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Chapter 1
The End of a Long, Ill-Advised Trip
“What is it that makes you feel so certain this isn’t a setup?”  The assassin’s handsome face emerged from the shadows as he asked, his clear eyes conveying his discomfort with their current situation.  Itzel couldn’t help but smile at his concern.  He continued, “We know that there is a corrupted seer within the palace walls, and the champions are sending Haiden, despite having several far more qualified options.  We do not need someone who will simply agree to whatever the mystics propose.”
Itzel’s pinkish blue eyes shone as she looked into the concerned startling pink eyes of her travel companion.  Pushing a strand of her long, blue-silver hair out of her face, she prepared herself for an interesting discussion.  It was a subject that they had been dancing around ever since leaving home more than three weeks ago, but this was the first time he had directly asked her about her belief.  That had not stopped her from being fairly open with her own answer every time it had come up, at least as open as she ever was with anyone.  
“Darius, we have already been through this.  I know that Haiden isn’t exactly the most… powerful of negotiators, but given the situation, I think I can understand it.  We need to keep the peace, and really, I don’t think there is any champion more capable of that.  Would you rather see Draven or Maverick there?”
There was a low growl. “I mean they could have sent Benettio or Legend.  Particularly Legend.  Among all of them, sending him would have made the most sense.  It certainly would have inspired the most confidence in their sincerity to see this through.”
“I believe that he is currently occupied with something more important.”
A small smirk lifted the edges of his mouth. “Now that you have admitted that there are other actions that are of greater import, I believe it is time we stopped this game and head home.”
The girlish laugh that filled the carriage let him know that Itzel was not going to take him seriously.  “Always looking for a new angle for your argument.  It isn’t going to work, and you know it.  Comparing our current situation to that which Legend is dealing with is like comparing running an errand to pulling a mort statera back from the brink.  After the mystics failed to manage Mia’s daughter….”  She frowned, trying to remember the name of the mystic who had recently nearly created a time hole that would have destroyed a large portion of Brigantia.
“Her name is Iris.”
“Ah right,” Itzel nodded.  “Iris, the mystics’ next mort statera that they not only failed to monitor, they failed to notice what she was before it was nearly too late.  The champions and seers are not nearly so careless.  I would think you, of all the assassins, would understand how sensitive the matter is that is now in Legend’s very capable hands.”  She smirked, “Especially now that we know he is not only beyond the prophecy, but has found a real emotional connection.  Surely you would not deny him that.”
Darius’s eyes flicked to the window as he clenched his jaw. “It is sad to see how the mighty have fallen.  And so I lose confidence in another long-standing ally.  But I realize he must be feeling a certain amount of relief on that first point.  At least for now.”  His eyes moved back to hers, “But it is not the relief that many of you believe.  He is now living like everyone else, uncertain of when and how his demise will come.  Until recently, he was safe as long as he avoided one thing.  Now every day is uncertain.”
There was a hint of something behind the assassin’s words that bothered Itzel, but she wasn’t going to acknowledge it.  “Thank you for being more direct about it.  Talking openly was never one of your strengths, so listening to you dance around the subject has been stressful.”  She giggled. “Even if it was a bit amusing.”
There was a heavy sigh that chased away the echoes of the mirth from the small space.  The handsome features of the assassin faded into the shadows as he sat back, the motions of the carriage impossible to note from the steadiness of what little could still be seen of him.  From the darkness, he muttered, “At least they could have sent someone who looked like a champion.  They are giving away one of their greatest secrets by sending one of their three champions with a unique appearance.”
Itzel said nothing, in part because with that she could at least agree.  Haiden’s unusual appearance had often worked in the champion’s favor, so it did seem odd to lose that now.  He certainly was one of their most well-known champions, but there was a difference between knowing a name and knowing a face.  To Itzel, that showed that the champions were willing to take some greater risks to try to establish an alliance that would see the magic users finally working together, instead of on their own.  However, she knew that agreeing would lead to another argument.  If she was to be honest, it was just as risky for Darius to be at the meeting as it was for the champions to send Haiden.  Darius was also a unique case, as he lacked several of the most definitive characteristics of an assassin.  He was considerably taller than the average assassin.  His pink eyes and white hair would have made people confuse him for a guardian if he had allowed himself to be seen outside of their home country.  Darius was the only albino assassin in the world—there was never more than one.  Itzel had known that this had drastically colored the way he had seen the world.  The one who lived before him had been everything that Darius was not.  The shifter sitting across from her had grown up resenting the comparison, and she wondered how much of his personality was a defense mechanism, and how much was really who he was.  
Her agreement went unspoken as she watched what little of him was left in the light.  As always, she was impressed by how he was able to look entirely unmoved by his surroundings.  Her body was rocking and shifting with each stone or hole they struck, yet his body was as stationary as if he sat in a chair before the druids.  A friendly smile spread across her face as she watched the only hint of his frustration.  Darius was not known for his emotions, but she knew where to look, and at that moment his foot moved in annoyance of the situation, almost imperceptibly tapping on the floor.  While most assassins tended to use humor and charisma to get the job done, Darius was renowned for using shadows and never being seen.  He worked almost exclusively from the shadows, opting to pass judgment through observation instead of interaction, a method of which most druids did not approve.  However, he was not only incredibly effective, he was far more efficient than the rest of the assassins.  Almost like a secret weapon in every sense of the word.  No matter if they approved of his methods or not, all of the druids had turned to him at some point in their extensive lives to get things done when speed was required.  As Darius had often argued in his unemotional way, interaction could certainly change an assassin’s opinion, but that did not mean that it was necessarily more accurate or that it always yielded reliable results.  No matter how good an assassin was, there were always personal opinions that would be in play for an interaction, and that could color the entire interaction.  Still, his less personable approach often meant that he was excluded from the more critical missions because it was more important to be certain than to be quick with actions that could make or break the ancient group.  Itzel had always suspected that this had been intentional on his part.  His predecessor had always been the first in the field.  Darius was always the last.
Itzel was one of the very few who knew Darius well enough to understand that his approach was not so different from the other assassins’ views—the person opposing him just didn’t get to see how he reached his decision.  His methods were completely internalized, and any argument made after he reached a decision was typically seen as an emotional gamut, and he was right far more often than most druids were willing to admit.  The only time when Darius was open to external information was while he was forming a decision.  He did realize these came from an emotional point as well, but that played into the way he made the decision, stripping the argument of the emotion and seeing it from an almost completely objective perspective.  The lack of understanding of how he worked had caused so many of the druids to be less receptive to his decisions, and he was not one to try to persuade them to see things his way.  Just as he loathed people trying to change his mind, Darius respected the decisions of others and did not try to push his thinking on them.  This had meant that he was rarely assigned any tasks, and over time, druids had come to think of him more as a protector than an assassin.  And that was exactly why Itzel had been astonished when he had insisted on joining her.  This decision made it clear that he more than simply disagreed with her thinking—no, it showed something else, but she was not certain what.  Her intentions on going to Solona were just as mysterious as she rarely opened up to anyone about her real intentions.  Perhaps this was why she understood him so well.  Neither of them were prone to persuasion, it was just far less obvious with Itzel that she was not listening to others.  
She watched him, her mind again trying to come up with some reason for why he had joined her.  The only possible reason she could surmise for him joining her was that Darius planned to try to persuade her to change her mind.  Every day, he had put forth his view, warned her about the potential problems with the trip, and tried to convince her to change her mind.  It had really thrown her in the beginning, but over the weeks she had become accustomed to it, dismissing every attempt he had made with greater ease.  Never once did she reprimand him for it either.  Something about his repeated, indirect attempts to get his view across were met with interest and a bit of confusion.  In the end, she was very intrigued by what was driving him to act so out of character.
Itzel understood her travel companion well enough to know that this was completely out of character for him, and despite some annoyance, she was touched that he cared enough to leave his home to protect her.  Even if he was trying to protect her from herself.  The whole trip had been incredibly fascinating as she had seen several different variations of the assassin she had known for so long.  Instead of taking offense to his obvious belief that the trip would be a disaster, she wanted to find out what was driving Darius to act against his own beliefs.  So far, it had been a largely disappointing study because he had refused to address it directly.  With the castle now within view, he was running out of time.  
His voice was pouty as he muttered, “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”
“Someone has to be able to handle you.”
“You are attempting to lightly change the subject.”  His cold tone caused her to giggle.  It was always nice to be called out for what she was doing.  So many people missed her slight pivots in conversation that would take it away from whatever path she did not want to follow.  
Turning the giggle into a cough, she wiped her mouth with a small handkerchief. “Excuse me.  So much dust on these roads.  But you are wrong.  You just don’t recognize the problem I am working to resolve.”
His voice was nonplussed as he responded, “Don’t try that on me.  You already know it doesn’t work.”
Itzel place a hand under her chin and looked out of the window. “Nothing works on you, so I am not trying anything.”
“That is the third attempt.  I would appreciate it if you would stop insulting my intelligence.”
The smile slid from her face. “I am not insulting you at all.  Merely acting like myself.”
This was met with a tense silence as both parties considered the possible outcomes for the next 24 hours.  Neither was likely to open up about their expectations.  Occasionally, Itzel’s eyes would flick toward the darkness to see if there was any change in her companion only to find that she could not make out anything.  It did not take long before the smile began to tweak the corners of her mouth, and it evolved almost imperceptibly over the course of the silence.  Too much had happened for the druids to sit back any longer, and she knew it.  Darius had often pressed for a more insular approach, but he was often aware that they would need to interact outside of their tight-knit group if they were to survive.  His extreme reluctance for Itzel to go seemed strange considering everything that had happened over the last few years.  Darius had made it clear that they would need to be more proactive, but once the mystics had finally reached out, he met it with extreme distrust and suspicion of the intent.  Almost none of the other druids had been willing to leave after he had expressed his opinion of the situation, a decision that Itzel felt was too quickly reached.  She knew that such a move was risky, but avoiding the mystics would only put the druids and assassins in greater danger.  She resolved to meet the mystic queen, and was shocked when Darius had immediately insisted on joining her once it was clear she was going to see Freya no matter what anyone else said.
Itzel would like to have ignored the signs the way so many other druids were, but following Kendra’s death, she knew that they needed to take risks to join with the only people who could actually act as a formidable force against the Unwashed.  Itzel and Rosaline had been the only two who had insisted that someone had to go to build a better relationship, and they had both offered themselves as the representative.  Everyone knew that was a potential trap, even without knowing who the champions planned to send.  They had all known of the corrupted seer within the castle walls within a week of her arrival, and being in close proximity with a corrupted creature made all of them uncomfortable.  Rosaline had been required elsewhere, and had bowed out to let Itzel be the negotiator.
Of all the magic users, only the assassins had been both aware and incredibly wary of the rise of the Unwashed.  The mystics had dismissed the cult as a problem for the mainland, a place where they rarely went, and their guardians only paid attention to them when they were with a mystic taking care of international business.  The exceptions were the few guardians who sought mystics living on the mainland, and one very eccentric guardian who always did things his own way.  The seers hailed from a small but once powerful nation that had been in decline for the last couple of centuries.  They and their champions had not seen the problem as being more critical than the decline of the nation until it was too late.  The Unwashed had exploited their weakened state, and there were now very few remaining known seers in the world.  The only positive aspect was that unlike the other two female magic users, seers could be born to anyone who had seer blood, no matter how many generations had passed since the last seer.  The champions had recognized the problem that the Unwashed posed after encountering some of the earliest corrupted seers, but they had failed to see the threat for what it was until the assassins had approached them.  Even the druids had seen the sect as a passing threat that would eventually fall away as their enemies usually did.  The fact that they were human made the Unwashed seem like a joke.  Time had proven everyone else wrong.  On their own, the assassins could only monitor the actions of the Unwashed.  They had to witness the cult members in action before they could judge, something that was difficult to witness in the early days as the Unwashed had worked in secret for so long, and the assassins could not follow them after the druids’ declaration that they were to remain neutral, not invade human space.  The Unwashed emerged from their holes when they were certain they could gain the acceptance of humans who feared magic users.  Because the druids had not taken the humans seriously, they had all but forbidden the assassins from direct actions, even after the Unwashed were out in the open.
Then one of their own had gone missing.  
It would be a long time before they would find out what happened to her, but they had no doubt who had been at fault.  Only then were the assassins given the permission needed to start judging humans on a much larger scale than at any other point in history.  By then, the sect had grown far too large for them to act alone.  With the other magic users still unaware of the risks of allowing the Unwashed to grow, it had taken the assassins a long time to finally strike a deal.  And even that only occurred because they had taken in a few jaguar shifters who were the children of outcast parents.  Those children had been raised to fight as much like assassins as champions, but had retained many of the unique abilities of their kind.  Never quite as fast as the panthers, the jaguars had proven to be the necessary bridge between the two cat shifter types to finally get the champions to join the fight against the Unwashed.  There had been a couple who had been more receptive, but even Legend had limited abilities to sway the champions as their focus had always been more on repopulation than anything else.  Until the rise of the assassin-trained children, the champions had viewed the Unwashed as largely a threat for other nations.  Too late, they learned just how vulnerable that had made them and the seers to the machinations of the humans.  
Though he had not carried out the training, Darius had been the assassin to propose such a bizarre method.  Typically, children of other cat shifters were left to fend for themselves.  Engaging with them was incredibly risky, particularly with the jaguar shifters.  Given their small population, it took an extreme act of betrayal for the jaguars to banish their own.  Though some of the assassins had wanted to use the men and women who had been banished to fight the Unwashed, Darius had argued that taking their children would be viewed more favorably by the champions, whereas working with those who had been banished would further the divide.  His initial suggestion was naturally viewed with doubts and derision—particularly as it would take decades to train them—but Itzel and Orion had soon realized the power behind his argument.  From there, they had sold the idea to others.  When Caspian had made one of his rare appearances, Itzel had made sure to greet him and catch his ear before anyone else could sway him on the issue.  Once Caspian had agreed to train the children, all arguments against Darius’s plan ceased.  
So many decades later, many druids had forgotten the role Darius had played, and he was content to let them believe that the success was all Caspian’s doing.
After thousands and thousands of years, things still don’t make any more sense.  The problems are constant, just in strange variations of those that we faced in the beginning.  I wonder, if the alliance with the seers had held, would we have found a better path forward?  
Itzel continued to stare out the window, her mind wandering, knowing that Darius would eventually break the silence.  His ideas and proposals were almost always right.  The panther had a kind of flawless logic that was almost terrifying, and the fact that he exhibited so little emotion was its own mystery.  It made him a poor confidante, as Darius would never provide anything that people wanted to hear.  He offered the truth, for better or worse.  It was not entirely unheard of for him to tell others that accepting a suicide mission was the only way out of a particularly perilous emotional state.  This apparent heartlessness toward how others felt had made him almost unapproachable.  Itzel had been angered by him on numerous occasions, but had always hidden it behind jabs and light sarcasm so that he would not be alienated any further.  
A part of her had always feared that one day he would grow weary of the entire society, leading to his own self-exile.  That would have been a disaster on nearly every level.  Even if they did not realize it, the druids had come to rely on him far more than even Caspian, and they had taken it for granted.  Itzel feared that one day it would be too much even for the stoic Darius.  When she talked with him, she always made a point of thanking him and expressing her gratitude because she knew that he was owed far more than he was given.  
He’s not a bad travel companion either.  There is no idle chatter or ulterior motives to his actions.  It is quite nice to have time to think and to know that every conversation has a point to it.  Her eyes moved to the sky. Maybe that is why I seek him out all of the time.  Unlike the rest of them, I always get the truth as he sees it, no sugar coating.  It is going to spoil me.  
To her surprise, Darius did not speak again until the coach stopped outside of the palace.  He leaned forward and looked at the structure. “I know it is unnecessary, but I feel compelled to warn you to be extremely cautious.  Watch your words with more care than you usually exhibit.”
Itzel shifted, picking up her small bag. “You aren’t joining me?”
His eyes turned back to her, but he said nothing.  Itzel nodded, then smiled. “Right.  Of course not.  I should have known that there was only so far you were willing to go with me.  I swear, Darius, I will be as careful as I possibly can.”  She stood up and moved to the door. “Stay out of trouble.”
With that, she stepped out of the coach and began the pleasantries of speaking with dignitaries and personnel of the mystic nation.  The peace and calm were replaced with the same kind of tension and forced happiness that she displayed to the world.  Internally, she was analyzing and judging every little action, every word, every look.  As the carriage rolled away, she made her way along the long walk to the door, accompanied by two guardians.  Her eyes drifted back to the carriage as it moved away, the blinds lowered.
And what do you plan to do while I am away? We both know that this is going to take longer than either of us will find comfortable.  Is that why you really came? 
She smiled in response to something one of the guardians had said.  Chatting happily with them, her mind was still in the carriage, trying to figure out just why he would have come so far from home, against his better judgment, knowing that he would be alone for hours.  
Please be careful, she pleaded as she entered the palace, her head turning one last time to see the carriage disappear from sight.  Pulling her shawl over her shoulders, she felt a bit of a chill as she stepped into the palace.
 



Chapter 2
Give, Take, and an Unexpected Reaction
Itzel was led to a large round room with windows on all sides, her mind barely taking in the area as her thoughts were still in the carriage that was somewhere in the city with a passenger who was clearly up to something.  There was no chance that Darius would be in the palace, and that meant that she was truly isolated with no allies to come to her aid if needed.  But she did not think that was the worst of her problems.  Darius was loose in a city of people who had, until recently, been very hostile to assassins.  
Please be careful. The thought was unbidden as she worried about her travel companion.  
Realizing she had been silent for the last few minutes, Itzel turned to look at the guardians who had brought her up, fully expecting them to take seats.  Without a word, they bowed to her and left.  
“Oh.”  She watched as the door closed.  Turning back around, she realized how foolish she had been in being so distracted, especially after she had sworn that she would be cautious.  Her mind immediately stretched out and she quickly realized that it was not a trap being sprung, but something else entirely.  A quick flick of her wrist, and she knew that she and the guardian in the room would be able to speak freely.
“Hello, Hector.”  She moved to a window, her small, fragile frame far more intimidating than it should have been as she clasped her hands behind her back and stared out at the beauty of the mountains.  “We have never met, but you have my full respect and most sincere condolences, although I realize that the appropriate time for such an expression has long passed.  I always felt it was foolish to ignore the loss of one of our own, but the druids are… well, you are part of the Order, so I don’t need to explain tradition to you.”  A cool breeze came through an open door to her right.  Stepping over to it, she spread her arms out to the side and enjoyed the feel after being trapped in a small carriage for so long.  After taking a deep breath, she continued, “Had I been in your place, I don’t know that I could have been so understanding, but you made the right choice.”  She smiled and muttered, “Not that my travel buddy would agree with that.”
A tall, exquisitely handsome man appeared by her side. “Where is your escort?”
With a gentle laugh, she turned, letting the beauty of the man take its full impact before speaking.  His yellow eyes were much softer than the eyes she had faced for weeks.  Though he was trying to be tough, Hector clearly had something on his mind, but she wasn’t about to disappoint him quite yet.  “My gods, but she would be a fool to ignore you.”  She laughed again, then held up a hand, “I'm not dodging the question.  Don’t worry.  My little assassin has run away, and is no doubt sulking somewhere because he was unable to persuade me not to come here.”  Fool, you have nothing but doubts about that, yet here are you are, making light of something that is clearly eating away at you.  Itzel hated that part of her brain because the commentary was unnecessary—she simply wanted to think of something else for a while.  The thought forced her to smile more broadly.  “How are you these days, Hector?”
“As good as could be expected.”
She placed a hand on his face, allowing some of her warmth to spread into him. “From someone like you, I expect much.”  The touch flashed for a second in his eyes, and she saw the sadness lessen for a moment.
He sighed and pulled her hand from his face.  The sadness in Hector’s eyes was obvious, but he was clearly trying to hide it.  “Thank you for coming despite the mistrust.  I know that they will listen at some point, but I fear it may be too late when they do.”
Musing over how he was not reprimanding her for the magic she had used to lessen his pain, Itzel shook her head and turned back to the scenic view. “That is why I am here.”  For a brief moment, she opened up about her intentions, “The seers are all but destroyed.  I would prefer that not happen to these ladies as well, if for no other reason than we cannot face them alone.”
“Is that your only motive?”
Itzel smiled and shrugged.  “It’s a beautiful view.  I want to envy it, if only for a moment.”
Silence stretched out, but it felt different than her time with Darius.  She did not have weeks to get to the heart of the problem, and Itzel knew it was best that everyone involved be at ease as much as possible.  Not really my strong suit.  Rosaline would have been a better choice.
She looked up at him, “I know what information you want to discuss, but unfortunately I really don’t have any answers for you.  We were not involved with what Anders was doing.  Someone will be along shortly who can enlighten you, though I must warn you that what little I know is not good.”
“And what is it that you know?”
“Both Anders and Alexis are missing.”  Itzel wanted to soften the blow, but she knew there was no way to say it without lying.  “I am sorry.”
“What do you mean by missing?”  Hector was biting his lip.  
“I have no details.  You likely know more than I, as it was the Order who had so many slaughtered trying to get the babe to safety.  The extent of my knowledge is that Anders and Alexis went after them.  I have heard nothing else.  Though, to be fair, I have had no one from which to get regular updates, and my little assassin certainly would not have any intelligence on the matter.”  No, I am certain he knows, he just doesn’t want to share what he knows.  The thought was a little bitter, but she understood his reasoning.  By keeping Itzel in the dark about what was happening, he was either putting pressure on her to return home because of the dangers with being around the Order and mystics.  Or he was shielding her from something truly horrible.  One was just as likely as the other, but she felt certain that she would learn once Haiden arrived.
Itzel looked up at Hector, who was clearly upset at the news.  “I am sorry that I don’t have more information.  You really deserve so much better.  Just wait a little while.”
He gave a small nod of his head and turned his yellow eyes to take in the view.  
Itzel cleared her throat, “What I can offer you is information about your grandmother.”
Hector’s head whipped back around and he looked at her, the surprise obvious on his face.
Maintaining eye contact, she told him, “While I realize that you really do not need additional concerns being piled onto your current load, I thought you needed to know that Kendra is free and will find peace once she has finished a few things.  She is in good hands until that time.  Of that, I can promise you.  A better, more compassionate person could not have been chosen to help her move on to the next life.  And from the sound of it, Kendra actually helped save her caretaker as well.  You really come from an illustrious line, and I hope that you will continue to prove that love goes beyond rules and restrictions.  Kendra certainly did.”
Hector’s expression was a mix of shock, concern, and hope as his eyes flicked toward the top tower.  Itzel knew what he was thinking, but she just wanted to see for herself if things were as unchanged as she had thought.  A faint smile moved across her face.  She would still look for the bond, but Itzel did not need to see it to know that Hector’s feelings had not changed in the time since his brother had died.  
Before he had a chance to ask anything, they were interrupted by a knocking sound.  Hector turned with a frown on his face, Itzel with a beaming smile on hers.  Standing in the doorway was a champion, his blond hair with black highlights making it obvious what his shifter form was.  His orangish eyes buried any doubt as to his lineage, but at first glance, this was not who had been expected.  Itzel’s wide smile faltered.  The champion’s hand was still up, his knuckle gently rapping on what appeared to be air, but there was definitely something blocking his motion.  
The voice sounded like it was coming from the other side of a closed door. “Itzel, I trust that you weren’t torturing the poor boy.”
Both Itzel and Hector gawked for a couple more seconds.  Itzel was the first to respond.  Flicking her wrist as she ran across the room, she threw her arms open and wrapped them around the champion’s neck.  Her legs dangled well off of the floor as he laughed and hugged her back.  
“My gods, but I have missed you, Haiden! You had us so worried.  I thought Draven was going to create a trench in the floor, and poor Orion has been through quite enough without having to worry about what you forced Caspian to do.”
“No one forces Caspian to do anything.”  He kissed the top of her head and placed her on the ground.
“That is true.  But the way you barreled in there.  It’s a damn good thing that Callie provided support because that maniac was about to run in after you.”
“There was never any—okay, well, yes, I couldn’t have done it without their help.  The disguise only worked because Callie clouded the minds of the Unwashed around Harmony.  I should probably thank her and Caden while I am here.”
“That may not be the best idea.”  Hector strode over to them.  “Caden isn’t exactly Caspian’s biggest fan, and any mention that they worked together is more likely to set him off again.”  He offered his hand to the champion.
Haiden smiled broadly, his hand extended, “None of that.”  Grabbing Hector’s hand, he pulled him in and wrapped the startled guardian in a big hug.  
Hector cleared his throat, then pulled back, his mouth tweaking up a little.  “You are just as outgoing and obnoxious as usual.”
“Obnoxious? Me? I think you have me confused with the assassins.”
Itzel laughed, while Hector rolled his eyes.  His expression quickly became serious again as his eyes moved to the tower.  “Now that you are both here, I had best let her know.”  He walked through the door.  Once on the other side, he paused and turned, “The look doesn’t suit you.”  With that, Hector moved out of sight.
Waving her hand, Itzel disagreed, “I think you look amazing.  Kudos to Harmony.”  Itzel reached up and moved a hand through his hair, the tip of her tongue sticking out between her teeth as she messed it up.  “Ooh, it even looks amazing.  I assume this was her idea?”
Haiden laughed, “Of course.  It doesn’t matter what she has been through, she insisted that I be protected, and that meant changing a few things before placing her protection on me.”  
“I can add to it.”
“That isn’t necessary.”
“Harmony would appreciate it.”
Haiden narrowed his eyes, sighed, then shook his head, “Yes.  Yes, she would.  Fine, but wait until we get out of here.”
Itzel clapped and jumped a little.  There had been so much going on over the last few years, but she had been largely left to languish at home.  Taking risks was not normal for druids, but that did not mean that they didn’t get bored being safe.  “Now, on to… less happy subjects.  What is the word on the baby and her protectors?”  She spoke low as she headed toward the window.  
“Before we get to that, I thought that the voice barrier only worked with other druids.  How could he hear you?”
She waved her hand, “That is something you will need to ask him.”
“Itzel.”  There was warning in his voice.
She turned and looked at him, all of the humor gone from her face. “I know you are suspicious, but honestly, it is not for me to say.”
“But you could have done something else.  You knew I was on my way up here, so you meant for me to see.”
Her eyes widened as she looked up at him.  She blinked her lashes a few times, her pinkish blue eyes sparkling in the light from the window.  “I agree that we have got to be more open, so I want you to ask the right questions from the right people.”
“It was a setup.”
A huge grin spread across her face, and Itzel bit her lip as she wiggled her shoulders.  The giggle that escaped her was almost sincere.  
Haiden smiled at her and shook his head again, “I really missed you, too.  If only you were allowed out of your cage more often.”
The smile faded, and she looked back out the window. “If only.”  Holding in a sigh, she brought the topic back to where it needed to be. “Ask him about it when you get a chance.  Once things in Solona finally change—and that day is rapidly approaching.  Then you will need to find Legend because Hector is going to have to talk to her at some point.  There is no guarantee that I’m going to be able to do anything after this trip, and I can’t tell him because right now his focus needs to be on one person.  This whole thing with Alexis is another wrinkle that is going to distract Hector from what he needs to do.  I planted the seed.  I request that you water it once he is ready.  It would have been best to do it later, but, well, I have a cage to return to, and no one else would bring it to his attention.  That is unfair to him.”
“I have no idea what you just said.  Why would I look for Legend so that Hector can talk to a woman?”
“You will know when the time comes.”  She looked up and he was giving her an annoyed look.  “I swear, it will make sense later.  Please, trust me.”  She blew up on her bangs. “But now, I really need to know what is going on with Anders and Alexis.  Last I heard, no one knew what had happened, or where the baby was.  I don’t need to tell you how angry that has made some of the druids, and the assassins…” she simply sighed in response.
“I understand their concern.  We have talked about it ourselves,” Haiden clasped his hands behind his back, “but it is too risky to go in with that much power in one place.  Alexis may not be the most powerful mystic, but she is without a doubt the most well practiced.”
“And Anders is no slouch after all of the bonds he has had.  Yes.  That was exactly what has been holding us back.  Their powers coupled with the baby’s untapped abilities are dangerous enough in one place with corrupted magic users.”  Itzel had to bite her lip at that point because she very nearly talked about the person who had been most adamant about staying out of it because of how much more dangerous it would be to send anyone else into the fray—Darius.  I wonder what he is doing.  I hope he’s alright moping somewhere… I hope he is moping somewhere.  Gods, I need to go find him before he decides to do something, don’t I? Suddenly, Itzel had an idea of just why Darius had joined her beyond wanting to persuade her to leave.  Shit.  
“I know that Anders could still sense the baby, and Alexis was able to use that to establish safe points to catch them.  Since they laid out their basic plan, I don’t think anyone has heard from them.  The best we can do is hope.”
Itzel nodded, her other concern shoved to the back of her mind.  There was no way to rush the reason for her being there, and she certainly wasn’t going to let concern for Darius change her approach to the meeting.  It was going to be incredibly delicate, forcing just enough anger to get the lovers together without entirely turning them on the druids.  This just sucks on so many levels.  
“Itzel.  If I didn’t know any better, I would say you are pouting.”
Laughing, she kept her eyes forward. “Then it is a good thing that you know better.  I hope that I don’t have to wait so long to see you again.  Despite everything, the effects of the last few years are obvious on you.  I’m sure Harmony is going to be just what you need, but I don’t know when you guys will have time to really enjoy yourselves.”
He shrugged, “We will always find the time.”
Itzel smiled up at him, “I hope she forces you to relax.  From what I hear, you just about bit off Draven and Dulce’s head when they forced you to take a week off.”
Haiden’s face clouded over, “I could have gotten Harmony out of there earlier if they hadn’t done that.”
“Oh, please.  Taking care of the heart was what held you back, not Draven.  If you had gone in as you were, it would probably have killed you, then Harmony would have died.”
“That’s—” Haiden glared at the horizon.  Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes. “That is probably true.  Still.”  He looked down at Itzel, “They could have told me.”
“You never would have listened.”
“It’s one of the problems we all share.”
Itzel waggled a finger, “Not all of us.  There are a few who are level-headed.”
“Don’t you dare say Caspian.”
The laughter echoed around the room. “He is worse than you.  No, I mean we have Orion.  You guys have Draven.  And the Order has…”
They both looked out the window as their minds went through all of the white tiger shifters.  Haiden scratched his chin, “I'm hoping that Hector might be the—”
“You are very much mistaken.  I hate to say it, but the most level-headed man they have is Anders.”
Haiden pursed his lips, “Oh yeah.  I forgot he was theirs.  He damn well better come back safely.”
“Agreed.”
The atmosphere in the room shifted, and they knew Hector had returned.  He said nothing, and moved almost imperceptibly into a place where he could not be seen.  
Haiden was about to call out to him when Itzel placed a hand on his arm.  “Tell me, Haiden, when was the last time you visited?”
Allowing her to change the conversation, Haiden thought for a moment. “Oh, that’s right.  Um, 42 years ago? You were gone.”
“Yeah, that was the last time I got to escape.”
“May I ask you a personal question?”
“Sure.”
“Has Caspian ever made up his mind?”
Itzel took in a deep breath.  Of all the questions she had expected, that was certainly not it.  “I will make Draven pay for this.”
“He’s worried about you, you know.”
“He has a lousy way of showing it.”
“I’m worried about you, too.”
“There is no need for it.”  Itzel shrugged and smiled at the horizon.  “It really is beautiful.”
“Perhaps I should ask him to trap you on a little beach for a week to make you evaluate your life, too.”
“Draven isn’t that foolish.”
“You didn’t think he would be foolish enough to tell me about you and Caspian either.  Yet he did.”
“Yeah, well, just because Caspian won’t travel with me anymore doesn’t mean that no one will.”
“Who came with you this time, then? Everyone is already on assignment, and I know that Caspian will not be able to help you here.”
“That is an answer in and of itself.”
“Does he know that you are here?”
“The more relevant question is does he care?”
“Of that, I have no doubt.”
“Shows how much you know.”
“I’m sure he still cares.”
“And that means nothing.  Now, drop it before I agree that it was a bad idea for me to be here.”
“What do you mean?”
A voice behind them saved Itzel from having to explain herself. “Thank you very much for coming all the way here, Itzel.  I know—”
Thank gods.  Damn you, Darius, I’m not going to admit you were right.  Itzel spun around, glad that things were proceeding away from her personal life.  There was no need to smile either, as the topic that was likely on Freya’s mind was not about Itzel or Haiden’s trip.  “I am sorry, Freya, but the news is not good.”  
As quickly as possible, Itzel handed the conversation over to Haiden so that she could compose her thoughts a little better.  She needed to be very precise in her approach, but the discussion before Freya’s arrival had thrown the druid off kilter.  Haiden was good.  Everyone always thought of him as gregarious and helpful, and so they dropped their guard, just as she had done.  
It was only when Freya made a slight against the assassins that Itzel was able to slip into the right frame of mind to do what she needed to do.  
Freya tried to hide a smile as she responded to Itzel’s assessment of Anders.  She seemed to think she was being blunt when she said, “I have never known any assassin, so I could not say.  I do know that he is not like any other guardian because he has always done things his way.  He comes across as gentle and kind, but I have heard the stories about what he is like with those he feels are beyond redemption.  It was never my impression that assassins work out of a sense of right and wrong, though, and that is the core of Anders.”
Itzel was accustomed to people misunderstanding the purpose of the assassins, it was what made their jobs easier.  But she couldn’t help thinking of Darius out there somewhere doing just what Freya had said his kind wouldn’t do.  Not only did Itzel suspect that Darius was working while she wasn’t there, he was doing it to help the mystics.  The way that the mystic queen was willing to dismiss them while Darius was cleaning up a mess that she and the Order had made irked Itzel.  “Then you truly do not understand the assassin’s purpose.”  She could feel the smile that softened the annoyance she felt, but she wanted to make sure this queen realized how ignorant she was.  “But your assessment is very much an apt description of an assassin.”
Freya reacted with a lot more tact than Itzel had come to expect from mystics. “I apologize.  I did not mean to offend.”  Her head was bowed to show her sincerity.  
The queen’s initial words made the next part of Itzel’s job easier, but the druid was glad to see that the queen was far more receptive to rethinking her beliefs.  “I am not the one who would be offended.  And no assassin would admit to being offended, so you need not worry.  Just keep your mind as open as you have and I feel that we may one day find the balance you desire.”  
The way Freya’s face moved let Itzel know that she had said exactly the right words to put the queen in her place.  The fact that she kept her annoyance to herself spoke to Freya’s sincerity at what they were trying to do.  The queen quickly changed topics.  
Very good.  Let’s see just how far I can push you before you admit your limitations.  There is so much more to this at stake, and you are willfully ignoring your best.  You stubborn, stubborn fool.  Poor Hector.  
The discussion moved to their minds, where Itzel continued to push the queen.  Haiden seemed to soften the condescension, keeping the peace and answering in a direct and open way.  Listening to him was so refreshing as they tried to figure out how to move forward.  A couple of times he threw Itzel a look when Freya was not watching them, and Itzel knew that he was going to have a lot to say to her once it was all said and done.  
Then the time around them slowed to a crawl, and Itzel was reminded of just how dangerous it was to be in the queen’s presence.  Fortunately, the queen thought that the condescension was unintentional, so she was working to make them feel more comfortable.  She had even cut her finger to mask the changes to time.  Itzel was impressed that the queen knew how to hide her abilities—her blood would resonate something that would mask the use of time magic.  Risky, but much less than if she had slowed time without shedding some of her own blood.  
The conversation was all but over after that.  As soon as time resumed, Haiden had moved to the queen’s side to help clean the cut from a broken tea cup.  When the conversation came around to what the queen was doing, Itzel could not help but point out something she had noticed following all of the reports from the kingdom.  
“I must say, you are allowing for far more than I would have expected any mystic regarding the guardians.”
Freya didn’t even look up as she finished cleaning up after the broken cup, “Mage users no longer have the luxury of trying to destroy the world.”
Itzel enjoyed Haiden’s laugh as she shook her head, “That was not what I was referring to.  If I didn’t know better, I would think you are trying to dismantle the Order.”  She watched the very subtle changes in the way the queen moved following her words.  It confirmed her suspicions, and made Itzel feel a good deal of respect for the mystic.  The Order had wielded so much power for so long that they had lost their way.  Clearly Freya was going to force a change that would actually help them.  The question was would the change be in time?
The queen spoke of the corruption in the Order, with the three romantic bonds that had happened within a very short period of time.  Caden and Callie.  Ian and Isis.  Anders and Alexis—although that last one hardly counted considering Anders was only loosely bound to the Order.  Itzel knew that the queen was working the topic back to Alexis, whether she realized it or not.  A part of the druid felt sorry for the queen.  It was clear that Freya felt isolated and alone, asking near complete strangers about her estranged friend.  
You fool.  You have someone less than 50 feet from you willing to die, but you completely ignore him.  You are not protecting him—you are putting him at greater risk and causing him immense emotional pain.  
When the queen refused to even look at Hector, Itzel felt a twinge of anger.  She was referring to her former lover without giving him any credit.  Or was she using something else to gain knowledge? Itzel wasn’t about to let Freya go so easily.  And one thing clearly upset the queen just as she tried to dismiss Itzel and Haiden.  
Carefully, Itzel broached the subject from a roundabout way. “It is fine.  We understand how confined you are because of—” 
Freya fell right into the trap, “I think that is another thing that should be revisited.  I have finished most of what I can do from here.  It is time that I started to leave my kingdom.  It is the only way to progress.”  
Both Itzel and Haiden were shaking their heads, but it was Hector who responded, “You are suggesting putting yourself in unnecessary danger.  You know that the Order will not allow it.”
Itzel was shocked that he had been the one to speak, messing up what she had meant to do.  And the queen’s reaction was far more than what the druid had wanted.  The pain and loneliness were obvious in Freya’s eyes for a second before she bowed to them.  “Thank you very much.  I leave you with my guardian to continue this conversation.”  With that, she disappeared.  
Itzel stood in shock at how the queen had not only ignored Hector, she had fled from the room, disregarding all concern with the use of time magic.  It was an unnecessary risk.  
Things are much worse than I had thought.  Shit.  I’m going to have to push Hector because the queen is too much of a coward to face her emotions.  Hopefully he won’t be as stubborn as a druid and will finally admit to her how he feels.  Gods, but this is a mess.  
 



