while the two of us are here. But I—if I want you to trust me, then… this is fair.”

      After she had proclaimed multiple curses on him about how she wanted him miserable for the rest of his life and to be the one to destroy him?

      The only two options were: one, Gavril was an idiot or two, after so thoroughly studying her physical fighting abilities and discovering that she knew she was worthless, he was so utterly confident that even with her magic she posed no real threat to him.

      Either worked in her favor.

      But if it was the second, then she needed to keep up the pitiful, weak act to keep him thinking she was no threat.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered.

      “Then speak not.” Gavril slowly, almost painfully, dragged the pads of his fingers across her skin, pulling his hand away. He reached for the bunch of grapes from the basket, pulled one off and held it out to her.

      She took it and bit into it, grateful to have something occupy her harsh tongue to keep it restrained. Just in case her fury decided to finally appear the way it should have already.

      They ate—more like as she ate and Gavril watched her with his unnerving, analytical gaze. He laid on his side, propped up on his arm while looking up at her as he asked, “Your people, what was your life like amongst them?”

      Oh. He imagined if he took off her limiters, she’d be so distracted and grateful for that, she wouldn’t notice him trying to pry more information out of her.

      But surely he realized that after taking her limiter off and doing… that with her arm, she’d realize his vitae was under skin. That would eliminate any goodwill he’d earned.

      She shrugged as she picked another grape off the bunch. But instead of immediately eating it, she rolled it between her fingers and said, “It was life. I know of no other.”

      “Until now,” Gavril said, something almost of a challenge in his words.

      “Yes… this is different,” Marcella conceded, continuing to turn the grape over in her fingers. “In my clan… Well, I certainly didn’t just sit around. Seems to be all I do these days.”

      Whatever answer he’d been looking for, by his expression, that wasn’t it. He started to push himself up when a voice ripped through the air, speaking so fast in the Inimicus tongue Marcella didn’t catch anything other than Gavril’s name.

      She whipped around as Gavril shot to his feet to see Prince Nikias hurrying out of the peristyle and toward them. He was pale all over but his face was flushed bright red with deep bags under his eyes.

      His hands were flying through the air, his vitae lighting up, and Marcella tried to get to her feet in time to dart back, but she slammed right into an invisible wall.

      She was trapped.

      Gavril darted in front of her toward his brother. He looked over his shoulder at her, throwing his hand out and saying, “I will handle. Steady.”

      She kept her hands at her sides.

      Maybe this was planned. Maybe this was a test to see if she would even try to fight back.

      Gavril grabbed Nikias by the shoulder of his chiton before he was even halfway across the courtyard to them and started pushing him backward, hissing furiously in their tongue. Nikias was immediately stumbling and swaying on his feet as Gavril easily manhandled him.

      The two of them were talking over each other so heatedly she couldn’t catch any of it as Gavril kept pushing his brother backward to where the guards were hovering. The guards had their eyes on her and were glaring at her bare wrists.

      She watched as Gavril practically shoved his brother into the shadows of the peristyle and they stopped to have whatever argument they were having. Clearly about her.

      Whether it was fake or not.

      She still shifted her weight from foot to foot even though she couldn’t go anywhere.

      As their argument went on, she could hear their voices—not enough to make anything out—as they continued to rise. Gavril was shaking his head as Nikias repeatedly hit Gavril’s chest with the back of his hand, but his movements had no force behind them.

      Gavril shoved Nikias’ hand away from him, pushing back on him. Marcella tried to focus just on Gavril’s voice, but his accent was so much thicker when he was upset, so she didn’t have a hope with that as well as how far away he was.

      Nikias started pointing directly at her as he advanced on Gavril once again. Gavril looked over his shoulder at her. She stayed still, looking right back at him.

      Nikias was still saying something, but as Gavril looked at her, he was so focused, she had no idea if he was even hearing what his brother was saying.

      He reached for his right wrist for a moment, sinking his nails in before switching to his left wrist. Only he treated his left wrist far more gently as he ran his fingers over the lines on his arm. They didn’t glow when he touched them.

      Gavril turned around and shoved his brother back, spitting something at him as he did so. Nikias sneered but lifted his hands and his fingers moved. The invisible walls around her vanished as Gavril started stalking back toward her as he left the peristyle.

      She took a few steps forward before stopping and waiting for Gavril to approach her. Nikias vanished back into the palace, throwing a disgusted look at her before he went.

      Marcella pulled her gaze away from where Nikias had disappeared as Gavril came back up to her. He muttered under his breath. “Mea spes, mea cupio—”

      As he slowed, looking up at her, a deep searching in his gaze, she spoke softly, “For an argument that was about me, I find myself lost.”

      Gavril sighed as he finally stopped, so close the faintest breeze would push them together. He said, “So too am I.”

      She held her wrists out to him. “But I take it he was not pleased with this.”

      “He…” Gavril took her wrists in his. His grip was firm but not painful, enough though that she knew it would be a wholly futile endeavor to try to extract herself from it. “I—”

      He shook his head and started to walk, dropping one hand, leading her by her left. His fingers skimmed over the metal piece of the band, tracing the etching there. He seemed to calm as he did so. When they reached the spot they’d been before and he moved back to the ground, Marcella followed him. She knelt down and held her wrists out to him.

      If she willingly let him put them back on, hopefully they would come off easier later.

      This was a long game.

      He blinked when he saw her offering her wrists, and then the edge on his face faded for just a moment before it came rushing back, and he just lay back on the blanket. And he didn’t let go of her left wrist. He muttered, “Not yet. A little longer. Please.”

      Marcella wasn’t going to argue. She just shifted a little closer, and he pulled her wrist up to his chest. His fingers traced the lines on her wrist, and Marcella watched them glow.

      His own vitae responded to his call, and… the anger at it had never come. Maybe it wasn’t going to. She supposed a brand was a brand even if they’d somehow forced their vitae onto each other. That just meant he was as branded as she was.

      Her heart was racing faster than it had during any of the times they’d sparred. She stayed perfectly still, lying on the ground beside him.

      It was better than sitting in her cell.
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      Half a week passed before Marcella was brought out of her cell again.

      She held her breath at the intersection like she always did, but they went left. Only this time when she was brought out to the courtyard, it wasn’t just her guards and Gavril this time.

      Several of the Inimicus were back and twice as many guards as there ever had been.

      Gavril was pacing across the sparring grounds, running a hand repeatedly through his hair. He turned immediately when she arrived, his expression unreadable to her.

       Her guards brought her right up to him and she asked, “What is going on?”

      He didn’t answer right away. He stilled in his pacing and just stared at her.

      She shifted her weight and before she even knew it, she was holding her left wrist, running her fingers across the lines and her thumb over the rune etched into the metal. Gavril’s eyes landed on the movement.

      She’d spent the last few days pacing her cell, scratching at her left wrist to try to get rid of the feeling of Gavril’s warm fingers all over it.

      She didn’t succeed.

      The only time she wasn’t plagued by the memory of Gavril clutching it to his chest was when she was reliving the leather straps biting into it and the wood table beneath it in her nightmares.

      Gavril opened his mouth, snapped it shut, clenched his jaw and looked up for a moment. He closed his eyes, shook his head and then looked back at her and held his hands out. He said, “Today we spar again. Give me your hands.”

      She held them out and said, “I thought you were tired of fighting.”

      Gavril took her right hand first as he pulled a key out. He looked up at her and gave her the most painful smile she’d ever seen on a man. “But fighting is not tired of me, mea spes.”

      He pulled the first limiter off her wrist, and her eyes widened. She said, “We are fighting with magic?”

      He started unlocking the limiter on her left wrist. “We are.”

      That explained the increased guards and Inimicus.

      “Why?” She narrowed her eyes and jerked her left wrist out of his the second the limiter was loose.

      Gavril stared at the space her wrist had been in his hand before he closed his hand and then dropped it. He looked up at her as his hand fell to his side. His shoulders dropped, and she could see bags under his eyes. He said, “Because I’m tired of winning. I think you’ve earned a solid hit on me.”

      “You think even with my magic I could get anywhere close to hitting you?” Marcella shifted back, keeping an eye on the Inimicus all gathered around them.

      Gavril stepped back slowly, reaching up and pressing his left hand to his heart. “Your confidence in me is touching, but I expect you will surprise yourself.”

      Marcella stepped back to her side of the rectangle. She looked over at the Inimicus surrounding them. Gavril lifted his hands into the air and said, “Hey! Don’t pay them any mind. Your eyes on me.”

      She turned to face him, lifting her hands into the air.

      If they were studying her clan’s style of fighting, she should give them nothing. And she knew exactly how to do it in order to get his trust.

      Gavril gestured for her to approach. “Fight.”

      She just kept her hands in the air. “Your fight. Your move.”

      His hands flew through the air and her wrist tingled as she could sense his vitae filling the air as he cast. She watched as he cast what she believed was an illusion rune. It looked similar to one he’d used against Aimilia.

      She just stayed perfectly still.

      Gavril’s hands moved again as he cast a new rune. She narrowed her eyes.

      When the bolt of vitae flew toward her, she fought her natural instincts to get out of the way and the fake bolt fizzled out an inch in front of her. Gavril straightened up and said, “Soldier. Fight.”

      “As you order.” Marcella curled her hands into fists and she rushed forward. Gavril’s eyes widened as she swung at him instead of casting. He fumbled to block it, and she kept coming at him.

      He quickly dropped his hands into fists and switched to sparring like they had before. She could hear the Inimicus muttering behind them.

      It didn’t take long for Gavril to sweep her legs out from under her and pin her to the ground. As she went down, he followed. He threw his hands out to catch himself, bracing himself on either side of her. Her hands were up by her head in the space between his hands and her head. She kept them flat, palms up as Gavril’s legs shifted, bracing on either side of her as well.

      He stared down at her. “What are you doing?”

      “Yielding.” Marcella blinked up at him. Her heart was racing faster than she’d ever felt it before. “You win.”

      Gavril narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t even cast.”

      “I’m tired of fighting.”

      “Fighting is not tired of you.”

      “I do not want to fight you.” Marcella felt her curls tickling her jaw where her head rested on them, but she didn’t dare move. “What do you want?”

      Gavril’s head shifted lower; his eyes closed as his hair fell into his eyes. His forehead brushed hers, and her breath hitched in the back of her throat when she felt his skim across her cheek. He whispered, “I want—I want—”

      His thumb brushed her left hand, slowly inching and bringing his palm over hers. The heat of his skin pressed against hers was scorching. “You.”

      He then took a short breath, pulling his head back and opening his eyes as he started his abandoned sentence over again. “You do not want to fight me. Too bad. You will not be fighting anyone else. So you are going to get up. You are going to cast. You want me to suffer. You only want to know what I want in order to defy me. It will not work. Fight me. Believe me, I will suffer regardless. One of us will get our desire, and it will never be me.”

      Before she could reply, Gavril was pushing himself up. But he hadn’t relinquished his hold on her left hand, pulling her up with him. He turned her with his grip as he did so, spinning her to face her side of the rectangle as he let go of her hand and stalked back to his. He threw over his shoulder, “Are you a mage, soldier, or aren’t you? Did your clan send out a weak little Solitus girl to defy us?”

      Marcella clenched her jaw. He was just trying to goad her. She wasn’t going to fall for it. He was very good at it though.

      When she looked back, Gavril was glaring at her. His eyes darted to the group of Inimicus watching them. He snapped again, “Soldier. Fight.”

      “If I don’t?” Marcella glanced at the Inimicus, all of them looking at her and not Gavril.

      A few of them were whispering to each other.

      The word ‘table’ sent a chill down her spine.

      Gavril ran a hand down his right arm, sinking his nails in so hard she couldn’t believe he didn’t break skin. He ripped that hand away and reached up, running it through his hair. And she could see something in his eyes she hadn’t before.

      He was terrified.

      He was in agony.

      Why wasn’t she happy?

      “Fight, Marcella.”

      He didn’t have to say what would happen if she didn’t. She understood.

      “I want you to fight.”

      She lifted her hands and her vitae responded to her call. “As you order.”

      She prayed for an iron heart and to feel the satisfaction she was supposed to now that she knew Gavril was as terrified and miserable and was suffering just as much as she was.

      But… No. Now that Hypatia had opened Marcella’s eyes to desires she’d never imagined, she could not just be content in his misery.

      That had to be it.

      She would only be happy with his misery when she had her freedom and him at her mercy.

      Her fingers flew through the air and she cast. Her vitae lit the air as her rune took shape, taking her only a second to form before a bolt of vitae flew through the air toward Gavril.

      He quickly threw up a shield that shattered on impact. Marcella cast again. She took a step forward this time. Gavril’s fingers were flying, but whatever rune he was trying to cast took him too long. She let loose a burst of blinding light. Gavril’s hands jerked back as he tried to shield his eyes, and she darted forward a few steps.