Chapter 3
A Push, a Surprise, and a Quick Getaway
Staring at the open, empty door through which Freya must have fled, Itzel began to recalibrate her approach.  She had hoped to push Freya to talk to Hector, but the queen was clearly refusing any and all assistance.  
The voice behind her was level and devoid of emotion. “Mistress Itzel, Sir Haiden, if you will please follow me.”  Hector stepped forward, moving as if he were a golem.  His movements were far too stiff, and Itzel knew that he was upset about Freya’s reaction.  She tried to find any sign of Freya, hoping that the queen had not been careless enough to continue using time magic just to run away.  “Should you not follow her and counter—”
Hector quickly cut her off, escorting them toward the palace entrance, “Thank you, but she is already out of my range.”
Oh, shit.  My gods, but she is a fool.  Itzel knew that Hector was still bonded to the queen, and if he said that he could not stop her, that meant that Freya had removed herself from the time stream entirely.  It was childish and showed that the queen still had a lot to learn.  Trying to do it alone was the worst thing that Freya could do.  Itzel closed her eyes for a fraction of a second. I am so sorry, Hector.  
Immediately, she began to look for the bond between them.  It if was as red as she suspected it was, there was still hope that she could prove that she was right to have gone.  The last thing she wanted was to be in the carriage of a smug Darius.  She had never seen him smug before, but after more than three weeks of trying to tell her it was a waste, Itzel felt the assassin would make an exception.  
Haiden fell in step beside her, “That fast?”
Hector spoke as his body stiffly moved further from the queen, “She has had years of practice and you gave her the necessary emotion to execute it quickly.”
I am so sorry for this, Hector, but if she isn’t receptive to the right emotional response, you will have to take on the burden.  Clearing her throat, Itzel said something she knew was going to upset him. “I am concerned with her using her powers for such a childish—”
She didn’t even have to finish the words before Hector visibly bristled. “I dare say that your condescension and you continually pressing her for details drove her into an emotional state.  She hates to show emotion, certainly in front of those who may use it against her.”
Itzel fought the urge to laugh.  The queen was about as easy to read as a child.  You have no idea what it looks like when someone really doesn’t want to show emotion.  She wants help, she just doesn’t want to put you in danger.  Forcing a frown, she responded, “That does not sound like a mature reaction.”
“Do you think that she misses how you constantly think of her as a child? That she doesn’t know that you look down on her? I assure you that she is as aware as I am.”
Do you really think that I didn’t want you to notice? After weeks with Darius, all of this indirect discussion and manipulation were incredibly… bothersome.  The thought shocked Itzel, but she hid it to consider it later.
Ever the peacemaker, Haiden stepped forward, cleared his throat, and said, “I don’t think that anyone was intending to be condescending.  It just—”
Still the smooth liar, Itzel almost smiled at him.  
Hector bought it because he did not know Itzel nearly as well as Haiden. “No, most people do not intend to come across as condescending.  That is why you don’t realize you are doing it.  She is much younger than us, but her abilities make her far older than her age.”
Pleased with the results, Itzel knew that Hector was going to eventually stop being so passive in his approach to managing Freya.  The bond was faint, and she couldn’t quite make out the color.  Trying to focus on it made her feel uncomfortable—he was very good at hiding what he didn’t want others to know.  He definitely is Kendra’s grandson.  Itzel tried to take on the role of innocent victim of her own words. “She should not be treating us with suspicion.  That is against everything—” 
Hector’s reaction was very reassuring. “There have been far too few people in her life that she could trust.  And they have all either died or left her.  What she wants is too important to her to allow any further emotional risks.  And please stop looking at me like that.  You won’t find it.”
Itzel was ecstatic by his words and wanted to yell at the guardian that he was there and that he needed to let Freya know that he was there for her.  What she had not expected was the annoying direction.  For a second, Hector sounded almost exactly like Darius.  Shocked, she looked up into his warm yellow eyes, and she could tell she was blushing at being found out.  Looking to Haiden for a little help, she managed, “You talk as if—” 
“How do you feel about Caspian?”
Gods damn you, Haiden, for bringing him up in the gods damn palace.  Itzel felt certain that Hector would not have brought up Caspian if Haiden hadn’t so openly talked about him.  While she was playing Freya and Hector, Haiden was playing her.  Gods damn you.  
Hiding her emotions, Itzel managed, “I have moved on, but I still wish him the best.  I regret that I could not—” 
Hector was not done yet. “Now, imagine feeling that and having to take responsibility for him.  Now, imagine that he is trapped in a cage forced on him because of who his parents were.”
Behind Hector’s back, Itzel glared at Haiden as she answered, “I don’t know that I could do that because he would self-destruct.  I could not watch that.”  It would never happen.  No one could pin him into a single place where he did not want to go.  It is not an apt comparison to your queen.
Haiden coughed, reminding Hector that Itzel was not the only one there.  “Hector, we know that you are not happy with the situation, but surely you know how precarious her position is.  I don’t want to see what happened to Iris happen to the queen.”
Itzel was surprised by how cold Hector became at the comparison between Iris and Freya. “The dangers of what could happen if the queen were to become emotionally volatile are far worse.”
Itzel smiled to herself. He does realize it.  Good.  Just don’t take too long or everyone will be in real trouble.  Keeping her thoughts to herself, Itzel spoke straight into Hector’s mind, What do you know of Natalya?
Haiden was momentarily shocked.  The mental bond between them should have been broken when Freya fled.  But here they were, talking without her help.  Itzel raised an eyebrow at him to remind him that he would need to talk to Hector at a later time to find out how it was possible.  Haiden’s jaw clenched, and he was clearly unamused by her obvious reminder.
Unaware of their exchange, Hector responded, I know that she was the king’s lover and I know what she did to a young child until the king’s death.  I know that the queen is hiding something about her, something you just learned.  Unlike you, I will not press her because if she has secrets, she will reveal them when she needs to, to the people who need to know.  
Haiden spoke up as the voice of reason, She is in grave danger, yet she is exacerbating it.  He did not tell Hector that the champions and assassins were well aware of the corruption.  After what had happened to the seers, the mystics were probably the only magic users foolish enough to think they were immune from Unwashed infiltration.  Even the druids had taken a number of precautions to ensure that none of their corrupted sisters could ever return.  If the Unwashed ever figured out how to corrupt a druid.  So far all they could do was add them to a heart, which was terrifying enough to the druids.  
Hector responded in a way that was predictable. She has spent her entire life in grave danger.  
Itzel knew that a little push was needed to make him stop being so damn stubborn.  You do not understand the full extent—
Hector’s thoughts cut her off, I would like to remind you about being condescending.  What I do not know about Natalya is nothing compared to what you do not know of the queen.  His eyes were colder than when they had met, but still so much warmer than Darius’s.  He bowed. “I hope you have a pleasant trip.”  He did not wait for a response.  
As soon as she knew he was out of earshot, Itzel groaned, “Gods, but this is such a shock to the system after the last few weeks.”
Haiden held out his arm to her.  Itzel beamed at him as she threaded her arm through his. “Thank you, kind sir.”  
The conversation was light as they moved away from the palace.  They talked merrily for a few miles as they headed to a small café on the bay.  The place was relatively secluded a little distance from the port, which was guaranteed to be busy.  It would be tricky to blend in with Haiden’s appearance, but at least he wasn’t carrying his weapons.  This would draw less attention.  Itzel’s appearance would have drawn attention, but she could easily be mistaken for a mystic.  Few people had ever seen a druid, so she knew that most of them would assume she was a mystic trying to hide her identity behind a fake hair color.  Keeping her eyes trained on Haiden, she knew that no one would notice her strange eye coloring.  
They sat outside and ordered drinks.  As soon as the wait staff was gone, Itzel placed a small bubble around them.  
Haiden’s smile immediately dropped. “I hope that you had a good reason for angering both of them.”
“They are in love, but neither is willing to be the first to admit it again.”
“Again?”
“You don’t want to know, Haiden, you really don’t want to know.  Just enjoy your Harmony and appreciate that she is so much more honest about her feelings than those two fools.”
Haiden shook his head, “They aren’t the only fools.”
“I made my admission long ago, and it did not last.  He wanted something else, and these days I have to agree with him.”
“Putting on a brave face will only eat you up inside.”
“You are quite right, Haiden, and I would listen to your advice if it applied.  Fortunately, it isn’t one of my current problems.  I was in love with him when you were a cub.  It’s not like he is that enthralling.”
“I will always be available to you if you want to talk.”
Itzel smiled at him. “Haiden.”  She placed a hand on his and scooted her chair closer.  “I love you.”
Pulling his hand out from under hers, the champion rolled his eyes, “I don’t mean now.  When you are ready to talk.  Honestly instead of with all of your diversions.”
Itzel giggled, “There is nothing to talk about.  Really, that was so long ago and he isn’t that irresistible.”
“I disagree.  I find him to be pretty irresistible.”  Haiden smiled at her.  
“You’re a jerk.”  Itzel giggled.  
Haiden put an arm around her and pulled her close. “You will be okay.  Just put that incredible intuition to use on yourself so that you can heal properly.  I really want to see you more often, which you won’t be able to do if you are stuck at home.”
“I am stuck there no matter what anyway.”
“True, but with everything going on, clearly they are willing to let you slip away once in a while.”
Itzel placed her head on his shoulder and let herself feel the warmth of someone else for the first time in several hundred years.  “Harmony is a very lucky lady.  You make sure to tell her I said that.”
The way he laughed was comforting, but it caused tears to spring to Itzel’s eyes, and she looked away from him.  Not noticing the change in Itzel, Haiden responded, “I would if she knew who you were.  That is how little the rest of the world knows about you; not even some of the most well-traveled seers have heard of most of you.  That will not change if you stay locked away.  The assassins are the only ones who get any recognition, and I dare say they get far too much exposure.  It’s like they thrive on their reputations.  I cannot imagine there are any the world doesn’t know about.”
Blinking rapidly to fight back the tears, Itzel made sure he couldn’t see her face.  She couldn’t help but laugh at his words because there was one assassin who definitely did not want to be known.  “We are known when we need to be.  That is enough for me.”
“We both know that is not true.  You don’t need to lie to me, Itzel.”
The druid looked at the horizon with mountains looming much closer. “The view isn’t as pretty from here.  The mountains look almost like they are smoking.”  She laughed as she tried to change the subject, then something clicked in her mind.  “Oh, shit.”
“Itzel.”  A low voice behind them caused Haiden and Itzel to turn around.  Their eyes moved down to the water where sitting in a little boat was a man with white hair and pink eyes.  He wore a very large and floppy hat that did not match anything about his demeanor.  
“Darius!” Itzel stood up so quickly, she knocked the chair over.  
“We need to leave.”
“What did you do?”  Itzel stood at the edge of the café’s porch, leaning over the rails.  “What did you do?”  The smoke from the mountains across the water was getting thicker.
Haiden pulled her back and placed himself between Itzel and the man in the boat.  “Who is he?”
The cold pink eyes looked up at him without any emotion. “I’m Darius.  A guardian.”  He moved the hat so that even more of the white hair was obvious, then he placed it back on his head.
Haiden looked over at Itzel.  She pursed her lips, saying, “Darius, this is Haiden.  Haiden, Darius.  And Darius, Haiden isn’t an idiot.”
Darius looked up at her, “You know that I’m not going to take your word for it.  Having his arm around someone like you in broad daylight in a place like this does not inspire positive assumptions about his intellectual capabilities.”
Haiden’s eyebrows went up.  For a moment, no one said anything.  Then he burst into laughter.  Pulling her closer and whispering in her ear, he said, “If not for the fact that you are clearly with him, I would have believed him.  I’ve never heard of a Darius before.  I think you owe me some information.”
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” she mumbled, her eyes trained on Darius.
Haiden traced a finger along her face, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.  She knew he was drawing out her discomfort, and she tried to brace herself for whatever he was going to ask.  “Have Draven or Maverick seen you within the last 50 years?”
Itzel screwed up her face.  That was not what she had expected at all. “They have both been by in the last decade or two.”
His mouth was still close to her ear as he said, “It figures Draven would pick up on it.  That bastard.  Still.  I would rather give money to him than that asshole Maverick.”  He pulled away. “It is my pleasure to meet you, Darius.  Do tell the Order I said hello.”  He placed an arm around Itzel, then kissed her on the top of the head.  “I withdraw my offer.  Clearly, you were actually being honest, and you will be fine.”
Itzel stood still. “What is that supposed to mean? Haiden? Haiden!” Haiden walked away from them, one hand in his pocket, and the other waving.  Itzel wanted to talk to him longer, but it was obvious that he was not going to talk.  Realizing that Darius had stirred up a hornet’s nest nearby, Haiden would definitely be in trouble because there was no question he was a jaguar shifter.  “What about protection?”
He stopped and looked at her with a sly smile, “That isn’t going to be necessary.”
“But Harmony would be happy to know that you had it.”
“Oh, you mean that protection.”  He tilted his head to the side to consider it for a moment as Itzel tried to figure out what he had thought she meant.  “Nah, it’s fine,” he said, then began to walk away again.  “I would say see you back home, but I will probably have Harmony out of there before you make it.  Not that you guys bother to come around to say hi anyway.”  He gave her a lopsided grin before turning and leaving.  
“Haiden, don’t you just walk away.  You know this place is dangerous now, don’t just walk away without any—” 
“I have Harmony’s protection, and that is enough.  Besides, I know that I would not win, so I’m just going to decline your generous offer.”
“What are you talking about?”  Itzel was showing more emotion now than in the entire time she had been in the palace.  
“It is so good to see you so lively.  And being so much more open.  I look forward to hearing about it.  And I don’t just mean from Draven.”
The champion moved very quickly and was nearly out of earshot when he turned, “I won’t forget to tell him about Legend.  I look forward to hearing about it in a few months.”  
“What do you look forward to hearing about? You son of—” Itzel was on the verge of throwing a fit when a low voice cut across her shouting.  
“That son of a bitch left you to take care of the bill.”  Itzel felt a hand wrap around her arm. “We need to go.”  The sound of metal hitting the table made her turn her focus to a different problem.  One where she needed a lot more details to know how to react.
Taking a deep breath, the druid turned to look at Darius.  His eyes were watching Haiden leave, but there was something in the assassin’s eyes that Itzel did not recognize.  “What is wrong with you?”
This seemed to snap him out of wherever his thoughts had been. “I hope that things were as productive for you as they were for me.”
“Darius,” her voice was full of warning, “you will tell me now what you did, or so help me—”
“Look out toward the mountain and tell me that you still want to waste time yelling at me here.”
Itzel rolled her eyes, then looked out at the water.  Having eyesight more like that of a hawk than a human, she could see robed figures running around preparing a few boats.  “They wouldn’t cover over here and let it be known that they were in the country.”
“You have no idea how many corrupted they have.  Had.  Still, I’m not going to underestimate their stupidity.  We need to go.”
Itzel let him pull her away from the little café.  “Darius, what did you do?”
There weren’t many patrons, but the few that were there were blissfully unaware of the danger just on the other side of the bay.  They had lost interest in Itzel and Darius after Haiden had disappeared from sight.  Most of them where regular humans who worked in the mystics’ country.  Unlike the seers, they knew that the magic users were in charge, not humans, and they were more than happy to ignore whatever magical intrigues were occurring around them.  Solona was on the rise, and everything was right with the world.  It made things a little easier for the druid and the assassin.  Since Darius looked like a guardian, the café patrons and people on the street barely paid them any attention, not wanting to get caught up in whatever was happening.  
Itzel felt a small twinge of jealousy for how easy their lives were.  It didn’t last more than a second, but that was long enough to remind her what was at stake.  Shaking her mind out of the confusion of Haiden’s departure, she began to move quickly, trusting Darius to get them to a safe place.  
 



Chapter 4
A Little Wager
Itzel was finding it incredibly difficult to keep up with Darius as he walked quickly away from the water.  Talking really wasn’t an option for her because she needed all of her air just to keep pace.  She attempted to mask her labored breathing as she struggled to keep Darius only a few feet away.  
Surprised at her silence, Darius looked back at her and noticed how much she trouble she was having.  Without a word, he swept her off of her feet and lifted her onto his back.  
Itzel rested her forehead on his back and tried to catch her breath.  His hat slipped to the side, and she automatically reached up and held it to his head.  She finally managed to pant out, “I swear, it has only been a few hours since I told you to stay out of trouble.”
“I’m not in any trouble.”
“Not yet, you aren’t.  But you will be.”
His toned body shrugged under her. “I’m fairly certain no one is going to be upset.  Well, no one who matters.”
“Darius, you potentially started an international incident.”
“No, I left that up to you in the palace, but judging by Haiden’s relaxed physique, it wasn’t as much of a disaster as it could have been.”
Itzel pursed her lips, “I’m certain the visit will pay off.  It’s all up to Hector now.”
“Really, you put this all on Hector? Shouldn’t the queen be taking care of her people?”
“Freya has put too much distance between herself and everyone else.  She’s more like a petulant child than a queen.”
She felt his entire body tense then release, letting her know that he was silently sighing. “You are always so much harsher to your own gender.”
“What? I am not.”  Itzel pouted, “She time shifted and ran away so that even Hector couldn’t reach her.  Try telling me that isn’t childish.”
“There is no doubt it is.  Almost as childish as refusing to admit when you were wrong.”
“When was I wrong?”  Itzel’s head shot up and she stared at the back of the assassin’s head.
“Coming here was wrong.  You noticed how many Unwashed were moving on the other side of the bay.  There isn’t time for a pair of lovers to work things out.  Well, there wouldn’t have been time.”
Itzel let her head fall back onto his back. “Thank you for buying them time.”
“You’re welcome.”
They were quiet for a few miles as he moved them to a safer place away from the city.  Both of them reflected on the events of the day, but neither was ready to discuss anything in detail.  Itzel was wary of talking about something emotional with someone who scoffed at emotions.  She had no idea why Darius was now remaining so silent.  Perhaps he didn’t feel the need to talk now that the meeting had occurred.  There was no need to persuade her of anything, so perhaps he didn’t have any reason to talk to her.  Itzel relaxed against him, waiting for the enigmatic assassin to talk.
“I think this is far enough.”  His rapid walking slowed.  
Itzel looked up and noticed that they were in a forest.  “Why are we here?”
“We need to prepare.”
“All of our stuff is already prepared and waiting for us.  We just need to make it back to the vessel.”
He placed her down. “That is now going to be put on hold.”
“What?”  Itzel placed her hands on her hips. “Why?”
“There are Unwashed preparing to head across the bay to the capital.  Are you okay with just leaving things as they are?”  His tone was emotionless, but the look in his eye told her that he was amused by her lack of forethought.
She rubbed the back of her head with her hand. “You ran off and stirred them up, and now you want to finish the job.”
He gave her a wicked grin.  
Itzel closed her eyes and let her head drop back, forcing her neck to pop.  “Ah, that’s better.”  Moving her head a little, she opened her eyes again. “Yeah, you were right, we should not have come.”
Darius raised an eyebrow. “Too late for regret now.”
“That’s not how regret works.  Any time after the event is the right time to regret.”
He let out a rare laugh, and for a moment Itzel couldn’t help but stare at him.  It’s a shame he doesn’t laugh more often. Her thoughts were strangely less annoyed at the situation and more intent on her companion.  Tilting her head to the side, she asked, “And just what is so funny about that?”
“Regret is one of the most easily avoided emotions as long as you think before you act.”
“Not everyone is as emotionally devoid as you, Darius.  Thank.  The.  Gods.”  She smiled at him.  
He returned the smile, “I’m not emotionally devoid.  Just not controlled by them.  That’s why I don’t understand the right time for regret.”
“May you never learn.  Honestly, I am feeling enough regret for several people at having come here.”  She looked back the way they had come. “No, I regret that I had to come.  Rosaline would have been a better choice.”
“Yes, she would have.  But she was needed elsewhere, and Ignacio would have had a very difficult time here.”
Itzel nodded, “That is very true.  He’s still so new… to everything.”
“Fortunately, he has learned faster than almost any other assassin, so perhaps we are underestimating him.”
“The other task was a better fit for both of them, and no doubt it will finally settle him into the reality.”
When Darius didn’t respond, she looked over at him.  She frowned, “Does it bother you that he fell for her?”
Darius shook his head, “It bothers me that you don’t seem to realize just how things are going to turn out between them.”
“Rosaline is level-headed, intelligent, and considerably older than him.  She’s also incredibly responsible.  She’s not the kind of druid to go and get mixed up in a relationship with an assassin.  The sooner he realizes that, the better.”
Darius lifted an eyebrow, “It is a constant point of interest how well you can read people without understanding them.  It’s almost as if you can’t see the path people will take unless you are the one to manipulate that path.”
“Only the seers are able to see what path anyone will take.”
Darius placed a finger under his lower lip. “I suppose that is true for most people, mystics and druids included.”
“Don’t lump us in with those short-sighted upstarts.”
“It’s true that they have a lot more druid genetics than seer, so it makes sense.”  He smirked at her, and she realized that he was just trying to rile her up.  
“Oh, I see.  You are trying to get me emotionally worked up so that I will just charge ahead with whatever plan you have.  Very good, Darius.  It almost worked.”  Itzel began to remove her shawl from her shoulders.
“How about a wager?”
The shawl fell from her hands, but before it hit the ground, Darius had caught it and offered it to her, a smile on his lips.
Itzel took it, her hand brushing his as she did. “You are enjoying this far too much.”
“What makes you say that?”
“I don’t think I have seen you smile this much in the last 500 years.”
The smile was quickly gone. “I’m sorry if you find it offensive.  Perhaps it is the air in this land.  It is too thin, causing me to act in ways that are unbecoming.”
“If that is the case, I would be happy to remain here for a while.”
He frowned at her, but didn’t ask.
Sparing him from having to figure it out for himself, Itzel tapped his shoulder. “I love your smile.  I have never seen a shifter with dimples.”  Her hand moved from his shoulder to his face.  Pushing in a little, she indicated where one of the dimples was.
Darius’s expression was frozen, his blinking eyes the only perceptible movements in response.
Itzel giggled and pulled her hand away. “I’m just saying what is true.  Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to tell the other druids.  This is our little secret.”
“It isn’t a secret.”  His voice was almost pouty.  
“Oh, so you are alright with me going into detailed description about how your stern, cool, handsome demeanor is significantly improved by a smile? The way the right side of your face—”
A hand clamped over her mouth. “Yes, do keep it as a secret if you are just going to make me sound like a complete idiot.”
“Our secret,” her muffled words were still easy enough for him to discern.
“It is your secret because it isn’t something I am likely to go around discussing.”  Letting go of her, he moved away, his back facing her.  
“But you are the one who doesn’t want word spread about it.”
“I don’t want your words to be the authority on my smile.  You will twist and warp it, and then I will be hounded until I smile at every druid in the place.”
“Oh,” her eyes widened, and a part of her really didn’t like that idea.
“Took you long enough to figure that out.”  He removed his hat and placed it in the little hollow in a tree.  “I suppose that means you will definitely tell everyone.”
“No,” Itzel frowned, “I won’t tell them.”  Something about the idea of him smiling at all of the other druids bothered her.  They don’t deserve to see his smile because they don’t appreciate him.
“I can’t stop you if you wanted to, so do what you want.  I will hold it against you, but not too long.”
“I won’t tell.”  Itzel walked over to see what he was doing.  “So, about this wager?”
Darius removed his jacket and slipped it into the hollow. “I am taking your side, so you must take mine.”
“What?”  Itzel put a hand on his arm, causing him to look at her.  
“I will take your side, and say that Rosaline will turn him down.”
“What is the wager?”
“First, we need to establish our sides.”
“I know that she will turn him down, so I want to know what I lose by going against that.”
“You are certain that is what will happen?”
“Absolutely.”
“Alright, then, you can have your stance.  If she turns him down, what is it you want?”
Itzel scratched her head for a second, then a wicked grin crossed her face. “I want you to smile at me every day for 100 years.”
Darius stopped moving for a moment.  His head turned slowly, and his eyes were a mix of confusion and surprise as he looked at her. “And just what do you gain out of that?”
“Something that will make me smile every day.  But you can’t smile when anyone else is around.”  She nodded at her own words, glad that she thought to add the stipulation before he accepted her stakes.  
Darius frowned at her, “You will lose, so I accept.”
Itzel smiled, “And what is your wager?”
“I say that she will reject him twice more, then as soon as he gives up, she is going to realize her mistake and jump him.”
Itzel’s mouth fell open for a moment.  Shaking it off, she asked, “Just what do you mean by jump him?”
“Exactly the way you are obviously thinking.”
“But she is celibate.  There is no way that she is going to do anything like that after she took that pledge.”
Darius smiled and narrowed his eyes, “As for what I want if that happens…”
Itzel held his gaze, her eyes enjoying the view of the stoic assassin looking so out of character. “What is it that you… want if you are right?”
“I want to take you out again.”
Itzel felt like time stopped.  She heard nothing and the world around them seemed to fade into the background as she looked into his eyes.  Her mind pushed the first thought away, and she said, “You want to do another mission outside?”
He looked at her for a moment longer.  His voice was low as he said, “With you.”
There was a lot of potential meaning to those words.  Itzel tried to sift through the most likely reasons for such a request.  “Are you trying to help me get away more often? Despite your aversion to leaving?”
“I never said that I was averse to going away.  They just always request assistance from others, and I see no reason to argue with them.”
“But you never ask to leave like the others do.”
“I know that it will cause discomfort.”
“But by letting people get used to having you around, you have ensured that they think you don’t want to leave.”
“I am not in the habit of correcting other people’s misconceptions.”
“Why with me?”
Darius stood up and his smile widened a little. “Because I have enjoyed the conversation over the last few weeks.  Even when we disagree, our discussions are always productive.  It is a… nice change from the usual.”
Itzel placed a hand on her mouth to hide her smile—she had already thought the same thing a couple of times that day.  Not wanting to over think his wager, she nodded.  “Given what you think will happen, you have to know that you aren’t going to win.  Sounds to me like you don’t actually want to leave.  I accept.”  She held out her hand.
Darius’s face relaxed and his eyes softened as he reached out and shook her hand.  
Itzel couldn’t help but notice how large his hands were compared to hers and how warm they were.  She held on a little longer than was necessary as her mind wandered to what kind of mission they would go on together.  Won’t happen.  Rosaline is not going to give in, let alone initiate a physical relationship.  Her thoughts seemed a little disappointed even to herself as she considered the likelihood that she and Darius would go out together again.  Maybe I should have let him bet as he originally suggested.  The thought surprised her, but Itzel wasn’t about to explore where that particular train of thought would take her.  Not in the current circumstances.  She placed it in the corner of her mind to find out what it could mean later.  
 
 



Chapter 5
Outline of a Plan
The long handshake was brought to her attention when a pair of pink eyes looked at hers from only a few inches away.  “Are you okay?”  Darius was looking at her a little oddly, his hand still in hers.  
“I don’t know.”  She dropped his hand and turned around.  Pacing, Itzel asked, “You tell me what the situation is and what you need me to do, and I will let you know how I am.”
“Don’t worry.  It isn’t anything beyond your abilities.”
“I wasn’t worried about that.”
“That’s good.  I’ll remember you said that.”
“Darius,” her voice echoed around them a little, the warning clear.  
“There is a nest and they have been trying to build a heart there.  It is where they intend to take the queen, so we are going to make sure they cease to exist within the next 24 hours.”
Itzel’s eyes narrowed, “They were building a heart right across from the mystic city?”
“There were four corrupted on the mystic Council, so there has been plenty to divert their attention from what is happening so close to home.”
Itzel shook her head, “Okay, I hope you don’t mind me starting with the obvious question, but I feel it’s going to get lost if I focus on the primary part of what you just said.”
Darius just looked at her.  
“What do you mean ‘were?’”
“It’s past tense.  It means previously.”
She gave him a scathing look, “Thank you for the finer points of language.  Let me be clearer with the question.  What do you mean ‘There were four corrupted?’ You are talking about this morning, right? There were four on the Council since two were corrupted while they were traveling on the mainland.”
“Yes.”
“Darius,” Itzel already knew the answer, but wanted confirmation, “did you already kill two of them?”
He nodded.
Itzel covered her face with her hands. “An assassin slipped in and killed two women on the Council.  Oh gods, you are going to start a war.”
“Not at all.  I sank their ship when they were returning.”
“Well, that will make it difficult to say it was our fault.  Still, that was incredibly risky.”
“Riskier than the mystics being unaware that they had corruption in their ranks?”  He looked at her without any expression on his face, but Itzel thought she saw his eyes flash.  She could almost imagine he was amused.  “They still have two on the Council.”
“Please tell me you aren’t planning on killing them, too.”
“I am not planning on killing them, too.”
“Good, because—”
“Hector will.”
“What?”  Itzel stopped pacing and looked at him.  “No, he won’t.  He has to take care of Freya.”
“Yes, he will.  But not until a few weeks from now, after they have abducted her.”
“The Council is going to abduct her?”
“No, the Unwashed will, using their corrupted seer currently living in the palace.  She is going to abduct the queen, Hector will go save her—largely thanks to what you did to him today—and then he is going to kill the two corrupted members after their marriage.”  It was a small hint of encouragement, but it made Itzel feel that her work had not been for nothing.  She had been confident that it would work, but Darius was recognizing her effort after weeks of trying to dissuade her.  It was likely the only acknowledgement she was going to get that he was admitting she had been right.  But there was something about what he had said that bothered her.  
Itzel narrowed her eyes, “Why do you sound so certain about what will happen?”  Then the rest of his words registered.  Squeezing her eyes closed, Itzel felt it necessary to get a little more information. “Wait, did you say marriage? Whose marriage?”  She opened one eye to look at the assassin.
“Hector and the queen.  What we are about to do is buy them the time to get around to what they have been wanting to do for years.”
Itzel rubbed her face with her hands, “So you already knew how things were going to go when you met up with me, but you asked me how it went because why, exactly?”
“Oh, no, I didn’t know at the time.  I only found out while we were walking here.”
“And how exactly did you find out?”
“I will back walk twice, once at the end of this encounter, and again in a month’s time.”
“Wait, you can—you know how to back-walk?”
Darius gave her a mirthless smile, “You realize this isn’t helping us at all.”
“So what we are doing now, you are at the other end of these events?”
“Yes.”
“Well,” she shut her mouth for a second.  “I guess just tell me what I do and I will try to keep up better than on the way here.”
“I can’t tell you everything.”
“So we get split up.”
He nodded.  
“We will come back to this conversation from the other side of your walk.  And don’t think I’m going to forget.”
He gave her a small smile, “I am counting on you not forgetting.”
Itzel popped her neck, part of her very concerned that Darius had felt it necessary to do something as risky as back-walking so close to a large number of mystics.  That kind of magic would be difficult to miss because it had a very wide frequency.  Seers could see into the future without having to risk being found out, and they could do it by simply looking at people.  There was a small percentage of assassins who could actually reverse the order of time and move backward through it if something went incredibly wrong, giving them something near to what the seers could do.  However, back-walking would reverberate forward and backward, creating a distortion that would be easier to pinpoint later.  Something about what they were about to do was so risky, something would go so wrong, that Darius would relive it in reverse to change the outcome.  He already knew how it would work out, but he wouldn’t know exactly how to bring those results to fruition until the time came.  
“Will you tell me what we need to avoid?”
“Getting killed.”
“You mean we died?”  She found that incredibly hard to believe.
“No, but it is definitely something we need to avoid while we are making sure things work in our favor.”
“Darius,” Itzel was beginning to feel a little frustrated at the way he kept failing to answer the questions she was asking.  It was obvious he was being intentionally obtuse.  “Thank you for stating the obvious.  I do tend to try to avoid death as much as possible.”
“No, you don’t.”  His eyes watched her.
Feeling somewhat self-conscious, Itzel shifted. “Spending time with assassins doesn’t count.”  He lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say anything in response.  His gaze was intense, and she wasn’t sure how to react. “Will you tell me what it is you are trying to avoid?”
“No.”
Itzel took a deep breath before saying, “At least that was direct.  And could you please stop looking at me like that? You are making me feel very…” Itzel wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, but his intensity was making her feel anxious.  Just what happened?
“I apologize for making you feel uncomfortable.”  He stepped away and looked toward the mountains.  “We had best start moving toward the target.  There will be several boats that are about ready to launch by now, and they are going to get out of range if we don’t reach the shore within the hour.  I will tell you more about what we need to do as we head that way.”
“Are you going to shift?”  Itzel watched him stretch in the shade of the trees.
“No.  I will have to swim.”
“You are going to what?”  It was another bizarre turn of events in too short a period of time.  “Darius, why in the world did you go and start all of this while we were supposed to be on a mission of peace?”
“I am helping to keep the peace the way all of my species does.  Of all people, you know that I am not very persuasive.  My approach in assisting your mission should not come as a surprise.”
Itzel could not argue with that.  The druids kept peace through negotiations and meetings.  Their magic was based on life.  Assassins kept peace through the death of others and through doling out justice when it was deserved.  Their magic was based on death.  
Knowing that she shouldn’t ask, Itzel pushed a fist against her mouth and tried to fight back the question that was forming.  Darius was as calm and detached as usual, but there was something in his movements that suggested he was unnerved.  There was a point during their rapid walk to the forest where she had felt him tense, but she had thought he was sighing.  Now, she realized that was probably the point to which he had back-walked.  And he knew that he was going to do it twice.  That meant he had not only needed to come back to their current point, but he had needed to overlap the times to coordinate something later in the month.  He had made a huge gamble, but Darius was keeping the reason behind it to himself.  
“Telling me may help you make the right choices.”
“No, it won’t.”
“How can you be so sure?”
He turned to face her, “We are losing time we don’t have.”
Itzel’s shoulders slumped as she began to walk forward. “We are supposed to work as a team, but I guess you don’t remember how to do that after so many years.”
Gently he lifted her off of the ground and placed her on his back.  “Hold on tight.  My gait on two legs is a little less steady.”
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her face against his back as he began to run. “I wish you would let me take on some of the responsibility.  Judging by the size of the flames, you have already done a lot today while all I did was talk to a few people.”
“I just did exactly what I was supposed to do.  Or at least as much as I could with the time I had.  Between the two of us, I had the easier lot.”
“You managed to sink a ship and stir up an Unwashed nest.  That seems like a lot more than what I did.”
“What you did turns out to be critical, so don’t downplay it.  Hector is already rethinking his approach and wondering if his behavior for the last few years was wrong.  In a few weeks it will come to a head, and he will be aware of the bond when it is needed.  Because of what you said and did, this will be possible.”
“What would have happened if I hadn’t spoken up?”
“That is not a path that I walked, so I could not say.  Somehow, I doubt it would have turned out well considering how close the nest would have been and how organized they were.  I suppose… in the end… you were right.”
Itzel smiled as she was jostled on his back.  “I don’t think I have ever heard you admit to being wrong.”
“Now you are exaggerating.  You have heard it almost every time I have admitted it.”
Her mind went back, “I don’t recall—” A few memories flitted through her mind, and each time had been just as shocking as the last.  “That was only about four times.”
“What can I say? I am rarely wrong.”
She laughed, her body bouncing against the assassin.  There was a strange noise, but Itzel couldn’t even make out the source, let alone tell what it was.  “Thank you, Darius.  What do I need to know going into the fray?”  
“They have more than three dozen corrupted seers and mystics.  No druids, of course.  No fire or air abilities, but rock and grass abilities are relatively high.  Considering they are in a forested mountain, please keep that in mind.”
“Understood.”  Itzel began to calculate the right magic for the situation.  Her greatest strength was water, which was unfortunate.  With a large body of water, being able to simulate a small tidal wave would have been the fastest method of taking them out.  Grass would pretty much negate that effort, though.  “I’m going to have to use air.”
“Don’t forget you can manipulate the fire.”
“Oh, right.”  She frowned, “I guess if some of it is still active, I could work that through them with the right mixture of air current.”
“I will make sure that some of the fire survives.”
“Thank you, Darius.  I guess you have had some time to calculate what to do.”
“Not really.  I just remember what you did, and am saving you having to come up with it on the spot.”
Itzel was quiet for a moment.  Of course she felt he deserved some of the credit, but there was no point in arguing.  That was not what they needed to be doing at the moment.  Then a solution struck her. “Would it help if I gave you a boost to the boats?”
It took him a few moments, but Darius eventually asked, “You can do that?”
“Of course.  Water is my strength.”
“Would you be able to keep me from getting wet?”
“I didn’t do that for you before?”
“No, you were calculating your approach and I was calculating mine.”
“We weren’t coordinating then.”
“Neither of us are very good at it, so no.”
“Yes, Darius, I can keep you from getting wet and speed up your approach to the boats.  Just don’t think about what you are doing and you will be fine.”
“What do you mean don’t think about it?”  At that point, they reached the water again.  The port was a long distance from them.  
Darius put her down.  
Straightening out her clothes, she looked at the assassin.  “Let me mask us first, then I will get you ready to head across the water.”
He stood still and watched her draw a large cube around them to make it impossible for anyone more than a mile away to see them.  It would keep their work invisible from the people in the city.  It would be up to Darius to make sure that no one noticed him taking care of the Unwashed in the boats.  
“Okay.  Remember to take—” 
“—out the boats, yes, I know.”  He gave her a small smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
Itzel gave him a lopsided grin. “Sorry, just thought I would remind you now.  Hold on.”  She moved around him, her hands shifting and working the air around him.  “There.  For the next half hour or so, you will be lighter than water.”
“I don’t need to do anything?”
“Just run over to them.  It will feel a little… unsettling, so be prepared for some dissidence with your body so you don’t lose your balance.  Once you are done with them and their crafts, get to the shore as quickly as possible.  You will know that your time is nearly up when your feet start to get wet.  If you don’t make it to shore, be prepared to swim.”
Darius shivered.  “There’s no way to make it last longer?”
“Don’t waste time here on the shore.  I will meet you over at the rock right there.”  She extended her hand and a rock lit up for a fraction of a second some distance from the smoking trees.
With a brief nod, Darius said, “Please be careful.”  Before she could respond in kind, he was running along the top of the water toward nearly half a dozen boats making their way to the city.  
 