      The less distance she had to send her runes over, the more vitae she saved.

      She had already cast her next by the time Gavril lowered his hands. The vitae bolt hit his right knee, causing it to immediately buckle and he dropped to the other. She rushed forward as he blinked his eyes open, his fingers starting to move. She grabbed his left hand, lacing her fingers through his and holding his hand up as high as possible as she held her other hand in front of his throat, a rune half formed.

      As she stood over him, she could hear a commotion behind her, but all she focused on were Gavril’s eyes staring up at hers.

      He squeezed her hand and said, “Thank you. I yield.”

      Then he called out in his tongue, “Stand down.”

      Marcella looked up to see all of the Inimicus guards had half-formed runes in the air while the others were whispering to each other and jotting things down. She released Gavril’s hand and pulled her own back.

      She lowered her hands as Gavril pushed himself to his feet. She whispered, “I stay off the table?”

      Gavril’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth, but before he could confirm her intuition or lie to her face in a denial, her guards were approaching with the limiters in their hands. She turned to them and started to hold her arms out, but before they could clasp them on, Gavril was stepping between them, snatching the limiters away from her guards and snapping at them in his tongue.

      She caught the word “uxorem” again, but she still had no idea what it meant.

      He turned back to her and started to clasp the limiters back on himself, shaking his head and muttering under his breath. She just stared at him.

      Why had she won that fight?

      Gavril was a commander. A prince.

      She’d seen him fight against Aimilia. She knew he was far better than the showing a few minutes ago would have anyone believe.

      Marcella was the daughter of a weak mage and a Solitus. She knew what she was and what she wasn’t. A powerful mage she was not.

      He’d been holding back against her. But why?

      As the guards led her away, she spotted Gavril walking up to the Inimicus with notebooks out of the corner of her eye.

      But the strange thing was…

      She’d given him what he’d wanted. So why did he look more miserable than before?
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      Gavril paced the front courtyard, his eyes never leaving the door that the guards would be bringing Marcella through.

      It had taken quite a bit of convincing—begging—to receive permission, but with Marcella using her magic in a spar and the academics at least starting to record the runes she used and their effects, his parents acquiesced to Gavril’s request.

      He needed to go to the Academy’s library for some specific texts that they didn’t have in the palace for his work trying to understand the vitae rock. That wasn’t the issue.

      The issue was he wanted to bring Marcella with him.

      Gavril risked a quick glance down at his right arm, but his illusion was still in place. As long as he didn’t smack it against anything, the bruise would go unnoticed.

      The doors opened, and the guards brought Marcella out into the sunlight. She wasn’t putting up a fight, but there was a sharp glint to her eyes he’d learned well when he’d thought she was Hypatia. Analyzing everything.

      But then they landed on him. The tension in her shoulders eased and his heart swelled so much he half expected it to fall out of his chest.

      As soon as she looked him over, she then eyed the main courtyard they were in again and a slight tension returned as she said, “Gav, what is happening?”

      The first time she’d called him Gav had taken him completely off guard, but he adored the way his name sounded in her voice, cradled in her thick, warm accent. While he loved her calling him anything she didn’t put a sneer into, he couldn’t deny he had loved it best when she had breathed out just his name.

      It had only happened once. After he’d pulled Mage Hirtus off her, when she’d believed in him.

      When she trusted him.

      But until he could get that back, Gav was enough.

      He gestured for the guards to let go and held his hand out toward her. He said in her tongue—he had thankfully much improved with her help, “Come, today there will be no sparring. Today, I show you my favorite place in the city.”

      Her brow furrowed, but as her guards shifted back, she stepped forward and placed her hand in his. Unfortunately, one of the conditions of getting his parents’ agreement to take Marcella to the Academy was he had to leave her limiter cuffs on. If she wasn’t going to try to kill him when he’d first taken them off, he doubted she would. Still, he squeezed her hand and pulled her behind him to where his horse was waiting, the reins held by a stableboy.

      She looked behind them and at the palace, saying, “It’s not here?”

      He couldn’t help his scoffing laugh as he grabbed her by the waist and hefted her up into the saddle. Once she was up, he didn’t pull his hands back, instead letting them rest there as he stared up at her. He brushed his thumb over the scar on her side, hidden beneath her chiton. He said, “No. The palace is my least favorite place in the city.”

      When she didn’t squirm to dislodge his hands or swat them away, he couldn’t stop himself from reading into it. She just looked down at him with a furrowed brow and said, “You are taking me off the grounds? Why?”

      He squeezed her waist and was rewarded with a pink tinge on her cheeks and reluctantly pulled his hands back to swing up into the saddle behind her. “Because I want to. Why? Want to go back to your boring cell instead?”

      He reached around her and gathered up the reins in one hand and squeezed her knee with the other. She looked over her shoulder at him and said, “No. Show me this place.”

      He tapped his heels against his horse’s side and they started toward the gate. The guards manning it eyed Marcella sitting in front of him, but they didn’t move to stop him. He pulled her closer as they passed under the gate and he felt her breath hitch as they rode out the gate.

      Marcella didn’t speak, which wasn’t surprising. Silence seemed to be the most natural thing in the world to her. Gavril didn’t mind. He would take any opportunity for a moment of peace with her if he could get it.

      His hand rested on her side, splayed out so that he was highly aware of every inch of contact between them, the most exquisite agony he’d ever known.

      It had fallen out of his mouth before he could stop it the other day.

      How much he wanted her.

      He’d almost told her the truth as well. The last time he brought her to the courtyard but hadn’t sparred with her, Nikias had interrupted him from it. From pulling out the set of lilies from his pocket and explaining to her in a way she would understand they were married. He hadn’t thrown them away; he couldn’t. He’d kept them, and after realizing she didn’t know they were married, he’d shoved them in a drawer until now. Now they still sat in his pocket despite the fact that Nikias’ words had gotten under Gavril’s skin enough to stop him.

      The little progress he’d made with Marcella was as fragile as spider’s web.

      Revealing they were married would shatter it. Especially considering the whole purpose of it hadn’t even worked.

      And he couldn’t risk Marcella falling back into that horrible state she’d been in after he got her off the table where she didn’t want to live anymore. Somehow what he’d been doing had been working. He’d seen a change in her recently. Little things. She had purpose again.

      She wanted to live again.

      And…

      She would hate him if she knew the truth. Lately… despite what she might otherwise proclaim, he didn’t see that same hatred burning in her he had before.

      Marcella looked around the city as they rode, that sharp look still in her eyes. But there was also… a little admiration. A little wonder.

      “I did not notice…” she murmured, turning her head so she could see him. “The first time, I mean, I did not notice how big your city is. I have never seen anything quite like it.”

      It was pathetic the way he imagined for a brief moment the lingering admiration in her gaze might be for him and not his people’s architecture.

      “Contra spem spero.”

      What he had whispered when she’d volunteered the information about the cache.

      “I hope against hope.”

      That she wanted to live. That her hatred for him might fade.

      “Mea spes, mea cupio…”

      “My hope, my desire…”

      He hummed. “What are your cities like?”

      “The Desero estate is sprawling and the village beside it always bustling, but we use more wood than stone. We do not have these.” Marcella paused to gesture to the stone streets as his horse’s hooves struck them. “Our roads are dirt.” Her lips twitched into something of a sardonic smile. “I’m sure you consider that to be yet another sign of our backwards savagery.”

      While he objected to her characterization, the fact that she was joking at all was still a victory.

       “No, never. I think the stone streets are noisier,” Gavril said, and Marcella relaxed again in his grip. The lilies in his pocket somehow got heavier. He spotted their destination and urged his horse on faster.

      Marcella looked back at him before looking at the gates they were approaching. Her eyes narrowed at them. Well, at the Runai guards manning the gate that were eying her just as warily.

      Gavril just looked over her shoulder and called out in his language, “Open the gates! That’s an order from your prince.”

      The men moved to action without a word, and Gavril rode through. Marcella looked around the empty courtyard and he could see her mind turning behind her neutral expression, trying to work out where they were, why, and how it was Gavril’s favorite place.

      Worthless. No one of any value.

      The fact that he seemed to be the only one who could see how ridiculous those accusations were was insane. Anyone with eyes and five minutes with her could see just how sharp she was, and that was just the beginnings of her worth.

      He swung off his horse first before reaching up and helping Marcella down. When her feet hit the ground, he kept her in his arms for a moment, looking down at her. She just tilted her head and said, “What is this place?”

      He grinned. “No word for it in your tongue, but I’ve told you about it. It’s our academie.”

      Her eyes widened, and she turned, pulling herself out of her grip to look at the large entrance in front of them again. She said, “Your favorite place is where you Inimicus send your children to be trained?”

      He stepped up to her, brushing a hand over her shoulder just enough so she started walking with him, as he said, “Of course it is. It got me out of the palace for years.”

      Marcella didn’t say anything as he led her inside, but he felt her gaze squarely on him and not taking in the Academy as they walked into the entry hall. Classes were currently in session, so there wasn’t anyone in the entry hall—precisely why he’d chosen this time. Gavril knew this place like the back of his hand. He wasn’t interested in making Marcella a spectacle for the children and adolescents who had never seen a Sordes before.

      If the adults at the palace were vulgar and demeaning, then he could only imagine the children would be so much crueler.

      He led her up the staircase to the next floor and wound them through the hallways until they reached the library. However, Marcella did her best to take it in as much as possible, head swiveling around while they walked. But there was a softness to her gaze that there usually wasn’t when she was studying a situation. As they stepped inside the library, she muttered, “It is quiet. I thought this place was full of children?”

      Gavril gave the librarian a polite nod, but it was completely missed as the old woman just gaped at Marcella. He rolled his eyes and then turned to address Marcella’s question. “Trust me, it gets loud. But they are all in lessons.”

      Marcella raised an eyebrow. “But they are still children.”

      “Our academie has very well-behaved children.” At her still skeptical expression, he laughed. “And… the youngest have classrooms on the other end away from the library.”

      Her lips quirked up for just a moment before she looked around and said, “So why are we in a library?”

      “I need a book, what else for?” Gavril said, heading into the labyrinth of shelves.

      Marcella trailed behind him. “Fine. Why am I here?”

      Gavril wasn’t entirely sure how to answer that in a way that wouldn’t ruin everything. So he kept his eyes focused on the books as he searched for the title he was after. There were several reasons. One of which was he was hoping he’d be able to find a way to broach the topic of the rock with her in a way that wouldn’t make her think he was using her, but also still get some useful information out of her. The other was that the Academy and its library were special to him and he wanted Marcella to see it.

      They’d been the best years of his life, not living at the palace.

      He could see her out of the corner of his eye, examining him as she pressed on. “Why are you… I do not understand you.”

      His fingers trailing over the spine of a book stilled as he looked up and over at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Today you bring me just to have me follow you around. But the other day you force me to fight. Then before that you just want to speak. But before that you insult me and goad me.” Marcella shook her head. “I cannot figure out what you want from me.”

      He did not want anything from her. He just wanted her.

      He wanted her safe.

      He wanted her happy, but he knew that was a far-fetched hope. How could anyone be happy trapped in that prison?

      He wanted her love. Well, that was more of a hope.

      “It is… complicated,” Gavril muttered, turning back to the book and hoping she couldn’t see his hopes in his eyes.

      “What do you do when you are not with me?” Marcella followed behind him as he turned down another row. “Are you here?”

      He shook his head. “I am…” He looked back at her. “That rock with vitae we found with you. It is my responsibility to… solve.”

      “Solve?” Her eyes widened and she grabbed at his arm, her voice pitching up sharply. “What’s wrong with it?”

      Where had the panic come from? And why?

      He shook his head. “No. Sorry. Poor choice of words. We do not understand it. So I am supposed to understand it.” Her reaction… “Is there… something that could be wrong with it?”

      She stepped back. “I don’t know.”

      But from the way her fingers were twitching and her weight was shifting, it was clear she knew more than she’d been saying.

      Which meant she’d managed to keep what she did know about the rock from Nikias even as he interrogated her with a healer monitoring her heart rate for lies.

      His admiration of her doubled.

      As did his hate for himself for knowing he would have to get it out of her in order to keep her safe.

      But he let it be for now. He picked a book off the shelf and started to flip through it. “I know you don’t know much about it. It was Hypatia’s, wasn’t it?”

      Marcella turned her head and pretended to read the titles of books even though they both knew she couldn’t. She made a noncommittal noise in the back of her throat. Then her eyes landed on her left wrist as she ran her hand over the shelf. She turned to face him and lifted it. “On the ride here, I saw others with these. I didn’t notice when you first brought me here, but this time I did. A couple of the guards I’ve seen with them as well. This is common for your people?”