Chapter 6
Reflection, Reconnaissance, and a Quick Lesson
Once he was more than a mile out on the water, Itzel could no longer see Darius as he raced toward the boats.  The only hint of his progress was the way the water moved directly under him.  To most people, it would look like a wind disturbing the water, but Itzel not only knew what it meant, she could feel his weight just on the surface of the water.  After a few moments of watching his movements, Itzel realized that she had her own task to complete, as mundane as it was.  Stepping into the water, she held out her arms.  With each step, her body became translucent and began to flow with the water.  By the time she was fully submerged, it was impossible to tell the difference between Itzel and the water.  
A few moments later, she began to appear in the water close to the rock.  Her eyes immediately went to the robed figures to make sure they had not noticed her, and smiled as she watched them rushing around without any obvious intention.  They really weren’t great at planning.  How did these guys end up so powerful? 
Without having to worry about being noticed, Itzel allowed herself to materialize and take on her natural form.  Adjusting her outfit as she stepped out of the water, Itzel tried to keep her mind occupied as she waited for Darius to finish his work.  There were more than 20 minutes left before her spell would wear off.  As interested as she was in watching what was happening, she wouldn’t get the full visual since the area around Darius would be completely invisible from this distance.  
Shame, since I haven’t seen him in action since he usually works in the shadows.  It figures that the one time he is unable to do that, it… is… hmmm.  Itzel looked toward the people panicking in the boats not immediately within Darius’s reach.  It would be impossible to watch him if she were to go out in the water.  Looking over at the Unwashed rushing around nearby and the place where Darius was, Itzel knew that it would make more sense to prepare for what they would need to do instead of watching the assassin.  
Shame, she thought as she stood up and walked toward the men.  From this distance, her cover would not work.  Curiosity got the better of her, and Itzel moved toward the disorganized men.  Sticking to the shadow of the forest as much as possible, she began to work out exactly what had happened to stir them up so badly.  It was obvious that he had set something on fire, and the trees were now burning.  
Their base must be within the mountain to make it more secure than setting the base in the forest.  What was he doing setting the fire?  Itzel decided to investigate the source of the fire.  Darius was incredibly cautious, so he would not have drawn so much attention to one area without a plan.  Since he hadn’t told her anything about what he had done, Itzel decided that her time would be best spent filling in some of the questions she had about the situation.  For a brief moment, the druid considered trying to connect with magic users around her, but quickly dismissed the idea as being too risky.  One of the few details Darius had given her was that there were a large number of corrupted in the area, and they would certainly sense the intrusion of such an obvious attempt to survey who was there.  The three magic user types could always sense each other, though not all of them were taught what to look for.  Given the large number of seers and mystics in the area, though, Itzel felt certain that at least a few had been trained and would be on the watch for unconnected users in the area.  Fortunately, most druid magic was too subtle to notice—as long as she wasn’t allowing her mind to seek other magic use.  
Of course, that did make her task a little more difficult, as Itzel wasn’t entirely certain what Darius wanted them to do.  It sounded like he was trying to dismantle the heart before it was completed, but no druid had been involved in any such attempt.  Until very recently, only assassins had done anything to dismantle hearts, and Darius had never been among those who had tried.  There was no doubt that he had sought counsel on how best to approach it, but Itzel felt fairly certain that the recommendation he would have gotten was to wait for another assassin to join them.  
Itzel frowned.  Why didn’t he ask Haiden to help? Haiden recently extracted Harmony from a similar situation, and could have provided valuable insight into the process.
Carefully making her way to the source of the fire, Itzel wondered if there was a way to contact Haiden and bring him to assist them.  The image of his smiling face and quick retreat made her second-guess the desire.  Haiden had already been through so much, and he deserved a rest.  Given how many years he had pushed himself well beyond what should have been his limits, Itzel couldn’t bring herself to request his assistance.  However, this would not have been the reason why Darius had avoided asking Haiden for assistance.  The druid was almost certain that Darius had contacted at least Orion, who would certainly recommend—in the strongest terms possible—to wait for assistance.  
How did Darius even know to look for them over here?  Itzel easily kept the smoke from entering her lungs as she tried to figure out exactly how they had gotten into the current situation.  Of course, she didn’t need most of that information now, as his motives to destroy the heart were obvious even if he had not told her.  The problem was in how they were going about it.  
Putting those thoughts aside to focus on her survey of the situation, the druid quickly climbed a tree, hoping that the smoke wouldn’t be too thick to see much.  With fire being one of her weakest abilities, Itzel tended to keep her distance.  As soon as she saw the source down the rather sharp slope, she was glad that she had not tried to get closer.  There were a couple dozen buildings on fire, as well as all of the means of transportation.  Itzel had to keep from letting out a low whistle at just how much damage Darius had done in such a short period of time.  There was no smell of chemicals, indicating that his method had been either natural or magical, and Itzel was curious to know just which of the two the assassin had used.  
The druid stretched out her hand and drew in some of the flame that had leaped into the trees.  A shiver ran down her spine as the flame came close to her.  Handling fire always made Itzel uncomfortable.  Moving her hands around it, she wrapped it into a small space and slid it into a little bag she had tied to her belt.  She retrieved several more licks of flame and created safe storage balls for them, remembering that Darius had indicated that they would need the flame later.  Glancing up at the sun, she knew that the assassin was likely making his way back to the shore.  The druid quickly moved down the trunk of the tree and slipped through the increasingly smoky woods toward their designated meeting place.  
When she emerged from the forest, she had to blink several times to clear the smoke that had accumulated around her face.  It was a great way to keep her lungs clean, but the small barrier meant that the smoke remained around her, blocking her vision once she was clear of the source.  Itzel looked out over the water, but saw no sign of either the boats or Darius.  Rubbing her eyes, she looked again for any sign of movement on the water’s surface.  Still there was no sign of the assassin.  
It was impossible that he was killed as he took out the Unwashed on the water because it would have ripped open a hole in time—he was back-walking and his death would have been a paradox.  Turning around, she sought the familiar figure in the area around her.  Panic began to rise in her.  It was possible that he had sunk because the time limit was about up.  It was also possible that the spell had not lasted as long, as Darius was considerably heavier than Itzel.  Additional weight compounded with a much faster pace would likely have worn the spell down faster.  
Itzel began to walk toward the water to see if she could find him.  Thinking back to his reaction to her suggestion, she realized that the first time she had not made the suggestion because he had reacted with surprise.  At the very least, Darius had made sure to change the second attempt by telling her something that would ease her mind, allowing her to consider other potential problems.  
Just as she placed a foot in the water, a very white, very wet head began to emerge in front of her.  The look on Darius’s face was like that of a cat who had just gotten out of the water, and she could only imagine how he must have looked as he had slipped into the water.  There was no shock on his face now, though.  Just anger.  
“I am so sorry, Darius.”  Itzel rushed forward.  
He strode past her, shaking off her hands as she reached out to him.  The assassin made a beeline for the safety of the forest, and as soon as he was wrapped in the shadows, he leaned over and began to violently shake all of the water out of his hair.  
Itzel walked up beside him, not worried about the water hitting her.  It simply rolled down her, as if she had a layer of protection against it.  “Stop that.  You just look silly.”
Darius looked up, his pink eyes narrowed, but he stopped.  As he began to stand up, she placed a hand on his arm. “No, no, stay like you were.  I can fix this for you.”
“It will dry soon enough.”
“Stop arguing with me and just be still.”  Itzel pulled a small ball of fire from her pouch.  Shivering again, she created a small slit in the top of the ball, and drew out the flame with air.  “Hold this, please.”  Itzel held out the ball to Darius, who looked concerned.  Her hands began to work quickly, spreading the heated area around his body.  Keeping her hands a few inches from his hair, she dried his beautiful locks.  Her hands then traveled down his body, keeping the same distance to dry his clothing.  
As soon as she finished, Darius handed the ball back to her.  “That was incredibly risky.”
“You are welcome,” she said, looking for the slit.
“I closed it.”
“What? Oh.  Thank you.”
He gave her a faint smile, “Thank you.  It almost worked, but it appears I was a bit slower than I had thought.  Still, that was too risky.”  Darius paused, then held out a hand. “Maybe I should hold onto that.”
Itzel frowned, “No, it’s okay.  As long as it is secured, I should be fine.”
“I would feel better.”  
Itzel was about to respond, but decided that it would likely just lead to another argument.  She handed it over, neglecting to tell him that she had others. “No other assassin would ask to hold onto one of these.”
“No other assassin knows just how strong your fear of fire is.”
“It wouldn’t matter if they did.  And what makes you think that I am afraid of fire?”
“You shiver every time you have to deal with it.  And we both know that there is a very good reason for it.  Always trust your gut.”  He looked down at her.  “Please.”
Something in that look told her not to argue.  She gave her head a small nod, but decided against telling him about the other fire, understanding now that she had not had fire the first time they had done this.  It was unnerving to know that she was changing things, but at the same time, Itzel couldn’t imagine trusting anyone else to navigate the changes.  The way that Darius approached every problem meant that he had already analyzed everything several times, and he was calculating how best to get through their current situation.  
“I saw what you did at the mountain base.  That was quite impressive.  Did you use magic?”
“It was a combination.  Considering how hot it is and the fact that it is still daylight, there wasn’t much existing fire to work with, so I mixed a few kitchen chemicals with blood and made sure that not a drop of it went to waste.”
“Whose blood did you use?”
“One of the corrupted mystics.  She had a mild talent for fire that she never realized, so there was just enough in her blood to create a dozen incendiaries.”
Itzel felt a little ill at the thought of a mystic dying to create the massive blaze she had seen.  The lack of emotion and completely detached details of what he had done, the calculated measures he had taken, were just as chilling.  She knew that was how he operated, but it was very different to listen to someone talk about how they would do something versus knowing that they had actually done it.  Perhaps a part of me thought he would be less pragmatic.  No other assassin would actually talk about it, and I’m starting to see why.  I suppose they all do something like this, they just aren’t as honest.  
She looked at Darius, who was occupied with fixing his outfit and hair after the swim.  “I’m sorry that you ended up soaking wet.”
His eyes were less intense as he glanced over at her.  Darius turned his eyes back to his shirt. “It’s okay.  It took a lot longer the last time, and I had to do a lot more swimming.  And it seems like you have put your time to good use while waiting for me, too.”  He finished up and began walking toward the location with the most activity.  
Itzel fell in step beside him, noting that he was moving slower than earlier.  “What is the plan?”
“A mystic and her guardian.”
“So, it is a straightforward attack?”
“Yes.”
“Whose idea was it?”
“Mine.”
Itzel nodded.  It definitely seemed more like something he would think of because she knew his abilities—it made it difficult to think of him as anything other than an assassin.  Even if she had thought of it, Itzel would have probably kept quiet instead of saying something that might come off as an insult.  
She slipped behind him to make it look like he was protecting her.  That would be expected of her if she were a mystic because guardians almost always kept themselves between their charges and danger.  As they neared their targets, Darius pulled out a small weapon.  
“What is that?”
“It’s a crossbow.”
“Where did you get it?”
“From the guys at the bottom of the bay.  Got one for you, too.”  
Suddenly one of the weapons was in front of her face.  “I don’t know how to work one of these things,” Itzel said, tentatively taking the weapon.  
“Point and shoot.  Watch me if you still aren’t certain.”  His hand slid through the air, forming a small arrow.  He held the weapon out to the side so that she could see him slide it into the slot and pull it back.  He pointed it at one of the Unwashed preparing another vessel.  Without a word, he pulled the trigger, releasing the arrow.  Itzel watched the entire process, from the moment Darius held it out to demonstrate what to do, through to the end result.  The Unwashed fell over without any warning, catching several others off-guard.  Darius was already loading a third shot by the time the man hit the ground.  Itzel’s first arrow quickly followed his fourth, and the resulting confusion gave them enough time to take out nearly two dozen before the Unwashed could mount any kind of counter to their sudden arrival.
 
 



Chapter 7
A Different Side of Darius
The pair tore through many of the men running around outside.  Itzel looked around them, and threw her crossbow to the ground.  “Despite having had more than an hour, they are so disorganized.  I have no idea how these guys have ended up such a serious threat.”  Her hand stretched out to the water.  
A large hand wrapped around her wrist and pulled her arm down as the water on the beach began to rise.  “The city.”  Darius released her arm and shot a couple more men heading their way.  
With a heavy sigh, Itzel responded, “Right, can’t draw attention to ourselves.”  She put her hand under her mouth and blew over her palm.  The air around them began to blow toward the mountain, knocking over the line of men who had begun to form in front of them.  “We should probably get in the mountain so that we can fight with a little more ease.  You can transform out here.”
Darius let out a low growl, a sigh that he agreed.  Despite having taken out a large number of men, the Unwashed had finally started to get themselves together, and they were far more of a threat when they worked together.  
Despite that, there was no real threat to Darius and Itzel.  The Unwashed were using methods to neutralize a mystic and a guardian, methods that were far too weak to stop just one of the two on their own.  The pair made their way to the opening in the mountain, as men tried to surround them on all sides.  
As soon as the group pinned them in, Itzel could hear them begin to laugh.  
“They think they have won,” her voice was amused as she muttered this to Darius who was currently standing at her back.  
“It’s about time.  I was beginning to think that we were going to have to keep picking them off a few at a time.  This makes it so much easier.”  There was a purring quality to his voice that Itzel had never heard.  “Count to 10, then drop to the ground.”  His voice was low, too low to be heard by any of the menacing men.  
A wicked smile graced her face as Itzel looked the closest Unwashed in the eye. “Foolish, foolish humans.  How easily fooled you are.”  Her voice carried around them.  The men in front of her watched in confusion as she dropped to the ground, balling up so that she would not be in Darius’s way.  She did not protect her head because she wanted to see just how he fought.  He was the only assassin whom she had not seen in action—no one had.  When Darius worked, there were never any survivors.  
Darius drew two short swords hidden on his back under his shirt.  Itzel expected him to have fluid, direct movements that would quickly dispatch the men around them.  To her surprise, Darius moved much more like a cat toying with its prey.  He danced around her, drawing blood, but never striking a killing blow.  Every time one of the men looked like he was about to lunge forward, Darius would slash whatever body part was closest to Itzel.  When they made a move to harm him, he would slash their backs.  A few drops of blood landed on Itzel, but she didn’t notice because of the shock.  Darius had rarely shown emotion until the trip, and she found it very difficult to believe how happy he seemed toying with the men.  
One of the Unwashed broke ranks and began to flee toward the cave entrance.  Darius laughed while pulling the weapon from one of the other men.  The next second, the man fleeing was face down in the sand, trying to drag himself to the cave with a javelin in his back.  
Darius moved faster and faster, as more men tried to run.  When they tried to scream, he slit their throats so that they would not be heard across the water.  
The attack took less than ten minutes, but by the time it was over, none of the Unwashed who had been outside were still alive.  
Darius wiped his blades on the back of one of the men as he looked over the carnage.  Placing the blades in their sheaths on his back, he picked up a couple of men and dropped them between the men near the mountain cave and the ones near the boat on the beach.  He stretched out a hand, causing the corpses to vibrate on the sand.  Seconds later, they were gone.  
Turning back to Itzel, he held out his hand, the same emotionless expression on his face.  She simply looked at his hand.  He blinked at her a couple of times. “We need to go inside, Itzel.  Several have already gone in to warn the rest, which will make it harder to destroy their work.”
Hesitantly, Itzel placed her hand in his. “I thought that you hated killing.”
Darius tilted his head to the side as he pulled her to her feet. “I usually don’t take pleasure in it.”
“You tortured them.”
Her accusation was met with a look of pity.  Darius gave her a weak smile, “I didn’t kill them like that the first time, but I figured that I could make a special case for them after...”  He shook his head, obviously rethinking what he wanted to say. “I want you to stay close to the front.  Do not follow me too far.”
Itzel pursed her lips, “Is it really that bad in there?”
“It will be safer for you to stay behind.”
“Are you doubting my abilities? Or is it my ability to cope emotionally that you are questioning?”
He moved his hand close to her face, but before he touched her, he pulled his hand back, then stretched it out again and patted her on the head.  Giving her a little smile, he asked, “Would you humor me?”
“You are acting incredibly strange.”
“I am making sure that there is minimal damage.”  His eyes flashed, and Itzel felt certain he was hiding something from her.  
“I cannot make that promise, but I swear that I will not be a burden to you.”
He arched an eyebrow, “If that were true, you would listen to me.”
“Darius, I’m not a child.  In case you need to be reminded, I am older than you.”
“And you are far more emotional than me.”
“Sometimes that is a strength.”
“Sometimes it is,” his agreement surprised her.  Typically, he would argue that emotions had no place in decisions about doing what was right.  
She smirked at him, “I appreciate the sentiment, but I am fairly certain that we shouldn’t be going in there at all.  I’m not about to let you go alone.”
Darius looked at her for a few moments, then turned toward the cave. “We need to hurry.”
“Not going to argue with me about it?” she asked, moving quickly to catch up with him.  
“There is no time.  They are making their way further in.  As you said, you are older and over the last few weeks you have proven that you will not listen to me.  I win nothing by trying to make you see reason.”
“I won’t see reason? What about you? Who told you to wait for backup? I'm betting it was Orion.”
She saw his eyes flash as he turned his face toward her for a second. “No.  Caspian.”  Then he stepped into the shadows of the cave.
The name made her stop moving for a fraction of a second, almost enough not to be noticed.  But Darius didn’t miss anything.  “Why would you go to him?”
“Orion isn’t available at the moment.”
“What? Why?”
“I thought you were the mature adult here, so I would hate to think that I need to remind you to focus, Itzel.”
“Oh, ha ha.  You are hilarious, Darius.  You know—” 
Suddenly he shoved her to the ground.  Itzel lost her balance, but was able to keep from hitting the ground by creating a cushion of air.  Looking up with her eyes flashing, she saw a white flash on the other side of a wide cavern.  The sound of something hitting the ground behind her caused Itzel to turn around.  Her eyes saw a piece of wood rolling on the rocks, and then she realized that was the kind of arrow that the Unwashed used.  
“You bastards,” she growled.  Focusing her energy, she began to stir the air around them.  The druid started slowly at first, giving Darius enough warning of what she was about to do.  Flicking her hand behind her, she shielded the magic from the Council, then the air began to twirl.  Her hair whipped around her as the pebbles on the ground began to vibrate, then lift off.  Men around the room began to scream as they were pelted by debris stirred up by the rough winds moving at hurricane speeds around them.  Screams could be heard further into the cavern, letting her know that Darius had left her to take care of the men in the cavern.  Quickly taking a count of the men she could see, Itzel pulled out one of the flame balls.  She looked at it as the men covered their heads trying to protect themselves from the winds.  The druid barely noticed them as she shivered. “Too close. This is too close.”  
Slipping the ball back in the pouch, Itzel drew the air toward herself.  The sounds around her changed from screams to gasps as the men fell to the ground.  They tried to draw breath, and for a moment she felt sorry for them.  The druid slid a barrier to the tunnels, then drew all of the air in the cavern around her.  Each of the men collapsed to the floor, their mouths moving noiselessly as they had no oxygen to breathe.  Itzel walked toward the first man, placing her hand on his head and extinguishing his life.  For a moment, his eyes reflected fear, then relief.  Finally, his head fell to the floor, his eyes lifeless.  Quickly, she moved to each of the other men, ending their lives and suffering before they could suffocate.  That would have been a far longer, more painful process, and Itzel loathed to cause suffering.  
Pulling back the barrier and releasing the air, she moved down the tunnel to find Darius.  It was a relatively easy path to follow.  Any time she had a question about which way he had gone, she needed only to look for the corpses and press forward.
With each corpse she saw, Itzel felt more uneasy.  All of the men Darius had killed had clearly suffered before they died.  A few were still trying to draw breath through clearly fatal wounds.  Assassins were never supposed to leave victims to suffer like Darius had left the Unwashed.  Itzel began to pick up her pace.  After easing the passing of the third man since entering the tunnel, Itzel was running to catch up with Darius.  
“What are you doing? Is this why you have stayed locked up for so long?”  Itzel tore through the tunnels at a pace that she would have thought impossible.  No longer concerned about the Unwashed, she was terrified about what was happening with Darius.  
Then she rounded a corner, and Itzel saw something she would never forget.
 



Chapter 8
A Roiling Rage and a Change of Heart
The area was like a cavern that had been converted to a cafeteria.  Bloodied and dying men were scattered all over the room.  For a second, Itzel stood in horror, taking in the carnage before her, and her mind had a hard time understanding just what she was looking at.  This was not the work of an assassin.  This was revenge.  
Rushing forward, the druid placed her hands on two different men, drawing their lives from them.  As soon as their lifeless eyes looked back at her, Itzel stood up and looked around.  These men would suffer terribly before she could get to them all.  Against her better judgment, she pulled out one of the fire balls.  Running to one of the tunnels, she looked down to see if there were any signs of Darius.  It took her looking down several tunnels before she finally found the right one.  Turning back to the cafeteria, she threw the ball into the middle of the room, then tried to build a barrier between her and the room.  The rush of air as the fire exploded hit the top of the barrier, causing the barrier to collapse.  Itzel was thrown backwards as fire consumed the room.  
Her legs were shaking as she stood up.  An intense pain in her head caused her to double over.  Placing her hand on the back of her head, she felt something sticky.  She brought her hand around but did not need to see the blood to know what it was.  Rubbing the pain away, she mended the fracture in her skull.  The problem was that this would slow her down even more, and given the number of Unwashed Darius was leaving to die slowly, she knew that she did not have time for the pain.  
Staggering forward, Itzel panted, “Darius.”  Taking in more air, she cried, “Darius!” She no longer cared if anyone heard his name because it was obvious that he meant to kill everyone in the place, but he was going to make it long and painful.  
Calling his name, she looked into the cafeteria.  Everything was scorched, and she could not sense any life in the room.  She turned, her body quickly recovering from the injury.  
“Darius!” Her cries turned from agony to anger, and her feet responded by running down the tunnel.  
An arrow bounced off of the wall in front of her, reminding Itzel that she still needed to be cautious.  Her eyes shone with anger as the druid turned to look to see who had shot at her.  Standing down a side tunnel was a woman with a crossbow.  
“What are you?” the woman hissed.  
Looking at the creature, Itzel couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.  The woman was patches of different types of magic, all crammed into her body in ways that didn’t fit.  It was warping and contorting her mind and soul.  
“You poor thing.”  Itzel had heard about the corrupted, but this was the first time she had encountered one in person.  Holding up her hand, she blasted air into the woman.  Instead of being knocked over, the woman moved a hand, knocking the air to the side.  Itzel blinked.  It was harder to know how to fight a seer who had these kinds of abilities.  
The woman reloaded her weapon as Itzel drew a dart from the air.  Before she could throw it, a white streak bowled the woman over and flew down the tunnel.  
The crossbow was knocked away from the woman, who howled at the failure.  Her body writhed as something caused her to contort in pain.  Itzel watched in horror, not sure what had happened beyond Darius’s brief appearance.  She knew that she needed to trace him, but the woman was already starting to drag herself toward the crossbow.  Her arm was at an angle that was just wrong.  Itzel ran forward, picking up the weapon seconds before the seer could grab it.  Lifting it, she heard the woman on the ground hissing at her.  Slotting an arrow from the air into the crossbow, she shot the seer through the eye.  The woman’s head dropped to the ground.  
Something stirred in Itzel at the sight of the seer.  There was no love lost between the druids and either of the other two magic user groups, but this was something else entirely.  Rubbing her face with her hand, the druid decided to take the crossbow with her.  As easy as it was to use the air to create arrows, the woman had proven that she would need more than just magic.  The men had turned women into weapons that could counter her lower level magic.  
Mumbling about the lack of water in a mountain, Itzel hurried after Darius.  “Of course we have to be stuck in a mountain where I can’t be most efficient.  Why would this be easy?”  She turned to look at the dead woman, tripping over something in front of her.  Itzel rolled, creating another cushion of air to keep herself from hitting the ground.  Afraid of what she would see, Itzel closed her eyes for a second before looking at what caused her to trip.  On the ground were several women, their bodies twisted in ways that suggested they had been tortured.  Staggering backward, Itzel gasped.  
As the sound echoed around the tunnel, one of the women moaned.  To Itzel’s disgust, the woman’s head turned to look at her.  With her heart racing, the druid tried to read the woman but found no life in her.  Shaking her head, Itzel loaded the crossbow and shot the woman through the eye.  Uncertain if the others were alive or dead, she shot each of them with a wooden arrow to make sure they would not be able to deflect the bolts.  
Itzel stared at the bodies for a moment.  “Did you do this, Darius? Or was this their work?”  The druid was mortified to think that she couldn’t tell the difference between the assassin’s work and the Unwashed’s.  “Just what have you done, Darius?  What have you done?”
As an assassin, he should have stopped and freed the women—it was part of his obligation, but he had left it to Itzel.  There was no doubt that he had been through the area either because there were dead Unwashed in the adjoining room.  
Frowning, Itzel moved into the room to see why he had finished off the men in the room after leaving so many of his victims alive.  Itzel shot the first with a bolt made from the air.  There was no doubt he was dead.  Pushing him over with her crossbow, Itzel immediately regretted her decision to investigate.  Darius had not been in his panther form when he had attacked the men in here, and the wounds were much more violent than what he had done to the others.  Looking around the room, Itzel used her other senses.  She was almost knocked off of her feet as the sensation of magic struck her.  Her head turned toward the women just outside the room, and she knew that whatever these men had been doing had been done in that room.  They had bled the magic from the women, which had destroyed them without killing them.  
“Did Darius know that they weren’t dead? Why didn’t he… oh.”  Itzel looked at the men.  Of course Darius hadn’t killed the women.  He could not judge them as they had no souls, no real life force.  It was probable that they didn't even register to him because there was nothing left for him to see.  The only reason Itzel had realized they were there was because she was moving a lot slower than the assassin.  
Rage began to bubble up, and for the first time, Itzel was beginning to understand the fury that she had seen in the eyes of the other assassins, the panthers who had seen the Unwashed’s work up close.  For a moment, she considered reanimating the men in the other room, to use them against their foe.  But they were too damaged.  He did that on purpose.  He knew something would slow me, that I would see something that would anger me, so he made sure I could not reanimate them.  
It was rare that anyone would be allowed to bring back the dead.  In theory, all druids and assassins could do it because they needed it for judgment.  However, this particular type of magic was incredibly risky and was largely left to a few druids to handle.  What had happened to Iris not long ago was a warning of what could occur if life and death were not respected.  Balling her fists up, Itzel looked at the women one more time.  She was beginning to understand the carnage that Darius had left, and she suspected that by the time they left, she would be ready to do the same thing.  
Grabbing a decorative spear from the torture room, Itzel sprinted down the hall, the bubbling anger held in place to make her move faster.  Every time she encountered one of the Unwashed still breathing, she ran the spear through him, trusting that it would speed up the process.  After encountering several more torture areas, each worse than the last, Itzel was livid.  And then she quit putting the men out of their misery.  
Passing the dying bodies, she began to spit at them.  Itzel caused the spit to solidify and slow down.  Each one would drive through the Unwashed at a rate that would kill them faster than the wounds Darius had left, but much slower than the merciful deaths that she had provided the men in the beginning.  
There was one thing that bothered her about the way Darius had changed his approach.  Each of his kills outside of the mountain had been quick.  At least quicker than what he had done inside.  She remembered how he had drawn out the deaths of the men who had surrounded them, but they had still died within a few minutes.  The men she was encountering following Darius’s trail would likely take longer than an hour to die, their lives slowly fading.  The assassin had neutralized them by slicing the backs of their knees or broken their backs before slashing them open.  They would not be able to heal themselves or fight back as they bled out on the floor.  But this was not what he had done in the beginning.  
Itzel’s mind had plenty of time to think now that she was less concerned about Darius violating the assassins’ purpose (particularly now that she was doing the same).  Now she was concerned with why he had changed his approach.  
He wanted you to promise to stay behind.  Is this his way of ensuring that you do? Shit.
The realization struck her hard, and Itzel knew that everything he had done was calculated, from the way he had killed the men outside to the slow kills inside the base.  She had known that he was cold and calculating, but this was on an entirely different level.  It was impossible to argue with him.  If you would not see things his way, he would work around you.  It was a complaint that other assassins had made, but not something she had fully understood until that moment.  Darius believed he was right, and anyone who did not agree would be manipulated into acting as he wanted them to act.  
Of course Itzel could recognize that.  It was something she always did because it was easier than spending a lot of time arguing with people who were not willing to accept when they were wrong.
For the first time since they had left home, she began to worry.  Darius knew what was coming and he had made sure that she was not with him.  At first he had made sure she would have access to fire, but then he had taken the fire for himself.  
He must have been calculating even back then how to keep me away, and I created a way to circumvent being near him.  Why did he come back, though? Darius saved me from the seer, but why not just take care of her when he was going through the first time? Or can he not sense the corrupted women like he does the living? 
Itzel was piecing together his actions, understanding why he had acted so strangely, and it was creating a much clearer picture for her.  He had slowed her down by leaving the Unwashed alive.  He had left the women because Darius was in a rush and had not read their faint or nonexistent frequencies.  Itzel had encountered the seer after setting off an explosion that Darius could not have missed, and she knew that he had come back to check on her.  As a result, he had saved her from having to fight the seer right as Itzel felt at a loss for what to do.  
She was completely in awe at just how quickly he was able to work through problems and find a solution.  The only other person who had been that capable had been his predecessor—Phineas.  
Itzel’s feet immediately slowed at the thought of Phineas, and a dull pain went through her.  
After all of these years, and I’m still not over him.  She shook her head and increased her speed.  It doesn’t matter.  Darius is in trouble now.  He’s trying to keep me from something, from some kind of fate.  But he has to live through this because he is on the other end, he back-walks twice and if he fails to survive, I would have to— 
Itzel stopped dead in her tracks.  If he failed, she would have to close the loop, not only allowing him to die, but wiping him out of existence along with the paradoxes around him.  It would mean the base would never have existed.  Everything about the trip would change, and she would have fragmented memories of an assassin who never existed.  
“No.  No.  Nonononononono.”  Itzel pulled the air from behind her, and blasted it forward, propelling herself forward at an impossibly fast rate.  Please be enough to catch him.  Please be enough.
The druid shot through the tunnels, ignoring the dying men.  Unable or unwilling to slow, she was barely able to maneuver around the turns.  
Suddenly she reached a giant cavern, and found herself interrupting a tense exchange.  She looked up into the eyes of a bald man who looked to be several hundred years old.  Humans didn’t live that long.  Instinctively, she knew that he had been trying to siphon the life of magic users and ended up aging himself more rapidly.  His eyes were much younger than his exterior—then again, the end of a human life was much younger than the age the man looked.  
Her eyes began to shift to something on the ground in front of her.  Something that was white and red.  And barely moving.  She knew that it was Darius, and he was mortally wounded.  Itzel’s eyes went wide, and she sliced her nails across her arm.  As her hand flung forward she heard a familiar voice.
“Don’t look.  Don’t look!”
 
 



Chapter 9
Coming to Terms in the Aftermath
Something slammed into her, knocking Itzel off of her feet.  Her hand continued to move forward, and her blood flew into whomever had knocked her over instead of the human standing over Darius.
But that voice was also Darius.
Something heavy was pressing down on her.  Itzel could feel that it was a person breathing heavily.  
The familiar voice was strained, like the person was in pain.  Still, it managed to be soft, almost gentle.  “It isn’t him, Itzel.  That isn’t Caspian on the ground.  That was what they wanted you to see so that they could trick you.  Don’t give them anything.  You can’t give them anything that they can use.  Your blood is too valuable.”  
Itzel looked up into Darius’s eyes.  There was pain in them, but understanding.  He pressed his hand over her wound, momentarily stopping it from bleeding.  The assassin flinched as he got up, but she couldn’t see any blood with his black outfit.  
“Ah, it seems we aren’t dealing with a mystic after all.  This should be even more helpful once we get her—”
Darius pulled the flame out of his pocket, then held it out.  Itzel could hear the smile in his response, “She will be very helpful indeed.  Soon, you will never have existed.”
Itzel didn’t need him to say a word.  She lunged forward, creating a field around her and Darius as he smashed the fire on the ground.  Stirring up the currents around them, she made the fire roar to life, scorching everything in the large cavern.  Itzel smiled as she watched Darius’s back standing tall with the flames licking the air around him.  
“Just to be sure,” she muttered.  Usually, she would be too nervous, but after everything that Darius had done, she was going to make sure that he didn’t have to do everything.  Pulling out the remaining fire, she tossed them outside of the barrier.  She pushed the fire through all of the tunnels, burning anyone and anything to ash.  
The fire died down, and Itzel stood up shakily.  “I'm surprised you didn’t wind me.  That was one heck of a rescue.”
Darius turned around, his eyes looking through her just before he collapsed.  Itzel watched as his body seemed to fall in slow motion.  Her hand immediately stretched out and created a cushion for him.  She was beside him as soon as he hit the air, blood flowing through the air to the floor.  
“Oh gods, no.”  Her blood hadn’t reached the intended target.  It had struck Darius.  She ripped his jacket, and blood pooled out to the floor.  “Darius, look at me.”  Her hands were already working on the wound, but his eyes were entirely unfocused.  “No, no.  Stay with me.  This is not how you die.  I won’t let you.”
His hand patted hers.  “It’s okay.  I knew it was one of the risks.”
“Is that why you told me you were back-walking? You were trying to force the cleanup on me?”
He shook his head, a pained laughed escaping his lips.  “I hadn’t intended to die.  I just wasn’t going to let you die, and I knew it might be an exchange.”
Tears welled up in her eyes as she fought to keep him from losing any more blood.  Druid and assassin magic was meant to work in harmony, but it wasn’t meant to work across each other.  Druids were not supposed to heal assassins, just as assassins were not meant to kill druids.  It was a bond that had been forged thousands of years ago, long before even the oldest druid had been born.  Druids and assassins usually did not work directly together to prevent the magic from being abused because both species were immensely powerful.  They did go on missions together, but typically they had their own roles and were not near each other when they completed the roles.  Of course, there were times when protocol had to be ignored.  
If Darius died, Itzel would have been the cause, something that should never happen.  The druid kept telling herself that she had to keep the balance by saving him.  It was the justification she felt she needed.  Pouring an increasingly greater amount of her life into him, Itzel refused to stop, even if it cost her life.  The tears were splashing on his pale skin, but she ignored them as her hands worked furiously to sew the wounds caused by her blood.  Druid blood was potent regardless of what each individual’s abilities were, but those who could manipulate water could wield their blood like a weapon, poisoning anything that it pierced.  His breath continued to get shallower despite her best efforts.  
“Stop that, Itzel.  You can’t undo what has been done.”
“I should have stayed behind.”  The tears flowed freely.  “I should have listened to you, but I thought you were in danger.  I thought you were trying to—trying to—trying to get killed to seal this place.”
There was a gentle laugh.  “I was just trying to keep you from the room.  They killed you the first time, so I walked back to save you.”
“You idiot.  You stupid, stubborn…”  She floundered for the right insult, but found herself unable to say anything as the tears choked her.
Despite Darius trying to knock her hands away from him, Itzel knew he was not strong enough to fight her.  Once the blood flow ceased, she began to draw her blood from his.  His body tensed, but otherwise there was no sign of how much pain it caused him as she worked.  Manipulating his body, she increased the production of his blood and began to heal all of the organs that her blood had wounded.  By the time his skin began to heal, she was feeling dizzy, but his breathing had returned to normal.  
When there was nothing more she could do, Itzel looked down at Darius.  His eyes were closed and his head was turned.  “No!” She put her hands on him, ready to restart his heart by reducing the number of beats hers had.  Darius flinched and groaned.  “My gods, you scared me!” 
He did not look at her, but she could tell from his light breathing that the assassin had fallen asleep.  Itzel felt herself begin to fade, and her body was too heavy for her to hold up.  Flicking her wrist, she created a barrier, just in case there were any more Unwashed skulking about.  Then she lay her head on his chest and fell asleep.  
She had no idea how much time had passed, but when Itzel lifted her head, everything that had happened rushed back to her.  
“I would say good morning, but the sun isn’t up yet.”
Her head snapped to look at Darius.  He was smiling softly at her.  
“You okay?” she asked, holding herself back.
“A bit sore, but apparently I’m not going to be dying for a while.”
“I am glad to hear it.”  Itzel threw her arms around his neck and squeezed.
The sound of his laughter echoed around the cavern.  “That does hurt a little, you know.”
“Just move whatever, but don’t ask me to let go.”
He laughed again, and moved her body so that she was lying on top of him.  “Spread the pressure out evenly, and it stops hurting.”
She looked down into his pink eyes.  “Thank you, Darius.”
“No need to thank me for doing what I should.”
She shook her head, “You did a terrible job of it.  And that was by design so that I would be safe.  If anyone were to learn of what you did—”
“They would have to admit I was right.”
She laughed and hugged him again.  To her surprise, she felt his arms move around her body.  “So,” she said, trying not to think about the position they were in, “I guess we managed to wipe them all out of existence, but not quite through your back-walking.”
“Nothing quite like a druid’s fire.  Even if that druid is a bit of a fire slacker.”
She pushed up on him and glared down.  “I have very good reason to be wary around fire.”
“Yes.  Just like every living creature.”
She stuck her tongue out at him.  Before Itzel knew it, Darius had wrapped a hand behind her head and caught her tongue with his lips.  Her eyes opened wide in shock and stared into his.  Her heart began to beat faster.  When she didn’t object, he began to gently suck on her tongue.  Itzel’s body tensed, and she pushed against him.  Her breast pushed into his chest as his hand slid down her body.  Spreading her legs, she straddled him, and opened her mouth.  His tongue ran along hers as his hand gently pulled her lower body further into his own.  With a groan, she let one of her hands slide along his sinewy body, taking in each muscle.  His hand moved up her body under her clothing, stroking her back tenderly.  
She leaned further into him, letting the kiss get deeper and her body hotter.  
After initiating the kiss, Darius was content to let her take control.  She kissed down his neck, then rested her head in the crook of his neck as she breathed deeply.  The scent of Darius was familiar after nearly a month together, but this was so much closer than what she had experienced.  She wanted to be surrounded by him.  Itzel began to kiss him more seductively, nipping at him until she felt him harden under her.  
She looked down into his pink eyes and saw something that she had never thought to see.  Shocked, Itzel stared, mesmerized, into those beautiful eyes.  
He gave her a mocking grin, then rolled over so that she was under him.  “You never play fair, do you.”
Itzel moaned as he placed his weight on her body.  He moved down her body, his hands exploring her.  When his mouth got to her neck, his teeth tore into her clothing.  Itzel gasped as he tore the clothes off of her body and threw them to the ground.  “You realize I don’t have anything else to wear.”
“Funny,” he beamed down at her, his dimples prominent, “neither do I.”  He tore his own pants from his body and flung them on top of the remains of her own clothes.  
His hands gently traced her body, and Darius leaned in and tenderly kissed her.  Itzel pressed up into him, encouraging the assassin to go at his own pace, but not keep her waiting too long.  He opened his eyes and looked at her.  With a smile, he kissed her cheek, down her neck, and began to nibble on her ear.  Itzel giggled, and arched up a little as she did.  His hand slid behind her back and pulled her closer.  The chill that Itzel had felt, first from the use of so much magic, then from the sudden exposure to air, was quickly remedied as her body temperature began to rise.  
Slowly, he explored her body with his hands and his mouth, until Itzel began to lose patience.  Wrapping her legs around him, she brushed her lips against him, encouraging him to move forward with his desires.  Gingerly, he placed his neck along hers, and turned so that his mouth was by her ear.  He murmured something, but Itzel could not quite hear him because at the same time, he began to press into her.  The feel of his tip finally penetrating her after all of the waiting was nearly more than she could handle.  She screamed and pushed her body flush against him, orgasming before he had gone any further.  
She felt him chuckle against her, but Itzel desperately pulled at him as her body began to relax.  He held her tight, drawing out of her, then slipping a little further into her.  Again Itzel screamed and orgasmed.  She could tell he was gently massaging her with light thrusts, but she was so tense that she could barely register anything apart from the pleasure.  Every time her body began to relax, he would murmur something to her, but she never got a chance to hear him because he seemed to know exactly how to keep her body from relaxing for long.  It took him nearly two hours before he had fully penetrated her, his body fully pressed against hers so that it was difficult to tell where he ended and she began.  
Every time Itzel thought about turning the tables, he would bring her to a new peak, and her body was no longer in her control.  A few times she felt herself calling out, but her mind was so far from her body that she had no idea what she said.  
Once there was a gentle laugh against her, and Darius stopped.  
Itzel’s eyes flew open.  Her breath was short, but she managed to beg him, “Please, don’t stop.  Please, Darius, don’t ever stop.”
His laugh was full-throated as he lifted her legs to his shoulders.  Putting his arms under hers, he pulled her close and thrust into her.  “I will have to stop at some point.  If nothing else, we do have obligations.”
Unwanted images began to emerge in her mind.  Itzel batted them away.  “That can wait.  Right now… uuh… uhhhh…  ahh! All I want is to feel you.  For as long as you are willing.”
Darius brought her to climax again before releasing her legs.  Carefully, he lay down beside her, putting his chin on her shoulder.  Itzel felt a little disappointed that it was over, but she also knew that they would need to return and report.  Darius would not let that wait too long.  To her surprise, his hand slid down her stomach and between her legs.  Lifting her leg over his own, he whispered to her, “You say the sweetest things.”  Before she knew what to expect, he had moved between her legs while wrapping his arms around her.  She arched her back as he slid a finger into her.  Screaming out, Itzel once again got lost in the moment she hoped would never end.  
Time became irrelevant as Darius made love to her for as long as her body could handle the pleasure.  
 



Chapter 10
A New Phase, a New Life
When Itzel woke, she felt a soft pillow under her.  Confused, she opened her eyes and looked around.  It didn’t take her long to realize that she was in an inn.  
“Good morning.  Breakfast will be ready soon, but we will need to rush because we are leaving in 45 minutes.”
Itzel sat up and noticed that she was wearing some of her night clothing.  Darius was moving around the room, packing up a few things, but offering no further explanation.  
I must have passed out after everything.  The rest of my memory must be a dream.  She thought back to what had happened and immediately she began to blush at the memories she had.  Coughing, Itzel was embarrassed about what she had imagined.  Of course that hadn’t been real.  The idea of Darius doing anything so irresponsible, so emotionally, so unbelievably pleasurable was definitely a dream.  A very, very good one, though.  She shivered at the thought.  
“Are you alright?”  The voice sounded a little different than normal, but it still lacked the emotion she had imagined in her dream.  There was a glass of water being offered to her, and a familiar pair of eyes looked at her.  She took the water.  “Thank you.”  The druid could feel the blush slipping up her cheeks and quickly looked away.  Those pink eyes.  She had imagined a lot in those beautiful eyes.  Shivering again, she smiled into the water.  
A warm blanket was draped over her shoulders.  “You really overdid it in there.  You know that you are going to have to explain your actions.”
Itzel swallowed the water.  “I nearly killed you, which would have been far more difficult to explain.  They would have had my head if you had died.  Do you have any idea how angry some of them were at me that I was ‘dragging you off into a foreign land’ like a selfish bitch?”
“Did anyone actually say that to you?”  He stopped moving around the room and looked at her with his brow furrowed.  
“What?”  Suddenly Itzel felt guilty.  Several people had accused her of being selfish by insisting on leaving with their protector.  But she couldn’t remember exactly what they had said.  “No, of course not.  I’m exaggerating.  But it definitely felt like they thought that.”
“Well, you were right about us needing to be there.  If no one had gone, they would have gotten Freya, and there would have been no way to stop it.  As it is now, they are going to need to make do with a base they have further away that was not prepared for what they want to do to the queen.  Your words will eventually jolt Hector into action.  Without what you did, we would have lost the mystics.”
“You mean if you hadn’t gone, we would have lost the mystics.  I never had any intention of going looking for trouble.  That was your idea, and a good thing, too.”
“I was only able to do the right thing because you refused to listen to me.  Though, I really wish you would have listened to me in the heat of the moment.”
Itzel froze as she was about to put the empty glass on a table.  He mentioned the heat of the moment, which clearly meant while they were fighting the Unwashed, but her mind immediately went to what happened after.  
Surely that did not happen.  Your body is sore from everything you two went through in there.  You are just lucky that you don’t have a major migraine after slamming your own head against the wall because you weren’t fast enough with the barrier.  Being intimate in a place like that would have been plain weird.  
Despite what she kept telling herself, Itzel felt disappointed that it had just been a dream.  Too ashamed to bring it up with Darius, she took her cues from him and got ready to leave.  
The trip home was thankfully uneventful, and the pair spoke considerably less on the way back than they had on the way out.  Of course he doesn’t have much to say, he doesn’t need to persuade me of anything.  
Itzel spent a good bit of time on the deck of a nice ship, watching the waves and enjoying the sights.  When the sailors got bored, she entertained them by manipulating the water around them.  A storm seemed to have followed them almost as soon as they left port from Solona, but it never drew near, largely because Itzel kept it away.  For the most part, she was pleased with the trip.  The only disappointment was that she had passed out at the end and couldn’t remember exactly what had happened after she had saved Darius.  
You probably just slept for a few days, recovering from the magic use.  You haven’t had to use that much magic at one time since… her mind drifted back over the years.  The last time she had been that wasteful with magic was when Phineas had been alive.  As she stared out over the ocean, her mind began to think back to when Darius’s predecessor had been alive.  He had been so outgoing and reckless, she couldn’t help but fall for him.  Like Caspian, Phineas had been very flirty, and she knew she had not been the only druid who spent time with him in private.  They went on a handful of missions together, but in all of that time, she never saw him in action.  She had loved spending time with him, but knew that she couldn’t ask him for anything more serious.  The shifter was so reckless, she knew it was only a matter of time before he got himself killed.  
She remembered when Caspian had delivered the news to her.  He had held her for hours, comforting her.  The comfort had turned into a passionate night that made her feel both embarrassed and lonely.  Whenever Caspian visited, Itzel lost herself in his arms to erase the loss she felt.  They had carried on for over 200 years in a partial relationship.  Itzel knew that he was sleeping with other women too, but she didn’t care.  The way she felt toward Caspian was not like what she had felt for Phineas.  It was a way to kill her sorrow.  
Then one day, Itzel had messed it all up by saying that she loved Caspian.  Once it was said, she couldn’t take it back.  Caspian laughed, and played it off like it was a joke.  After that, their trysts became less enjoyable.  Itzel wanted something more than what the men she had been with offered her.  She didn’t want to share her man with anyone else.  The problem was that Itzel didn’t want children either, something that nearly every shifter did want.  For a very brief period of time, she had considered seducing Ignacio, but it quickly became clear that he only had eyes for Rosaline.  
The sun was setting on the horizon when a sailor leaned over the railing near her.  “You are looking down, madam.”
She flashed a blinding, fake smile at him.  “Not at all.  Just thinking about how to stay out of trouble.”
“Do you really want to stay out of trouble? It seems like a boring path to take.”
Itzel laughed, “Boring is bad.  Believe me, I have had far too much of boring in recent years, but behaving doesn’t have to be boring when done right.”
“Would you like to slip off to your room together so you can show me your idea of behaving?”  He gave her a meaningful smile.  
Leaning her elbow on the railing, she laughed, “Boy, I am older than your oldest known ancestor.  I guarantee what I consider behaving is lethal to you.”
He blushed, but didn’t seem ready to give up.  “I’m willing to give it a shot.”
A voice caused them both to look up.  “If you will excuse me, I need to borrow her for a little bit.”
The sailor took one look at Darius, nodded, and scampered off.  The look on Darius’s face was no worse than usual, but for a human, Itzel imagined it was downright terrifying.  The crew believed that they were a mystic and her guardian, so they were much friendlier than they would have been if they knew the truth.  That was the problem with not having a country with humans.  The Solonians had so many merchants, but the druids only had themselves and a few towns between their home and the edge of their continent.  
Then again, the Unwashed have repeatedly proven it is best that we not have anyone else in our home, with a few exceptions.  I wouldn’t want to have to watch my back any more at home than I already do.  
Itzel turned back to the water.  “Thank you, Darius.  I couldn't think of a gentle way to turn him down.”
“You are too kind sometimes.”  He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his body rigid.  
“You know you are allowed to relax now.  There will be plenty of time for both of us to be tense when we return.”
He looked over at her and gave her a half smile.  “I’m accustomed to this.  No point in changing it just for a few days.”
Itzel turned and leaned her back against the rails.  “I already miss the assassin who traveled with me to Solona.”
“You miss being pestered and badgered? And here I just thought you expressed a desire not to have to deal with that.”
She grinned and leaned back so that she could look at the few stars starting to shine as the sun set.  “Are you comparing yourself to a human? Not something I would expect to hear.”
“You are quite funny, you know.”  He was looking at her without any amusement on his face.  
Itzel shrugged, “Someone has to be when you are around.”
“I can leave you alone if that is what you prefer.”
“Didn’t you come to talk to me about something?”
Darius looked down at her.  “No.  I just came to rescue you from what I suspected was an unwelcome invitation.”
She was startled by the gesture.  “Really? You didn’t have anything you wanted to talk about?”
His eyes looked over her face.  “Not unless there is something you want to discuss.”  
Itzel turned around again and stepped up on the rails.  She pressed her legs against the rails and held out her arms.  Darius took that as a sign that she was not interested in talking.  “Have a good evening.”
He was walking away when she finally spoke up.  “How did you end up cleaning up the rest of the mess?”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“My fire couldn't have destroyed everything.  Even if it had, the assholes could have started to remake the base.  I know you wouldn’t have left it like that.”
Darius returned and placed his arms on the rails.  “You are partly right.  Your fire got rid of nearly everything inside the mountain, and the way you moved the air swept the vast majority of the evidence out of the mountain and into the surrounding area.  I could have used you to help put out the fire I started at the base of the mountain, but after everything, there actually wasn’t that much left to put out.  Fortunately, it rained, putting out the worst of it.  That was probably better than drawing attention to us with the mystics so close.  They will be feeling very uncomfortable now that the meeting has happened, so you can bet they will be more alert.”
“That isn’t saying much,” she muttered.
There was a chuckle beside her.  “Your words, not mine.”  Darius smiled out over the ocean, his face looking translucent as the full moon shone on his face.  “Just like your words to describe them.  Assholes.  The Unwashed Assholes.  Sounds like a very accurate description.”
Itzel burst out laughing.  Pretty soon, Darius joined in.  Itzel placed a hand on his arm to steady herself, but ended up losing her balance anyway.  She fell into him.  Darius caught her in his arms, the events causing him to stop laughing.  He brushed a strand of hair out of her face before helping her regain her footing.  “It is good to see you laughing.  Honestly laughing.  Not forcing it.”
“I think the trip was good for me in many ways.  I’m really glad that you were with me for it.  It has been a very long time since I felt that relaxed.”
“Running through an Asshole base makes you feel relaxed?”  He smiled at her, and Itzel found herself unable to answer for a minute.  “Everything okay?”  His smile faded.  
“Oh yeah, just… I had a really strange dream after everything.”
“Really?”  He tilted his head to the side.  “Actually, that shouldn’t come as a surprise considering how long you slept.  You really overexerted yourself.”
“Says the guy who ran into an Asshole nest alone and took out everyone on his own.”  She hadn’t told him about the women she had found.  Itzel did not want him to feel guilty about their fate.  
“It worked.  You didn’t die the second time.”  He pushed away from the rails.  “I should probably head back to my cabin.”
Itzel stared over the water.  “Everyone asks me if I’m still pining for Caspian.  They all assume that is what is wrong with me.”
Darius stopped, and turned to look at her.  “Of course.  He turned you down when you confessed.  That is never easy to get over, not after the amount of time you were together.”
“How would you know? A lot of that was before your time.”
“I can imagine.”
“He only did what he knew I wanted.  Caspian only wanted to comfort me, but he ended up standing in for someone I lost.  He knew that I didn’t mean it, and I… I guess it just hurt to know that it was never going anywhere.  I mean, it wasn’t supposed to.  I never should have done that to him, but I was so lonely.”
Darius stood beside her again.  He waited for her to continue her story.  
“My heart belonged to someone else, but I never had the courage to tell him.  It was dumb.  But I was afraid that telling him would mean that I would lose him.”
“A man would be a fool to let you go.”
“So Caspian is a fool?”  She gave him a wry look and was surprised when he did not return the smile.  
“Of course he is.  Everyone who has met that guy knows that he is a fool.  A very kind fool, but a fool nonetheless.  Do you have any idea how difficult it was to keep him from killing the last pureblood enemy?”
“I am not sure what you are talking about.”
Darius waved his hand, “Don’t worry about it.  The takeaway is that he is incredibly emotional and foolish.  Keeping grudges only ends in misery for everyone.”
“I can understand grudges.  To this day, I cannot forgive him for dying.”
“Who?”  
“The man I loved.”  She shivered and looked up.  “I like to pretend that if he hadn’t died, I would gain the courage to finally confess to him.  Isn’t that stupid?”  She laughed.  
A hand was placed on hers.  “No.  I think that is called regret.  Not having experienced it much myself, I couldn't say for certain.”
“Jerk,” she smiled at him.
“Indeed.”
“My dream reminded me of him.  In fact, almost everything about it could have been him, but it wasn’t.  Instead, someone else took his place.  If everyone was right, it should have been Caspian, but I haven’t thought of him in those terms for quite some time.”
“Wait,” Darius placed a finger on his lips.  “When you came charging into the cavern, you—you didn’t see Caspian dying on the floor?”
Itzel frowned.  “What? No.  I didn’t see him and could not understand what you were saying.  Why you were bringing him up.”
“So you saw the man you loved and against whom you now hold a grudge?”
“No,” Itzel’s frown deepened.  “What does this have to do with what I was talking about?”
“Did you see someone on the floor?”
“Are you going to let this go?”
“Once you answer the question, maybe.”
With a heavy sigh, Itzel started to laugh, “I guess you can still force the conversation in whichever direction you want it to go.  I thought they had fatally wounded you.  Why would I see anyone else there? It was just you and me taking on the Assholes.”
Darius stared at her for a moment, then cleared his throat.  “So, tell me about this dream.”
“Oh no, you brought up the fight.  I’ve answered your questions, so it’s only fair you answer mine.”
“You haven’t asked any.  Besides, I interrupted your story.  My apologies.”  
Something seemed off about him.  If she hadn’t known better, Itzel would have said he was blushing.  “No, we are on this right now.”
Darius stood still, not moving or talking.
Itzel placed her chin in her hand while looking at Darius.  “Insist on getting your way.”  She placed a hand on his cheek, startling him.  It was true that her hands were a little cold, but his face definitely felt warmer, like his temperature was a bit higher than it should have been.  She narrowed her eyes.  “You know, you remind me a lot of the man I love.  A lot.”
Darius looked over at her, “Yes, I would.”
Itzel pursed her lips.  “Who did I used to love?”
Darius turned.  He placed a hand on the rail, leaned forward, and whispered near her ear, “Me.”
Itzel blushed and took a step back.  “Wrong.  You are not the man I used to love.”
His eyes reflected the stars that were multiplying above them.  “Phineas.”
Itzel gasped, then took a deep breath.  “You think that because he was your predecessor.”
“I say that because that was my previous incarnation.”
Itzel’s wry smile slid off her face.  “That’s not funny.”
Darius stepped forward, his hand sliding down her back.  “I regretted not telling you that I loved you before dying.  I thought there would be plenty of time.  But when I was born again, you were already with Caspian.”
Itzel’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened and closed like a fish.  She placed a hand over her mouth, but found she couldn't pull away from Darius.  
He continued to murmur in her ear, “I stayed near you as much as possible, knowing that I couldn’t make up for what I had done.  That I couldn’t win you back because you had moved on.  What was I going to do? Try to convince you to leave Caspian for someone who never promised you anything? How would that have been any different? I hated everything that I had once been because none of it mattered.  Too late, I realized what did matter.”
“Why are you doing this?”  Itzel felt torn.  She wanted to believe it was Phineas, but she had known him just as well as she had known Darius.  They were nothing alike.  
“There is only ever one albino.  He is always me.  It seems despite my wanting to let you live your life, I still managed to win you over again.”
Itzel leaned her forehead against his chest, unable to pull away.  “What makes you think that?”
“When I entered the room, you were the one dying on the floor.  But I knew that I had left you behind.  It was their illusion, one that was meant to make you see the person you loved most dying on the floor to cause you to act emotionally.”
Itzel’s heart skipped a beat.  She had already told Darius that she had seen him on the floor, so he must be trying to trick her into believing… But you do love him, idiot.
Itzel wrapped her arms around him.  “You made me admit it so that you could use it against me.”
“Absolutely.  I plan to use it against you, every day for as long as you live.”  He placed a finger under her chin.  “I told you this for days after the fire, but I don’t think you ever heard me.  I love you, Itzel.  I have always loved you.”
A tear trickled down her face.  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“I thought that you had moved on, and I didn’t want to hurt you again.”  He brushed away the tear that rolled down her cheek.
“So it wasn’t a dream?”
Darius looked confused.  “What wasn’t a dream?”
“We actually made love afterward?”
His eyes went wide, “You thought that was a dream?”
Itzel giggled, putting a fist up to her mouth.  “It didn’t seem real.  The only person who knew where to touch me like that was Phineas, but it was you.  So, I felt certain that I had just imagined it.”
Darius looked at her for a few moments, a blank expression on his face.  “Uh.  Well, there is only one way to prove that you didn’t dream that up.”  He lifted her off her feet.  Itzel began to protest, but soon found that she had no desire to put up a real fight—and she was not about to make him think that he was wrong about the way she felt.  Turning his face to hers, she gently kissed his lips.  “I love you too, my little Darius.  Wait,” something occurred to her as Darius carried her to a cabin, “does this mean I’m not older than you?”
“Technically, you are.  At least biologically.  Spiritually, you are just a child compared to me.”  
Itzel’s laugh rang through the halls as Darius closed the door to his cabin.  
He carefully placed her on the bed and lay down beside her, his lips brushing against hers.  
“I do have a few more questions,” she said between kisses.  
Darius gave her a look of disbelief.  “At a time like this?”
“Do you already know if Rosaline and Ignacio end up together? Did you know when we made the wager?”
“Ah,” Darius bit his lip in a way that very much reminded her of Phineas.  “How about this? I will smile at you every day for the rest of your life, and you go with me on the next mission.  And every mission.”
Itzel nuzzled against him. “Okay.  I can agree to that.  But can you tell me what happens?”
“It’s a surprise,” he smiled at her, his dimples showing in the moonlight.  
“It will pale compared to what you told me today.”
“Well, of course.”  He kissed her neck.  
“Ah,” her body shuddered under his teasing.  Trying to keep her focus, she managed to ask, “Who else knows that you reincarnate?”
“Just Orion and Heaven.”
Itzel pulled back, “Who’s Heaven?”
“It’s a surprise,” he placed his forehead on hers, “but I think that any remaining questions can wait.  Unless you want to ask me if I love you.  I will never get tired of telling you how much I love you.”  His lips moved down her shoulder as his hands began to carefully tear her dress.
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Chapter 1
Well-Intentioned Eavesdropping
Rosaline smiled as she removed her gloves.  Most of her life had been relatively calm and predictable, and she had grown to believe that it should stay that way.  However, having gotten to leave three times in the last year, the druid was finding that leaving wasn’t quite as uncomfortable as she had remembered it on previous occasions.  
Perhaps I am seeing things differently because of Ignacio.  He is more talkative and engaged with me when we go out.  No one else has ever treated me like that.  Then again, everyone else is so much older than I am that they may view me as a child as well.  The idea that she and Ignacio had something in common had never struck her before, but Rosaline found that the idea was not distasteful.  
She snuck a look at the two assassins as they talked about something that had happened a few months ago.  Orion looked as pleasant as ever, his perfect facial features reminding her very much of her father.  At least with the druids, Orion always seemed more like a father figure than an assassin.  Rosaline herself had certainly looked at him that way after her own father had died.  He appeared to have a particularly proud look in his eye as he watched Ignacio, though.  
Ignacio was nothing like the other assassins, at least not when he was visiting.  He was lively and his emotions did not seem to be calculated, but more genuine.  The way he treated everyone was far less flirtatious or muted, and when he was around, Rosaline felt that the world took on a slightly different appearance.  Of course, he was considerably younger than her, too.  She might be one of the youngest druids, but he was the youngest assassin—and given his age, he really should have still been in training.  But Rosaline had seen him, had monitored him as he progressed through the training, and no one could disagree that his skills and assessments were anything less than masterful.  When he was away for long stretches of time, she began to forget about the more endearing side of him because he was a completely different creature when passing judgment.  Then he would come home, and she would find herself looking for him to experience more of his unique perspective.  She had expected being an assassin to change him—it had changed so many others, she had heard.  But at least when he was here, Rosaline could still see the same young cub who was eager to experience life.  
And a small part of her was jealous.  
Rosaline realized that she was staring at Ignacio as a cold voice called out to them.  “Orion.  Ignacio.  Glad to see you made it back alright.  I hear it didn’t go quite as smoothly as expected.”  The voice did not convey the emotions it claimed to feel, but no one expected Darius to express any emotions.  He was there, somewhere, in the shadows where no one else could see him, not without the ability to see into the darkness.  
With a smile, Rosaline turned to head to her chambers.  For someone who almost never left, Darius managed to know almost as much about what occurred in the outside world as the most accomplished assassins.  She had no idea how he knew, though.  No one expected an assassin to be an open book, but Darius was more like a bound and locked book.  Rosaline had never seen him before, and didn't know many people who had.  For an assassin, he was incredibly unusual.  All of the rest of them were more than happy to go out and complete tasks, and they tended to be the center of attention with their lively personalities.  Darius was something else entirely.  Still, his presence in their home made everyone feel more at ease.  The idea of him leaving would probably make a lot of the druids revolt.  
Rosaline couldn’t help but laugh a little at the idea because it was so outrageous.  
“Rosaline,” a voice called out from behind her.  
She turned, her expression changing from one of amusement to one of surprise. “Yes, Ignacio?”
“You did great out there.  I dare say you didn’t need us at all.”
Orion’s eyebrows went up and his eyes shifted to a corner of the room, no doubt where Darius was.  Rosaline gave them a couple of seconds to respond before she said, “Of course I needed you for that trip.”  Her smile widened, “It seems strange that you wouldn't notice that I got lost anytime I was left alone for a few seconds.”
Ignacio’s smile slipped a little, “That was totally my fault.  I shouldn’t have left you.”
Orion stepped between them, “Just say thank you, Ignacio.”  His eyes were on his strange weapon as he cleaned it.  
“But I—”
The cold voice from the shadows spoke up, “Very kind of you to say, Rosaline, but your attempts are pointless at the moment.  If you will please excuse us.”
The sound of footsteps walking away was the only indication that he was leaving—and Rosaline knew that Darius was intentionally allowing his footsteps to echo to indicate his departure.  No assassin was as undetectable in the place as he was, so anytime he could be heard, it was because he wanted to be heard.  As Darius moved further away, Orion slid his weapon into a sheath on his back and followed, not once turning to look at her.  Ignacio gave her a shy smile, “Thank you, Rosaline.”  With that, he hurried after the other two assassins.
Rosaline smiled after them, “It was my pleasure.”  With a quick intake of breath, she was about to head toward her chambers when something about the encounter struck her as being wrong.  
Why didn’t they just leave in the first place?  Darius was going to talk about the mission until Ignacio called out to me.  That seems odd.
Her beautiful brow creased into a few worry lines under her light arctic-blue hair.  Rosaline brushed her bangs out of her face and pushed the strands behind her ear.  She had her hair styled into a pixie cut, thinking that a change would be nice, but it had proven to be far more annoying than she had expected.  At least with long hair, she could pull it out of her face with relative ease.  Her long fingers scratched the back of her head as she pondered whether she should get back to work in her room or if she should give in to her curiosity.  Being exposed to the outside world was definitely dangerous for someone like her.  Rosaline was a priestess who had taken the vows that would prepare her for becoming a high priestess.  Her mother had always pushed her in that direction, wanting her daughter to succeed where she had not.  A part of Rosaline had always been apprehensive about the idea—it had been her mother’s dream, not her own.  Her mother had lacked the intellect and talent to accomplish anything more than the priestess role, so she had desperately wanted her daughter to attain the level of a high priestess.  There was certainly a need for new blood among the high priestesses.  Rosaline had loved her mother, but the idea of reaching the upper echelons had never really appealed to her.  Everyone else seemed to think it was perfect for her, though.  By the time she had matured, no one had shown any interest in her at all as a material creature, not even Caspian, which had stung.  Not that she would admit it.  
Rosaline could still remember the discussion she had with the assassin when she was less certain of her path.  She had pulled him aside a few months before she was to take her vows, perhaps hoping that he would talk her out of it.  Or maybe he would show her another way.  
“Caspian, do you think that I… will become a high priestess?”  The doubts raged in her mind as Rosaline looked into the eyes of the famous assassin.  She had heard how he never missed an opportunity to explore a woman who presented herself so willingly.  
His startling green eyes had not even flinched as she looked down, and he placed his hands on her shoulders and murmured, “I could not imagine a better path for you.”
She could not see any desire in his eyes or any doubt about what he was saying.  Any tension or hope that the encounter might turn into something more were dashed, and she looked down at the ground, not wanting him to see how unhappy those words made her.  
His voice was gentle as he asked, “Was that not the right thing to say?”
Her head shot up, the smile firmly fixed on her face, the smile that had gotten her through so much.  “Of course it was.  It was exactly what I should have expected you to say.  Thank you, Caspian.”  She picked his hands up from her shoulders and pushed them back to his chest.  “Probably best not to have you touching me.  As slim as the chance may be, someone could get the wrong idea.  Wish me luck.”  With that, she turned and quickly walked away.  
“I wish you the best, Rosaline.  May it bring you the happiness you seek.”  Caspian’s voice sounded a little off, but Rosaline wasn’t going to turn and look.  This was her path, everyone seemed to believe it.  Caspian had seduced almost every other druid she had known, slept with nearly every magic-using mark he met, and flirted with everyone else.  
Clearly there is something lacking in me.  No one can look at me and see anything but a high priestess who gives herself to the needs of the many at the cost of herself.  There is something wrong with me that I don’t see it.  It doesn’t matter if I have doubts, no one else does.  I need to set the doubts aside and work toward the goals I’m given.  
Rosaline never cursed the path that she had walked, she just never felt the calling the way her mother had.  Was following through with someone else’s dream enough?  The last time she had seen her mother was the day Rosaline had taken her vows.  Since then, access to her was restricted, and only the druids who were in either political or spiritual power could talk with her.  Rosaline had missed her mother, but not as much as she had expected.  What bothered Rosaline was the lingering doubt.  
Could adding someone so full of uncertainty help establish the balance that was needed?  Several of the high priestesses were too old to continue—they should have faded long ago.  There just weren’t enough women to replace them.  No one else had been willing and qualified in a long time.  Rosaline was one of the few in the last 500 years who had shown promise of making it beyond being a priestess, so it seemed like the logical thing to do.  But she was so much younger than the others, and she had far less life experience, having been prepared for the path almost since she had shown a superior intellect and unique abilities.
Standing in the hall and listening to the silence after the assassins had left, Rosaline couldn’t stop herself from questioning where her life was headed.  But does that make it the right thing?  Do I actually want to spend my life that way?  Locked in a room forever keeping the balance?  I am not certain that my actions were even right for this mission.  At some point I was not even in control of myself.  Could that possibly be good for a high priestess?  To know that she cannot always control herself?
Over the years that uncertainty had been far less pronounced, but it was still there in the back of her mind.  As she stood there, considering how Darius had taken the other two assassins away in such a bizarre manner, Rosaline found herself unable to stave off her own curiosity.  Looking in the direction of her chamber, she shook her head, then quickly moved in the opposite direction.
Rosaline held her head up, ensuring that she looked like she was going somewhere with a purpose.  To her relief, the assassins had gone into a small courtyard area for guests near a reading room.  Picking a book up from the shelf, she sat down in a chair near the window so that she could hear what they were saying.  
“Look, Ignacio, you have been doing more than just what was required, but I am not certain that going to Ishtar is a good idea.  That would be dangerous even for Orion to do right now.”  The voice was Darius’s, and his tone had emotion in it.  
Uncertainty and concern.  Can he feel emotions?  Rosaline found herself analyzing everything as her eyes skimmed over the page.  She immediately pushed that idea to the back of her mind because there was something far more important going on outside the walls.  
“I’m not sure that it is a good time for you to be heading to that country.  Even you must be aware of what is happening in Ishtar now.”  Orion spoke next, and there was no doubt from the way that he spoke that he had expected something like this.  
“Of course I have heard.  No matter how much you try to keep me in the dark, I am aware of what is happening in Ishtar.”
“I don’t think you are aware.”  Darius sounded more like himself, and his reply was almost biting.  Rosaline smiled.  It was a good thing that Darius was there—he would never let Ignacio go to Ishtar.  The idea of anyone going into that gods forsaken country was monstrous.  Ever since the champions started to distance themselves from Ishtar, the druids and assassins had made a point to avoid the country as much as possible, with only the rare judgment being made for magic users who had gone too far.  That had proven to be even more distressing as it quickly became obvious that the majority of the seers over the last few years were either being influenced by the Unwashed or were completely under their control.  
Nearly everyone in Marlyon knew that the Unwashed had taken it over.  Not Ignacio, though.  He would be completely unprepared, and at his age, it could have cost him his life.  As the only new assassin in several hundred years, he wasn’t someone that they could afford to lose.  
“I am neither a child nor a fool, Darius.  Everyone may be keeping secrets about what is going on, but I no longer have to rely on druids or assassins for information.”
Rosaline was startled by a familiar, surprisingly contagious laugh.  Once he was able to speak, Orion said, “I seriously doubt anyone would take you for a fool, Ignacio.  Just a little naïve.”  The druid felt her stomach drop as she realized that the conversation was not going to go the way she had believed.  Darius may be present, but even his opinion would be swayed if Orion thought that Ignacio could handle himself in Ishtar.  After all, Orion had been Ignacio’s primary mentor, and whatever he decided would be taken as the best assessment of Ignacio’s abilities.  “As long as you promise to exercise as much caution as you did on this last trip, I see no reason you shouldn’t be allowed to go to Ishtar.”
Rosaline fought the urge to stand up and argue with them.  Darius was her last hope, but she didn’t hold out much now.  
A few seconds of silence met Orion’s words, but it went exactly as she had expected.  Darius sounded almost indifferent as he responded, “If Orion thinks you will be alright, then I see no reason to keep you here longer.  As long as you are back within…” 
Rosaline tuned out of the conversation as her mind began to reel from the news.  Ignacio was beginning to be treated more like a full-fledged assassin.  Well, he was.  But the idea of him being in the kind of danger that had already taken so many lives almost terrified her.  He was too young.  Too inexperienced.  Before Ignacio, Orion had been the best pupil the assassins had ever had, and he was almost twice Ignacio’s age when he was allowed to leave on his own without directives.  
Suddenly Rosaline was brought back into the present when she heard something like a chuckle from Darius, a sound that was as beautiful as it seemed improbable.  “I understand, Ignacio.  Dulce has always been important to you.  Orion, I believe you have heard the latest on her current position—”
“As have you, Darius.”
“Of course, but you can actually take him part of the way there.  Give him some guidance, then make sure he remembers that he isn’t to go doing anything reckless while he is visiting the illustrious, crumbling dystopia.”
Ignacio cut in, “I am standing right here and can hear every word you guys are saying.”  
Whatever else Ignacio said was muffled as Orion replied to Darius, “I will make sure to remind him of his training, but you know as well as I that there is nothing that can be done for the heart.  We are both all too aware why he is going to Dulce, and I think that it will be for the best.  I know that all of the champions are concerned about her, but the fact that they haven’t done anything suggests that perhaps they need some outside motivation.  The lad is quite right to be concerned, but he doesn’t even know why.  It goes to show just how good his instincts are.”
Orion must have released Ignacio as the young assassin asked, “What are you talking about?  What has happened to her?  What aren’t you guys telling me?”
Darius spoke over him, “I agree, it will certainly be for the best if he were to convince her somehow that she needs to get out of there, even if it means doing something foolish.  Just not lethally foolish.”
“Hey!”  Ignacio sounded offended, but neither of the assassins paid him any attention.  
Rosaline was shocked at how humorous both of the experienced assassins were being.  Going to Ishtar was basically a death sentence for a magic user, and they were picking on Ignacio about it.  But why is he concerned about someone in Ishtar?  I don’t remember him killing anyone there.  She snapped back to the present as the older assassins talked.
“By the way, Orion,” Darius continued, “I believe that some of the priestesses were looking for you.  Not only because they wanted your report, either.”
There was a loud sigh that Rosaline recognized.  The priestesses were always so inquisitive when it came to missions, and the assassins avoided them as much as possible.  They weren’t required to talk to the priestesses, but they rarely refused when asked.  The priestesses tended to disapprove of the way assassins conducted themselves, and assassins tended to be very dismissive of the way priestesses thought.  Both sides understood that the other was necessary, but that didn’t mean they had to like each other.  Darius was the only assassin that talked to them on a regular basis, but he didn’t seem to mind, as far as Rosaline could tell.  He just didn’t present himself the way others did, always sticking to the shadows and meeting only those who required his attention.  Rosaline couldn’t help but feel sorry for Orion, though, as his relationship with them was a bit more strained than most.  
Orion’s voice skillfully masked the emotions he had just expressed, though.  “I will make sure to talk with them, although honestly I think my account will pale in comparison to Rosaline’s.  She was there for everything.  She was the one who took down the majority of the Unwashed and freed the captive magic users.  Her abilities are really far beyond what even I had expected.  It’s a shame that she has chosen the—”
“Orion.”  Darius’s voice cut him off before Orion could finish that thought.  “You forget your place.”
“Wrong, Darius.  I know exactly what my place is, and I still believe that I am right about what is going on there.  If something isn’t done soon…” his voice trailed off.  
Rosaline stared at her book, not even trying to look like she was reading anymore.  She had never been very close to any of the assassins; high priestesses never dealt with them.  On those rare occasions where she was able to talk with them, most assassins had seemed to view her as a high priestess, talking only as much as was required.  Darius, Orion, and Ignacio seemed to be the only exceptions, and now she was about to lose two of them to missions so soon after returning.  A part of her wanted to go back out into the world too, but that was not something she would acknowledge, let alone say out loud.  
Most of her life had been so sheltered, the confines of a large residence being almost her entire world.  Her magic had been explored, but never mastered because high priestesses used their magic differently.  Then a few years ago she had been asked to undertake a mission because she was the only one who could prevent a mystic being found in Sumaria.  Orion and Seneca had been sent with her as support.  When they had reached their destination, it was too late to save the humans.  The girl’s fathers had died, but that did not mean that attention would have to be brought to the girl.  The killers planned to go to the home of the apothecaries and steal what they could.  If the timeline remained as it was, the young girl would be found out as a mystic and would become a prisoner of the Unwashed.  At the time, Rosaline had no idea what that would mean, but she did not like the idea of a young magic user being a prisoner to humans, even if the magic user was a mystic.  Unable to save the humans, Rosaline ensured that the manner of death that the men had brought on the mystic’s fathers would be tied to their own fates.  Druids and assassins were almost exact opposites, with druids working with life, and assassins with death.  But Rosaline was able to tie life and death together.  The druids and assassins decided that simply judging the bandits was not enough—humans needed to be reminded that this was the wrong path.  Rosaline’s magic worked in a way that reflected the horrific nature of their crimes back on themselves, creating a warning to other humans not to follow the same path.  Someone had once called it karma magic, but she had never been told what that meant.  
Nor did Rosaline have any idea what had become of the girl afterward, but the men who had caused her pain had died in ways designed to make them regret what they had done.  It was something that humans who knew them would talk about for generations.  The deaths of the bandits would serve as an unforgettable lesson, and it gave Rosaline a sense of satisfaction that she knew she would never get from being a high priestess.  
The point isn’t about my personal glory but rather what is best for everyone.  I don’t have to understand it now for it to be the right path.
The words were like a mantra that she had become accustomed to thinking whenever doubt crept into her mind.  This time was different, though.  The doubt was not just her own.  It was coming from one of the most well-respected assassins who had ever lived.  A shifter whose life had been extended as far into the future as was possible.  Only one other assassin had been given that gift, though he had learned to view it as a curse.  
By the time Rosaline was done reflecting, she became aware that the assassins were no longer nearby and the sky had begun to get dark.  Realizing that she should have already reported to the druids, Rosaline quickly stood up and strode out of the room.  
Almost colliding with a shadow, she gasped and placed a hand on her chest to steady her heart.  
A familiar face appeared out of the shadows, the concern obvious in his eyes.  “I am so sorry, Rosaline.  I didn’t realize anyone was in there.”  Ignacio’s voice was much softer than when he had been talking with his brethren.  
“Oh, I just, um…”  She remembered that she had been eavesdropping and knew that she couldn’t say that was why she had entered the room.  Hoping that enough time had passed so that it didn’t appear suspicious, she held up the book she had taken from the shelf, “I just needed to get a book to illustrate some of what I did to the Unwashed.  A kind of, um, life loop where they will either learn from their mistakes or die.”
“You can do that?”  His eyes were wide, and for a moment she feared that he was about to ask her a lot more questions that she would not want to answer.  The memories were far too fresh and the horror on the men’s faces too clear.  
“Not to all of them, just the ones who didn’t die in the initial time push.”
Ignacio gave a small laugh and tilted his head to the side.  Running his hands through his luscious-looking hair, he bit his lip.  “I still have so much to learn about druids.  Although, I guess what you do isn’t, um, it’s not exactly… normal?”  
“Well, it’s just—”  She could feel a blush on her face.  It was something she had heard so many times in her life, and so many people had been unsure how to react to what she could do.  The looks on the men’s faces as they had been sealed in the time loop was enough to remind her just how terrible her powers were.  
She felt a warm hand on hers, and Rosaline realized that she had been picking at her lip, a nervous habit that she had.  “I think it is really amazing, but I’m sure you hear that a lot, too.”  Ignacio’s eyes were such a lovely shade of green.  As Rosaline looked into them she forgot about how ashamed she was of what she could do and listened to him.  He pulled a black cloth from his pocket and dabbed her lip.  When he pulled it away, he looked at it, then looked at her.  “Are you nervous about talking to the priestesses?”
“What?  Why would I be nervous?”  She looked at him, wondering if he had read her thoughts.  
“From the sound of it, the memories have left you unsettled.  Your demeanor may not give much away, but blood doesn’t lie.”  He gave her a meek smile and held up the cloth.  There was a little bit of silver on the cloth, and Rosaline knew that it was her blood.  
“Oh, um,” she gave a small nod, “yes, I am a little nervous.  That was a first for me, and I guess I’m still a little…”  Her voice trailed off.  
“A little in shock?” he asked.
She looked down and nodded again.  
His grip on her hand changed.  “Come on.  Why don’t you practice what you are going to say on me?  That way you will be a little more relaxed later.”
Without another word, he gently pulled her down the hall and outside.  
 