      Well, this was a terrible direction.

      Gavril hummed. “Yes, common enough.”

      Marcella lowered it. “Your people commonly bind themselves to others?”

      So did hers. She just… didn’t know it.

      The weight of the gold lily set in his pocket doubled.

      He hoped to be able to hold them out to her one day and she finally take them back.

      “In a way,” Gavril said.

      “As a matter of protection?”

      “That is part of it. That is why we did it,” Gavril said, keeping his eyes on the page he wasn’t reading.

      Marcella nodded. “So it is not… it’s not a big deal?”

      Well, it was. It most certainly was.

      He looked up from his book and said, “Hypatia. You said she is what you call… a seer? She sees the future? Is that what the rock is for?”

      Marcella frowned and jerked back. “Hypatia sees many ways. I do not know the intricacies.”

      So… no? But there still seemed to be something she was hiding even if that was the truth.

      “But she is revered by your people?”

      “As much as she is reviled by yours. You call her demon when she is the most blessed of all Asentai’s children.”

      “She is to us like the… we call them sanguisugae, but you call them void hearts. It is not a natural manifestation. A corruption. An abomination from Dhelnir and the Abyss,” Gavril said. “Not human.”

      The second he got out the word ‘corruption,’ Marcella’s brow pinched. Was that not the right word?

      “You think being blessed is a corruption? That she is not human? You people… you call us backwards.” As soon as she’d said it, her eyes widened, but Gavril was already laughing.

      He was trying not to read too much into her being comfortable enough with him that she was so honest. Marcella had always been honest.

      He gestured for her to go on. “No, please, continue.”

      She huffed and crossed her arms. “You are the ones who treat my people like rats. You think our faith is an indication of ignorance. Yet you shun the ability—the greatest gift of knowledge Asentai gave us. You call void hearts a sign of our corruption that we must be eradicated and yet you also call our seers the same when they are the very opposite. Hypatia’s birth was a sign of favor from the goddess.”

      “Why do you assume such a thing is a gift? Could it not also be a curse?” Gavril’s eyes trailed down her and to the scar on her hip, and he had a sneaking suspicion as to why her people would go to such lengths to make her Hypatia’s perfect replica.

      Marcella flushed, wrapping her arms around her stomach and covering the scar. “Hypatia’s sight is what allowed her to escape your ambush.”

      “And condemn you in her place.”

      “And yet somehow you have kept me alive. You figured out I wasn’t her and kept me alive anyway.” Marcella tilted her head. “Would you have treated someone you call a demon so kindly?”

      “No.” Gavril stepped closer. His hand shifted, and he was barely conscious of it reaching forward to brush her arm, the exact place hiding the scar Hypatia had given her.

      He whispered, “I would not have treated Hypatia the way I treat you. I would not have treated anyone the way I treat you.”

      She raised an eyebrow, shifting back. “By binding me to you and forcing me to fight to earn every breath I breathe that isn’t on your tables?”

      “Stubborn girl,” he muttered in his tongue, letting his hand fall. Her eyes narrowed immediately at the term. He switched back to her language. “All I am saying is, how can you stand there and say Hypatia’s vision was for the best when it is the reason you are trapped?”

      “Because if it wasn’t for that vision she would be trapped.”

      Why was she so convinced of this?

      Gavril scoffed. “So your life is worth less than hers?”

      She blinked at him. “Of course it is.”

      Why did she believe this lie? How could he convince her otherwise?

      He moved to take her arm, but she stepped back and shook her head. “For a prince, you have a strange sense of worth.”

      “For someone who condemns me and my people for those horrible tables, your people had no qualms putting you on their own.”

      The second he made the accusation, he regretted it. Not because it was untrue, but because of the way Marcella’s eyes widened and her breath hitched as she stepped back from him. Like he’d just struck her.

      But it was true.

      And while Gavril wanted peace with her people, he also didn’t know if he had it in himself to forgive them for scarring her and sending her to die.

      “We are nothing—that was not—Hypatia didn’t take any—It was necessary.” Marcella sputtered before shaking her head. “It was foretold. What your people do is sick.” She backed away into the stacks. “I will leave you to your books.”

      But when he looked back down, out of the corner of his eye, he could see she didn’t go far. She hovered nearby, watching him.

      And he hoped that maybe she was trying to figure out what it was in her that he saw that was of worth. That her life was still worth living.

      When he’d found the books he needed, and they were back on his horse to the palace, she did lean back and softly say, “I see why it is your favorite. I also always liked where I was taught more than anywhere else on the estate. This academie… I like it better than your palace at least. Even if your children are unnaturally quiet.”

      Gavril let out a soft laugh. The fact that she approved of his favorite place meant more to him than she would probably ever know. As the horse walked, he felt the lilies shift in his pocket. Well… more to him than she would ever know, unless she one day wore them again from his hand.

      And then she said, “The rock… I can tell you this much. It is not for Hypatia’s sight. And it is not for you Inimicus. You’ll find no answers in your books about it.”

      He wasn’t sure if she meant to be helpful or not, but still… the fact that she’d volunteered any information was enough.
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      Marcella was losing track of the days.

      She knew she’d been in Areator for at least two months, more likely three when Gavril started having her spar with magic. He’d taken her to his people’s academie the day after. And after that, she’d spent the rest of the night in her cell praying that giving him any hints about the Heart had earned her trust instead of arousing suspicion. She didn’t want him to realize she was up to something, but she needed to know where it was. If she was granted a miracle and managed to capture Gavril, she couldn’t leave without the Heart.

      If anything, she could leave with the Heart and without Gavril.

      But he’d given little away himself, so she was going to keep her eyes open for an opportunity to get more information about his work with the Heart out of him. Thankfully, after that day, they continued sparring with magic.

      Every few days she would be brought out to spar again. Not every other day like before, and not even with a consistent pattern that she could determine.

      It just happened.

      The third time she was brought out to spar with magic, she spotted Aimilia in the group watching. Fewer guards and only academic this time. Of course, Aimilia had walked up in the middle of her first round with Gavril that day, but Marcella knew her obnoxious red hair anywhere.

      Luckily, the distraction wasn’t really enough of one to change her match. Marcella was holding back. She was only using runes she knew Gavril and his soldiers had already seen her use before in her capture and failed escape.

      For whatever reason the Inimicus gathered around them were taking notes, they weren’t going to be learning her people’s runes.

      And she didn’t need to.

      Gavril was holding back as well. She just couldn’t figure out why.

      She still won most of the rounds.

      Gavril was flat on his back and Marcella held a half-formed rune in the air hovering over him when she spotted the obnoxious shock of red hair moving into the ring. Just as Marcella banished her half-formed rune to help Gavril up, Aimilia was there first, grabbing the hand he’d started to reach toward Marcella in anticipation, and then she was hauling him up.

      Marcella lowered both hands and stepped back, looking away to make it seem like she wasn’t listening.

      Aimilia didn’t let go of Gavril’s hand when he was on his feet; she jerked him forward and started reaching for his face with her other hand. “—me see it.”

      Gavril jerked back, but her grip only tightened and she kept trying to grab him. “See what—nothing to see—off!”

      “—give me that—know you—no one knows you better than I do—show me—” Aimilia kept grabbing at him.

      Marcella wasn’t sure what she was witnessing or hearing, but she was moving before she could think twice. Aimilia let out a sharp gasp as Marcella’s hands sank into her chiton and ripped her back. Gavril’s eyes doubled in size again as he stumbled back out of Aimilia’s grip and Aimilia tried to twist out of Marcella’s grip. Marcella ducked under her, shoving her back until Marcella stood between her and Gavril.

      Aimilia’s hair was falling out of her braided crown and she gaped at Marcella. Marcella could feel Gavril’s eyes on her as well, but she didn’t dare turn her back to the obnoxious redhead.

      Aimilia’s eyes darted between Marcella and then behind her to Gavril. She spat, “—lupa well, haven’t you?—know your secrets—shame—or does she just bark and whine—command?”

      Hands were grabbing her, and Marcella was being pushed behind Gavril as he snapped, “Enough! What—purpose?”

      “—a break—actually accomplishing your mission—holding—useful that way.”

      Gavril scoffed. “—kill her?—not—doing—my way.”

      Aimilia shot Marcella a glare. “—brother—not impressed—gotten—heard—men sent—supply—found nothing—lupa lied—”

      Gavril snapped. “Aimilia—my patience—insult me—vile things—her fault our soldiers—couldn’t find—Sordes supply—own—a girl who—always wanted me—attend my brother’s every word—his bidding.”

      Aimilia shook her head. “—ever considered—one reason Nikias and I—same page about something?—fighting every instinct—strangle him when I’m—presence—doing it for you—one thing in common. You. How much we— brother is right. She—you—fear—going to take—see clearly—”

      “—not doing—promised?—magic—I would?—not more—than mea uxorem?—you and my brother want?” Gavril waved her off. “Go—off to him—leave me and mea uxorem—”

      Aimilia turned on her heel and rushed off.

      Gavril turned back to Marcella and spoke in her tongue, “Again.”

      Marcella moved back to her side of their rectangle. “Your girl is still not pleased with you.”

      A sad light entered Gavril’s eyes. “You don’t even know the half of it.”

      She threw a rune at him.

      And so her days went. Every few days she would be brought out to spar with Gavril. He would hold back. She would hold back.

      She didn’t cast more than one rune at a time.

      There weren’t many opportunities for conversation, but one day, when Marcella was kneeling over Gavril, a lazy half-formed rune over his neck, she noticed the bags under his eyes were deeper. She said, “You don’t look well.”

      He’d been quieter that day too. And he’d been holding back, but not as much. He’d barely let Marcella get any hits in. He’d been favoring his left side, his shields stronger on that side.

      Gavril blinked. His hand quickly brushed over his right shoulder. Marcella’s eyes followed the movement but she saw nothing out of place on his shoulder. She nodded toward his face. “Your eyes. Are you sleeping?”

      Gavril then reached up and touched the dark circles under his eyes, and he muttered something in his language. “—forgetting something—”

      But then he just looked up at her and said in her tongue, “It was a rough night. Your people’s rock is eluding me.”

      He was practically kicking the door open for her. She sat back on her heels and lowered her hands, banishing her rune. He pushed himself up onto his elbows. She shrank into herself, trying to ignore the way her skin crawled at her deception. She whispered, “If my people’s rock continues to elude you, what does that mean for me?”

      Gavril pushed himself up fully, brushing his hand over her shoulder and ducking his head closer as he said, “Nothing. Nothing. I will not let anything happen to you. I am handling it. The rock is my problem to solve. Believe in me, please.”

      Marcella didn’t even realize she had shifted closer into his arms until she turned her head up to look at him. “But it is tormenting you as well.”

      His lips quirked up. “So you should be celebrating.”

      “Yes,” Marcella breathed out. The way the words left her, she no longer knew if they were yet another lie, a part of her scheme. “I should be. And yet, I am not.”

      It didn’t feel like a lie.

      He reached up and brushed a hand over her cheek. He breathed out, each slow word spilling over with a hope she only had ever reserved for herself and her prayers, “And yet… you are not.”

      She nodded into his palm. She repeated it again. “I am not.”

      And she could not pretend to herself it was a lie.

      It was completely and utterly true.

      She could not keep up her denial. His misery hadn’t lightened her own. His suffering hadn’t chased her nightmares away. If it was justice that he suffer for as long as she did, it had brought no reprieve to her fractured soul.

      She knew that when she had her freedom, his suffering would not make her any happier than it did when she was at his mercy.

      He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear before pulling back and saying, “Come, we are done for the day. You are right. I am not well.”

      She took his hand and let him pull her back to her feet so he could clasp the limiters back on. As his head was bowed low, she murmured, “Then be well.”

      His fingers fumbled on her left wrist. He clasped the limiter on but didn’t let go as her guards stepped up to take her. He squeezed her hand and, in a whisper so soft and broken she wasn’t entirely sure it was real at all, he said, “I believe I will be.”

      The broken whisper haunted her the rest of the night, causing her to stumble over her prayers.

      When had it happened? When had she decided his agony did not please her? And what was she going to do about the fact that her orders were to capture him or kill him?
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      Gavril wasn’t certain why he had thought he’d be able to get anything done regarding the rock.

      Although whether that was because Marcella was right and this rock was not something to be comprehended by a Runai—Inimicus as she called him—or because his head was pounding and every breath aggravated the split lip he had hidden under an illusion, he wasn’t sure.

      It was only going to get worse if he let Marcella throw him about, so he opened the door to the workroom and found the closest guard, barking an order that instead of having Marcella brought to the sparring grounds like she usually was in half an hour that she be brought to him.