Chapter 2
The Question of Emotions and Honesty
Rosaline did not fight Ignacio as he led her to a small outdoor garden far from where they had started.  
Once they got there, he looked around, her hand still in his.  “We can sit over here.”  Again he pulled her along to a small bench.  He sat and patted the space next to him.  She looked at him, not quite sure what to think of his enthusiasm.  “Oh, right.  Here.”  He pulled a barrier around them.  “There.  No one can hear us.  Go ahead, you can use me so that you are more comfortable.”
“Why?”  She tilted her head to the side.  
Ignacio’s eyes narrowed for a second, his brow creased in concern.  “I thought it would help you.  The way you spoke a few moments ago, clearly something about what happened bothered you.  I mean, you didn’t exactly hide it well on the way home either, but just now I realized why you seemed a little off on the way back.  I know that you have been largely… unable to tap into your magic because you have had to train in how to allow others to tap into your magic pool.  It must come as a shock when you have to use it on such a large scale, even if you had a champion there to help you.”
Rosaline blinked, then sat down.  No one had ever tried to talk to her about how she felt.  It was strange.  “Oh, I didn’t have any help.  Legend wasn’t there.”
“What?”  Ignacio stood up.  “Has something happened to him?  We kept our distance, I swear.”  
There was something almost like panic in his eyes, and it made Rosaline feel a lot better.  She smiled and reached out to him.  Pulling him back to the bench, she said, “No, no, nothing like that.  There were traces that some very powerful magic had been there, and signs that Legend had… been involved at some point.  I can’t imagine anyone else absolutely decimating their ranks.”
Ignacio smiled and sat down.  “I wish I could meet him.  And I am sorry you didn’t get to.”
“Me too.  I was so looking forward to it.  But I don’t understand.”  She looked at him again, her hand going to her lip.  
“No more of that.”  He took her hand and pulled it away from her face.  “No more hurting yourself.”
“Why?  Why are doing this?”  Her large bluish-lavender eyes looked into his.  
“Do you not want me to?”  His expression was a mixture of confusion and hurt.  
Rosaline’s eyes moved over his face, and she realized that in all of her years, Ignacio had shown her more honest expressions than anyone else—no one else had ever appeared to be so open with her.  Her heart seemed to stop, and for a moment, she worried that perhaps she had overexerted herself on the mission.  She finally said, “No, it’s nice.”  A small smile spread across her lips.  “Thank you.”
He nodded at her, “Tell me whatever will help you.  I am here to listen.”
She wished he would take her hand again, but he put his hands in his lap and watched her expectantly.  Wringing her hands, she frowned at a flower nearby.  “After we split up, I followed the trail of tainted magic.”
“That must have been a horror all on its own.”  
Her eyes went up to his, and she nodded.  “Some of it was fear, but some of it was more like… dead magic.  They warped those women.  They were still in there, at the core, but trapped and screaming within themselves.  That was the easiest to follow, but… I never want another woman to go through that again.”
“That is why we are involved now.  To stop the Unwashed.”
Rosaline shook her head, “We should have been involved sooner.  Much sooner.  They should never have gotten to that point.  They used our magic, you know.  That was druid magic they were using, and the only thing that could mean…”  Her voice trailed off because she did not want to say what must have happened.  Instead, she turned her thoughts to the pure emotions that realization elicited.  “It made me angry.  So very, very angry.  And to drown out the horror and pain that I felt at that warped magic, I allowed rage to seep in.  By the time I found them, I think I was beyond reason.  I didn’t even think anymore, my hands and mouth worked a spell I had only a slight understanding of.  A spell from an obscure book.”
A hand covered hers, and Rosaline realized that she was pulling at her lip again.  The taste of blood was more obvious.  The same tender green eyes were looking into hers.  “So you were looking for a book to help you understand.”  He patted the book on the bench.  
Rosaline didn’t want to lie to him, so she looked away.  Ignacio was just trying to give her a momentary break from the memories, but now that she had started to relive it, she wanted to get through it.  “Before I knew it, the world exploded around us, but not in any way that could be called normal.  Some of them were pulled into themselves, removing them from existence.  A few of the prisoners disappeared, I can only assume because they had been placed in the caravan cages by the men who now no longer existed on any time line.  When I realized that it wasn’t just Unwashed who could be wiped away, I changed my magic, and tied all of the humans in the area into a time loop.  Using the Judgment, I made sure they would not leave that spot until they learned the error of their ways.”
“And if they don’t?”  He squeezed her hand as if to reassure her.
“If they don’t learn, they will grow old and die in that spot.  A loop that will appear to everyone else like a strange rock formation.”
“Like a mirage in a desert?”  
Rosaline nodded, “Yes.  But people will not go that way.  Not for a few years.  The time there is scarred by the tainted magic.  Too much was used in too short a period of time, with too many magic users.  Their fear and our powers made sure that people will view the area as unlucky.  Once people begin to sense that the magic is fading, they will start to travel it, mostly the bad ones who do not mind the negativity that goes with it.  I hope they get pulled into the loop.”
“Is that possible?”
“I don’t know.  I don’t know how it works or exactly what it can do.”  She looked up into his eyes.  “Is that bad?  Should I not act without knowing first?”
He patted her hand, “It is always best to think first, but sometimes you have to trust your gut.  That is how people survive in the world.”
“It was horrible.”  She bit her lip.  “Is it bad that I liked it?”
“You liked it?”  The shocked look on his face let her know that she had misspoken.  
“At least it made me curious.  I did not like what I did, but it was strange to experience such strong emotions.”
Ignacio moved a little closer to her, “Have you never experienced strong emotions?”
Rosaline thought back, “I don't think so.  Just what most people have felt.”
Shaking his head, the shifter said, “Even assassins have emotions.”
Rosaline giggled, “Of course, but I know that you all have the same kinds of emotions as we do.  You aren’t controlled by them.”
He watched her for a moment, trying to determine if she was being serious or if she was testing him.  “Yes, sometimes we are, and that is what we spend years learning—how to keep ourselves under control.”  Ignacio’s green eyes flashed as he looked into hers.  
“Then you all must be very good.”  She tilted her head to the side, “I think that you have shown me more emotion in the last few minutes than I have seen from everyone in my entire life.  You always seem to have more emotions than anyone else.”
Ignacio looked away from her, “I am still young and have not yet learned how to hide everything.  I hope that it does not cause you harm or discomfort.”
She placed a hand on his face and pulled his gaze back to hers, “How can it hurt me?  Seeing such honest emotion makes me happy.  I wish that you would be as open and honest with me as you have asked me to be with you today.”
His face turned a bright pink, and Ignacio began to stammer as his eyes seemed unable to look into hers, “I don’t think that is a good idea.”
“Why not?”
Pursing his lips, Ignacio seemed at a complete loss for words.  
Rosaline moved toward him a little as he had done for her not long ago.  She was aware than his face was even hotter, so she put her hand back in her lap as she spoke, “You wanted to help me be able to talk, and now I feel so much better.  It still hurts.”  She tapped her chest to emphasize how she felt.  “But now I can put it into words.  The memory of their faces was...”  
She was beginning to get lost in the images as a gentle voice near her supplied, “Haunts you?”
Nodding vigorously, Rosaline agreed with Ignacio, “Yes.  Yes.  They were haunting me, but now, I understand why.  Talking to you about it helped me understand what I was feeling.”
A lopsided grin appeared on Ignacio’s face, “I’m glad I could help you.  Something seemed off ever since we met up, but you wouldn’t talk about it.  Even Orion said that he was concerned, and he feared that you should not have gone.”
“Oh, but it was good for me!”  Her voice was a little louder than she had meant for it to be.  “I learned so much from it.  Before I left, I had no idea why people were so upset about the Unwashed, but now I have seen what they have done, and I understand why people are so upset.  Even I am angered by them, and I had never really understood how strong anger could be.”  
A pale hand reached up and brushed a bit of her hair away from her face.  Only then did Rosaline realize that she had been talking so animatedly that some of her hair had gotten in her mouth.  She blinked at Ignacio as he finished pressing her hair behind her ear.  His eyes looked a little strange as he said, “Your hair really is a lovely color.  And your new hairstyle really suits you.”
Rosaline stared at him for a moment.  It was the first time she could remember anyone saying anything about her appearance.  “You… you like my hair?”
“Of course, who doesn’t?”  He smiled at her, “It’s like the color of starlight reflected on the ocean.”
“No one has ever told me that.”  She stared at him for a moment.  
Their eyes locked with his hand so close to her face.  
A voice from nearby caught their attention, “Rosaline, the priestesses are wondering where you are.”
Ignacio jumped up, turning his back to her just as Orion appeared in the doorway.  Rosaline stared at Ignacio’s back, unsure why he had reacted that way.  
“Oh, Ignacio, you are here, too.  I was certain that you had already headed out, you were so eager to leave not long ago.”
Ignacio looked at Orion, “I encountered Rosaline as I was heading to pack what I will need.  As you said, she seemed burdened by something, so I offered myself as a listener.”
One of Orion’s eyebrows went up as he looked at his mentee, “I bet you did.  Get going.”
Ignacio turned and gave a slight bow to Rosaline before offering her his hand.  She took it.  As he pulled her from the bench, he murmured, “I am very glad that I could help.  Remember how you felt just now and you will be fine as you recount that to the priestesses.  They will understand that you are still learning, and that what you obtained from this mission will help you on your path.”
He didn’t give her a chance to reply.  As soon as Ignacio finished speaking, he spun on his heel and hurried past Orion.  
“My apologies.  He is young and still has much to learn in this area.”  Orion approached Rosaline.  
“There is no need for you to apologize.  He was right, and I am indebted to Ignacio for his assistance.”  
“I am glad to hear it.  You do appear… less burdened now.”
“Did I do right talking to him?  He looked so flushed and showed so many emotions, I am now worried that perhaps I put too much on poor Ignacio.”
“I think that he can handle it better than you.  He is more accustomed to emotions and has more experience controlling them.”
“But isn’t he going on a mission?”  Rosaline looked at Orion, wondering if he would be honest about the reason Ignacio was leaving.  After everything that had just happened, she wondered what made Dulce special to Ignacio.  She suspected that he might be in love with the woman, but the idea seemed very unwelcome to Rosaline.  
An assassin and a seer.  It’s ridiculous.  Why would they let him go if that were the case?  It must be something else.  He must want to save her the way he wanted to… Rosaline frowned as her mind followed a track that didn’t make her feel any better.  
“Perhaps I spoke too early.”
Rosaline looked up at Orion, “I’m sorry?”
“You look a little out of sorts.  Are you sure you are alright?”
“I am… I am just worried about placing an unnecessary burden on Ignacio before he goes on a mission.  He is good.  Very good.  But he seemed more emotional just now.”
“Yes, he would.”  Orion smiled but provided no additional information.
“Is it because of what I told him?”
“I think it is because you told him more than what you told him.”  Orion offered only a friendly smile.  
Rosaline tilted her head to the side, “It is difficult to imagine you judging people.  You seem so kind-hearted and gentle.”
“Is it any easier to imagine Caspian killing?”
“Noooo.  He doesn’t seem like he could kill either.  He seems to love everyone.  Almost everyone.”  The image of him pushing her further down her path appeared in her mind, but it was quickly chased away by another image.  A pair of lovely green eyes looked into hers as the words were murmured, It’s like the color of starlight reflected on the ocean.  Rosaline realized that she was smiling.  “I guess that is what you guys do.  They can never see it coming.  Is that hard to live with?”
Orion looked back at her, “There is a different answer for each case.  We do what we must because it is the path each of us chose.  We knew what we were getting into, and we accepted that.”
“How do you know that it was the right path?”
Orion frowned and was silent for a few moments, “Each assassin has a different answer to that.  My lady,” he bowed, “I would love to stay and chat, but the priestesses are waiting for you.  I myself was quite shocked that you had not been to talk to them yet.”
Rosaline placed her hand on her lip, “I wasn’t ready yet.  But I am now.  Thank you, Orion.”
As she passed him, Orion gently grabbed her upper arm, “Rosaline, is there…”  They stared at each other for a few moments, but Orion did not seem able to finish the question.  He seemed to realize that he had grabbed her arm and he quickly released it, giving her a slight bow of his head.
Rosaline tilted her head to the side and gave him a smile, “You are concerned.  That is very kind of you, but it is alright.”  She patted his hand, knowing that it would make him feel better.  “Please be careful, Orion.  You should not live with regrets because I know that you feel a lot more than you are willing to show.  Don’t let it make you as bitter as it has made Caspian.  You are all that holds us together sometimes because you can see what others don’t.  Be as good to yourself as you are to others because we are all going to need you soon.  The light, caring you that never wants to harm anyone suits you much better than the brooding, moping you.”  She gave him a sorrowful smile as his smile faltered.  Aware that she had just given him a new burden, she knew it was one he needed for the trials he was about to face.  Rosaline did not envy him, but she knew Orion would be alright.  He was always alright.  
As she headed toward the temple, Rosaline’s mind was wandering out into another part of the Marlyon and a different assassin.  Talking to the priestesses now didn’t seem nearly as bad as worrying about what was going to happen in Ishtar.  
 



Chapter 3
A Round of Disappointing Discussions
“Once the perpetrators were pulled into the loop, I opened one of the cages and instructed the people inside to release the rest of the prisoners.  I had wanted to save the women who were being controlled, but there wasn’t any way to break through to their cores.  As the prisoners were working to free themselves, I dispatched the puppets and looked for my assassins.”
Rosaline concluded the series of events and looked at the older women seated around her.  She stood in the middle of a half circle, and the priestesses sat in silence until her report ended.  
“So, you… put them in a time loop?  By yourself?”
Rosaline nodded her head, “I am afraid that the shock of the torment that the women suffered took me by surprise.  Not having properly understood what was happening, I’m afraid that emotions slipped in, and my magic was proportionate to the anger I felt.”
The priestesses looked at each other before the eldest spoke, “That is some very strong magic.  It is concerning if your emotions were so strong.”
“I know and accept that.  When people told me about what the Unwashed were doing, it seemed wrong, but I think that the reality was too… distant.  Seeing the pain, fear, and results of the torture that the Unwashed had wrought, seeing the women who were turned into puppets, I wasn’t prepared.  That made it easy for my emotions to come out.  I have learned not to underestimate the truth just because it is so distant.”
A couple of the women stood up and walked over toward her and led her to a chair.  The eldest priestess spoke again, “We understand.  It is beyond anyone’s comprehension.  But you have got to learn to keep those emotions away before you become a high priestess.  You know that strong emotions could do serious damage.  I suppose it was our fault for letting you go out when you are so inexperienced.  After the way you handled the last couple of missions, we thought that it would help you to understand your abilities better.  It had not occurred to us that you might have an emotional reaction.  I guess we thought that you were further along learning to control your emotions.  We will accept the failure, but please spend the next few months learning how to cope with your emotions better.”
Rosaline looked around at the priestesses and kept her expression blank.  “Thank you,” was the only response she could think of to fit the situation.  
Several of the women gave mild smiles at each other and nodded.  It was clear that they thought they had solved the problem.  
Rosaline stood up, “But I still must tell the high priestesses about this.  They need to know that the timeline will need to change.”
The priestesses responded by looking at each other.  The eldest one smiled and stood up, “You have grown up so much.  We hardly need to guide you now.  It is just as expected, you are going to make a wonderful, strong high priestess.”
Rosaline bowed her head to them, unable to tell them that their words were no comfort to her.  “I wish you a good day, ladies.”  Blocking their conversation as she left the room, Rosaline knew that she needed to understand what was happening.  The problem was that none of the people that she knew could really help her.  Talking to one of the high priestesses might help, but she very much doubted it.  Pushing her hair back for what felt like the hundredth time since her return, Rosaline headed toward the cloistered area.  
“Was that a sigh?”
Rosaline stopped and looked around, knowing full well that she wasn’t going to see anyone.  “Darius?  What are you doing?”
“I am talking to you.”
A small smile flitted across her face, “Yes, I suppose that is true.”
“Are you alright, Rosaline?”
For a fraction of a second, Rosaline was about to say something, but found that she wasn’t quite able to talk about her thoughts.  The familiar smile spread across her face, “I think I am just a little tired.  I’m not exactly accustomed to the kind of work that we did out there, and I have not slept well since it happened.”
Her words were met with silence, and for a moment she thought perhaps Darius had left.  “Are you sure that it isn’t something more serious?”
Rosaline forced a laugh, “Of course.  It was like a crash course in understanding the world at large, something that I will need later.”
“Yeees,” his tone was definitely not what she was accustomed to hearing.  “I suppose that is true, but…”  The conversation seemed to stop as he thought about what he wanted to say.  “You seem to be changing.  Over the last year, your… actions have been less predictable.”
“Thank you, Darius.  I appreciate your concern.  It is very kind, and unexpected.”  She smiled.  
“Unexpected?”  The word seemed to take him by surprise.  “You think that I don’t care?”
Rosaline laughed, “No, I think that you have your emotions so under control that it is impossible to detect them.  I’ve never known you to express anything other than certainty.  It’s kind of,” she giggled, “cute.”
“I am glad that I can entertain you.”
“Darius!”  A voice hollered from down the hall.  “Darius!  I know you are around here, skulking in the shadows.”
Rosaline turned and saw Itzel stalking down the hall.  She beamed at the small druid.  “Hi, Itzel.  He’s skulking just over there,” she stuck her thumb out toward the shadow.  
Itzel stopped just a few steps from her and turned her eyes to the shadows, “Ah, should have known.”  She pointed toward something that Rosaline couldn’t see, “It’s impossible to miss those shiny pink eyes and shockingly white hair.”  
Rosaline tilted her head to the side and looked toward the shadow again.  She saw nothing even remotely like what Itzel had described.  Laughing, she patted Itzel on the shoulder and walked toward the cloistered area, “You always know how to make people laugh, Itzel.”  Though Itzel was a number of centuries older, Rosaline was more than a foot taller than her; then again, she was a lot taller than most of the druids.
“Oh, right.  Rosaline,” Itzel had taken a few steps toward the shadows, but was looking at the druid, “when you have some time, I would like to talk with you about something.”
Rosaline shrugged, “Sure.  I just need to talk with one of the high priestesses first, then I’m all yours.”
Itzel laughed, “There’s no rush.  I don't have anything going on for, well, the foreseeable future.  Just come around to my area when you are done.  Darius will be done with me by then.”
Rosaline laughed a little as Itzel animatedly chatted with the shadows.  She came across as a little airheaded, but when it came down to it, she was as shrewd and calculating as an assassin.  Rosaline turned and kept walking.  Itzel was one of the few druids who treated her just like everyone else, but it went beyond just the way she treated Rosaline.  Several times, Rosaline had been surprised at just how lively Darius’s voice was when talking with her.  Apart from the assassins, Itzel was the only other person who could get him to express anything like emotions.  
Except for just now.  He seemed a little emotional with you, didn’t he?  She began picking at her lip as she reached the cloistered area.  The taste of blood let her know that she had been too unaware of what she was doing.  Taking a deep breath, Rosaline prepared for the discussion she was about to have, knowing full well how it would go.  As her hand reached for the door, Rosaline realized that she didn’t feel anything about being reprimanded for her emotions.  That’s a first.  Perhaps I am getting more accustomed to it.  
She entered the area and asked to speak with one of the high priestesses.  The discussion took more than an hour, and she was told to go reflect on her actions, but the high priestess told her that her ability to recognize that she had been emotional was a good start.  It would make it easier to counter the emotions later.  Rosaline felt that there was something wrong with the end results, but they were exactly as she had expected them be.  
As she neared her chambers, she sighed.  After years of living a predictable life, the last year had been different.  Rosaline had noticed that her thoughts had started to change some years ago, but each time she left Marlyon she had come back less certain of her path.  And today three people had seemed to notice.  
Closing her door, Rosaline leaned against it and placed a fist against her mouth, trying to silence her thoughts.  She gently bit her finger, trying to work out why exactly she was having so many problems.  The only time when she felt at peace lately was when… she frowned and looked at the wall.  “That can’t be right.”  
Moving her hair out of her face, Rosaline felt frustrated.  “No, this is simply too short.”  Focusing on her hair, she coaxed the hair to grow several inches so that it was easier to pull out of her way.  She grabbed a few clips and set the hair out of her face so that it was difficult to tell that she had used magic on it.  That was definitely an inappropriate use of her abilities, but Rosaline told herself that it was necessary because her hair was causing her to feel more.  It was unlikely anyone would have detected the magic, and she felt certain that no one would notice the change in length.  
“Oh, right.  Itzel.”  Rosaline turned and hurried across the large complex looking for Itzel’s quarters.  
“Ah, there you are, Rosaline.  I was beginning to fear you might have forgotten about me.”  Itzel smiled and opened the door to her quarters.  They were larger and much more comfortable-looking than Rosaline’s.  “Come on in.  Would you like something to drink?”
“If you will excuse me, I don’t think I should be here for this.”  Darius’s voice startled Rosaline as she neared a table.  The door closed before she had time to apologize to him.  
Itzel waved a hand, “Don’t worry about him.  He’s just grumpy after talking to me for so long.  I’m too headstrong, he says.”
Rosaline laughed, “I would say that he has a right to be grumpy considering how long he has been cooped up here, but he doesn't seem to mind that at all.”
“You might be surprised,” Itzel muttered under her breath.
“What?”  Rosaline sat down and looked at the little druid.  
“I think that he would like to get out more, but is too wary to leave.  Unlike me.  I would love to get away more often if it were possible.”
“Is that why you keep turning down positions?”  Rosaline placed her chin in her hand.  
“Partly yes.  That I’m no good at politics and am not devoted like you.”  Itzel placed a cup down in front of her.  “I fit more in the margins and would prefer not to give that up if possible.”
Rosaline’s head turned until she saw the door, then she looked back at Itzel.  “What did you discuss?”  It never occurred to her that the question was rude.  
Itzel smiled at her mischievously, “Oh, don’t you worry your religious little head about that.”
Rosaline sat up straight, “What do you mean?”
“Would you like anything with your tea?”  Itzel moved into a little kitchen area, completely ignoring the question.
Feeling that she should probably know what the druid meant, Rosaline decided to focus on whatever it was that had required Itzel to invite her there.  “No, thank you.  Why did you need to see me?”
“Ah, straight to the point.  Should have known.”  Itzel moved back to the table and sat down.  “You were just out and I know that things were a little… challenging.”  She smiled, and Rosaline narrowed her eyes.  Still, Itzel continued, “Things are going wrong far too often, and I know that it is more than just because of the Unwashed.”  
“What do you mean?”  Rosaline leaned over the table.  
Itzel began to rapidly flick her finger into her temple, “I mean, they are more of a symptom of something that is wrong.  Kind of like… you know how sometimes you start to question your own actions and thoughts?  Sometimes, it is a sign that you really, really didn’t think something through.  However, it could also be that deep down you realize that there is something that you aren’t addressing that is the real problem.  Your actions are an extension of something else…”  Itzel’s startling pinkish-blue eyes met Rosaline’s.  “Ah, wait, that is a very bad example when talking to someone like you.  I bet you don’t even know what doubt is.  Um.”  She began to flick her temple again.  
Rosaline stared at her for a moment and wondered if perhaps Itzel had heard her discussion with Ignacio.  Is she trying to help me, too?  Is there something that wrong with me?
Finally, Itzel snapped her fingers, “Okay, you know how sometimes during the long winters everyone here gets incredibly cranky and arguments are more frequent?”
Rosaline nodded.  
“Those are symptoms.  Even the fights that break out.  None of that is the problem.  The problem is that we don’t do so well trapped up together, no matter how much space we have.  Then spring comes and everyone gets to go outside, and some lucky people get to escape for a while.  I mean, I know you must see leaving here as a bit of a nuisance, but even you must feel a little relieved for a day or two.  A new environment helps.  And that is exactly what I mean.  The Unwashed are… a sign of something more seriously wrong.  They are just humans, but they managed to gain far more power than any human should be able to attain.”
Rosaline frowned and nodded her head slowly, “I think I see what you are saying.  But what does it mean?”
Itzel stood up, “I don’t know!  That’s a large part of the problem.  I was trying to discuss it with Mr. Moody, but he kept telling me to be careful, that I shouldn’t do anything reckless, blah, blah, blah.  But it’s driving me insane!”
“Being trapped here?”  Rosaline wasn’t certain that she was completely following what Itzel had been trying to say.  
For a moment the druid stopped moving around the dining area, “Ah, that, too.  Well, that is my problem.  But not what I am talking about.  There is something much deeper than just the Unwashed.  I mean, we know that the high priestesses are far too advanced in years.  And you are still a long way from being ready to join them.  Is that part of what is affecting everything?  I think we have overlooked something critical, but maybe it isn’t even something we did!”
Rosaline stood up and walked over to Itzel, “I think you need to calm down first.  You are entirely worked up, and it is going to do you far more harm than good.”
Itzel sighed, “You are right, but no one will listen to me.  Not that there are many people that I can talk to about it.  Hardly anyone listens to me.”
Rosaline frowned, “I don’t think that is true.  You are very well respected.”
“It is the people that we respect most that we listen to the least.  Every damn time.”  Itzel slammed a hand on the table.  “I guess my point is that there is something wrong, and no one is seeing it.  Yes, the assassins and champions are doing a lot, but I guarantee you that it isn’t anything about them that is causing this.  They are just the ones to suffer first.”
“Maybe that is part of the problem.”
Itzel stopped fidgeting and looked at her, “What is part of the problem?”
“It is mostly the shifters who are doing the work.  Magic users have become too reliant on them, and we don’t do nearly enough ourselves.”
Itzel’s eyes widened, “Oh, ye gods, I think that is right.  Not the entire problem, but I believe that could be a large part of it.”  She placed her hand on her mouth for a moment.  “I don’t know if there are enough seers left, but I think that we need to bring the ones who are left here.  We are going to have to work with them to figure this out.”
“What about the mystics?”  Rosaline’s question was asked in innocence and without any agenda, but it certainly got a reaction.  
“Are you kidding me?  The day those hard-headed, ocean-bouncing, self-important girls admit they need help, their island will be under water.”
“And there you have more of your answer.”  Rosaline looked at her with wide, innocent eyes.  
“What?”  Itzel placed her palms on the table and leaned in.  “What is that supposed to mean?”
“I think what you are suggesting is an imbalance in the way things should be.  The shifters are working together, but we are not.  You want to pick and choose our allies, but nature has already defined who they should be.  We have become so caught up in tradition, feuds, and pettiness that we can’t see what is right in front of us anymore.  If you are sincere in your feelings, I think that we will need more than just the seers.  Especially since most of them are dead.”  Rosaline threw that last bit in there to force Itzel to reflect on the resolution instead of her bias against the mystics.  
Itzel sat back and looked at her for several silent minutes.  “Alright.  I think that may be true, too.  Not what I wanted to hear, but that’s probably why I wanted to talk to you about it.  You are much more open-minded about these things than the old ladies who insist they know what is best for everyone.  Or other druids, for that matter.  But the way things have been aren’t necessarily right, and they don’t always know what is best.  I think that is why we are in the position we are in.  We’ve all gone too far in the wrong direction.”  She leaned forward, “But how are we going to get the mystics to engage in a conversation with us?”
“That I could not say.  I know that we have helped them, and the trade agreement is a good sign, but it won’t be enough.  In the end, I think they will have to realize they need us, and that is likely to come much sooner than you might think.”
“Why is that?”
Rosaline shrugged, “Because they have a corrupted seer in their midst.  That isn’t going to be allowed to carry on much longer.”
Itzel sighed, “Hopefully they will realize they need to work with us before that gets worse.”  She stood up, “I am so glad I talked to you about it.  No one else will take it seriously.  They keep saying things like ‘we are working with the seers’ and ‘we know what the real problem is,’ but nothing is getting better.  It was driving me nuts.  Mind you,” she turned and looked at Rosaline as the taller druid stood up, “I don’t like what you said, but I realize that just proves your point.”
Rosaline smiled at her, “I’m very glad I could help.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so agitated.  Everyone seems to be feeling on edge, and it isn’t even winter.”  Her smile widened.  
For the first time since Rosaline had entered the room, an honest smile spread across Itzel’s face, “Yeah, that will be a whole different problem.”  She walked her guest to the door.  “Thank you very much for stopping by.  Your level-headed, thoughtful approach was exactly what I needed to put my own thoughts in order.  It’s a shame that you will end up a high priestess.”
“What?”  Rosaline turned to look at Itzel.
“I think that your talents would be better used elsewhere, especially since I don’t know if adding you alone is going to fix the problem.  Sometimes I think it would be best for that tradition to just die off and we come up with a new way to move forward.  Something that is less biased and based on tradition.”
Rosaline looked at Itzel, her mind now in turmoil.  Without knowing it, Itzel had just expressed doubts about her path.  
Seeing the reaction, Itzel began to dismiss her own words, “Don’t listen to me.  You know that I have never been fond of the high priestesses, and I know you feel it is the right path for yourself.  If it is you, I think that things will be fine.”
Rosaline simply nodded her head and left Itzel’s quarters.  Moving down the hallway, the doubts began to grow louder.  Her pace quickened as she headed to her own quarters.  
By the time she reached her small room, Rosaline’s mind was all over the place.  Pulling at her lips, she paced the room, trying to get her emotions under control.  The timing was wrong.  Why did she have to say that?  Why now?  Rosaline tasted the blood, but could not stop herself.  Biting her lip, she tried to think of something, anything to calm her thoughts.  
Over the last year, Rosaline had realized that her life wasn’t quite what she had wanted, that there were things that she couldn’t say were right with certainty.  Perhaps that was all part of the test as she worked toward the new position, but it felt more like torture.  
 