      Then he ducked back into the room and held his bleeding lip. Hopefully it would stop by the time Marcella arrived.

      Illusions only went so far.

      Aimilia had called him out on it.

      He had many secrets he had not told Marcella. He could not tell her. The little good opinion he had scraped together in her eyes would shatter if he did.

      He found a rag and put pressure on his lip and to anyone else it would look like he was holding it against a perfectly fine lip, but when he pulled it away it would be red. He glared at the glowing citrine crystal on the table as he did so.

      When the bleeding had stopped, he threw the rag into the waste bin and let out a long sigh.

      Then he heard in the distance the rattling of chains and a scream, and Gavril was throwing open the door to see Marcella on the other end of the hallway being dragged by her guards. Her heels were dug into the ground, and she thrashed her arms like a wild animal.

      “Marcella!” He rushed forward and shouted at the guards in his language, “Let her go! Let her go. I will take her!”

      The guards eagerly threw her forward, and at the sound of his voice, her hair stopped flying and her eyes landed on him right as he caught her. She stammered, “G—Gav—Gav?”

      She stilled as his hands rested on her shoulder blades, cradling her as her hands came to rest on his forearms. He nodded, watching her breathe deeply and look around. He hushed her gently, slowly shifting his fingers over her back. He murmured in her tongue, “It is me. It’s just me. You are safe.”

      “I thought—” Marcella looked over her shoulder at the guards who pretended to find the marble walls more fascinating than them. She took a long shuddering breath. “We spar—they take me left. They’ve always taken me left except for—that day they turned right. Today, they turned right.”

      Oh.

      His head was still pounding, and he blamed that for why he hadn’t been thinking straight. He should have thought of that. He should have gone for her himself.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he murmured. He pulled her closer, ushering her toward his workroom. He shut the door behind him, securing them privacy away from the guards—whom Gavril knew reported everything to Nikias.

      Nikias… Gavril had been doing an excellent job of avoiding him. He’d caught glimpses of him in the hallways and he didn’t look well, but he never did as this time of year approached. Everyone usually gave Nikias a wide berth leading up to the anniversary. But now Nikias was using Aimilia to get to Gavril. Their unholy alliance was only getting darker by the day with Aimilia in such a fury she’d tried to force him to expose his injuries not just in front of Marcella but in front of several guards.

      Then everyone would know. But he cared most about Marcella never knowing.

      Marcella shook her head, wrapping her arms around her stomach as she turned back to face him. “It is no matter. I just do not know your palace well.”

      “It is hard to know from inside a cell,” Gavril said, trying to think past his headache to take her in. Her hands were still shaking even as she tried to hide it. Her shoulders were hunched in, but she was putting on a brave face. He reached forward, brushing his palm over her shoulder, causing her to look up at him. “I did not mean to scare you. I was not thinking straight.”

      She stepped back out of his grip. “Like I said, it is no matter.”

      She clearly didn’t want to discuss anything remotely related to the tables.

      She kept speaking as she turned to the rest of the room, but her voice died the second her eyes landed on the rock. “Now, if we are not sparring, what did you want—”

      Gavril stepped up behind her as she slowly walked toward the rock. He said, “I am too tired from getting nowhere with this rock to fight, but I still wanted to see you.”

      She finally ripped her eyes away from the glowing rock to back at him. Her brow furrowed. “If I help you with the rock, I stay off the tables?”

      Every time she said that, it shattered him.

      And then the horrid image of her trapped on that table came rushing back and he could not blame her. He could only blame himself for failing to save her from that horror the first time and continue trying to prove to her he would never let it happen again.

      He stepped closer, shaking his head as he came around to her side. He placed one hand on the table and the other on her shoulder so she had nowhere else to look but him as he said, “No, no. You don’t have to give me anything. Your safety is secured.”

      The split lip that threatened to break open again would only be proof to her he was everything she thought he was. A liar.

      The split lip he’d gotten because the men Nikias had sent to the supply cache had returned, claiming it didn’t exist. Because his parents thought Marcella had lied to him.

      Which was why Gavril was killing himself over this rock, trying to scrape together a shred of information to keep buying time and prove his theory. But he was not going to let Marcella take that burden.

      The way she had been with him lately… When she’d looked at him and admitted she was not delighting in his misery, all of this gently fostered the smoldering hope in his chest. That maybe his wife wouldn’t despise him upon discovering she was his wife, and maybe even return his affection.

      Maybe he could prove his theory, have peace with her people, and keep her in the process.

      Marcella nodded, and he reluctantly pulled away as she did peer at the papers on the table that they both knew she couldn’t read since they were in his tongue. She said, “What do your people hope to gain from such a rock? You seek out and exterminate your void hearts before they even breathe.”

      He thought it such a strange term they had for leeches, sanguisugae, abominations that took on human appearances.

      “Void hearts, as you call them, are extremely rare amongst my people. That is because we exterminate the creatures before their corruption can spread, or worse, they can put us all in danger by expanding the Abyss.” Gavril shook his head and reached out, touching the rock. The second his fingers brushed the edge Marcella gasped. He looked back to see she had her hand half outstretched, and then she ripped it back.

      She definitely knew more about this rock than she’d ever revealed.

      He continued, “So no, we have no use for the vitae inside the rock. But it is a—” he didn’t know their word for phenomenon so he changed directions. “The rock is impossible. My people do not like anything to be beyond understanding. As for what I hope to gain? Peace.”

      She scowled at him and crossed her arms. “Peace. The Abyss. Void heart. Corruption. Those are just your people’s excuse to exterminate mine just like you do void hearts. Your people will swim in an ocean of blood and call it peace.”

      “I aspire to greater things. That is not my peace. This rock… I think can bring my peace,” Gavril said, eyeing it.

      “How?” Marcella stepped closer, raising an eyebrow and never taking her eyes off the hand he had on the rock.

      He was curious how long she was going to hold her tongue about whatever objection she had to touching it.

      “This vitae… it is your people’s vitae, is it not? Similar to the way it is my people’s vitae that is in your cuffs.” Gavril nodded toward her limiting cuffs.

      She just tilted her head. “It is vitae. But I cannot say it is anything like the way you people spit in Asentai’s face by using her gift to create such horrible things like cutting mages off from their magic or the tools your heretics use to manipulate our vitae against our will while we bleed and die on their tables.”

      Fair enough.  

      “So your people did not make this?” Gavril asked.

      Marcella immediately snapped her jaw shut and narrowed her eyes at him. Then she snapped, “I thought my safety was not dependent on me giving you information.”

      Stubborn girl.

      “It is not.” Gavril pulled his hand away. “I was simply trying to explain that I think it shows our people have more in common than not.”

      “And you believe that is enough for your people to stop blaming mine for the Abyss? And for mine to forget all the clan mages you have killed on the field and on your tables?”

      “I think it can at least get us to stop spilling blood long enough to discuss it.”

      Marcella’s hands fell to her sides and she looked at him the same way she had when he had first spoken her tongue to her. Complete and utter bafflement with a little bit of wonder and terror.

      She whispered, “You… I do not understand you. You are not Inimicus. You are not like your people.”

      He recognized her statement for what it was. And that hope fluttering in his chest grew. He simply inclined his head and said, “Thank you.”

      She shook her head. “Why do you care about peace? You are Inimicus. You should care about knowledge above virtue. My people’s spilled blood should be of no consequence to you in your people’s pursuit. You should not…”

      But instead of finishing the thought, she just lowered the hand she’d been using to gesture at him and folded it back against her side.

      “I should not what? Have hope? Believe in something? Is belief a practice reserved only for your people?” Gavril tilted his head.

      “Inimicus believe in themselves first. You… You… that is still true. You believe in yourself as this bringer of peace. It is not that you do not have faith, simply that you place it wholly within your own hands.” Marcella sank her fingers into her chiton. “But human hands always fail.”

      He stepped forward. “Mine will not.”

      She shook her head and spoke as if she was the Desero girl with the ability to foretell the future.

      “You will.”

      The resignation and peaceful sadness in her eyes made him want to pull her into his arms and curl himself around her, whispering into her ear until she finally looked at him with the faith and surety that she did when she prayed.

      She continued, “Your truce… this chance for peace, it sounds like a beautiful thing, but are you willing to sacrifice for it? Faith does not come without the willingness to lose something for its sake. This peace and your ability to force it into being… If that is what you believe in, what will you do when you fail?”

      He could not fail. He would not let himself.

      He would have peace. He would keep Marcella safe.

      It was not a choice between the two.

      “I think we are all weary of paying prices in blood. As for what I am willing to sacrifice for it?” Gavril’s head was still pounding and he had to take care with every word not to open the split lip she couldn’t see. “I am quite willing to suffer for it.”

      Marcella nodded, eyes narrowing. “Your girl. You have lost her because of this pursuit. All you two do is fight.”

      She was right, sort of, just not entirely accurate in the details she knew. He had lost Aimilia, but not as his girl. For as much as she’d wanted to be, he’d never held that regard for her. Oh, if he’d never met Marcella… If he’d returned with Hypatia and Marcella had remained some Desero soldier he would never cross paths with, then he would have returned and proposed officially to Aimilia, and he would have married her. And it wouldn’t have been perfect, but he would have been married to his closest friend that he deeply respected who loved him, even if she loved him more than he loved her. It would have been companionable.

      But it wouldn’t have been Marcella.

      Now he had Marcella, and in doing so, he’d lose Aimilia even as a friend because she could not accept Marcella or a place in his life as just his friend. He blamed Nikias for getting into Aimilia’s head and planting ideas.

      But Gavril had hope. So he opened his mouth to finally tell her. “Aimilia is not my girl.”

      Marcella swallowed, and her voice was low. “Because of this?”

      He did not know whether she meant because of her or if she was referring to his pursuit of peace. He supposed they were in essence the same thing.

      “Yes.”

      “I am sorry, then. You have already sacrificed. Maybe you do know something of faith.”

      Gavril stepped closer, his arm brushing hers as he reached for her left hand. His head was still pounding, but he found Marcella’s voice too intoxicating to hear to care. She startled slightly when his fingers brushed her skin. “Is that what you meant? The other day on the way back to the palace? The rock is not for Inimicus because we have no faith?”

      But before he could hear her answer, the door to the room was flying open. Gavril immediately pulled Marcella behind him to see Nikias standing in the doorway.

      Somehow, he had lost even more color than the last time Gavril had seen him. He was whiter than the marble of the palace, which only made the dark circles under his eyes worse. His black mourning clothes didn’t help either. But even more, his hair was messier than usual and dingier as well. He did not look like a reasonable man.

      The two guards who had delivered Marcella to him stood in the hallway behind him.

      Gavril should have anticipated this. Of course they would go scurrying off to inform Nikias immediately. But then he felt Marcella’s hand in the back of his chiton, gripping the fabric.

      He didn’t care if it was for her own comfort or his. The fact that she had, and that it was clearly instinctual, was everything.

      Nikias snapped in their language, “What do you think you’re doing? Did I not just yesterday reveal to you that your she-wolf lied to you and made fools of us all? That she cannot be trusted? And yet here you are showing her where the rock with an unfathomable amount of vitae is kept?”

      Gavril wasn’t sure how much of his language she knew—he hoped very little—but he muttered to her in hers, “Steady. I will handle.”

      Nikias rolled his eyes, but Gavril knew he had no idea what he’d said; it was the fact he spoke to Marcella at all that annoyed him.

      He turned back to Nikias and said in their language, “I am doing this my way. Not yours.”

      “Your way is getting you lies. Father is getting antsy, and I know—” Nikias stepped forward, his eyes analyzing Gavril and looking for his tells.

      He would find them.

      “She didn’t lie!” Gavril’s attempt to distract Nikias by raising his voice failed as he felt his lip split open. He immediately reached up and covered his mouth to hide the blood that would slip past his illusion.

      Nikias swore and rushed forward, grabbing Gavril by the shoulder and turning him, so the guards wouldn’t see as Gavril ducked his head, hiding his face from Marcella as well while Nikias pulled him out of her grip.

      “Gav? Gav?” Marcella’s voice followed him.

      “Wretched she-wolf even sounds like the demon,” Nikias muttered under his breath as he gestured to her with his other hand and spoke to the guards, “Take her back to her cell.”

      Gavril couldn’t argue because he could not let Marcella see. He called out past his bleeding lip in her language, “Marcella, it’s alright. You will be safe. You’re just going back to your cell. Tomorrow we spar like normal.”

      But he could hear her grunt behind him and out of the corner of his eye he could see her struggle against the guards, trying to look at him as she called out, “Gav? What is wrong? What did he say? What did he do to you?”

      “Nothing! It’s fine. I will see you tomorrow!”

      And then she was gone.