 



Chapter 4
Stolen Time
Rosaline had no idea how much time had passed as she thought about the discussion with Itzel and the wider implications.  She ate and slept little as she tried to work through the doubt.  No one disturbed her during this time, so the druid got more and more tangled up in her thoughts.  
Feeling exhausted and defeated, she sat down on her bed.  Rosaline had never felt like this before, and she had no idea how to deal with it.  After the mission, she had felt different, but she didn’t feel as conflicted as she did since talking with Itzel.  
You felt conflicted before that, you just didn’t admit to it.  She tried to disregard the thought, but knew that she couldn’t entirely dismiss it.  Placing her hands across her chest and lying down, Rosaline fought the urge to bite her lip.  It was already swollen and tender.  She didn’t want to do anything else to make it obvious that she was having trouble once she finally did leave her quarters.  Right now, everyone assumed that she was learning from the mission, developing better emotional control.  Fortunately for Rosaline, no one knew what was really going on.  
I wish I could talk to Ignacio.  He always seems to know how to calm me down.  The idea shot through her mind like a bolt of lightning.  Blinking at the ceiling, she knew that talking to him was impossible, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t see him.  While he was in training, she had occasionally monitored him, so she knew how to reach him without him being aware of it.  All she would need to do is make sure that she could see him.  As much as she wanted to hear him, Rosaline knew that was a little too risky because any sounds she made would give her away.  Of course, she shouldn’t be monitoring him at all.  It was wrong; she knew it was wrong.  She just didn’t care.  
Willing herself to sleep, her mind slipped out into the world and sought his own subconscious.  
She could see the world in all of its splendor, but was unable to enjoy any of it as she desperately sought the one person who had taken an individual interest in her as a person instead of as a priestess or advisor.  
When Rosaline finally found Ignacio, she was mortified.  Standing only feet away from a group of Unwashed, he watched silently as they went about their business.  Even in the darkness, she could see Ignacio’s solemn expression as he judged each human present, and she knew that despite how badly he wanted to kill them, he would stay his hand.  
Why?  Why is he letting them go?  I know he can take on more men than are there.  So why isn’t he?
Their preparations done, the men hid.  Not long after, a cloaked figure crested a hill and headed toward them.  It was obvious from the way the figure moved that it was a woman, and given the location, Rosaline felt certain she was a seer.  The figure stopped, and Rosaline’s mind turned toward Ignacio as he stepped out of his hiding place.  All of the Unwashed would be well out of ear shot since they had hidden further in the cemetery, but that did not make Rosaline feel any better as the cloaked figure pulled her hood back and showed a gorgeous woman with an entirely too welcoming smile.  Wishing that she could hear them, Rosaline tried to understand the exchange as much as possible, but it was no use.  
Then the pair had headed towards a wooded area.  As they walked, it was clear they were talking, and to Rosaline’s annoyance, Ignacio was animated and lively, just like he had been with the druids.  It was clear that the woman was special, Rosaline had heard Darius and Orion say as much, but seeing it was something else entirely.  Perhaps a part of her hoped they were wrong, that they were exaggerating.  Watching him now made it clear that they had been right.  
The entire encounter bothered her, but as the pair sat down to talk, Ignacio’s reactions because more concerned.  Rosaline did not need to hear his words to know that he was trying to get the woman—Dulce—to leave with him.  He was actually extending a hand to her, and seemed to be almost begging her to leave.  Rosaline felt herself bristling, thinking that the woman deserved whatever happened for obviously causing Ignacio pain as he tried to take her away from certain death.  A small part of the druid felt like the seer deserved what was going to happen to her if she could ignore his pleas.  
Then everything got worse.  
The seer drew some powder out of a pouch, and Rosaline had no way to warn Ignacio.  He was hit full in the face, and began to stagger until he could no longer stand.  Rosaline could feel her nails digging into her palms as she watched the horrible seer catch him and place him gently on the ground.  He was losing his ability to talk as sleep took him.  Then the seer did something that was unforgivable in Rosaline’s eyes.  
As the woman drew magic out of the assassin, Rosaline tried to think of some way to stop her.  Even in her sleep, the druid could feel her fists clenching, drawing blood from her palms, as the woman who was supposed to be the assassin’s friend cocooned him in his own magic.  A low growl caught her attention, but she wasn’t exactly sure how that was possible.  Ignacio couldn’t possibly be making the sounds as the woman—the seer—had knocked him unconscious.  He had gone down faster than Rosaline would have thought possible, considering he was an assassin.  The powder must have been something worse than anything Rosaline had learned about in her training as a priestess.  Not that they had covered much, as it wasn’t an area where they were expected to have practical experience.  Living in Marlyon was like living in a cocoon that they would never leave for long.  For the high priestesses, it was more like a tomb.  
Ignacio was so young and still so naïve, which was becoming increasingly clear to Rosaline—that was when she realized that the growling sound had not come from the young assassin, it had come from her.  She was beginning to slip back into consciousness, which she decidedly did not want to do.  Rosaline had to watch over him until he was conscious because someone had to know where he was and what had happened.  Seers had no idea what they were doing when it came to real magic.  What if that woman pulled too much and left him on the brink?  What if she did something wrong and Ignacio became more vulnerable?  What if someone found him in that vulnerable state?  
That final idea almost caused her to sit up and seek Darius, despite all of the issues that would cause.  Her dream self took a deep breath and continued to watch.  She wasn’t even supposed to be watching this.  If she were to talk to Darius, there would be no end to the questioning both by druids and assassin.  She was overstepping her bounds by doing this, and it would not help Ignacio at all.  Resolved to stay until he woke, Rosaline tried to contain her anger at the seer.  
Why is it bad?  Being in a dream state, Rosaline didn’t have all of the facts about what was happening, so it wasn’t like she should have been as angry as she was.  The fact that Dulce seemed to be trying to protect him said something about how she felt, and she certainly did seem to know what she was doing.  Rosaline had seen the look on Ignacio’s face and knew that he was set on bringing Dulce there, even if it meant taking her against her will.  Perhaps that was the reason for her reaction, as extreme as it was.  
But why does she even have that?  Only someone with malicious intent would walk around with something like that.  Even as she thought it, Rosaline knew that was wrong.  Dulce lived in Ishtar, and the fact that Ignacio had found her in a cemetery suggested that the seer was not unaware of the constant danger she faced.  Rosaline did not like to give her the benefit of the doubt, but the look on the woman’s face made it difficult for her to remain angry.  Before leaving Ignacio on the hilltop, she seemed to apologize for what had happened.  Rosaline watched the woman walk away and wondered just what had been between them.  Looking down at Ignacio, she decided to follow the strange seer so that she could recount the death.  Dulce certainly had not made a friend after what she had done, but there was a determination in her eyes that made Rosaline curious.  
The return to the cemetery was much quicker, and the seer showed no surprise when the Unwashed greeted her.  There was no fear in her face, just resignation as one of them spoke.  
Then everyone’s head spun to look at something.  Cursing that she couldn’t hear anything, Rosaline tried to see what they were watching.  Time froze for her when she saw the sword sticking out of the chest of one of the Unwashed.  
She mouthed the word “Draven” even before he was visible.  Rosaline hardly had to watch as he finished off the Unwashed without any real resistance—just like an assassin, he gave them no time to respond to his presence.  As he finished off the last of the Unwashed and spoke with Dulce, Rosaline’s mind worked.  Small pieces began to click into place.  Darius and Orion seemed concerned that the champions had left a seer for dead, and that was why they had let Ignacio go to her.  However, if the assassins were worried about her, there was no doubt that the champions were also working on something to free the woman.  The question was why did they take so long?  Why wait until she was nearly killed to take her away?  Did they know that she was going to be attacked?  Or was it dumb luck that Draven appeared when he did, just as it had been dumb luck that Ignacio had been there?  
Caspian.  Rosaline didn’t even need confirmation.  Caspian had trained Draven, and had probably planned the whole thing from start to end.  The question remained, though, why did they wait so long?  Rosaline watched as Dulce tried to drug Draven, but she never had a chance.  Unlike Ignacio, Draven trusted no one and was always ready to react to an attack.  The difference between the assassin and the champion couldn't have been more different, but their roles were wrong.  Ignacio should not have been emotionally invested because it blinded him.
What bothered Rosaline most was that Dulce seemed ungrateful for what Draven had done.  He had saved her from imprisonment, yet she seemed angry.  Rosaline felt very angry on Draven’s behalf.  Even though she didn’t know him personally, Ignacio had talked about him—highly, even comparing him to Darius on a couple of occasions.  That had seemed odd to Rosaline because she could see how being like Darius would be considered beneficial.  
They both can control their emotions, keep them in check.  If you really wanted to follow the path you are on, you would be aspiring to be like them, not scoffing at their approach to the world.  
Rosaline watched as Draven lifted Dulce up and walked out of the cemetery.  As curious as she was, Rosaline was more concerned with Ignacio.  Adjusting her mental state, she returned to his side.  As the night progressed, she sang to his sleeping form, the songs ones that he had taught her over their missions together.  When he had tried to explain that singing helped to make a person feel more at peace, she had not believed him.  Some of the songs were funny, and others were just strange, but he failed during those trips to prove his point.  She had felt her heart racing a little as he had sung, but something told her not to mention that to the assassin.  Orion would join in when he was with them, but his songs were also more sedate, probably the songs he sang to children that were occasionally in his care.  Rosaline couldn’t help but think that he viewed both of them as children too, but she didn’t mind.  
Rosaline imagined sitting down next to Ignacio.  Wracking her brain, she tried to think of a song that he had enjoyed, though she quickly dismissed them because they did not feel right for the situation.  Nor did any of the songs Orion had sung seem right.  Though she knew that she should want to sing one of the songs she had learned as a priestess, Rosaline did not even consider them.  Choosing the melody of one of the more mundane songs, she began to improvise her own lyrics to a song.  The words flowed on their own as the night passed into morning.  
Finally, Ignacio began to stir.  Rosaline moved close to him and realized that there was something off about him as he struggled to wake.  She watched him for a few moments, unsure what was wrong, but she had seen him wake several times, and there was definitely something off.  Turning her complete attention to him, she looked him over and detected a strange poison in his system.  She frowned, and looked around.  It could have been the air or something he ate on the way there.  Or perhaps there was something in the powder that was causing his body to react.  
Back in Marlyon, her body shuddered as Rosaline pulled herself away.  Her hands were translucent as she reached out for Ignacio.  “Purge.  You must purge, Ignacio.”
His eyes seemed unfocused as he looked around.  When Ignacio’s eyes finally met hers, Rosaline knew that he could hear her.  “Purge.”  She placed her hand on his.
Ignacio looked around, “What happened?”
“I will tell you once you are done, but not a moment before.”
“I’m hallucinating.  Or you are a trick.”  His eyes were cold as he looked at her.  
“Why would anyone use me to trick you?”  She sat down next to him and pushed her shoulder against his.  It was a faint touch, but it brought a smile to her face.  “When you talked to me about the mission, I hadn’t realized just how much it had affected me.  It made me wonder how obvious it was to everyone else because you noticed and pulled me off into a private location.  I’m still not sure why you did that, but I am grateful for it.”  She turned to face him and smiled.  
Ignacio was looking at her, his mouth open a little.  “I’m definitely hallucinating.”  With a laugh, he shook his head and stood up, “But that means that I am telling myself that I need to purge.”  Taking a deep breath, he held out his arms.  
“You need to take down the shield first.”  
“What?”  He looked down at her as she smiled up at him.  
“She drew out your magic to make sure you wouldn’t get hurt.  As heartless as I thought her at first, she clearly cares about you.”  That last part was hard for Rosaline to admit, but it was clear that Ignacio was having trouble remembering what had happened.  
“She?”  He frowned, then his eyes went wide.  “Dulce!  Shit!”  Quickly waving away the shield, he tried to run down the hills.  The way he ran almost looked human, and Ignacio ended up placing a hand on the tree as he put a hand against his forehead.  
“You have to purge or you won’t be able to do anything.”  She continued to sit on the ground, her eyes watching him as she felt a sadness she didn’t understand.  “Besides.  She is fine.  Draven killed all of them and forced her to go with him.”
Ignacio frowned at her, “I don’t understand what is going on, but I’m not sure I can trust whatever you are.”
The way he looked at her was unlike any of the looks Ignacio had ever given her.  In person, he was always so caring and sweet.  Now he was glaring at her with a look of repugnance.  
“You need to purge or you will…”  Rosaline tried to tell him about the poison, but there was something that was pulling her back to her body.  She noticed how her voice had faded away as she tried to finish speaking to him.  Before she realized it, Rosaline felt herself being slammed back into her own body.  
Her eyes flew open, and she found herself looking into a pair of pinkish-blue eyes that were on the verge of tears.  “Oh, thank the gods!”  Itzel slumped down on the bed.  “You are still alive.”
A movement to the side caught Rosaline’s attention.  Her head felt like it was made of lead as she turned to look.  Leaning against the wall was a guardian.  She blinked a few times, trying to understand why a guardian was in Marlyon.  Her voice was hoarse as she whispered, “Tiger?”
The figure pushed away from the wall and approached her, a finger resting on his lips.  “Itzel, I need you to go cover for her.  Whatever you want to report will be fine.”
Rosaline’s eyes were wide as she stared at the bright pink eyes that were watching her under the brilliant white hair.  In her peripheral, she could see Itzel leave, closing the door behind her.
“Darius?” Rosaline whispered.  
 



Chapter 5
In Another’s Service
The assassin walked away from the bed and toward the tiny kitchen.  When he returned, he had a plate of easy-to-eat foods.  He put the dish down on a small table she hadn’t noticed by her bed, which meant that someone had been in there for a while.  When he returned again, he had a large glass of water and a chair.  He put the chair near the bed and held out the glass of water.  
Rosaline watched him as much as she could, but her mind was hazy.  After he had watched her for a while, Darius spoke, “You have been out for more than a week.  Had you been out much longer, you would have died.”
Rosaline tried to think about what had happened, but it seemed more like a dream.  “He’s in trouble,” her voice was incredibly hoarse, and she realized she was thirsty.  Sitting up, she found her body barely listened to her.  
Darius helped her sit up, then placed a few pillows behind her back.  Sitting down again, he held out the drink, and Rosaline couldn’t help but stare at him as she drank.  As soon as the glass was empty, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “Thank you.”
“You are welcome.  Have something to eat.”
She looked over at the plate, but her stomach churned.  “I don’t think I can.”
“You will need to eat as soon as your body can process food.  You have barely eaten since he left, and not at all in over a week.”  He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and looked her in the eyes.  Rosaline felt like a mouse under the gaze of a lion.  There was no way to escape those stunning pink eyes.  “How much do you remember of what you saw?”
Rosaline blinked.  “Am I not in trouble?”
“What is more important right now?”
Rosaline nodded, “Right.  Ignacio found Dulce, but the Unwashed were already there.  She led him away from the danger, but refused to leave with him.  When he tried to insist that she go with him, she used some kind of powder to knock him out.  She then drew magic out of him to keep him safe while he was asleep.  I… followed her back and Draven was there.  He killed all of the Unwashed, and when she tried to do the same thing to him—use the powder on him—he held her hand and released it in her face.  She wasn’t even aware when he took her away.”  She frowned and looked away, “Although I’m not entirely sure what he plans to do, I suspect that Caspian is somehow involved.”
Darius didn’t show any emotion as she spoke, but as soon as Rosaline finished, he frowned and looked toward a small window.  “I would not be at all surprised if your suspicion is right.  The champions don’t often work with Draven, and I don’t know of any assassin who has spoken to him about Dulce.”  He was quiet for a while, leaving Rosaline to consider what she had seen as she stared at his profile.  “It is very risky, but I dare say that Maverick had to talk him into it.  There is no chance that Draven would do something at Caspian’s request, though it seems only slightly more likely that Maverick would be able to convince him.”  A smile flitted across Darius’s face, “It is good to see that Ignacio wasn’t the only one concerned about her.  They should have told me, though, because I would have found something else for him to do than waste time in Ishtar.  His talents are needed in so many other areas, but Orion didn’t want him to feel like we were punishing him.  Considering Dulce’s importance to the seers, I thought that it would help them without the assassins being directly involved since Ignacio was going as an old friend instead of an assassin.  Guess Caspian found a better way.”  He looked annoyed as he finished.  
“Ignacio isn’t out of danger yet.”
Darius turned back to look at her and wait for her to explain.  
Rosaline tried to pull her thoughts together.  “There was poison in his system, but I am not sure where it came from.  I was telling him to purge, but he was too worried about Dulce.  When I tried to get him to focus, he…” she tried to fight down tears as she remembered how he was looking at her, “he didn’t trust me.”
Darius nodded.  “Don’t take that personally.  What you did was,” he pursed his lips, “not something that most magic users can do.  Manifesting yourself in front of him, his reaction was understandable.”
“But I touched him.  Shouldn’t he have been able to tell it was me?”  Rosaline looked at her hands.  A large hand crossed her vision and forced her to look up into those startling pink eyes.
“You did what?”  There was something in his voice that was scary.  
“I… I…”  Rosaline swallowed, but found she could not look away.  “I touched him.  When he was waking up.  He was disoriented and confused, so I tried to comfort him by acting like we usually do.  I bumped him with my shoulder and that seemed to help for a little bit.  I don’t know why that changed, though.  Then the next thing I knew, I was slammed back into my body.”  
“I apologize.  Perhaps I was a little too forceful in pulling you back, but any longer and someone else would have started to figure out what you were doing.”
Rosaline blinked a few times, trying to process what he had said.  “You mean… no one else knows?”
“No.”  His expression was blank as he looked at her.  However, his appearance was far less imposing than his bluntness from the darkness.  A part of her mind was noticing how attractive Darius was, and she wondered why he chose to stay hidden.  
Most of her thoughts were turning to Ishtar where she was afraid of what was happening to Ignacio.  “I'm worried about him.  I think he was planning on shifting and running back to the cemetery.  From there I have no idea what he will do.  He’ll probably realize that someone else was there, and will take off, trying to track down Dulce, ignoring the fact that he is poisoned.  Darius.”  She grabbed his hand.  “Is there any way that you can force him to come back?”
Darius looked down at her hand, then back into her eyes.  It took a moment for Rosaline to realize that she had touched him.  Pulling her hands away, she missed the shifting expression on his face.  She was blushing when he started speaking, “We can certainly tell him that there is an emergency that requires his abilities.”
“Great!”  She tried to stand up, but fell back on the bed.  
“You are going to need to stay in bed for the next week.  You really pushed yourself beyond any known limits with this little stunt.”
“But he was in trouble!”  She could feel her heart speeding up and her breath was shallow.  “I think I need to lie down.”
Large hands caught her as she started to sway.  “I think that would be a good idea, but you have to eat first.  I have made something that isn’t filling that shouldn’t bother your stomach.  Had I known that you managed to physically manifest, I would have made a few other dishes to help you faster.”  He looked at the door.  “Actually, under the current circumstances, I think I have a little time.  But you will need to join me because we are not done talking.”
He picked her up and carried her in a blanket and several pillows over to the small kitchen.  Placing her gently on the table, Darius made sure she was resting against a wall.  “I do apologize since it isn’t ideal, but we have to talk so that I know exactly what happened.”
“What about Ignacio?  We have to get him to come back home.”
“He knows.”
“What?”  Rosaline closed her eyes and rested her head against the wall.  
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.  You cannot go to sleep without eating.”  He placed a small plate of wafers beside her.  “They should help you until I finish.”
Rosaline picked up a wafer and bit it.  Shocked by the taste, she looked over at Darius as he quickly moved around the kitchen.  “Wow, that is incredibly good!  What is it?”
“It’s something special, but not designed for what I need.  It will only keep you awake for a few minutes.”  He didn’t even look at her.  “Have you ever manifested through a dream before this time?”
“I didn’t even know that is what I did.”
“Good to know, but was that the first time you did it?”
Rosaline thought back, “Um, I don’t think so.”
“When might have you done it before?”
“After I took my vows.  I think I was visiting my mother at night, but I couldn’t say how many times I did it.  She seemed so miserable when she was alone.  I also went to my father’s grave since I am not allowed to go near cemeteries any more.  Until what happened with Ignacio, I thought I was never able to touch anyone, or even communicate with them.  Although, I think that my mother felt my presence because she seemed calmer when I left.”
Darius nodded as she spoke, but let her talk without interrupting.  
“I think I knew that I did something differently this time because my body shuddered.  It was painful.  I was aware of that, but ignored it because he looked so confused, and I didn’t want him to be alone.”
Darius continued to nod, but his expression had changed.  
“How did you know how to get me back here?”
He looked over at her as he pulled a bowl out of her cupboard.  “You are not the first person who has manifested elsewhere, though I admit that I’ve never seen anyone leave so little behind.  I thought you were dead when I first came to check on you.”  He brought the bowl over and sat on the table near her.  Darius adjusted her body so that she was propped up against the wall, then he began to spoon-feed her as he spoke.  “What you did was incredibly dangerous.  It takes most people years of training because being detached from your body can kill you if you are gone too long or if you overstretch your consciousness.  And Ishtar is a long way from here.”
Rosaline kept her eyes downcast, eating each spoonful without saying anything.  She had no idea why Darius was being so attentive, almost kind.  Nodding her head periodically, she listened to him.  A part of her wondered how long he had been around because the things that he knew were well beyond anything she had heard.  Then again, druids and assassins had very different information and understandings about life and death.  
When he finished explaining what she had done, Darius stood up and put the bowl in the sink.  A second later he was picking her up and taking her to the bed.  “Now, it is time to tell you what you need to do going forward.”
Rosaline looked up at Darius as he sat down.  “You are going to make me do stuff to keep you quiet about what I did?”
The look on his face was a combination of hurt and shock.  “Why would I do that?”
“Isn’t that why you are staying quiet?  I know that people use the high priestesses; so many of them are indebted that it is shocking that they still function.”
Darius opened his mouth, then thought better of it.  Narrowing his eyes, he pursed his lips, his mind clearly spinning.  “That is decidedly not what I wanted to hear.”
“I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news again.”  She shrunk down under a blanket a little.  
Thinking she was cold, Darius reached over and pulled it up and tucked her in.  “No, no, I already knew, I just did not know that they were letting the uninitiated know.  It is… very disturbing.”  He rubbed a hand against his forehead.  “That is going to make things more difficult because they already think of you as one of their own.”
“It is only a matter of time.”
“A few of us have been wondering if that is true.”  Darius stood up and moved away.  “At least we have been since I found out you have been following Ignacio.”  Pacing around the room, he began to make her feel ill at ease.  Finally, he looked over at her, “I am not keeping this quiet just for you, and I am not going to force you to do something you don’t want to do.  However, I will urge you to help.”
Rosaline shifted a little, “Why me?”
“Because we don’t know exactly how far your abilities extend.  And right now, we aren’t sure what kind of magic we will need.”  He sat down and looked at her, “It has been several weeks since you last spoke with Itzel.”
Rosaline’s eyes widened, “How is that possible?  I thought you said it was a week.”
“When you remove yourself from your body, you lose your anchor in reality.”  She looked at him and shook her head.  Darius ran a hand across his mouth, “You are removing yourself from linear time.  There is no corresponding amount of time you are gone.  When I woke you, it had been a week, but your body and mind were not syncing up, so I, um, manipulated time around you so that you could recover on your own.  Without sleep, your body and mind were able to start operating as they should.  The food kept you functioning, but it cannot fully replace sleep.  That is why you feel exhausted.  You haven’t slept in weeks.”
“I don’t… I don’t understand.  Doesn’t that mean you haven’t slept?”
“I will once you are recovered.”
“What about Ignacio?”
“He is already here.  Dulce has sent him word that she is fine, so he calmed down not too long after arriving.  Though he is wondering why we haven’t sent him anywhere after saying that we needed him back.  That one has been difficult.”
Rosaline closed her eyes and tried to understand exactly what had happened.  “I’m having a hard time following what has happened.  If you have been here with me, how do you know what has been going on outside?”
“Don’t worry about it.”  He waved a hand.  “Just think of it as you were unconscious for a few weeks and now you are recovering.  The food that you ate and a good night’s sleep will make you almost as good as new.  Tomorrow, you will be accompanying Ignacio and a few other,” he cleared his throat, “people.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”  Rosaline narrowed her eyes.  Something about the way he glossed over the people bothered her.  
Darius looked at the door, “Dulce will be among them, though her abilities are fairly narrow.  She is being accompanied by Draven.  I think you will like her, despite your initial impression.  You, Ignacio, Benettio, and Faith will be traveling with them.  The poison that you mentioned that was in Ignacio’s system was a tool of the Unwashed to try to control Dulce.  He did purge it, by the way.”  Darius stopped and looked at Rosaline.  “When you disappeared, he wasn’t sure what it meant, but purged in case.  You saved him a lot of pain.  Unfortunately, the poison in Dulce’s system has been harder to purge.  And that is why so many magic users are traveling together.”
“That sounds like it will be an interesting lesson.”  Rosaline was beginning to feel exhausted.
“You can certainly look at it that way.”  He helped to settle her down in the bed, shifting her further back so that she didn’t fall out as she rolled to face him.  
“Why do you hide in the shadows?”  Rosaline was finding it difficult to keep her eyes open, but she had some questions she wanted to ask.
“It is easier than answering questions about my appearance.”  His voice sounded a little sad.  
“That isn’t the whole truth.  If you are worried about your appearance, though, I can tell you that you are incredibly handsome.  The second most handsome man I’ve ever seen.  And I have never thought that the guardians were particularly handsome.  Maybe it is your eyes, they suck a person in and hold them captive.”
“I’m not sure that is a positive view.”
“I would love to see more of you.  It’s funny.”  She wiggled a little under the blanket.  
“What is?”  The voice was nearby, but Rosaline couldn’t open her eyes.  
“I thought that Itzel was making it up, but she knew what you look like.  You must really like her to let her see you.  That, or she makes you feel really comfortable.”  There was silence.  Peeking her eyes open a little, Rosaline saw Darius’s expression.  “Oh, I see.  You are in love with her.  You should tell her, you know.  She really needs someone, and I think that you probably do, too.”  She closed her eyes, fighting to finish what she wanted to say.  “You hide in the shadows, and I used to think that it was because you didn’t like us very much.  Or that you wanted to keep your anonymity.  Or something.  I don’t know, I guess I never gave it too much thought because it was your preference.  Now that I have seen you—not just what you look like, but how caring you are—I am certain that you deserve more.  If you live like this, you will be miserable.  And so will she.”
A hand brushed her hair out of her face.  “I am not completely certain you aren’t trying to talk to someone else.”
Rosaline pushed her face into the pillow.  “He’s in love with Dulce.  And I have my own path.”  She fought to open her eyes.  “I'm talking to you, Darius.  We all take you for granted, and if you don’t do something, there will be nothing but regret in your future.  You are amazing and unbelievably handsome.  She would be crazy to turn you down.”
Whatever Darius said in response Rosaline missed as she drifted off to sleep.
 



Chapter 6
An Unusual Mission and an Unexpected Confession
Rosaline woke the next morning feeling better than she had in years.  Her mind was much clearer, too.  
Sitting up, she looked around.  “Darius?”  She only half expected him to respond.  Scanning the room for any sign that he had been there, Rosaline noticed a note on the table.  She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up.  As she neared the note, she saw a sandwich near it and a small bag on the table.  Giving a little laugh, she picked up the note and read it.  The first thing she noticed was how elegant Darius’s handwriting was.  She ran her hand over it to see if he had somehow managed to use magic, but the grooves under the letters made it obvious that he had written the message.
 
I hope you are well rested after so much turmoil.  Unfortunately, there is no more time for you to think about what you did and why.  Hearing it was enough to convince me of something that you likely haven’t realized yet, but it is not my place to relay that information to others.  This is going to create problems for you, but I think you will do the right thing in the end—even if it takes you longer than it should.  You will need to forgive Orion because he does not know what I know.  Be aware that he means well, and he is hoping for the same outcome that I seek.  If only you could tell him what you told me, it would be easier in some ways, but much harder in others.  
I do not envy you the path you are on, but I trust that you will eventually find your way to where you belong.  
They are expecting you at 7:00, so you have less than 10 minutes to grab the sandwich and bag and meet them at the crooked tree to the east.  I will be here to help you when you return, should you need it.  
Darius
 
Her eyes flicked to the clock, and as he had predicted, Rosaline had 10 minutes to reach them.  
“I'm going to be late!”  She dropped the note, and it fell unnoticed on the floor.
Grabbing the sandwich and the small bag, she dashed out of her chambers and ran toward the nearest exit.  
 