      As soon as they were alone, Nikias turned Gavril back to face him and ripped his hand away from his lip, snapping, “Drop the illusion, idiot. Let me see it. Why you thought you could hide this with an illusion instead of just coming to me or Aimilia—”

      Gavril’s fingers shifted and he dropped the illusion, muttering, “You two are the last two people I want help from right now.”

      Nikias rolled his eyes as he grabbed Gavril’s head and started slowly moving his fingers in a weak healing rune. “Well for all the time you waste with your she-wolf I don’t see you showing any of this to her and asking for her help.”

      The second the rune was finished—sort of, Gavril’s lip was only half healed but at least it wasn’t as badly split and had stopped bleeding—Gavril swatted Nikias hands away and jerked back. “Call her she-wolf one more time to my face and I will split your lip.”

      “You have bigger problems, like what you’re going to do about the fact that Father knows she lied and is tired of you wasting your time on this scheme.” Nikias shook his head and started for the door, his movements unsteady in a way Gavril had never seen before. Of course Nikias was always different leading up to the anniversary, but with the next one marking four years, he should be dealing with it better. Not worse.

      Gavril had never seen Nikias quite like this before or during the previous three anniversaries. Not even at the funeral.

      “She didn’t lie,” Gavril snapped, following after him. “And I’ll prove it.”

      But Gavril couldn’t worry about Nikias right now. Marcella was his focus.

      Whatever it took to keep her safe.

      Whatever it took to have peace.

    

  







            Chapter 37

          

          

        

    

    






MARCELLA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Marcella was sitting in her cell, trying not to feel the way Gavril’s fingers had laced with her own the day before when she’d finally held back enough for him to win and he’d been stopping her from casting earlier that day.

      She rubbed her hands together, scratching at her palms.

      At least his hands were warm and soft compared to the metal contraption that the heretic had put on her to restrain her fingers.

      While they’d sparred, she’d tried to figure out what had happened with him and Nikias the day before, after he’d showed her the Heart, but he’d been tight lipped about it. He looked alright, but she struggled to believe him. Something had gone wrong, and he’d chosen to let her be dragged away, hidden his face from her, and let his brother take control of the matter?

      She didn’t know what it was, but she didn’t like it.

      She lay back on her cot and moved through her prayers, clasping and unclasping her hands as she did so.

      She needed a miracle.

      If the only time her limiters were off was when she was sparring with Gavril, surrounded by Inimicus guards ready to stop her if she tried anything, she wasn’t going to be able to take him captive. She might be able to kill him.

      And get herself killed in the process.

      An option.

      Not one she wanted to take. No… she wanted to live.

      She didn’t want to kill Gavril.

      The realization struck her and cut her off when she was in the middle of Hagne’s Prayer Fifteen.

      She didn’t want to kill Gavril. Not to end her own misery.

      She didn’t want to kill him because… he didn’t deserve it. He was an Inimicus, but he wasn’t like his people. There was something different about him. And if she killed the only one of them who might have some goodness in him…

      No. If she took him captive and delivered him to Hypatia to use as a hostage, he would live. He would be returned to his people safely.

      But how was she ever going to get her limiters taken off and a chance to be around him when there were no guards around? Not to mention figure out how to even escape Areator with a hostage?

      It was an impossible task.

      So she prayed for a miracle.

      The sound of someone opening her cell door had her shooting up off her cot as she opened her eyes and her clasped hands broke away.

      She immediately relaxed when she saw who was stepping inside her cell.

      Gavril shut the door behind him and said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt your… prayers?”

      Marcella pushed herself off her cot. “It is no matter. Prayer can be returned to.”

      In the dim light of distant runes of the dungeon, she could see Gavril had something in his arms, a basket. When she looked even closer, he was dressed differently than what she was so used to seeing him in. He was dressed like he had been the night she’d cursed him. The last time he’d ever come to her cell.

      Gavril nodded and he stepped further inside her cell, adjusting the small basket tucked against his side. He gestured with his other hand to the space between them. “May I?”

      She nodded.

      He sat on the floor of her cell, setting the basket down, and she slowly approached him and sat across from him. He had his commander’s cloak wrapped around his shoulders, clasped on the left, but she could see his chiton underneath was finely trimmed and decorated. Where had he just come from?

      And why would he come see her?

      He started pulling something out of the basket. A covered plate, two glasses, and a bottle of wine. He set them between them, fiddling with them until he was satisfied with them before looking up at her and said, “You are curious. Why I am here.”

      “You usually prefer for me to kick the living tar out of you in front of an audience, so yes.”

      His lips twitched. “I will tell you, but first we eat and drink.”

      As he moved to pour the wine, Marcella listened and the silence wasn’t silence at all. She could hear in the distance, somewhere in a courtyard nearby the sound of music.

      She blinked as he started pouring the second cup. “Your people are celebrating and yet you sit here with me?”

      He shook his head as he finished pouring and recorked the bottle. “Celebrating… That is one word. It is… Yes, I would rather be here tonight.”

      She started to reach for the glass, but he caught her hand and said, “Not yet.”

      “Is there some sort of rule I’m missing?” Marcella asked, drawing her hand back.

      Gavril laughed, “Not rule. Tradition. Before—”

      He cut himself off, his shoulders dropped, and that was when she noticed the bags under his eyes somehow seemed worse than ever before.

      “My people they are… not quite celebrating. It is—send off. I leave tomorrow.”

      Marcella’s stomach dropped to her feet and bile shot up her throat. He was leaving?

      He shifted closer, accidentally nudging the plate even closer to them as he held his hand out. “Not for long. Just a few weeks. I am being sent on a mission. Since they could not find the supply cache, I am going to find it.”

      Her heart was still racing and she still wasn’t sure if she was terrified because her only option for freedom was going to be gone for weeks on end—and if he was captured or killed while away so went her freedom, or if because she was certain he was the only thing keeping her off the table—and if he was captured or killed, she was going to wake up on it.

      “Why?” She choked out. “You are a prince. It is nothing. Just mediocre chariots, spare parts, and armor.”

      He stared at her, and she did not like the intensity in his gaze on her. Always on her. “Because… Because they do not believe it exists. I am proving it.”

      “So your people think I’m a liar—who cares?” Marcella scoffed, the words falling out of her before she could even think about whether they would benefit her deception or not. “That is worth sending their prince out for? Do your people not understand value? You do not send princes out into enemy territory for chariots!”

      Even if he wasn’t their prince, he was still a commander, and he was still the best of them. He was the only one of them worth keeping.

      “I am not the heir, and I am going willingly, even if not happily. It is worth it to me to prove you are not a liar. Steady. It will be alright.” He pulled his hand back, and then he tilted his head. “You are… bothered by this?”

      Somehow in this moment she felt more caught and exposed than she had when she’d first been captured.

      Her tongue was heavy and her mouth dry. She could not think of a thing to say. What was she supposed to say?

      “I…” She looked down at the plate between them and then back up. “What is this tradition?”

      Gavril stared at her for a moment before letting out a short breath and then picking up the lid on the plate and setting it to the side to reveal a little cake. “Before our mages go off to battle or a mission in war, we do this. Our Solitus soldiers too. It is for good fortune.”

      “You eat cake for good fortune?” Marcella eyed the cake and the glasses. “Why not simply ask for it?”

      Gavril smiled. “Just… let me finish.”

       Marcella sighed and gestured for him to go on.

      “We share this with—” Gavril paused, closing his eyes, but she had no idea what word he was searching for in her tongue. He eventually shook his head and opened them again. “We split and eat, then we drink. Like—Like before.”

      His eyes fell to her left wrist. Oh. Like they had in that strange ritual.

      “So… this—” Marcella held up her left wrist between them. “It is some kind of strange tradition of yours for good fortune? Like this meal is?”

      Gavril’s lips twitched up. “Something like that. Generally, yes, one hopes it will mark good fortune.”

      “And it doesn’t matter I’m not Inimicus?” Marcella asked.

      “Not to me.”

      The intensity in his gaze had not waned and she had lowered hers to the plate. She grabbed her piece of the little cake and lifted it into the air. “Then shall we?”

      “You are willing to give me good fortune?” Gavril asked, slowly reaching for the other half.

      “It’s supposed to give me good fortune too, isn’t it?” Marcella said even though that thought hadn’t crossed her mind until she scrambled for a reason. “I’ll help you if it helps me. I’m going to need it if you’re going to be gone.”

      “Marcella.” His tongue lolled over the ‘l’s like always but somehow even more deliberately. She bit her tongue to fight the shiver that tried to race down her spine at the way he said her name. “You will be safe while I am gone. I promise. I’ve ensured it.”

      Considering his record on his promises… She was certain he meant it. The problem was he wasn’t going to be around to make sure of it. She held up her piece and said, “I need some good fortune to keep me from dying of boredom while you’re gone.”

      Gavril sighed at her silent dismissal of his promise, lifted his piece as well and they ate.

      Marcella immediately lifted her other hand up to catch the crumbs as she pushed down the noise in her throat as she nearly cried at how good it tasted. Her meals had been better lately, but they weren’t this good. She could taste honey in it; the sweetness so overpowering it sent an ache into her jaw.

      Even in her clan she’d never eaten this well except for special occasions. And only when no one was looking and she had fast hands. Or they thought she was Hypatia.

      Even though she succeeded in holding back any humiliating sound she might have made, Gavril was smirking at her as he finished his piece. Once he’d swallowed, he asked, “Do you like?”

      She had the feeling he was making fun of her, but she was too busy chewing slowly and trying to drown herself in the taste so she might never forget it to care.

      When she finished her piece and swallowed, she said, “It’s adequate.”

      Gavril laughed and as he shook his head, he said, “Contumax puella.”

      She brushed her hands together to clean them of any crumbs as she narrowed her eyes at him. “What does that mean? Puella is girl, but what are you calling me?”

      Gavril’s laugh died, but there was still a light in his eyes and the bags under his eyes didn’t seem as deep. He said, “Contumax is—Stubborn, proud. I am calling you a stubborn girl, which you are.”

      Her mind spun at the revelation. She’d… expected a worse insult. Maybe it was more insulting for his people.

      “And your people—you do not like stubborn girls?”

      “My people?” Gavril’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “Some might use it to admonish, but I find—I do not mean it as an insult. It is… a—an observation.”

      Marcella remembered all the times he muttered it under his breath, and she wasn’t entirely convinced. But it wasn’t like his girl—not his girl anymore—Aimilia was some kind of bending willow, so she supposed he never would have pursued her if he valued a girl who would give into his every whim.

      But why he would value her enough to comment on such a quality was beyond her. It had been months and still she had given him nothing of value.

      She nodded and gestured to the glasses. “Now we drink?”

      Gavril picked up the first cup with one hand and moved the empty plate out of the way with the other so he could move even closer. Marcella’s breath caught in her chest as he reached for her face with his free hand, gently sliding his hand to the back of her hand and cupping it. He lifted the glass to her lips and slowly tilted it up.

      Marcella took a sip as soon as the wine touched her lips. The quality of this wine was so much better than the one they’d had on the road during the first strange ritual he’d put her through. She didn’t know why he was wasting such quality on her, even in the hopes of good fortune. Maybe quality mattered. The better the food and drink, the better the fortune? She didn’t understand.

      But when she wanted fortune, she turned to Asentai.

      Although she wasn’t getting much of it lately.

      Other than actually seeing the Heart the other day. The problem was she wasn’t positive she’d be able to find that room again if she tried. She’d been too busy panicking and fighting every step on the way there to catalogue, and trying too hard to get back to see what had happened to Gavril as she was dragged away.

      Gavril pulled the glass back, sitting back as he moved to place it on the ground, and his other hand slowly left her head.

      He picked up the other cup and pressed it into her hand and gave her a nod. Marcella shifted forward as she took it, sliding her other hand to the back of his head and repeating the gesture. Once she tilted the cup and he’d drunk, she pulled back—deciding trying to drown him this time wouldn’t really be productive. She set the glass down and started to pull her left hand back, but Gavril reached up and caught her wrist, holding it in place against the side of his face. He closed his eyes and leaned into her palm. He whispered, “Quos amor verus tenuit tenebit.”

      Marcella didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what he was saying.

      If he wanted her to know, he would say it in her tongue.

      It was probably some part of the tradition… right?

      He opened his eyes and let go of her hand and then said in her tongue, “Thank you for indulging me.”

      “Well… Why turn down cake and wine?” Marcella said as she pulled her hand back into her lap and sat back.

      “Fair enough,” Gavril said, smiling at her. His eyes lingered on her left wrist for a moment. “I will be back as soon as I can. A few weeks. Two and a half. Three at most. I will ride fast.”

      “I believe you.”

      He reached up and unclasped his cloak. He pulled it off his shoulders and held it in his hands. He looked down at it for a moment, and she held her breath. It seemed heavier in his hands than any boulder ever could be. His eyes were closed, and the fabric shifted ever so slightly. His hands were shaking under the great weight that had nothing to do with heaviness of the material.

      He let out a long slow breath as he opened his eyes and looked up. He held it back up toward her. “But while I am gone, will you—wear it, please. Do not take it off.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. She’d assumed since she’d flung it off, spitting in his face and cursing him for the rest of his days, he would never offer it to her again. There was some significance to it, she was certain, only she did not know it.

      But if he was going to be gone—

      Marcella reached forward, sinking her hand into the fabric. The second she did his hands stilled. She swallowed thickly and nodded. “I will wear it. I will keep it until you return.”

      She pulled it out of his hands and wrapped it around her shoulders. He leaned forward and secured the clasp on the left side. His fingers lingered on the clasp, pressing into her chest, over her heart.

      His voice was soft as he said, “When you… When you want good fortune… you pray?”

      “I do.”

      Gavril opened his mouth and then closed it. His hands fell away from the clasp. He just stared down at his hands.

      Why was he asking? Did he…

      She slowly reached forward and wrapped her hands around his. He looked up at her. She said, “Do you… want to pray with me?”

      He nodded. “If that is what you do for a miracle, yes.”

      Of all the miracles Marcella had imagined might occur, an Inimicus praying to Asentai had never once crossed her mind.

      It just might be the greatest one she would ever witness.

      Marcella arranged their hands so his were clasped and hers were clasped around them. She didn’t know what she was doing. She didn’t really even know why she was doing it. But she could not deny him. He bowed his head low over her lap where their hands rested.

      Was this just to get his trust in the hopes she’d be able to capture him?

      No. This would be too far if she was. She had not once been thinking of deception and winning his trust throughout this encounter. She could not stain her faith with false prayers and deception.

      So the only option was to be real.

      She did not want to be an illusion.

      She bowed her head, her chin brushing the top of his head. She spoke softly, slowly, and started with High Priestess Hagne’s Prayer Two. A prayer of asking for blessing in regards to safety.

      When she finished, she continued with Hagne’s Prayer Five. A prayer for success against insurmountable odds.

      As she continued moving through her prayers, she felt Gavril’s head bow lower until it rested against their clasped hands. Her own head lowered with it as well, so she could keep speaking lowly. She ended up half curled around him.

      She just kept going, through any prayer she could think of that was relevant. Her throat dried out, but she kept going. At some point, she rested her head on his shoulder, and she could feel his hands loosen as his breathing deepened.

      She wasn’t offended. She’d been spending the last two minutes trying to think of another prayer. She started to pull her hands away, but instead of the motion waking him up, he just sank deeper into her lap.

      She just kept her head resting on his shoulder.

      The bags under his eyes had been deep. He clearly needed rest, and while she knew she should wake him up and send him back to his room to get proper rest, she didn’t want to get up either. Her limbs were too heavy. She just stayed where she was, his cloak around her shoulders spilling down and covering them both.

      “Asentai…” she whispered. “Please… I do not know what miracle I need anymore. But I need one.”

      She didn’t even think about the fact that every time she woke up it was screaming from a nightmare until she didn’t. The next thing she was aware of was being lifted into the air and carried. She started to blink her eyes open, but then she was already being set down on the cot. A hand brushed over her head and hair, then adjusted the cloak on her, pulling it around her. His left hand found hers and curled around it. She knew it was his left because she could feel the leather band and metal against her skin.

      Then in a halting, soft voice—Gavril’s voice—he said Hagne’s Prayer Two. Then Hagne’s Prayer Five. Then…

      He was whispering something in his tongue. But she heard the name ‘Asentai.’ He was praying in his own tongue.

      Then she heard her name. Still pronouncing it with a ‘ch’ and emphasizing the ‘l’s, and she could not pretend to hate the way he said her name anymore, especially as he was saying it in a prayer.

      She drifted off again despite the words trying to reach her lips. She couldn’t quite form them.

      “Don’t go.”

      They didn’t make it out of her mouth.

      When she woke up, she was alone.
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      Marcella half thought she’d imagined the whole interaction with Gavril, but then she would brush her hand over the clasp and focus on the feeling of the cloak around her shoulders and she knew she hadn’t.

      She paced the length of her cell in the days following Gavril’s departure. At least she assumed he had departed. In her cell she didn’t have any way of knowing for certain what was going on outside.

      All she could do was fiddle with Gavril’s cloak, pace, and pray.

      Unfortunately for her, her mind was not content to let her pray in peace.

      Every time she got halfway through Hagne’s Prayer One, a pesky voice in the back of her head derailed her. And all she could do was wonder.

      Why had Gavril wanted to spend his last night in Areator sitting on the dirty floor of her cell and praying to a goddess he’d never cared to pray to before?

      And why had she let him?

      Why did he care about proving she’d told the truth about the supply cache? Why was he going himself? Why was his family alright with him going on such a pointless mission?

      And did she care about him getting back safely so she could look for an opportunity to take him hostage or because she… wanted him back?

      She thought it over every way she could and she just… she couldn’t see what Gavril got out of coming to her cell and putting on that act. So… if that hadn’t been part of an act… part of whatever scheme he had going on right now involving the sparring… maybe there wasn’t an act.

      She wrapped her arms around her stomach, thinking back to the first time they sparred with magic. How desperate he’d been for her to fight.

      He’d never corrected her assumption that it was the only way to keep her off the tables. But he also hadn’t just told her so. But if he was trying so hard to keep her off the table without just threatening her or terrifying her… Maybe…

      Maybe she’d been wrong about him.

      What if he hadn’t had anything to do with when she’d been brought to the tables the first time and the rescue had been real? What if he hadn’t known she was going to get caught seconds after he let her go?

      Of course she’d wondered all these things before, but now the disbelief she had anchored herself to in order to justify her actions and Hypatia’s orders had left her when Gavril had.

      But… did being wrong about him change anything?

      Did him not being a liar trying to manipulate her change anything?

      She was still a prisoner. She was still under the constant threat of being put up on the table. While she might not be begging Gavril to kill her to save her from it, she couldn’t keep living every day wondering if they weren’t pleased with whatever they were getting from her, and she would end up there.

      The only way for her to be something of worth to her people was to take him captive the way he had her.

      So it didn’t matter.

      He was going to hate her as much as she hated him if Asentai granted her miracle and she was able to take him captive.

      And that was the only thing she could do. Or die trying.

      There was no other option. His idealistic pursuit of peace would not survive his people’s desire for blood and the excuses of her people’s so-called corrupted vitae.

      When Marcella finally reached that conclusion after turning over it all in her own head, she retched up the little she did have in her stomach. She made sure to clutch Gavril’s cloak as close to her as possible so as not to ruin it.

      Her hair wasn’t afforded that luxury.

      She scrubbed her hair with the water, soap, and rag she’d been given after the last time she’d sparred with Gavril.

      All that mattered was the cloak was spotless.

      Even though she felt sick from the knowledge, she couldn’t change course.

      Even though Gavril had only been gone a few days and she already missed him. She couldn’t even say she missed anyone from her own clan after months. This… this ache in her chest and her turning stomach… this was new to her.

      It was terrifying. How had she let her hatred of him leave her and be replaced by this… She didn’t even have a word for it. She just knew the emptiness in her chest, and she knew it was because Gavril was gone.

      And it didn’t matter how much she missed him.

      They were still at war.

      She had her orders.

      Three days after Gavril had left, Marcella was sitting with that realization, staring at the food she’d been brought and unable to make herself eat it, when she heard footsteps.

      She shot to her feet, ignoring the way the fast motion darkened her vision for a moment. Maybe something had changed. Maybe Gavril hadn’t left.

      She held her breath, but it wasn’t Gavril. It was two guards.

      But she didn’t lose hope. If they were coming for her, maybe Gavril was still there and just waiting for her to be brought so they could spar. Maybe his family had come to their senses and realized how ridiculous it was to send a prince out to find a few chariots. One of them wrinkled his nose and muttered to the other one.

      Marcella sank her hands into Gavril’s cloak and pulled it tighter.

      They grabbed her arms, pulling them out from under the cloak, and hauled her out of her cell. As they led her down the hall, a new, horrifying thought occurred to her.

      Maybe Gavril was actually away.

      And because he was away, she was going on the table.

      But before she could decide to either put up a fight or a prayer, they turned left.

      And hope returned.

      She was practically running ahead when they reached the peristyle connected to the training grounds, but the guards didn’t let her go as early as they usually did, so she was jerked back. When her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, she quickly looked over the Inimicus guards and mages gathered, but she saw no Gavril.

      What she did see was obnoxious red hair and brown that was dingy and dull compared to Gavril’s gold. 

      Aimilia. Prince Nikias.

      She immediately deflated, stilling in their grip, but they forced her forward anyway. The guards hauled her across the courtyard and up to Prince Nikias and Aimilia, who were speaking to two of the Inimicus with notebooks.

      “Princeps Nikias, Imperator Aimilia—”

      Marcella couldn’t translate the rest of the words. She just kept looking around, hoping that this time she would see Gavril’s golden blond hair, but she didn’t.

      What were they doing? Why was she there when Gavril wasn’t?

      Prince Nikias barked a few orders, and then Marcella was being pulled away again. She blinked and then she was landing on her knees as the guards shoved her into the rectangle she and Gavril always used. She wasn’t fast enough to catch herself and she let out a hiss at the rattling pain shooting up her legs. It didn’t matter anyway as the guards grabbed her arms and ripped them out ahead of her. A third guard unlocked the limiter cuffs and jerked them off. Then all three of them hurried away.

      Marcella looked up to see vitae glowing in the air, marking the rectangle. Invisible walls. She wasn’t alone inside the rectangle, though. Aimilia stood inside with her, grinning. Prince Nikias stood on the sidelines, just outside the wall with the Inimicus with the notebook. Guards surrounded them on all sides.

      Nikias looked… She’d noticed when he’d interrupted her and Gavril the day she’d seen the Heart, he did not look well. He still didn’t.

      Prince Nikias took a notebook offered to him, looked down at it, and in an accent worse than Gavril’s, he said something that might have been her language, but she couldn’t understand it.

      She stared at him blankly and then he looked down and looked back up and said, “You. Prince’s mage. Fight.”

      Is that what they all thought of her? They made it sound like she was Gavril’s pet.

      She brushed her fingers against the cloak and then the band on her wrist. Collars.

      Maybe they were right.

      She looked over at Aimilia, who was shifting from foot to foot, her fingers flexing at her sides. Marcella looked back over at Prince Nikias and said, “Why?”

      Prince Nikias’ eye twitched at the sound of her voice and his lip curled up. His eyes narrowed at the cloak on her shoulders, and before he could respond, Marcella slammed into the ground. She blinked and looked up to see Aimilia had her hands in the air, clearly just having cast the rune that had her on her back.

      Marcella scrambled to her feet. It seemed she wasn’t going to get to find out the answer to her question. At least, Aimilia wasn’t going to stand around and let Marcella get an answer if Prince Nikias was willing to give her one.

      She threw up a shield in just enough time for it to shatter as Aimilia’s lightning bolt slammed into it. Marcella stumbled back from the force, and she lifted her hands to cast again, but before she could finish her rune, she had to throw herself to the ground to avoid the next lightning bolt. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see it strike the wall behind her.

      Marcella was trying to get to her feet, but a vitae whip encircled her ankle and was dragging her across the ground. Maybe the Inimicus liked vitae whips more than her people knew. Marcella flipped over, trying to dig her hands into the dirt, but it all slipped away from her as Aimilia pulled on the whip and started moving.

      She wasn’t dragging Marcella toward her. She was dragging Marcella behind her.

      As she was ripped across the ground, Marcella gave up on trying to ground herself and instead rolled onto her back and cast a short rune, but the blinding light was enough to cause Aimilia to let go and Marcella to get a moment to think of something better.

      The something better she thought of was to cast another shield in just enough time to block the next whip coming her way. When it shattered, Marcella just cast another.

      She stayed on the ground, throwing up shield after shield until she couldn’t anymore. Aimilia hovered over her, hands spread out with a rune at her throat, ensuring her victory. Guess she was done playing with her.

      Prince Nikias called out and Aimilia immediately dropped the rune. 

      Marcella just rolled onto her front, feeling every bruise and scrape she’d gotten.  

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Aimilia standing beside her, a hand on her hip. She called something out to Prince Nikias.

      Marcella blinked and looked up at him as he replied, his arms crossed as he glared at Aimilia. His displeasure didn’t seem to faze Aimilia as she just gave Prince Nikias a beautiful, winning smile.