Rosaline was panting as she finally reached Orion and Ignacio at the rendezvous spot.  Orion was joining them in the beginning of their trip because his mission was in a similar direction.  At least that was what he told her.  Rosaline suspected he knew some of what had happened, especially after the warning in the note, but she wasn’t sure how much Darius had told anyone of what had happened.  She couldn’t talk about it either, which would have made things more difficult if it had been just her and Ignacio.  She turned to look at the sprawling home of the druids and wondered just how far Darius had gone to take care of everyone.  
Hopefully he will do something for himself before it is too late.  Rosaline decided to look for him when they returned.  She suspected that she owed him a lot more than she was aware.  
“Are you alright, Rosaline?”  Ignacio was looking into her face.  
“Oh, yes, fine.  Thank you.  Just takes a while to get my head back into the everyday after, you know.”  She wasn’t quite sure what everyone had been told, and not wanting to contradict Darius, Rosaline kept her activities vague.  That also made it true since she wasn’t quite sure what had happened.  Nervous that Orion was going to make things difficult, she shifted her grip on the bag.  “So, what are we meant to do?”
A slender hand pulled the bag from her hands, and she turned and looked into the smiling eyes of Orion.  “Let me carry that for you.  It looks like you have just woken up, so go ahead and take care of your hair.  I’ll handle this.”
Rosaline patted her head and realized that she hadn’t done anything to it since she had followed Ignacio to Ishtar.  Giving a bashful nod, she quickly brushed it with her fingers.  Her eyes automatically went down, and she noticed that she was dressed for a trip.  Rosaline had not gotten dressed, which meant that someone else had changed her.  Her cheeks flushed.  Obviously Darius had been very busy—or both he and Itzel had been.  She made a mental note to thank them when she returned.  
As Rosaline’s mind spun, Ignacio answered her original question.  “Well, Draven is trying to continue his work, sort of—to be honest, I don’t think any of us really knows what he is up to besides Caspian.”  Ignacio looked over at Orion, who nodded.  “He and Dulce have been active doing whatever it is they are doing, and we have been asked to help protect them.  They managed to get into some pretty serious trouble recently because Dulce can be tracked by the poison in her system.  Apparently, they are still trying to work it out of her body, but there is no word on how long it will take.”
“I think that you are starting to lose me.”  Rosaline had tried to process what he was saying, but her mind wasn’t fully on the present.
Orion laughed, “For now, the best way to explain it is that you and Ignacio are providing additional support.  Haiden was going to do that, but something came up and he had to leave them.  They ran into trouble after that, but refuse to ask Haiden to rejoin them because whatever he is doing is apparently important and personal.  And no, we don’t know what that is either.”  Orion anticipated her question.  “The reason you came up was because the last time you were sent on a mission, you came back and required weeks to recover.  This should be fairly easy, you won’t have to do anything to anyone, at least not anything like a judgment.”  Orion indicated Ignacio, “That will be Ignacio’s role.”
“You aren’t going to stay with us?”  Rosaline looked at Orion.  
“No.  While you were recovering, a lot has happened.  Ignacio can catch you up on some of it, but I am needed elsewhere.  But we are heading the same way for a bit, so I will be helping out.”
Rosaline bumped him with her shoulder, “That is very sweet of you.  I’m sure you aren’t exactly fond of babysitting us.”  She was feeling particularly good since he didn't seem to be treating her any differently than usual.
Orion laughed, “I can’t say that I mind.  It is certainly nicer than what I am going to be doing.”
“Just remember what I told you a while back.”
“You mean when you told me that my concern was unnecessary right before you disappeared to recover for several weeks?”  He gave her a knowing look.  
Rosaline scrunched up her face, “Yes.  But that wasn’t what I was trying to remind you of.”
“Oh.  Sorry, I must have forgotten.”
Ignacio stepped between them, “You will have to forgive the old man.  His memory isn’t quite what it used to be.”
Rosaline laughed as Orion pushed Ignacio behind them.  “You have plenty of time to talk with her later.”
She continued as if there hadn’t been an interruption, “You need to be good to yourself because we are going to need this version of you in the near future.”
“I'm not entirely sure how to respond to that.  You aren’t a seer, and even if you were, their abilities don’t work on shifters.”
“Really?”  Rosaline stopped and looked at Orion, then her eyes travelled to Ignacio.  “Seers can’t see the future for shifters?”
The assassins looked at each other.  Then Orion took her elbow and guided her forward, “Yes.  Nor does it work on other magic users, for the most part.  They can only tell our futures by seeing it in the futures of humans, and some of them are very adept at that.”
“Really?  That sounds incredibly complicated.”  Rosaline pulled her arm out of his hand.  “They must have other abilities, then.”
“Yes.  They tend to be the best healers of the magic users, and the really clever ones can use those abilities against people as well.  I dare say that their best at the moment is Harmony, though I am not sure what is happening with her right now.”
Ignacio was walking on her other side, drawing her attention from Orion.  “The seers have been scattered—no, isolated describes it better—because they can tell what someone is planning.  The Unwashed spent a long time working to make sure they could not help each other.  The champions didn’t exactly help either, and it has resulted in the death of a lot of them.”
Orion shook his head, “You can’t exactly blame the champions for what happened.  Seers were being manipulated and had killed some of the champions.  It was safer to draw back and assess than to lose more of their numbers.  The maneuver was justified since Ishtar did nothing to protect them.  They may not be subservient to seers like guardians are to mystics, but seers don’t really have any kind of magic that will help during a fight.  In most circumstances.  That is about as much as I can tell you about it, though.  You are going to get some time with a couple of seers and champions, and that will teach you as much as you need to know about their abilities.”
“More like a champion and an outcast,” Ignacio muttered.
Rosaline laughed, “Yeah, I don’t know if Draven would be happy about being called a champion.”
Orion smiled, “That is a good point.  Thank you, peanut gallery.”
Ignacio and Rosaline giggled.  
Several hours passed as the trio headed toward their destination.  When they finally came to the point where Orion had to take a different path, he turned and smiled at them.  “This has been a real pleasure.  It is so rare that such a serious journey begins with joviality.  Then again, I suppose these days everything is rather grim.”  He ran a hand through his shiny black hair as he sighed.  “Ignacio, take very good care of her.  I am not quite sure what happened, but Darius is being unusually… helpful in letting others fill in the gaps.  I know that it is unnecessary to say, but still, keep an eye on her at all times.”
Ignacio looked away, “It almost sounds like you don’t trust me.”
“I trust you more than nearly anyone else, but I also know your limitations.  And weaknesses.  Be careful.  Especially after what happened in… while you were away.”  The weight behind Orion’s words was obvious, but Rosaline wasn’t aware of the meaning.  “Now, if you would please go contact the others to see how far they are and make sure that the path is safe to them.  I will be much more comfortable leaving you two if you can verify that things are fairly safe.”
Ignacio’s eyes flicked over to Rosaline, then returned to Orion.  “Of course.”  He stepped away from them and shifted.  Rosaline watched as his sinewy frame changed into a sleek black form.  His familiar green eyes were much larger as he turned back to look at them one time, something obviously on his mind.  He then turned around, and Rosaline couldn’t help but stare at the way his muscles bunched up before he shot forward.  His gait was entirely different than the last time she had seen him, and she knew that he had managed to purge all of the poison from his body.  He sprung into a tree and disappeared from sight.
Rosaline relaxed, and a smile spread across her face as she felt relief to see that Ignacio was alright.  
“Rosaline,” Orion’s voice was more serious than when he had addressed Ignacio.  The smile on her face faded a little as she turned to look at him. “I am largely against you being sent on this mission because I am not sure what transpired since our return, but Darius was rather insistent that you go.  According to him, we won’t know what magic will be needed, and your untested abilities might fill the gaps.  The logic behind that is clearly flawed, so I am taking that as his way of saying to just trust him.  There is no one that I trust more than Darius.  However, he is not always right.”  The expression on Orion’s face was stern, something that she was not accustomed to seeing.  He stepped closer to her, “As the priestesses felt compelled to remind me, it is not unusual for a priestess to lock herself away for weeks at a time.  A few months ago, I could have believed that was what you were doing.  However, the way you acted after the last mission indicated there was something else going on in here.”  He reached out a finger and touched her forehead, “and here,” his finger pressed the area over her heart.  “Your actions could put everyone at risk, including yourself.  I believe that you need more time to mend from the last mission, but are being forced into this one.  Right now, you are an extreme wild card, in more than one way.”  His eyes moved over to the direction in which Ignacio had just disappeared before he looked back into hers.  “Do not put anyone into unnecessary danger because you feel that you should be able to take care of it yourself.  He…” Orion was about to say something, but thought better of it, “Many of us care about you, but that does not mean we will not hold you accountable for your actions.”
Rosaline took a step back, “Why are you saying this?  What did I do wrong?”
Orion shook his head, “I did not say that you did anything wrong.”  He closed the distance between them, “But if one of the first things a person says is to ask what they did wrong, it is an indication either of a guilty conscience or they are trying to find out what you already know.  I do not know what Darius is hiding, but I am certain that there are things that you are hiding even from him.  Whatever you said or did that convinced him to so adamantly believe in you is… strange.”
Rosaline felt like crawling into the ground as he stared her down.  Unable to look at him any longer, she bit her lip and looked away. “I am sorry that you feel so wary of me.”
“I am not wary of you as a person.  I think that you do not understand that you have limits and that you are not infallible.  You have created the impression that you are in severe turmoil, and that could have detrimental effects on those around you, especially since no one knows what your full powers are.  I simply want you to be careful, and rely on those around you instead of trying to do everything yourself.  They are drawing from you as a person, not from your magic pool.”  
She looked up at him again, “I don’t understand.”
Orion vigorously rubbed the back of his head, “I don’t know if I do either.  There are too many gaps, too many variables, and too much is going wrong in the world.”  He grabbed her shoulders.  “I am worried about Ignacio.  Something happened while he was gone, and having you out here, in the open after weeks of being closed off, it seems too risky.  I trust Darius, I really do.  But I don’t trust you, Rosaline.  If you have kept something important from him, then he made decisions without fully having all of the necessary information.  All of this hinges on you, so I ask only that you think of those around you, not just what you think is right as a priestess.”
Rosaline’s head was spinning.  The idea that Orion didn’t trust her hurt.  She had always thought that they were relatively close, even if they never talked too deeply.  He always showed a greater level of concern and care toward her than the other priestesses, but maybe she had misunderstood him.  “I’m sorry, Orion.  I’m sorry.”  Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
“That is not what I want to hear.”  He hands held her shoulders more tightly.  “Look at me, Rosaline.”  Slowly she brought her face up to meet his penetrating gaze.  “I know that you are a good person, but even good people make mistakes.”  Suddenly, he pulled her to him.  Rosaline felt the soft material of his black coat against her cheek—even though she was tall for a druid, he was nearly a full head taller than her.  His hand stroked her head, “I want to trust you, but you are hiding something.  Please prove that my fears are unfounded.”
She gave a small nod of her head, “I will try not to add to your guilt and regret.”
His body heaved as he sighed, “This isn’t about me, but I don’t know how to get through to you.  Damn the priestesses for removing all of a person’s common sense in a foolish bid for enlightenment.  All it does is make you more vulnerable and prone to mistakes in the real world.”  
Rosaline wasn’t sure what to do, but she didn’t want to pull away from him.  Wrapping her arms around him, she put her face in his chest.  “I don’t want to disappoint you.  After my father died, you were always so kind to me.  Only you seemed to care.  I don’t want to lose that, but somehow I have managed to lose your trust.”
He stroked her head, “I’m sorry Rosaline.  There is just something very wrong about all of this, and I know that it centers around you somehow.  I care about you and want to see you happy, so please, just be careful.  Emotions… can be a weakness, but they can be a strength.  Remember that, and don’t try to be strong at the cost of everything else.  I realize that goes against your training, that it can be considered a corruption, and that is why you should not be out here.”  He kissed the top of her head and released her.  “I am just rambling at this point, so I will leave.”  Orion stretched out a hand and patted her on the head as he gave her the small bag.
Rosaline threw her arms around him again, “Please be careful, Orion.  You are walking a dangerous path, and I don’t want to contribute to it.  I will listen to you and not the teachings.  I promise.”
He rested his cheek on her head and patted her back a few times.  “Thank you, Rosaline.  I hope to see you and Ignacio again soon.”  Giving the top of her head a quick kiss, he pulled away from her and took a few steps back.  He nodded to her, then he shifted.  Rosaline thought that his eyes looked behind her for a moment after he shifted, but before she could say anything, he was gone.
 



Chapter 7
The Distance between Perception and Purpose
“Let me take that.”  A voice directly behind her startled Rosaline.  Turning around, she saw Ignacio smiling at her and pulling the bag from her hand.  “Are you alright?”  
Rosaline tried to force a smile, “Fine.”
He narrowed his eyes, “What happened?”
“Nothing.”  She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear.  “I just, you know, said goodbye to Orion.”  Her eyes turned back to where the assassin had disappeared.  “I’m really worried about him.”
Ignacio’s laugh echoed around the woods, “I’m sure he would be touched to hear that, but it is unnecessary.  The only person who can beat him pretty much sticks to the shadows trying to be as unobtrusive as possible.”
“Darius?  What about Caspian?  You don’t think that he would be a more challenging fight?”
Ignacio was walking just in front of her.  “Not at all.”  He opened up a little space in front of him and slid her bag inside.  “It’s set so you can retrieve it if needed.”
Rosaline frowned and looked where he had placed the bag, but the space was no longer there.  “What did you do?”
“Here,” he picked up her hand.  “Think about your bag.  Do you have an image of it in your head?”  She gave a little nod of her head.  “Good, now just stick out your hand,” he held her hand out at her eye level, “and the space where it is should appear in front of your hand.  Just slide it down.”  As he moved her hand, she felt something open under her fingers, and she let out a little gasp.  He released her hand and stepped by with a smile on his face.  “Like that.”
Rosaline pulled down and saw her bag sitting in a little black space, almost as if it were resting in nonexistence.  “It’s sitting in the middle of the air!”
“Not at all.  It’s been pulled out of time so that you can retrieve it whenever you need it.”  
Rosaline got her face close to the opening and peered into it.  “I always thought that the area around stars was kind of like this.”
“You are partly right to think that.”
She turned to look at him to see if he was joking.  Ignacio just looked at her with a gentle smile on his face, the corners of his eyes branched out, and she could imagine how he would look in a few thousand years.  She smiled and turned away, a slight heat in her cheeks.  Letting go of the space, Rosaline dropped her arm for a moment, then stretched out her hand again.  Nothing happened.  
“You have to imagine the bag.  Focus on it,” Ignacio prompted nearby.  
Giving her head a little nod, she reached out again.  This time the space opened.  Rosaline squealed and let go.  “That’s so weird!  How did you learn that?”
Ignacio winked at her, “Trade secret.”  He put his hands in his pockets and motioned with his head, “Come on.  There are people waiting for us, and we would not want to disappoint them.”
Rosaline fell in step beside him, “Do you know any of them?  Besides Draven, of course.”  
Ignacio looked down at her, “Yes.  I am fairly well acquainted with all of them.  Obviously, I’ve known Draven the longest, though.  Did you ever get a chance to meet him while he was in training?”
Rosaline shook her head, “Oh no.  I wasn’t all–um, we had to focus, and watching training would be an unnecessary diversion.”
“That’s too bad.  He is quite impressive when he’s in action.”
A thought struck Rosaline, “Did you get to train with him?”
“Not at all,” Ignacio laughed.  “We aren’t the same age.”
“Oh, you are younger than him, right?”
“Yes, by a couple of years.”  He gave a feeble smile and looked down at the ground.
“Does it bother you that you are so young compared to everyone else?”
“Sometimes,” Ignacio admitted.  “Sometimes my age makes people forget that I am still an assassin.”
“I’m sorry.  That must be frustrating.”  Rosaline looked at him, but he was avoiding looking her way.  
He gave a slight shrug of his shoulders, then looked up at the canopy.  “I learned to use that to my advantage.”
“Really?  How so?”
His face still pointed up, but Ignacio looked at Rosaline from the corner of his eyes, “The same way that Caspian uses his good looks to take down people’s guard.  Or the way Darius uses the darkness.”  His eyes went back up, but Rosaline thought he looked a little sad.  
“What about Orion?”
“What about him?”  Ignacio tilted his head to the side and shut one of his eyes.
“How does he pass judgment?  I don’t think I’ve ever seen him actually going in for the kill before.”  Rosaline frowned.  “Then again, I haven’t seen the others, either.”
Ignacio looked over at her, “You haven’t seen me, either.”
“Of course I have,” Rosaline waved a hand.  “I was asked to monitor you on a couple of occasions.  You are very different in the field, but I guess…” she thought about what it had been like to monitor him, “I never did see you before it was time to pass judgment.”  She turned to look at him.  “That’s weird.”
Ignacio had an eyebrow raised at he looked at her, his pace getting a little faster.  “Why would you monitor me?”
“We were told that we should understand a bit about the way assassins were trained and how you worked.  I guess it was a decade or so ago when a few of us watched you kill, what was his name?”  She put a hand against her mouth, “Really rotund guy.  Some nobleman who had killed some prince or princess.  Something like that.  Then there was that time you killed a group of pirates who had been burning the coast of that little country.  Oh, I forget its name, but you were amazing!  My heart was racing when you were shot three times.  But it was like you didn’t even notice!  You just kept going until you had killed all of them, and walked off without even looking back.  But I think my favorite time was when you killed that trio of wild shifters.  My gods, you were just so—”
“Stop.”  His voice was low and threatening.  “Those were lives lost.  It is not something to revel in.”
Rosaline’s excitement quickly faded as she looked over at her travel companion.  “What?”
“No one should be reveling in the death of others.  From the lowest pirate to the worst of the Unwashed to the most corrupt druid, no life should be snuffed out if it can be helped.  When an assassin is called in, that means that someone may be beyond saving.  If we decide a person is beyond redemption, that is when we act—and it is nothing to be celebrated or enjoyed later.”  The scowl on his face softened as Rosaline drew away from him a little.  “I’m sorry.  You just sounded like...  Never mind.  I am very sorry.  That was uncalled for.”
Rosaline bit her lip, “You take your profession very seriously, don’t you?”  
“Of course, just as you do.”
“Oh, right.”  She looked away from him.  
Ignacio wanted to ask her what was wrong but after what he had just said he felt he wasn’t in the best place to try to act as her confidant.  
Instead, he offered her a story, “I’m sorry that you saw me working.  If I would have known that the priestesses were using me as an instructional tool, I would have either blocked access to my mind, or would have insisted on choosing when you could watch.  It’s a shame that you were asked to watch me on those occasions as it did appear like an easy dichotomy of good and bad.  It is almost never like that.”  
He paused to frame his thoughts.  “I would have had you watch the judgment that I had to pass on this spoiled rich prince and princess.  Siblings, as you will learn.  The people hated them so much because those two seemed so cruel.  He was 17 and she was 15 when I arrived.  I was told that it would be a quick assessment, and was expected back within a couple of weeks.  The kingdom was literally on the other side of the world, so they figured I would spend a week traveling, pass judgment, and leave all in the same day.  But when I arrived, those two were not tormenting the servants or torturing animals as the rumors had said.  Their high council had a couple of spies in the palace who were trying to steal the princess, and her brother was protecting her.  Their parents were dead, and he was not old enough to take the throne, so the council was trying to turn the people against him.  They used the beatings he gave the spies as evidence of his violent temper.  It was the spies who maimed animals, and the princess tried to save the ones she could.  Though her blood was weak, she was a seer, not that I ever told her.”  He gave a little smile.  “That was certainly not my place.  But when she could not save the animals, she would kill them.  The spies made sure that there were witnesses to this, and then they said it was her and her brother practicing for what they would do to the people.”
He looked up again, his eyes looking into the past.  “The things that they did to those two were unforgiveable.  It was a small kingdom, and one that could have been easily ignored if not for how horrific the rumors were.  I don’t think that it was ever meant to reach our ears, they just wanted regular assassins since it was taking too long to turn the people against them, and the prince would soon be old enough to take over.  I did not expect to find much resistance, or expect to be there long, but when I entered her bedroom window, the princess was crying on her brother’s shoulder.  Her dress was torn so that it was hardly covering anything.  Blood was everywhere, but I quickly realized it wasn’t just hers.  A corpse was on the floor, his pants around his ankles, a rapier in his back.  There was a bloody knife on the bed, and it was clear that he had used it to cut her all over the place.  Her brother was glaring at the door, it was obvious what he was about to do.  Needless to say, when I appeared and wrapped a curtain around her, they were both startled.  He tried to pull the rapier out of the body, but it is not as easy as people think.  Clearly killing was not something the kid was accustomed to.  It took no time at all to judge the girl, broken, but not beyond hope.  Her brother was harder.  The years of torment had warped him.  It was too late to pretend to be someone else, but given how terribly they had been treated, I felt compelled to give them an edge.”
Ignacio pulled at his collar, and pushed his hair back a little, never once taking his eyes off of the canopy.  “I told him that I was there to pass judgment, which of course, he didn’t quite understand.  As a human, he thought assassins were just killers, so when I said I was there to judge people, he thought I was something else entirely.  Playing along with it, I told them that I would need to monitor the situation for a month or two.  Of course, he did not trust me and asked if I was on their side why didn’t I just help them?  He pointed toward the corpse and began to rage about what had happened to his sister.  It took quite a bit of work to calm him down, but his sister managed it with a little help.  Only after I promised to keep her safe did he finally stop talking about revenge.  Over the next few weeks, the prince became more reserved and thoughtful, but with a little prodding, he started to think in larger terms.  Not just about revenge for himself and his sister, but what he could do as king to help his people.  That is the purpose of any ruler, and his sister was able to help him get there.  I nudged her a little to share some of her visions, letting her believe that it was a blessing from the gods and a promise of something better if they could make it through the pain.
“There were times when I wasn’t sure that he could be saved, but his sister’s presence clearly kept his impulses in check.  The final test was when I revealed one of the spies, and asked how the prince would deal with him.  His sister was not around, and I offered a weapon if he thought a quick execution was the best solution for treason.  It was close.  So close.  But after a few tense minutes, the boy dropped the weapon and punched the spy in the face.  Knocked a tooth out, which was quite surprising given how gangly the prince was.”  A smile flitted across Ignacio’s face.  “Later he cried on my shoulder and said he was too much of a coward to kill the spy.  I’m afraid he wasn’t pleased when I laughed at him for that, but after punching me a couple of times, he seemed to finally understand.”
Rosaline’s eyes widened, “You let him punch you?  Knowing what he had done earlier?”
“I’m a little hardier than a human,” Ignacio chided her.  “I’ve heard that the kingdom is doing well, and that the king has a little brood of children now.  His sister doesn’t go out much, spending most of her time with her brother’s family.”
Rosaline smiled, “So it was a happy ending.”
“They still fight, and he still has inner demons, but he has learned how to tame them, or at least keep them from taking over his reason.  Ultimately, that is what we all have to do.”
“You didn’t kill anyone?”
“It was unnecessary.  I would say that more than 90% of an assassin’s job is not killing people.  If most of our time was spent killing, there wouldn’t be many people left in the world.”
Rosaline couldn’t help a short laugh, “I can see what you mean.  But still, all we ever heard about was how assassins are the death side, and we are life.  I think that they wanted to impress that on us by showing us what they did.”
“I dare say that is exactly what they were doing, but it isn’t the full truth and never has been.  You have been sent to kill, and often my missions don’t end in death.  Have you never wondered why, when a druid leaves Marlyon, it means either that many people have died or will die?”
Rosaline’s expression fell, “That can’t possibly be true.  We… we are meant to protect life.”
“As do we.”  
“But, the primary purpose of an assassin is to judge and kill when needed.”
“Almost right.  Our primary purpose is to judge.  We kill when needed, just like anyone else.  Druids are sometimes asked to judge.  Of course, your magic sustains life, while ours helps to extinguish it, but our magic does not provide our purpose.  This is something that I thought that the priestesses understood.”  He was looking at Rosaline with uncertainty.  “Are they really teaching a future high priestess that our primary function is death?”
Rosaline felt guilty as she looked at him, “It’s what everyone says.”
Ignacio rubbed his forehead with his hand, then stopped walking.  “Rosaline, would it be alright if I spoke honestly with you?”
She turned and looked at him, not sure why he had suddenly stopped.  “Is something wrong?”
“I have often thought that the other assassins might be a little harsh on the priestesses.  They aren’t friends or anything.  Unlike the other shifters and magic users, druids and assassins don’t tend to mix much.  Sure, we come and go from where you reside, but it is almost always because of work.  With the exception of Darius, assassins and druids don’t really know that much about each other.  Do you think it has always been that way?”
Rosaline frowned and pushed her hair behind an ear, “I think that we interact as much as is needed.  We are very different creatures, and being together may cause an imbalance.”
“What kind of imbalance?”  
“I… don’t know.”  She began to pick at her lip, “They just say that we should keep our distance because we don’t have the same purpose.”
Ignacio nodded, “I have heard that before, always from a druid.  Do you believe it?”
“I have never thought it was wrong.”  Rosaline’s frown deepened, “It never occurred to me to question it.”
He stepped toward her, “Do you think that your purpose and mine are so different?”
Rosaline looked up into his green eyes and smiled, “Of course, silly.  I am supposed to become a high priestess.  My path is very different than almost everyone else’s.”
“Do you feel that is right?”  Ignacio’s eyes looked so earnestly into hers that Rosaline’s smile faded.  
“Why are you asking, Ignacio?”
“Ever since I met you, you have seemed sad.  Your smile is fake more often than not, but no one seems to notice.  To me, it seems like you are trying to follow a path that you don’t see for yourself.  Like you are wandering in the dark, following the words that other people tell you.  Your execution is nearly flawless, but there is no joy in it.”
Rosaline covered her mouth with a fist, her long forefinger fighting to start picking at it.  “Are you trying to make me start to doubt my path?”
Ignacio blinked.  Before she realized it, he had taken her hand in his.  “I think that you already doubt your path, but are too afraid to face it.  You have fooled almost everyone, but both Darius and Orion have started to see the cracks in the façade.  It has always been there, you just hid it well.  Why?”
Rosaline shook her head, “I did not say you were right.”  Her heart was beating quickly and she felt as if she couldn’t breathe.  “It is the path I have been on for almost my entire life.  Just as you took the assassin’s path.”  She tried to pull her hand out of his.  
“No.  I chose my path because I have no parents.  There was no one to put me on the path.  No assassin can be put on the path by someone else.  I had thought that the druids worked the same way until I met you.  I don’t think that you are certain this is the life you want.  I think—”  He stopped talking and closed his eyes.  “I won’t ask you again, but please tell me if you honestly believe that you are doing what is right for you.”  He let go of her hand and stepped back.
Rosaline placed her hand on her chest and her eyes drifted toward the ground.  “You are right.  I have been having doubts.  They are getting louder, and I don’t know if I can keep going down it.  I almost… Darius risked himself.”  She looked up at Ignacio.  “I don’t know how he did it, but he pulled me back when I strayed too far.”  Again she shoved her hair behind her ear.  “Dammit.  Still not long enough,” she muttered.
When she looked at Ignacio, he was smiling at her.  “If you would like, I am willing to help you find a new path.  I can help you find where you are meant to be.”  He stepped close so that they were only a few inches apart.  “I can keep you safe from whatever danger you are facing.  If you will let me.”  
Rosaline stared at him, then began to shake her head.  “I… I can’t.”
A voice from a little further in the woods startled both of them.  “Ignacio!”  Both heads turned to see a woman with dark chestnut hair running towards them.  As soon as she reached them, she threw her arms around Ignacio’s neck, her legs dangling as he spun her around.
 



Chapter 8
A Glimpse into His Past
“Dulce!  You wonderfully foolish woman.  Do you have any idea how many years you took off my life with worry?”  Ignacio placed her on the ground and started to reprimand her.  “I won’t stand a chance of reaching half my potential age at this rate.”  He picked her up and swung her around again, his face covered by her hair.  
“I am so sorry, Ignacio.  I had absolutely no idea that the powder was poisoned.”
“You would have done it even if you had known,” he said, putting her on the ground.  “That’s just the kind of person you have become.”
The gorgeous woman placed a hand over her heart and stumbled backwards.  “Oh, you have fatally wounded me.  There is no recovery from such a cruel accusation.”
Ignacio laughed, “You seem almost back to normal.  Dulce, this is Rosaline.  Obviously by the startling hair and eyes, she’s a druid.  Rosaline, this is Dulce.  An old friend.”
Dulce placed her head on his arm, “I’m so glad to hear that you still think of me that way after everything.”
Another voice caused all three heads to turn again, “Ignacio, given your history with Dulce, I would be most appreciative if you would be a little less handsy with her.”
“Don’t be jealous, Draven.”  Dulce wrapped her arms around Ignacio’s arm and squeezed.  “He’s my first love, so he can be as handsy as he wants.”
Draven stepped into the dim light of the woods.  “If you suggest that he help work the poison out of your system—”
Dulce laughed, “He wouldn’t know what he was doing.  You are the expert in that area.”  She skipped over to Draven, “It feels so good to be out in nature, traveling with friends, fighting evil again, after all of these years.”
Draven looked down at her, “That is not what you said yesterday.  I believe that your exact words were ‘I can’t take another night sleeping in these dank, dark woods.  If I ever make it back to civilization, I will never leave it again.’  Your words.”  One of his eyebrows rose as he waited for her response.  
Her laugh was melodic as she spun around, “That was yesterday.  So much has changed since then.”
Finally a smile spread across Draven’s face, “And here I thought you were starting to be a little more stable.  Looks like I still have my work cut out for me.”
“Damn straight.”  She smiled up at him.  
Rosaline watched the entire exchange, not quite sure what to think.  One second she and Ignacio were having a serious conversation, the next that woman came bounding in, throwing herself at Ignacio and saying he could touch her if he wanted to.  A part of Rosaline wanted nothing more than for the woman to disappear.  She hurt Ignacio.  He has forgiven her far too quickly.  What if she is just trying to draw him in to hurt him again?  Rosaline began to feel very uncomfortable as the three chatted.  
“Anyway,” Ignacio cut into the banter, “Draven, this is Rosaline, whom I’m sure you have heard about.”
“Ah, yes.”  He bowed deeply.  “My mentor spoke very highly of you, though he did say—”  He was interrupted by a swift elbow to his ribs, causing him to drop a few items he had been carrying.  
Dulce acted as if she hadn’t done anything.  “His mentor is Caspian, so surely you don’t want to hear anything that has been said about you.”
Draven was rubbing his ribs, “It was almost all honorable, I can assure you.  What assassin in his right mind would hit on a priestess?  That stuck-up lot of self-important hermits wouldn’t have the faintest idea of what a compliment was unless it came from one of their own.”  Both Dulce and Ignacio were looking at him with shocked expressions, and Ignacio’s eyes drifted to Rosaline.  Draven shrugged, “I’m sure she is fine because she has left, unlike most of her kind.  But don’t expect me to sugarcoat anything if she turns out like her sisters.  I can honestly say that up to this point, I have never met a priestess I liked.”
“Have you ever met a priestess?” Dulce asked meaningfully.
“Yes, several.  They clearly did not like that Caspian took me under his wing.”
Rosaline spoke up, “It was a very strange move to have an assassin train a jaguar shifter who was part of a group of outcasts.  It was a very dangerous move that could have blown up in our faces as much as it could have worked in our favor.  I don’t even know how Caspian came up with the idea, but—”
“He didn’t.”  Ignacio picked up the items from the forest floor.  “It was someone else’s idea, he just doesn’t get credit for it.  Nor would he ever complain about it.”
Rosaline was about to contradict him when Draven spoke up, “That’s what Caspian said, too.  With more curses and less elegance, but yes, he definitely wanted me to understand that he was not my savior.  He would never tell me who ventured the idea either, said that the person wouldn’t want anyone to know.”
Dulce nodded, “I bet it was Caspian, but he was just being humble.”
“No.”  Ignacio smiled at her, “You obviously don’t know Caspian well if you think that he would allow anyone else to take credit for his work.”
“Oh, he will take credit when it is something bad,” Draven said, reaching out for the items Ignacio had picked up.
“How would either of you know?  You weren’t there,” Rosaline said, feeling that she would know more, having been a priestess when the druids had finally agreed to take Draven and Maverick in.  “Caspian made the case that we should adopt children instead of using adults.  I saw him.”
Ignacio and Draven shared a look, then Ignacio held up a hand toward Draven.  “Of course, Caspian sold the idea.  Can you imagine anyone else being able to persuade the druids like him?  With almost half of them being in love with him themselves?”  There was something behind his words that Rosaline didn’t quite understand and she just looked at him.  Ignacio pushed a little further, “I know you are aware that he doesn't exactly enjoy spending time with the druids, but there is… there are a few other assassins who know the druids best, know what they need, and how best to persuade them.”
Darius, the name sprang to her mind and her expression changed.  
Ignacio nodded and smiled, “Caspian knows his place among the assassins, and he will always do whatever he can to ensure that we succeed.  But he is certainly not the brains.”
Rosaline couldn’t help but laugh.  She covered her mouth, trying to hide how amusing she found the assessment of the most famous assassin as Dulce spoke.  
“He seemed so charming, so charismatic when I met him.”
“Which time?” Draven asked, trying to yank the items out of Ignacio’s grasp.  
Rosaline spoke across them, “Why not just put that in the space?”  The three heads turned, each with a different expression.  She didn’t quite understand Ignacio’s as he realized what she was trying to suggest.  “Like what you did with my bag, Ignacio.  That way you don’t end up fighting over who carries it.”
Draven turned his head and looked at Ignacio, “What did you do?”
Ignacio rolled his eyes, stretched out a hand, and opened a small area.  “If you would like, you can put your stuff here, but you won’t be able to retrieve it without my help.”
Dulce began to look into the space, then stuck her hand in.  “It’s so cold!  Oh gods, you couldn’t do this when we first met.”
“I hadn’t worked it out quite yet.”
Draven looked at the space, then shoved the items into it.  “I don’t expect we will need any of that for a while.  It will be nice to walk without having to tote so much around.  Who else knows that you can do that?”
Ignacio rubbed the back of his neck and squeezed his eyes shut.  He opened one eye a fraction, “You mean other than the three of you?”
Draven nodded.  
“I think… no one else.”
Draven closed his eyes and looked away, “Then how did you learn to do it if no one else knows?”
“I spent a lot of time reading about the theory.  Figure out how the theory works when applied to reality, and you can pretty much do anything.”
“You do realize that is not something that anyone is supposed to be able to do.”
“Says the jaguar shifter who is assassin-trained and unfettered to any one group.”
“There is a world of difference between the two.”
Ignacio frowned, “Perhaps you have noticed, but there are a lot of things that are going wrong in the world at the moment, it's a sign of something worse.  Like you, I have grown up with a completely different understanding of the world because we were born into that broken version of it.  You were gifted in physical prowess, and you have used that to be better.”
Draven nodded, “And you were gifted in everything, and have used that to better everything and everyone around you.”
Ignacio laughed and pointed toward Rosaline, “She can attest to that being untrue.  Shall we?  If you guys are already here, the others can’t be too far behind.”
The small group began walking and talking.  Not quite feeling like she belonged, Rosaline kept a bit of distance between her and the rest.  A few times, Dulce tried to engage her in conversation, but Rosaline was reluctant to get to know her better.  The image of Ignacio lying helpless on the ground kept crossing her mind every time Dulce looked at her.  Remaining polite, Rosaline kept her responses short and uninteresting.  
After a while, Dulce started to seem a little tired, and she started to stagger a little.  Ignacio caught her after she tripped over a root.  “Draven, I think you had better help her.”  
Draven nodded, “I think that I will need to get to work soon.”  
Dulce giggled, and they began to chat.  
As soon as they were preoccupied, Ignacio fell in step with Rosaline.  “How are you doing?”  His voice was as kind as always, but he kept his eyes on Dulce.  
Rosaline bristled a little, “I’m fine.  Don’t worry about me.  You are enjoying your friends, and I wouldn’t want to keep you from enjoying yourself.”
Ignacio frowned and looked over at her.  “Clearly you are not alright.  Are your feet hurting you?”  Without waiting for a response, he shifted and began to walk beside her.  
“I said I am fine, Ignacio.”  As soon as she said it, Rosaline could hear that she was snapping at him.  “I am sorry.  You are just trying to be nice.”
His stunning green eyes moved into what looked like a smile, and he moved his head in a way that indicated his back.  
“I shouldn’t.”  Rosaline stepped away from him.
Ignacio growled, then swung his haunches, knocking her off her feet.  Instead of hitting the ground, she found herself sitting sideways, the feel of strong muscles moving under her.  Blushing at the idea of sitting on Ignacio, she wanted to hop down.  
He quickened his pace so that she couldn’t.  Looking around for Dulce and Draven, Rosaline realized that they were following Ignacio’s lead.  
Not long after that, they found the rest of their party.  Draven and Dulce slipped away to work out the poison.  Rosaline watched them disappear, wondering what kind of treatment required them to slip away, but no one else seemed keen on asking.  
Four days passed with the group traveling through all kinds of terrain.  Whenever it got too difficult, the shifters would carry the magic users.  She had no idea how far they had gone because the shifters seemed to be racing each other when they got bored, which meant they had traveled much further than planned in those two days.  Word arrived that a champion named Maverick was supposed to join them in a day or two, which meant that Ignacio and Rosaline would be able to return home.  They were getting close to Dulce and Draven’s destination, and Rosaline was beginning to get a few pricks in her mind from priestesses wanting to know how much longer she would be gone.
On the fourth night, the calm was broken.  The air around them was bothering Rosaline and she was sitting off to the side, trying to ignore what was happening in the forest nearby.  As hard as she tried, events were unfolding too close for her to ignore, and after she heard a prophecy, she knew that she couldn’t ignore it any longer.  That kind of seer was supposed to be dead a long time ago.  Her mind walked out into the woods and watched a bizarre series of events unfolding.  To her surprise, Caspian appeared and began fighting alongside a strange man who didn’t fit any shifter description that she had heard of.  Things were not going well—one of the women was captured, and the ancient seer was stolen by a champion named Maverick.  
He was supposed to join us, wasn’t he?  Where is he going?  Her mind was about to follow when a familiar voice caught her attention.  Turning to look at Caspian who had just finished muttering to himself, Orion emerged from the shadows.  She didn’t hear what they said.  Too afraid that they would see her, she fled back to the camp.  
Once she was back in her body, she held her knees to her chest, her eyes constantly scanning the forest.  Where they coming to drag her back?  Did they realize what she had done?  
Ignacio watched her from his place by the fire.  As much as he wanted to go help her, he was afraid that his help would not be welcome.  The rest of the group were sitting around a fire and talking like they had done the previous nights.  
Rosaline was pulled from her worry as she noticed something heading towards them much faster than humanly possible.  
“There’s a shifter approaching.”  She stood up seconds before a golden-colored jaguar without spots stopped at the edge of the fire’s light.  
He shifted and took a few steps toward the fire.  In human form it was much easier to see that he was seriously injured, possibly fatally injured if he wasn’t treated soon.  
Rosaline hurried to him, but his eyes didn’t seem able to focus on anyone.  “They have her.  They managed…”  She couldn’t understand what he meant, but the gasps from behind her told her that the rest of the group did.  He continued, “I failed.”  Unable to remain on his feet, he dropped to his knees.  
Rosaline knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.  “No.  You haven’t failed yet.  It’s just time for you to sleep.”  He fell into her arms.  Seconds later, she placed him on the ground and began to work magic while almost everyone else seemed frozen behind her.  
A soft voice beside her cut into her work, “What can I do to help?”
“I need warm water.  He’s lost a lot of blood, and there is something in his wounds that is keeping them from properly closing.”  Before she finished speaking, a small bowl of water was held out to her with a clean cloth.  
She worked feverishly, keeping him from waking so that he would not feel the pain.  “Can you draw the poison from him?”  Her request was nearly a whisper because she knew that it was dangerous.  
“Of course.”  A familiar hand appeared in her vision, but Rosaline focused on her work.  If Ignacio was going to draw the poison into himself, then she wasn’t going to waste the time he was giving her.  As soon as one wound was clear, Rosaline worked to heal it.  A minute later, she fell back, feeling exhausted.  Healing was not one of her best skills, but she had reacted on instinct.  
Dulce put something behind Rosaline’s back and sat down beside her.  “That was quite exceptional.  You have a lot more healing talent than me.  I have pretty much none.”
Feeling tired, Rosaline shook her head, “I know that seers are the best healers.  I probably should have let one of you do it.  He’s a champion.  Right?”  She looked at the patient.  “Where are his spots?  His hair is just blond.”
Dulce laughed, “Yes, most seers are gifted healers.  Unfortunately, you aren’t traveling with any of them.”  
The other seer sat down on her other side, “Quite unfortunate for you, yes.  Dulce and I are very good at reading the future for others.”
“Plagued might be a better word,” Dulce said.  
“Yes, I agree.  Some nights I can’t sleep for the images.”
“No kidding,” Dulce muttered.  “It got so bad for me that I was going out looking for humans just to get rid of the strongest ones.”
Faith laughed beside her, “I never had it that bad.”  She patted Rosaline’s back, “I don’t know what we would have done if you weren’t here.  We absolutely cannot afford to lose him.”  
All eyes were on the figure being carried to the sleeping area by Draven and Benettio.  Ignacio was watching the jaguars with a grim smile on his face.  He gave a quick bow to the women, “If you will excuse me.”
“Is nature calling?”  Dulce said as he turned to leave.  
He gave a wide grin, “Something like that.”
Rosaline stood up, “Oh gods.”
Dulce stood up beside her, “It’s alright.  He’s an assassin so he will be perfectly fine out there on his own.”
Rosaline looked at the seers, who were now heading back to the fire, chatting.  Dulce grabbed her arm and pulled her with them.  Rosaline turned back but could no longer see Ignacio.  Swallowing, she had a hard time not running after him.  
But there was nothing she could do to help him.  Ignacio was going to purge the poison from his system, and if she got too close there was no telling what would happen.  She began to pull at her lip as her mind followed him through the darkness.  
She felt hands pushing her back in front of the fire and a warm voice said, “Go ahead and lean a little closer.  I’m sure that using that much magic must have drained you.  That was some quick work on what could have been fatal injuries.”  Dulce patted her back.  
“Haiden is going to owe you when he wakes up.  You are one lucky bitch.”  Faith nudge Rosaline.  “Not that anyone ever keeps track with him.  Sweetest man in the world, Haiden.”
“If anyone’s a bitch it would be Harmony,” Dulce said from Rosaline’s other side.  “I cannot believe that she finally won him over.”
“They are complete opposites.”  Faith laughed.  “But she deserves it after everything she has been through.  And he always liked her, even when no one else liked her.”
Dulce laughed, “Don’t be so mean.  I love Harmony.  There is no pretense, no lies and fake niceties.  She’s just so brutally honest and open.”
“Yeah, isn’t that why she can be a problem?”
“If Harmony is giving you trouble, that is because you deserve it.”
Faith placed a hand over her heart, “You wound me, Dulce.  Such harsh words from you, I think I’m just going to curl up and die.”
Dulce laughed, “Ever the martyr for yourself.”
Rosaline stopped listening to them after a while and stared off into the darkness.  I’m so sorry, Ignacio.  They don’t even know, and I can’t tell them if you won’t.  Why are you keeping it a secret?  Please come back and be alright.  
A warm hand on her head pulled her from her thoughts.  Rosaline looked up into Draven’s eyes, and at first thought that he was somehow reflecting the colors of the fire until she properly focused.  No, he has fire-colored eyes.  Strange.
She felt her body sway a bit.  “Ah, someone has overexerted herself.”  A pair of warm arms picked her up.  “Ladies, if you will help me get her to bed until the ambling assassin returns.”  
Rosaline decided not to fight, and as soon as she was settled into her bedding, she sent her mind out looking for Ignacio.
Rosaline’s mind searched for Ignacio and found the assassin more than a mile away from the camp.  He was on his hands and knees, and it sounded like he was having trouble breathing.  She pulled part of herself away and sat near him, pulling her knees to her chest and rocking.  
“I shouldn’t have asked you do to that,” she said.  “I shouldn’t have asked.”
Ignacio looked up, his green eyes watery and pained.  “Who’s there?”
“I’m sorry, Ignacio.  I’m so sorry.”  
Finally his eyes found the source.  Rosaline sat a few feet away, barely visible.  He crawled over to her and fell to the ground.  His body made noise that it definitely shouldn’t have, like his bones were breaking, but he was smiling up at her.  Stretching out a hand, he tried to pat her back.  “There, there.  It wasn’t your fault.”  He let his hand fall to the ground.  “Wow, that poison is stronger than I thought, and this time it wasn’t full in the face.  Maybe I am losing my touch.”  
He struggled to sit up, finally moving a little distance away to lean on a rock nearby.  “I hope she doesn’t actually feel bad for asking me to help.”
Rosaline scooted closer to him.  “I do feel bad.  I feel incredibly guilty.  You didn’t even think about it first, you just did it.  It isn’t what I expected from an assassin at all, but you are… so much more noble than I had been led to believe you should be.  I thought you should have judged him to determine if he should be saved.”
Ignacio frowned and tried to scratch his head.  Unable to bring his hand up far enough, he let his head fall back against the tree.  “You’re too young to know what you are talking about.  You are too gifted to understand regular problems.  You are too much a part of death to value life.”  He let out a derisive laugh, “Well, that last one was expected.  All of the assassins warned me that was the stigma to persuade me not to do it.”  Ignacio ran his tongue along his very dry lips.  “I hear all of it so often now, it is starting to play in my own mind.”
Rosaline felt a pain in her chest as she looked into his face.  “Why don’t you let them know what you did?  Let them know that you pulled the poison out?  As it stands, they think that I did everything.”  There was a bit of pleading in her voice.
Ignacio shook his head, “Ah, self-doubt and a desire for praise, the constant companion of all assassins.  Of course, you strike when I am at my weakest.”  He moved his head to look at her, “And you take such a pretty, pretty form.”  He closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the tree, “I won’t give in, though.  Like my brethren, I did not become an assassin because it would gain me glory or fame.  No assassin has ever been happy for the notoriety.  I do it because it is right, and I want to see things as they should be.  If Rosaline gets all of the credit, it will make me happy because she has seemed so sad this whole time.  She won’t tell me what is wrong, though, and…”  He let out a sigh and didn’t say anything else.  
“Ignacio?”  Rosaline stretched out a spectral hand, wanting to touch him, and to let him know that she would try to be happier if he would stop hurting.  The gentle sound of breathing stopped her from materializing further.  Slipping back to herself, Rosaline slept the rest of the night.  
 