      Prince Nikias just shook his head and turned to the guards. Within a few seconds, the walls were gone and the guards were grabbing her by the arms and hauling her to her feet. She was too dazed to try and stop them. They clapped the limiters back around her wrists and started hauling her away as soon as Prince Nikias waved his hand.

      Marcella didn’t understand what had just happened.

      But it happened again the next day.

      She was thrown into the ring, her limiters removed, and she threw the matches against Aimilia.

      Well… maybe not threw.

      She held back, but even if she hadn’t, she was fairly certain Aimilia would still be eating her alive. Every match that likelihood only increased as Marcella’s exhaustion grew, the meals she was able to keep down decreased, and her bruises, scrapes, and burns multiplied.

      All minor, but plenty of them.

      Marcella assumed they were trying to continue what Gavril had started doing, studying her people’s magic to better fight against it, but it had never been like this. She didn’t think Gavril had so much as left a bruise on her.

      She’d known he’d been holding back.

      Marcella didn’t think Aimilia knew the concept.

      But Aimilia didn’t do anything that would cause Marcella a major injury, blessedly. So maybe she did. Or at least she just wasn’t trying to outright kill Marcella.

       But Marcella was not going to just give them the one thing she knew she could use against them. She would not cast two runes at the same time.

      And she would let Aimilia beat her into the ground if she had to.

      She imagined it was probably very rewarding for the other girl, given Marcella was the one to blame for setting off the chain of events that had her relationship with Gavril fracturing.

      Although it was strange, after every fight, when the guards began to peel her off the ground to clasp her cuffs back on, she would watch Aimilia and Nikias argue with each other. Nikias clearly wasn’t happy with Aimilia, likely due to the fact that Aimilia wasn’t getting Marcella to expose more of her people’s runes or secrets.

      A week after Gavril had left, Marcella caught Aimilia throwing the words at Nikias as she stormed off, “—it, do it yourself—barely stand—pathetic—”

      Marcella was too close to fainting for the significance to register to her until the next day.

      When the guards shoved her to the ground and ripped her arms out from under her to remove the cuffs, she spotted brown hair out of the corner of her eye and not red.

      Prince Nikias was in the ring with her.

      She scrambled to her feet. She hadn’t gotten any answers when she’d asked in her tongue, but—

      “Princeps Gavril. Where?”

      Prince Nikias’ eye twitched as she spoke in his tongue, and then his gaze darkened as he spoke in hers. “Demon—Prince’s mage. Fight.”

      She cast a shield.

      It shattered immediately.

      All she did was cast shield after shield, and each one only seemed to make Prince Nikias angrier. Eventually she was on the ground, having long since lost count of how many shields she’d put up that had broken when she finally ran out.

      Prince Nikias’ whip wrapped around her leg, but instead of dragging her across the ground like Aimilia liked to do, she was suddenly weightless for a moment. Then she was flipping through the air and falling with more force than naturally possible. She landed on her left wrist.

      It cracked.

      She screamed.

      She curled in on herself, clutching her wrist to her chest. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the walls fall. Prince Nikias winced at the sounds she was making with an annoyed glint to his eyes, and he gestured for the guards to come into the ring.

      It was broken. It had to be.

      But before she could clear her mind and push away the pain long enough to evaluate it, the guards were pulling it away from her chest, and the pain was a fire twice as big ripping through as they jostled it and clapped the limiter back on. She wasn’t sure if she was screaming or sobbing or both as they did so.

      The guards hauled her back up and she was dumped back into her cell, left to just lie on her side, unable to do anything about the limiter on her wrist that aggravated the pain pulsing through her injured arm all night.

      She didn’t sleep.

      Some combination of the pain in her wrist and the ache in her chest continued as every day went by that Gavril didn’t appear in the courtyard or in front of her cell. She tried to distract herself by thinking over her memories of Gavril, trying to figure out when she’d stopped hating him, but she could not focus long enough on it. All she did was just hold onto the sound of his voice that had prayed over her. Had prayed for her.

      Why? Why did he always treat her like she was worth the time he wasted on her?

      She was barely even aware when they came back for her the next day.
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      The next thing Marcella knew, guards were hauling her by her arms, and the pain she hadn’t realized had diminished came roaring right back. Everything was a haze and the only noise she could make were slight whimpers at every new spike rattling up her arm until the guards finally let go and she hit the perfectly polished marble floor.

      She recognized this floor. They’d cracked her head on it before.

      The throne room.

      Marcella hadn’t seen the king or queen since that day, blessedly. But now when she looked up, she saw them sitting on their thrones across the room, staring down at her like she was muck on their sandals.

      Also gathered in the throne room were enough Inimicus that Marcella knew she should be worried. Especially with the vast majority of them wearing cloaks nearly identical to the one she had wrapped around her shoulders. Commanders.

      Aimilia stood next to the older red-haired commander that had been on the mission to capture her with Gavril. Were they related in some way? Aimilia had her arms crossed and a furrow to her brow none of the other commanders had. And she was the only one who wasn’t looking at Marcella on the floor. She was looking past her.

      At her guards?

      Marcella heard a pair of footsteps behind her and then she heard a familiar voice speaking in the Inimicus language, “—continue Gavril’s work—issue yesterday—”

      Prince Nikias.

      Marcella was fighting the urge to hurl again, so she stopped paying attention enough to translate. She couldn’t manage it. All of the little energy she had was focused on that and not crying at the ache ripping through her.

      If this wasn’t about Gavril being back, she didn’t care.

      Nikias went on and on. The king spoke at some point and Nikias replied.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Marcella could see Aimilia’s knuckles turning white as she sank her fingers into her crossed arms. The other commanders were impassive, but Aimilia was clearly struggling not to react to whatever was going on.

      Then one of the guards was grabbing her by her good arm and hauling her up, but a cry was ripped out of her throat as the motion still jostled her bad arm.

      Nikias just gestured to her and raised an eyebrow as he said something. Marcella’s vision went dark for a moment before it cleared as the king nodded and waved his hand. When he did, she caught a glimpse of his left arm when it came out past the cloak. Huh. He also had lines on his skin and a bracelet.

      Nikias nodded and gestured to her guards, and they started hauling her away. Beyond the haze of pain, she did think maybe she should have tried a little harder to understand the conversation because now she had no idea what was going on.

      Were they sending for Gavril to come back and deal with his problem?

      She hoped so.

      Or at least she hoped they were going to just let her rot in her cell and not touch her until Gavril came back.

      She was dragged out the doors, following behind Nikias. She hadn’t been conscious the first time they’d left the throne room, so she couldn’t be certain the direction they turned was to head back to the dungeons. But Nikias walked with a purposeful stride, chin held high and smirk on his face despite the fact that he had bags under his eyes darker than the Abyss.

      Which, past Marcella’s nausea and roiling pain, was not a good sign.

      Then there was the sound of footsteps racing toward them from behind. Marcella had barely lifted her head and started to turn it when a blur of red hair and a commander’s cloak flew past her and at Nikias.

      Aimilia.

      Nikias came to a stop and raised his hand, causing the guards to stop as Aimilia grabbed him by the shoulder and jerked him back so she could step in front of him. “—think anyone—”

      Marcella tried to focus harder on translating now, but she was still fighting the urge to throw up.

      “Stay out—don’t concern you,” Nikias replied as he stumbled, swaying on his feet.

      “Concern—show you concern—vile, rotten—” Aimilia spat at him, her cheeks getting redder and her eyes burning brighter than her hair. “—dragged me into this—word out of—plan was a lie—up to all—wrong with you?”

      Nikias stiffened, looking down at her, an intensity in his eyes that had Marcella wanting to run. “—never lied to you—respect you—for that—never showed me—respect I am—told you what you—know. As for the rest, how dare you?”

      But Aimilia squared her own shoulders and lifted her chin. “—act all—manipulating me—using me—Gavril came back—ran out of the right words—make me—your will—should have known. I should have known—listen—word from your mouth.”

      Gavril’s name had Marcella taking the tiniest step she could muster the strength for in the guard’s grip and a moan fell out of her mouth at the new aches. “Gavril?”

      But the two Inimicus in front of her didn’t even seem to hear her.

      “Helping you—helping you—Gavril came back with the demon.” Nikias crossed his arms. “—nothing you didn’t want—needed to hear—trying to give you what you want—this demon is—way—be grateful—saving my little brother—the demon—you will get what you’ve always wanted: Gavril.”

      Oh. They weren’t talking about Gavril being back from his mission. But that was all Marcella wanted.

      “—your mind—think that—Gavril—look at you—look at me for the part you—blame me—you—doing this for me—” Aimilia’s voice was sharper than one of their heretic’s knives as she flung each word at Nikias. “—doing this for yourself—always have been.”

      They all seemed to bounce right off Nikias as he just tilted his head. But then he spoke, and his low, barely restrained voice betrayed him. “Choose your words carefully, commander.”

      “Gavril—behind his back—someone whose—crime—corrupted vitae—appearance—despise her, do not mistake me—” Aimilia shook her head, one hand in the air silencing Nikias until she had finished “—seeing this clearly—not lose Gavril—her—crimes she—commit.”

      Nikias took a step toward her, nearly closing the distance between them as he towered over her. Aimilia, however, just craned her neck back so she could keep glaring up at him. His voice cut through the air.

      “You will—my way, commander—stay here—stay out—order, am I clear?”

      “You—”

      Whatever the words, Aimilia’s voice shook, and Marcella imagined they were insulting.

      “—nothing new.”

      But again they did not seem to faze Nikias.

      “You—”

      Marcella’s legs buckled, and the guards were the only thing keeping her off the ground. She kept trying to focus on the words even as she fought the urge to faint.

      “And yet—future king—direct order, commander—make me arrest you—do not want to.”

      “Yes—with you—born first—only one who has—Gavril should be—ten times the king—ever hope to be—three years, I have thought something—voice—wished it more than I have in this moment.”

      At the sound of his name again, Marcella couldn’t help the half-moan, half-whine that crawled out of her throat and formed his name. “Gavril? Back?”

      But she was ignored again, even though Nikias twitched at the sound of her voice. 

      “Commander—” Nikias started but was cut off as Aimilia continued, raising her hands and stepping out of Nikias’ path.

      “I wish—in first. I wish the Desero demon had killed you instead.”

      Nikias looked back at Marcella, completely limp in the guards’ grips. He snapped his fingers and they started moving again.

      But as Nikias passed Aimilia, Marcella heard him whisper something to her that she couldn’t catch. She was done fighting. So Marcella gave up and gave in.

      As she did, she prayed to Asentai Gavril would come back early.

      He was still, at best, a week away.

      She was alone.

      Everything went black as her eyes rolled back into her skull.

      * * *

      For a moment the leather biting into Marcella’s skin wasn’t all that concerning since it happened every night in her nightmares as she relived the table.

      But then she shifted her left wrist and the searing pain tearing through her woke her right up. And the feeling of leather strapping her to wood didn’t vanish.

      Marcella blinked her eyes open to see the white marble walls and the edge of a wood table she’d only seen once before but was intimately familiar with. She could feel cold air on her arms, and the familiar weight of Gavril’s cloak was gone.

      No. No.

      She’d promised she would wear it until he came back. Where was it?

      She tried to get up before she remembered she couldn’t as the straps had her slumping back down immediately and letting out a sharp whine in the back of her throat as it aggravated her injured wrist.

      There were runes in the room helping light it in the darkness since there was no sunlight coming in through the windows high up in the walls. She couldn’t see anyone. She tried to shift her right hand, but she couldn’t even move her fingers against the metal holding them rigid and spread out.

      The same metal contraption they’d put on her before to keep her from casting. Her injured left one had been left alone. She was on her front and she could feel the fabric of her chiton pooling at her waist, leaving her back exposed, and her strophion was gone as well so there was nothing between her front and the cold wood.

      This was just a nightmare. It had to be. This couldn’t be real.

      Even though none of her nightmares had ever included any injury as real as her wrist. It just had to be a nightmare.

      Gavril had promised. He’d promised she would be safe while he was gone. He’d promised she’d never end up here again.

      She let out a muffled sob, trying again to rise and do something, but she slammed back into the table, crying out again at the pain in her wrist.

      Her mind was too hazy and slow. She needed to think.

      Gavril had promised.

      But she’d promised something as well. She’d promised she’d wear his cloak. Now she wasn’t.

      She didn’t remember taking it off.

      As she turned her head, she blinked past the tears in her eyes to look at the room.

      There.

      She could see his cloak sitting on the floor at the foot of the table. She tried to reach for it before she realized how futile that was. Her right hand was strapped down and the cloak was on her left and the table was high off the ground. She wouldn’t be able to reach it that way.

      But she wanted it.

      She didn’t know what had happened. Why she was on the table. What she’d done to deserve being put back up there to be experimented on. What had happened to Gavril.

      Because something had to have happened.

      He’d promised she’d be safe.

      If he wasn’t around to keep that promise—

      Marcella tried to bite her tongue to muffle the cry rising in her throat at that thought, but she failed.

      Was Gavril dead?

      No. No. He couldn’t be dead. He just couldn’t.

      But… what else would the throne room have been about? Why Aimilia would be so upset and be wishing Nikias dead instead?

      No. She had to be wrong.

      She’d promised she would keep his cloak and wear it, and when he came back, she would return it.

      She looked at the cloak on the ground again. She couldn’t reach it with her right hand, but her left wasn’t strapped down. Her hand wasn’t restrained by a metal contraption inhibiting her fingers from motion.

      She flexed her feet and turned them, bracing her toes on the wood and pushing herself up the table as far as she could go until the leather straps on her ankles caught and stopped her. Her front scraped against the smooth wood and she shuddered as the feeling only doubled how exposed and vulnerable she was in that moment.

      Still, she was able to twist and get her left shoulder over the edge of the table and dangle her hand down. She hissed as pain doubled back up her wrist, but gritted her teeth since it was only the beginning.

      She stretched her fingers out until they brushed the fabric piled on the floor. The sob that fell out of her was pathetic, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the feeling of the familiar fabric under her fingertips or the fire threatening to overtake her and send her back into unconsciousness again.

      She curled her fingers into it and pulled back up.

      It was agonizing and slow and she could feel the weight of the fabric pulling down and threatening to spill from her grip, but she only tightened her hold and pushed down the pain in her wrist. If the cloak slipped out of her grip, she wouldn’t have the strength of will to grab it again.

      So inch by inch she pulled it up until it crested the top of the table, and she was able to pull it under her front and curl into it as much as possible with her restraints.

      Marcella got some of the fabric beneath her head and she buried her face into it. It was dusty and dirty from the matches with Aimilia, but it was still Gavril’s and that was enough.

      Her mind was too addled to reason why she thought having the cloak under her would somehow bring Gavril back safely. All she knew was that she had promised.

      The cold night air cut through her back, but his cloak was warm against her cheek and front.

      She prayed to Asentai that she would wake up in her cell the next morning and that Gavril would be outside her cell door.
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      Gavril had forgotten how much he hated being a commander. He mostly just hated the way the soldiers spoke. Since he was only being given a few men just to bring back any supplies he might find, he’d been cautiously optimistic they’d be better behaved than the last group of Runai he’d had on the mission to capture Hypatia. He’d also made himself clear that if he heard so much of a whisper of vulgarity about his wife or frankly any woman, he would be leaving them behind in Sordes territory.

      And they knew now he was good for it. Mage Hirtus had never returned. And good riddance to him.

      While he hadn’t outright heard anything, he’d caught a few of them chuckling behind his back or smirking when he walked by, and he was distinctly aware there was some joke he wasn’t in on.

      But he couldn’t leave them behind on the suspicion of it. Plus, leaving one of them behind would just slow him down further, and he was determined to uphold his promise to Marcella. He would be back no later than three weeks. There was still a week and a half left to go.

      It had been fairly easy to find the cache, so much so that Gavril suspected the men Nikias sent deliberately hadn’t found it. He’d forced the men to ride fast and hard toward it, cutting down the travel time considerably compared to when they’d been sent to capture Hypatia. He did often catch the men grumbling about the brutal pace he set. He didn’t care.

      They’d gathered up the chariots and supplies that were still of use—it seemed like it had been recently picked over by the Sordes, which only made Gavril more desperate to return and see Marcella. Every night, in the mere seconds he had before collapsing into exhaustion, he fumbled through an awkward prayer to Asentai that what he found would be enough to prove she wasn’t lying and that it would be enough to ensure her safety.

      If it wasn’t…

      Gavril didn’t know what he would do, but he would have to do something.

      But still… Marcella believed Asentai cared what any of them did enough to listen to prayer, so he prayed.

      If the goddess was still listening, may she show her daughter her favor.

      And if she wasn’t, at least he’d followed his people’s traditions for fortune. It was tradition for spouse to repeat the wedding tradition of eating and drinking as an acknowledgement of their vows before they were to be parted, in the hopes they would be safely returned.

      “Quos amor verus tenuit tenebit.”

      “Those whom true love has held, it will go on holding.”

      The only good thing about having to go on this mission was the fact that if he hadn’t been leaving, he never would have had that moment with her in her cell. He was certain of it now. She didn’t hate him anymore. She valued her faith too much to pray for someone she’d cursed unless her feelings had changed. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe part of it wasn’t because she knew he was keeping her safe, but he could not help himself. He hoped still that the slow softening he’d been seeing toward him as she regained the will to live was a sign. A sign his hope wasn’t in vain.

      They’d just returned to Runai territory so at least they could pick up speed now that they weren’t in enemy territory and trying to avoid the Sordes patrols—to the consternation of his men, who were hoping for a fight.

      Gavril was tired of fighting.

      But the otherwise so far uneventful day changed when a shock of red hair appeared in the distance, hurtling toward them on a galloping horse in the afternoon sun. The easily identifiable trim of a commander’s cloak flew in the wind, but the hair flying and falling out of her braid was clue enough who it was.

      Aimilia.

      Fighting was not tired of him.

      Gavril lifted his hand and the men all came to a stop, muttering to each other.

      One of them whistled, and Gavril immediately whipped around to see who it was. Ah. He immediately snapped, “I heard that, Mage Turpis! You better hope the head of house Feris isn’t in Areator when we get back! It’s especially foolish of you since the commander you’re disrespecting is the very same one that is the reason your title is mage and not commander!”

      Gavril and Aimilia might be fighting, but she had been a loyal friend for years, and he would not suffer anyone disrespecting her.

      Mage Turpis immediately reddened at the reminder and a few of the men chuckled, but before anything else could be done, Aimilia was there, bringing her horse to a harsh stop. “Gavril! You need to come back now!”

      What?

      Gavril gestured to the supplies and said, “We are on our way back, as fast as we can with these. Why?”

      Aimilia shook her head. Her face was flushed, her eyes red, her hair a mess and her horse’s breathing was labored. “No! Not fast enough. You need to get back faster. We need to leave now! It’s Marcella.”

      Gavril’s heart slammed into the ground and he immediately pointed to Mage Turpis and snapped, “Dismount and give the commander your horse. You’ll take hers!”

      Mage Turpis moved to do so, glaring at Gavril all the way, but he didn’t care. Aimilia swung herself off her horse and immediately scrambled onto Turpis’ as Gavril continued, “Aimilia, you will explain on the way, but I swear if this is—”

      Aimilia had the reins in her hands and was kicking her new, fresher horse into action as she snapped, “This is no trick or trap. I swear on my father’s grave! But we don’t have much time!”

      That was more than enough for him. Aimilia would never disrespect her father’s death by invoking his name like that for some kind of scheme.

      Gavril kicked his horse into a gallop after hers, leaving the men and the supplies behind. They could get themselves back to Areator, or if they didn’t, he didn’t care. This was about Marcella.

      He pulled his horse up beside Aimilia as they rode and he called out, “What is it? What has happened to Marcella? What did you do? What do you mean not much time?”

      “It’s Nikias, Gavril—” Aimilia’s voice broke and she shook her head, but they were riding too fast for her to be able to do anything about her sob. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Aimilia, focus! What about Nikias? What does it have to do with my wife?”

      Aimilia nodded as the trees and forest flew by. “Nikias figured out a way around your deal with your father. He’s given Marcella over to one of the healers.”

      No. No.

      This couldn’t be. This couldn’t be real.

      He’d made a magically binding vow with his father. Nikias had promised to leave Marcella alone while he was away.

      He’d prayed to her goddess to protect her when he couldn’t.

      Aimilia continued on, and staying on his galloping horse was all Gavril could do. “I think he’s been planning this for a while, I don’t know. All I know is I was an idiot for listening to him when I know what a vile, wretched thing he is—so consumed with getting revenge on the Desero demon. Something is wrong with him. He’s always a little off around the anniversary, looking too long at empty spaces. Just—you know what I mean, but this time it’s worse. Before I left, he kept calling Marcella the demon. I don’t know if he even realizes it or if he’s lost his mind and thinks she is Hypatia. It doesn’t matter. I was the fool for letting him get into my head and tell me he could somehow fix this.”

      Gavril and Aimilia’s horses leapt over a log in their path and continued on. He snapped at her, “What happened after I left?”

      “Nikias has been encouraging me to keep trying to spar with her. When you were gone—I didn’t know you’d ordered Marcella be left alone. He told me you wanted to keep up her routine while you were gone so I would be the one sparring with her, which of course I have been itching to do since the second I saw your cloak on her shoulders—”

      “Aimilia!” Gavril risked looking over at her long enough to glare.

      “I am helping you save her, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to pretend like I like her! Let me finish!” Aimilia met his glare just as fiercely. “The only thing I wanted to do was have it out with her! You know, just throw a few runes, maybe pull her hair out. I thought she would want to do the same to me—I’m the girl who were supposed to propose to—but she barely put up a fight! Of course, I didn’t want to kill her or seriously injure her—but Nikias thought I would. I didn’t realize at first why he kept trying to goad me into going after her harder until he took over to spar with her and broke her wrist.”

      “And you let him?”

      “I didn’t realize it until he had her brought in front of your parents with said broken wrist saying all this nonsense about needing to bring her to the healers! I ran out after him and tried to stop him, but he had this look in his eyes—he wouldn’t listen to me. Oh, I’m dead when we get back for defying his orders, but Gavril—”

      He looked over at her once more.

      “I know you don’t love me. Not the way I wished you did. It is so clear you are head over heels for your she—girl. I can live with that. You’re my closest friend. I can’t live with you hating me. The last few months fighting with you—I can’t keep doing this. I don’t want to lose you entirely. You’re my friend, and I can’t lose that. And because you’re my friend, I don’t want you to lose this girl you love. Especially not like this.”

      “What is Nikias’ plan? What does he think is going to happen when I come back and find out he has violated the law again and betrayed my trust again and put my wife on a healer’s table?”

      “I don’t know! He’s not being reasonable. I don’t know if he can be if all he’s seeing when he looks at your girl is the Desero demon! I left the second I could, hopefully your girl is made of strong enough stuff that she’ll last long enough for us to return!”

      Gavril shook his head and urged his horse faster. “I’m going to kill him. My wife is more than strong enough to survive, and then I’m going to kill him!”

      “I think he knows. I think—he said something to me—the last thing he said to me—it’s this time of year, I’m sure of it, when he wishes he was dead too. I think he wants you to. I don’t know. First, let’s just save her, then we’ll deal with Nikias!” Aimilia swallowed. “Hopefully you’ll kill him before he kills me.”

      “I will.”

      Gavril prayed Marcella would survive.

      She had to.

      He was not going to consider any other alternative. He was going to kill Nikias either way.

      But Marcella was going to live. He had not worked this hard for anything less. He did not love her this much for anything less.

      Still, as he and Aimilia settled into silence on their breakneck pace, he prayed to Asentai. He prayed for a miracle. For speed. For her safety.

      That somehow this was a misunderstanding. That Aimilia was wrong. That Nikias had regained his senses.

      Marcella had once asked him what he would sacrifice for peace. Not her.

      No. He could no longer say that he wanted peace above all else.

      Live. He prayed. Above all, he prayed his wife would live.
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      If you can’t wait another second to find out what happens next, you can read the first chapter of The Prince’s Mage for free by signing up for my newsletter here!
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      Her life is a miracle. So is his plan for peace. Will their lies destroy any chance they have together and their one shot at ending this war?

      There is only one thing Marcella excels at: following orders. Her orders are to bring her clan’s leader a prince to use against their enemies. Her feelings don’t matter. She can’t stay trapped in the enemy’s palace, and she can’t let this war come to a head where countless more will perish.

      However, the prince who would do anything for her is the son his parents would gladly see in the hands of their enemies. His brother, on the other hand… But can she betray the man who has sacrificed everything for her?

      Gavril almost lost his wife and would have thrown peace to the wind if she had not stopped him. Now, he won’t let anything threaten her safety while he brings peace between their people.

      If he can give her what she claims to want most in her heart, maybe then he’ll finally be what replaces it. Can he achieve the impossible and finally tell his wife exactly what she means to him?
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      Thank you so much for reading The Prince’s Captive! I hope you enjoyed Marcella and Gavril’s story so far and are looking forward to it continuing in The Prince’s Mage!

      I’m so excited to be starting this new series and this new world, and I can’t wait for you all to see what’s next!

      If you’d like to help more readers discover The Prince’s Captive, 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, a Soltius 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 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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