 



Chapter 9
No Rest
When the sun rose the next morning, Rosaline rolled over and hid her face under a blanket.  It was the memories of the previous night that jolted her awake a few seconds later.  
“Good morning, our star healer,” Faith was flipping through a book.  “You seemed to have slept quite well.”
“Yes, I did.  Thank you.  How did you sleep?”
“Like a rock.”  Faith put the book down.  “He’s still out, but he’s definitely going to be alright.”
“Ignacio?” Rosaline asked as she pushed the covers away.  
“No,” Faith laughed, “Haiden.  I think that Ignacio did watch him all night, though.  Hardly necessary after what you did.  I think he felt bad that you ended up doing everything.”
“But I—”
Before Rosaline could finish, Dulce pulled open a flap on their little enclosure.  “Good morning.”
Faith gave her friend one look and rolled her eyes, “Working out the poison, I see.”
“You’re just jealous.”
The two bantered, leaving Rosaline confused and curious.  She followed them to the water to wash up.  Someone always stayed with Haiden, but they couldn’t make any progress on their goal while he remained unconscious.  
The afternoon after he appeared in their camp, Dulce and Draven disappeared, which was expected.  However, their return less than an hour later startled everyone.  They explained how they had found a time hole not too far away, and the seers and champions immediately began to discuss trying to rescue Harmony themselves.  
Ignacio avoided listening to their discussion, but Rosaline was drawn into the debate because too often the group was talking over itself.  Dulce alone sat to the side, a defiant look on her face.  
“You cannot expect me to sit back and wait for her to be found.”  Though she was pouting, Dulce’s voice was anything but cute as she looked at Draven.  
“I understand your concern, Dulce, but you charging in is about the worst thing that you could do.  Obviously, you aren’t thinking things through.”  Draven was exasperated, but more tame than Faith and Benettio, who both felt that the risk was too high to go after her at all.  
Rosaline walked over to the group.  “I’m sorry, Dulce, but he is right.  If you still have poison in your system, you are going to make it easy to add to their heart.  It is almost a death sentence to both you and Harmony.  You won’t leave her, she won’t leave you.  Draven will die trying to get both of you out, and then we will be down more allies.”
Dulce’s eyes narrowed, “You are not going to guilt me into staying behind.”
“Why would you feel guilty about not doing something stupid?”  Rosaline tilted her head to the side, trying to figure out what Dulce meant.  “There are other options.  Right now, I think that Haiden is our best option.  If he can wake up within the next three days, he has the proper motivation to find her and bring her back.”
“Three days!”  Dulce stood up.  “They could have her merged into a heart in that amount of time!” 
Rosaline shook her head, “Right now they are looking for Miracle.”
The small group looked at each other.  Draven looked up at her, “They aren’t those kind of believers.  They don’t look for miracles.”
“No, they aren’t looking for a miracle.  They are looking for the Miracle in the prophecy.  It was issued the night that Haiden appeared.  It was so clear it almost gave me a headache.”
Draven stood up, “What prophecy?”
“Miracle’s prophecy.  She had been fighting them for a very long time.  Longer than any of us have been alive.  Longer than all of us have been combined.  But she met him,” she pointed to Haiden, “and Harmony.  Harmony named her Miracle, and then sacrificed herself to make sure they didn’t find Miracle.  She didn’t know that Miracle is much, much older, but I don’t think that she had a name before.  Maverick took her, but I didn’t follow him because of Caspian and—”  Rosaline stopped talking and she turned to look at Ignacio.  She immediately shut her mouth.  
Ignacio was watching her without any discernable expression on his face.  She recognized that look.
“Rosaline!”  Her head whipped back around and she stepped back when she realized that Benettio was standing directly in front of her.  His clear yellow eyes were pretty, but they were not friendly at that moment.  “How do you know this?  
“I’m a druid,” she said and began to pull at her lip.
Before anyone could say anything, Ignacio materialized beside her.  “I believe her.  She’s been training to become a high priestess, so she is much more sensitive to the world than we are.  Although,” he turned to look at her, an eyebrow arched, “it would have been nice if she would have told us sooner.”
“I didn’t know if it was important.  We are protecting Dulce, so we couldn't go after Harmony, too.  She has a lot more poison in her system.”
Dulce seemed to swoon.  Draven was by her side helping her sit down.  “It’s okay, Dulce.  Everything will be alright.”
Rosaline spoke up, “If it will make you feel better, if he isn’t awake within three days, I will go look for Harmony.”
The group fell silent.  
“You can’t do that, Rosaline,” Ignacio’s voice was low.  “You cannot go walking into—”
“I will take Ignacio because I can tell you all trust him, even if he is an assassin.  You don’t think of him as one, so you trust him.  If Haiden doesn’t wake up, we will make sure she comes back safely.”
The group looked at each other and started to nod.  Dulce looked up at her, “Thank you, Rosaline, but I don’t think that we can let you go.  Your powers are far too great, so we can’t let you walk into trouble.”
“But you can’t go, either.”
Ignacio held his hands up, “I will communicate the need to a few people who might be able to help and will have them be on standby for when Haiden wakes.  As for the group, I think we will need to get to the destination as quickly as possible and then disband.  Maverick will not be joining us now, and the four of you, though incredibly capable, you don’t have a healer among you.”
“Sorry, Ignacio.”  Dulce looked at him with a guilty smile, “It looks like we are relying on your druid a little too much.”
He waved his hands, “If she is offering to go into the Unwashed den, then clearly she has enjoyed her time here, even if she doesn’t know how to show it.”  He looked at Rosaline for a second with a forced smile, “She has been trained to be careful and unemotional.  If I didn’t drag her back, she would probably do everything she could for the betterment of all.”  
As he said it, Rosaline felt a little pain in her heart, mostly because she knew it was true.  The way he said it made her feel like he did not agree with her following what was expected of her.  
Ignacio leaned over, “The priestesses would never approve of you walking into an Unwashed nest.”
Without another word, he walked off into the forest.  Faith broke the silence, “I don’t care if he is an assassin, if that shifter were interested in me, I would not turn him down.”
Dulce laughed, “Forget it, Faith.  His heart is more closed off than Caspian’s, he just won’t play with your heart before breaking it.”
Rosaline turned to look at where Ignacio once stood.  Without thinking, she moved over to Haiden and began to tend to him.  
The next day passed without any changes, but the following morning, Haiden woke up.  Rosaline noticed him moving around and talking with Ignacio, who was cooking up some fish that they had caught.  Everyone else was down at the creek.  At one point, Ignacio had a pained expression on his face as he looked over at her.  She gave a little wave, but he looked away.  Moments later, Dulce noticed that Haiden was awake.  Running out of the water, she headed straight for him.  Since listening to Ignacio after he had purged the poison from his system, Rosaline had been trying to fit in a little better.  She ran after Dulce and Faith, and threw her arms around them as they hugged Haiden.  After all of the time she had spent taking care of him, it felt nice when he hugged her back.  A sincere smile spread across her face, and she squeezed him a little harder.  
As happy as he was to see everyone, Haiden had no intention of remaining, especially after he learned about the time hole.  Ignacio pulled him aside for a few minutes.  When Haiden returned, he was smiling.  “Ready, Dulce?  Draven?”
“You look awfully happy for a fool rushing in.”  Draven did not look amused.  
“Well, I'm not going to go running in, sword swinging, the way you would for Dulce because I want their deaths to come as a complete surprise.  A sweet, nasty surprise.”  His eyes narrowed, and for a second Haiden looked almost terrifying.  He shifted and a few seconds later he, Dulce, and Draven were heading toward the time hole.  
Less than two days later, the group began to split.  Faith and Benettio left a few miles from the destination.  Once it was just the four of them, Ignacio removed the last of Dulce and Draven’s things from his little storage area and placed them on a table while people were saying goodbye.  
There was a soft smile on his face as he pulled Dulce into a tight hug.  “I think that you need to stay here, in safety, until the rest of the poison is out of your system.  I know that you want to help, but if you have to travel in packs, that should tell you everything you need to know about how risky it is.”
“I know you are right, Ignacio,” she squeezed him.  “But you also know that I hate doing nothing.”
“Staying safe isn’t doing nothing.  But I promise that I will find a way to let you be useful without having to walk into danger.”  He pulled away from her and held her at arm’s length.  “Is that good enough?”
Dulce sighed and shook her head, “If you promise, then yes it is.  You have one month to figure out how to use me.”
“Deal.  And you two focus on the poison.  I am not going to want to deal with that again.”  He gave them a meaningful look.
Dulce giggled as Draven wrapped his arms around her from behind.  “Jealous?”
“Of course.”  His smile spread to his eyes as he looked at them.  “You really do look great together, just remember how happy you feel right now because tough times are coming.”
“I would argue that the worst is behind me,” Dulce said.
“Hey!” Draven moved so that he could look into her eyes.  
Her beautiful laugh rang around the room, “I didn’t mean you.  I meant the year before I met you.  Facing everything on my own, and remembering….”  She shivered.  
Draven pulled her closer to him.  His face lowered near hers, “I am here to make sure you never suffer through that again.”
Dulce spun around in his arms, “That is exactly why I said that the worst is behind me.  Now that I have you—”  Draven stopped her from talking with a passionate kiss.  
Ignacio looked away.  “Never mind.  Forget I said anything.  You don’t need me reminding you of anything besides remembering to breathe.  Rosaline, let’s get you home.”
Rosaline stood rooted to the spot, her mind trying to process the open display of affection.  A whispered voice in her ear said, “Don’t stare.  It’s impolite.”  Rosaline nodded, her face red as she finally looked away.  The couple did not even realize that Ignacio and Rosaline had left.  
The trip back to Marlyon did not take long as Ignacio insisted on carrying Rosaline back.  He didn’t sleep for several days.  As much as Rosaline wanted to encourage him to take care of himself, she knew that he was anxious to get her home.  He had been acting a little different ever since she had offered to go after Harmony.  
Things were just as hectic after they returned.  The mystic queen, Freya, had asked for help, and the druids were debating whether they should send someone.  As soon as she learned this, Rosaline immediately began to speak out about the importance of working with them.  Between her and Itzel, there was no rest for the druids, and they eventually agreed that one of them could go.  Haiden and Harmony arrived around the same time as Rosaline and Ignacio returned as well.  Harmony was in really rough shape, but she was expected to live.  There was a considerable amount of poison in her system, and Ignacio had no desire to tell the druids about the only proven way to remove it.  He simply said Haiden knew what to do and to let them work it out between them.  
Not long after they returned, he disappeared, though nobody seemed able to tell Rosaline when she asked.  
To her surprise, Haiden was selected to represent the champions in the discussion with the queen.  Eager to be of assistance, she had offered to help work the poison out of Harmony’s system while he was away.  Haiden’s speechless response quickly turned into nervous laughter as he tried to hint at how the poison was removed.  He had to bluntly explain that the only method that seemed to work was sex—he could draw the poison out of her.  As Rosaline tried to find a scientific reason behind what he was suggesting, her face beet-red, he cut her off saying that he didn’t care why it worked, he was just glad it did.  
“But—but—you aren’t together!  You aren’t the same species!” 
Haiden gave her a strange look, “I thought you and…”  He twisted his mouth and his eyes went to the window, “Oh, he didn’t say anything.  Dammit.  He always makes things so much harder on himself, like he thinks he still needs to prove himself.”  Haiden shook his head and looked into Rosaline’s eyes.  “I love Harmony.  It doesn’t matter that she isn’t a jaguar shifter to me, I can’t imagine being with anyone else now.”
“But that makes no sense!”
“It doesn’t have to make sense.  There are male humans burning up magic users’ lives trying to find immortality and power.  We don’t live in a world that make sense.  The world has never made sense.  That is what makes life worth living.  You have to find your reason to live, whether it is your path in life, a worthwhile cause, or love.  I have lived long enough to know that what Harmony and I have is not common, and it is fragile.  I almost lost her.  I almost lost her, Rosaline.  Maybe you don’t understand how much that hurts, but I think you will.  If you are honest with yourself.”
“I don’t understand!”  Rosaline put her head in her hands.  
A hand patted her on the shoulder, “I think you don’t want to understand.  That is the best I can do to help you after everything you have done for me.  And if you figure it out, I can repay him for a fraction of what he has done for us.”  Haiden gave her a smile, then closed the door.  
Rosaline was pondering his words back in her room when someone knocked on her door.  She rose and walked to the door.  One of the priestesses was waiting on the other side.  “The high priestesses are summoning you.”
“Oh, right.”  Rosaline had not met with them since she had returned.  “I completely forgot!”
“We know, and they are very disappointed.”
Rosaline held up a finger, “Give me a minute.  I need to do something first.”
“No, Rosaline.  They will not wait any longer.  We don’t know what you have been doing, but you are not acting the way you should.”
Rosaline paused, then looked at the priestess.  “You are right.  I understand and will follow you.”
The high priestesses expressed their disappointment and anger for over two hours.  They suppressed her powers and put her on probation, not only because she did not come see them (and was incredibly difficult to find), but they did not like the information that she presented to them.  She had saved a champion, which was fine, but she had done so in the open, put Ignacio at risk by asking him to withdraw the poison, failed to return home after the events that had happened in the woods, and she had expressed far too much emotion as she spoke.  
Rosaline hung her head as she left.  A part of her wondered if she should have mentioned that Orion and Caspian had been in the woods, or if she should have brought up the prophecy she had heard, but she was glad she didn’t.  The way the women had treated her was wrong.  Rosaline had been there, experienced events, and she had reacted in a way that she thought was best for everyone involved.  
She sought a place to reflect, and found herself in the small garden where Ignacio had brought her after the last mission.  Sitting on the bench, she felt miserable.  Something wet hit her hand, and she looked up to the sky to see if it was now going to make things worse by raining on her.  
Something soft pressed against her cheek.  Startled, Rosaline looked to the side.  Sitting beside her was Ignacio.  “Your eyes are raining.”  He patted her cheek.
Without thinking, Rosaline threw her arms around him.  For a moment he was shocked, but then he slid his arms around her.  “Go ahead and cry.  I won’t tell anyone.”
She cried into his shoulder for what felt like an eternity and no time at all.  Suddenly, he stood up.  He slipped the soft cloth that he had used to dab her tears into Rosaline’s hand and moved to the door.  
“She is reflecting now.  Can I get word to her?”  
Rosaline looked up and realized that someone was looking for her.  Hiding her face, she tried to look like she was concentrating.  
“I know that you just got back, Ignacio, but something has come up.”  Orion’s voice sounded strained, “Legend’s prophecy happened, Ignacio.  Right in front of me, I watched him die.  Then I watched him be brought back to life.  That shouldn’t be possible.  It shouldn’t be possible for anyone, and no prophecy should be undone, either.”
Rosaline peeked over at Ignacio and saw him leaning against the wall.  His eyes looked at Orion’s.  “So, he’s not dead.”
Orion shook his head, “Not anymore.  But that’s not the worst thing.  I found out what happened to Kendra.  They killed her, Ignacio, they killed Kendra.”
Ignacio sank to the ground.  “Not possible.  No human could kill her.  She was—”
“I know.  And I know that Rosaline wanted to go talk to Freya, but given her abilities, we need her help somewhere else right now.”
“What do you need me to do?”
Ignacio looked up at her, his head shaking vigorously, “No.  No.  I won’t—you can’t go.”
Orion stepped toward her, ignoring Ignacio.  “Itzel is good, but I think that it would be best if she dealt with Freya so that you can help determine the physical limits to the far west.  We need to know how far into Marlyon the Unwashed have made it, but clearly they have penetrated even into our lands.”
“I don’t understand how that is possible,” Rosaline said.  
“Absolutely not.  She is not leaving here again.  Orion, she was crying just now.”  Ignacio’s words were uttered in a hissed whisper.  “She is not in a state—”
“Good.”  Orion’s words cut across whatever his mentee was going to say.  “The more connected she is with the here and now, the better her abilities will be.”
Ignacio stood between Orion and Rosaline.  “No.  She is reeling from not one, but two very trying missions.  You even said yourself that she had no business going on the last one.  But you let her, and now—”
“Who was the one that insisted she go?”
“Darius, but—”
“And this time, both Darius and I insist that she go.”
Rosaline couldn’t see his face, but Ignacio’s voice was little more than a growl, “I won’t let you send her—”
“Ignacio, you will go with her.  Darius will go with Itzel—”
“He’ll never agree to leave.”
“He’s already insisted on it, much to everyone else’s shock.  You should have seen the look on Itzel’s face.”
“But Darius doesn’t think that anyone should go to talk to Freya.”
“Of course he doesn’t.  He’s going to try to talk her out of it, and good luck to him with that futile endeavor,” Orion muttered.  “Caspian is gods know where, I have to—oh gods, this is such a mess.  Look, Ignacio, I know it is a terrible idea, but do you really want to find out about the Unwashed being in our lands the way that they did in Ishtar?  Freya and her lot still don’t realize they have been invaded.  How can we say anything if we have also been compromised?  Please.  I know that it is risky.  I know that you need a break because you have put yourself through far too much over the last few months.  But that is true of so many of us.  I would say we can send another assassin with her—”
“Not happening.”  Ignacio’s voice was a growl.
“Then we agree, you should go.”
“No, no, I do not agree that it needs to be her.  There are so many druids here, it can be any of them.”
Orion’s voice was low, but there was a fatherly tone as he placed a hand on Ignacio’s shoulder, “We both know why that isn’t true.”
Ignacio shook his head, “It’s too much.  Orion, it’s too much for her, and you know it.”
“I do.  But I trust you.  Almost as much as Darius.”  There was a feeble smile on the older assassin’s face.  “I know you won’t let anything happen to her.  No matter what.”
Ignacio’s head dropped forward and he nodded, “Okay.  I will take her, and I will send you the report.”
“It would be best if you send them to Darius.”
“It would be easier for you if I sent them to Darius, but he will be gone for at least six weeks.  He won’t be able to do anything.”
“This is so messed up and out of control.  Alright.  Send them to me, and I will do what I can.  But you have to swear you won’t die.”
“I can’t.  You know that I can’t.”
“Then you promise me you won’t let him die.”  Orion moved Ignacio out of the way.  “Rosaline, swear to me that you won’t let him die.”
“You can’t put that on her!”
“I swear, Orion.  He will be safe with me.”
He nodded at her, “I will hold you to that.”  Orion took a deep breath, “May we meet again soon, happy, whole, and safe.”  He moved to the wall and slipped over.  
“He could have left through the door,” Rosaline said, looking at where Orion had gone.  
“No, he couldn’t.  He has even less time than we do.”  Ignacio turned to Rosaline, “Are you going to ask for permission?”
She shook her head, “They won’t give it if I do.”
Ignacio nodded.  “They locked your magic, too?”
“It’s just suppressed right now.”
He nodded again, “I can work with that.”  Ignacio picked her up before she could say anything.  The next thing she knew, they were over the wall.  Ignacio shifted.  She climbed on his back and they ran toward the eastern edge of Marlyon.  
 



Chapter 10
A Confession and a Savior
After a few hours, Ignacio started to slow down.  He let Rosaline slide off of his back, then he shifted.
“I thought that Orion wanted us to go to the far west.  You went east.”  
“Yes, you are right, but we need a wide net to pinpoint where they are.”
“Perhaps they are not in the country.  I believe that we lost contact with Kendra while she was away, so there is a chance that the Unwashed have not penetrated our borders.”
“There is a chance, but it is only slightly higher than the chance that there are no Unwashed in Solona.”
“But we know they have infiltrated Solona.”
“Yes.”  Ignacio was pacing around the area, his hands moving rapidly.  
The next few days, he looked over things and drew symbols that Rosaline couldn’t begin to understand.  Periodically, he would pull things out of the space, then replace it with something else.  While he worked, she made food so that he didn’t starve.  Uncertain why, she was surprised when he finally approached her.  
She was entrenched as his green eyes looked down at her, completely ignoring the world around them.  “I am aware that this is a very, very inopportune time, but I …”  Ignacio stepped close to her.  “I know my limits, and I know how risky this is going to be.  If anything should happen, I don’t want to have any regrets.”
“I swore that you wouldn’t die.  I cannot fail Orion.”  She tried to smile back to reassure Ignacio that she would protect him.
“You have always been so sweet.  A little thick sometimes, but unbelievably sweet.”  He put a hand on her face, “I know that you don’t believe in the path you are on.  You hid the doubt well, almost no one else noticed.”
“But you… you knew?”  Rosaline looked up at him.
He smiled and nodded, “Yes.  I could tell that you were never certain, and I think that your instincts are right.  I think that there is a different path for you.  But I might just be selfish.”
Rosaline tried to laugh, “You are the least selfish person I know.  You never wanted recognition, and I know that you continually kept our group from fighting, even if no one else noticed.  You were always taking care of anyone, and never wanted anything in return.”
He looked away for a moment, “Please be careful with your words, because when you are kind like that, it gives me hope.”
“Hope is good.  Isn’t it?”
“Rosaline, I love you.”  
She looked at him for a moment, then she let a smile spread across her face.  “I love you too, Ignacio.”
“No, Rosaline, I don’t love you the way that I love others.  What I feel for you is not that kind of love.  I want to be more for you, and I want you to be more for me.”
Rosaline’s eyes widened and she took a step back.  “Ignacio, I—I’m a priestess.”
“I know, Rosaline.  I know that you have taken the vows, but it isn’t too late.  I want to show you what you have missed being cooped up in that little place, to see you smile like you did when you thought no one was watching while we traveled with the group.  You didn't like Dulce at first, but after a few days, you warmed up to her, and there was a whole other side to you that was so… lovable.  I want to help you live the kind of life you deserve so that you don’t live a life you don’t want.”
Rosaline slowly shook her head, “I can’t.  I can’t, Ignacio.  I’m sorry.”  Tears began to well up in her eyes.  
A gentle yank, and she found her face buried in his chest.  “You don’t need to be sorry.  I feared—I knew that you likely wouldn’t feel the same way.  Thank you for listening to me because I know it wasn’t something you wanted to hear.  Thank you.”  He kissed the top of her head and let her go.  He turned away from her, “I have another day or two worth of work to do, then we will be ready to go to the western side.”  
Rosaline nodded her head, and walked toward a little path to try to understand what had just happened and why it hurt.  
When the sun rose, she heard a gentle call, “Rosaline.  It is your turn now.”
Her eyes fluttered open.  “What’s my turn?”
There was a quiet laugh, “I need to start drawing out your powers.  Since you weren’t there for long after they began suppressing your magic, and it has been a few days, I can start to draw out the magic needed to cover the entire country.”
“My magic isn’t that strong.”
“Not on its own, no.”  He took her hand and pulled her to her feet.  “Come on.  I’ll explain it as I weave the web.”
“What web?”
“Hold your hands out like this.”  He placed his hand about level with her shoulders, only a foot or so from his chest.  
Rosaline did as she was told.  Ignacio locked his fingers in hers and closed his eyes.  She watched him intently as he began to mumble something in a language she didn’t know.  The warmth of his soft hands made it difficult to focus, and she found her eyes drifting to the connection.  When he let go, a chill went down her spine.  
“The magic is being drawn from you, and is probably making you feel a little cold.  You will start to warm up soon, just give it a few seconds.”  His eyes were closed, and as soon as he was done explaining, he returned to muttering in the strange language.  Rosaline closed her eyes and listened to his voice.  Over time it got harder to hear him, so she opened her eyes.  There were thin blue lines stretching as far as she could see to her left and right.  The lines stretched out like a grid and ended at Ignacio, who was slowly walking backwards away from her.  His words were flowing faster and his voice rose, causing the lines to hum.  The assassin took a large step back and pulled his hands back quickly.  The blue lines shot past him and moved along into the distance.  The entire world looked like it existed on a grid now.  Rosaline walked toward a small beach.  She could see the lines running out into the water, but they appeared to stop only a few miles from the shore.  
“Now we need to head to the west to see if Orion was right about their location.”
“Why did we come east if we are going west?”
“Because the corresponding magic on this side of the country is stronger than on the western side.  That is why the druids live on the eastern side, and why your abilities are stronger the further east you go.”
“Oh, they are making sure that we can see results, but don’t get lazy.  We have to work to do magic, but not as hard.  I’m glad that it was a little easier for you since you have spent days preparing.”
Ignacio gave her a mirthless smile, “I’m an assassin, so I don’t use life magic.”
Rosaline mouth opened a little, “Then… we should have started on the western side.”
“It was easier to draw your magic out and cut it off when the grid was ready.”
“But wouldn’t it have taken less time?”
“No, the process isn’t a quick one, no matter what the base magic.”  He began feeling the air in the spaces between the grid.
“But it would have been easier for you.”  Rosaline followed him, passing through the blue lines as they moved.  
“And it would have been painful for you.”
“If it would have hurt me, then you could have told me.  I could have managed it.”
“I couldn’t have.  Ah, here we are.”  He wiggled his fingers, then brought them together.  Slowly, he spread them apart and a hole began to open in the air in front of them.  
“What is that?”  Rosaline wished for a moment that she was brave enough to stick her hand into the space, but she wasn’t.  
“Follow me.”  Ignacio stepped into it.  She could see him walking away on the other side.  Rosaline looked back at the beach and frowned.  Taking a deep breath, she stepped through.  
Ignacio was touching some of the lines.  This time they ended on land.  “Everything past this belongs to our lovely neighbors.”
“I didn’t know we had neighbors.”
Ignacio let out short laugh, “I’m not surprised.  Please come over here.  I need to make sure that it isn’t still drawing from you.”
Rosaline did as he asked.  As she approached him, she noticed that he wouldn't look at her.  “Are you mad at me?”
“No,” his eyes moved to hers for a moment, “not mad.  I have never been mad at you, even when you were at your most frustrating.”  He moved his hands around her body, and she could feel the movement around her.  She closed her eyes for a moment and imagined what would happen if he accidently brushed her.  Shocked at the thought, her eyes flew open.  
Rosaline stepped away.  “What can I do to help?”
“Just stay nearby.”  Ignacio walked toward the hole and closed it.
“What was that?”
“A time hole.  Like the ones that the Unwashed used, but one which was completely controlled.  I noticed that time is not flowing the same way in different places, and that would explain why.  The Unwashed are opening and leaving the holes everywhere.  At the moment, Darius and Itzel are destroying a nest in Solona because they have moved past several time holes.  What felt like three weeks to them was only about one and a half for us.”
“Why are they destroying a nest?  How do you even know?”
“Because of Darius’s ability.”
Rosaline shook her head, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“And it is not my place to explain it.  He saved Itzel and himself, and they will return in less than two weeks.”
“Will we be done looking for Unwashed by then?”
“Absolutely.  We will be done by the end of tomorrow.”
“So, we can go home?”  Rosaline wasn’t sure that was quite what she wanted, but she knew that Ignacio was acting weird.  That made her nervous.  
“No, that isn’t my mission.”
“We were asked to find out if they have managed to slip into the country.  If we find them, we are going to need to get help to eradicate them.”
“Good idea.  I will let you devise the plan.”
“Okay!”  Rosaline sat down at a little picnic table.  “It is really nice over here.  It is a shame that we don’t spend time here.  The fresh air is nice, and the scenery is so beautiful.”  Her eyes wandered over the horizon.
“I’m sure the panther shifters would be happy to hear that.”
“What do you mean?”
“Panther shifters live on this side of the country.  They keep the restless neighbors from invading.  If they didn’t live here, druids would spend a lot more time at war.  Instead, the panthers protect the life the druids have grown accustomed to living.”
Rosaline watched him for a while.  The way he talked was almost robotic, and the druid began to get a feeling about his past.  “Did you grow up on this side of the country?”
“Yes.”
“Your parents died fighting in one of the wars.”
“Yes.”
“Who raised you?”
“No one person.  I was passed around for a while, until I reached an age where I could take care of myself.”
“How old were you?”
Ignacio stopped what he was doing and looked over at her, “Why do you want to know?”
“Because I am curious.”
He turned back around, “You can ask Orion.  I really do not care to relive my past.”
“Isn’t it good to talk about things if they bother you?”
“Yes.  But I have faced my past, and there is nothing else for me to learn.  All it can do is refresh the wounds.”
Rosaline had lost her father at a young age, but she had always had her mother.  Even though her mother was not a high priestess, they never wanted for anything.  It was difficult to imagine that someone as capable and competent as Ignacio hadn’t had anyone to guide him.  
“I want to know,” she whispered to her hands, knowing that he could not hear her.  
Rosaline tried to stay busy, getting water for both of them and planning how best to get people to listen to them while Ignacio looked for the Unwashed.  The priestesses were going to be furious, but with the threat in their own country, they would have to accept her disregard for the rules.  
As he had said, Ignacio found them the next day in the early morning.  “Alright, time to show them that they have overstepped their abilities.”
“Right.  I have a plan to convince them to start sending people to take care of the Unwashed.  It might take a bit, and I know that no one is going to listen to me.  But if you talk to them, I’ve worked out how we can get people moving within a week.”  She smiled at Ignacio.
“You have done well,” he flashed a smile.  “Time to get you back home.”
“I need to know where they are so that we can send people down to face them.”
Ignacio simply shook his head.  
“Did you want to tell them?  That is probably best, since they aren’t going to listen to me.”
Ignacio looked down at her, “Be careful with the path you choose because you can’t undo the past.”
Rosaline frowned at him for a second, then a thought occurred to her.  “Oh, you are going to be sent, too, aren’t you?  But you haven’t slept at all in days.  You will need to rest up well before you go.”
He simply patted her on the head, “I can’t open the hole near your home, but it won’t be more than a couple hours’ walk.”
“Okay.  I think we should be alright to walk for a few hours.  I won’t ask you to shift because I know you must be tired.”
“Not particularly.”  He held out a hand, “I’ll lead you through.”
“I’ll follow you.  Like last time.”  She smiled at him.
“No, I’m not going.”
“What do you mean?  We have to let them know that the Unwashed are here.”
“Yes, you do.  But my mission does not end with notification.”
It felt like someone had kicked her in the stomach as Rosaline realized what he meant.  “No, Ignacio, I swore to Orion that I would protect you.  You have to come back with me and convince them of the problem.”
Ignacio started to laugh, “Tell the druids that their lands have been invaded?  And how long do you think it is going to take them to accept that?  Think about how long it took them to agree to send someone to another country after receiving an invitation.  Druids don’t do anything quickly, and in this instance, it will get everyone killed.  Orion knew the risks, and there is a reason why he knew it had to be me.  Assassins work with druids, but that doesn’t mean we trust you, or that we have to do what you say.  Now please, step through the portal before I have to force you through it.”
Rosaline felt something slide down her face, and she brushed it away.  “You can’t force me to go back without you.  If you did, you would never be allowed back into the druids’ realm.”
“You mean I wouldn’t be allowed back into that little prison?”  His eyes were cold as he looked down at her.  “The druids may claim Marlyon, but it is the panther shifters who protect it.  We are the ones who manage the people and the problems outside of your little compound.  I can live with never stepping foot in that place again.”
Rosaline was at a loss for words.  When she shook her head as he tried to usher her through the hole, Ignacio began to get impatient.  
“There is no reason for you to stay with me.  You have no ability to use your own magic, which was the only reason Orion insisted on you coming with me.”  
“You knew that I couldn’t do anything, but you brought me anyway.”
“I knew that I could use you to create the grid and to make sure I ate.  If you weren’t here, I would have skipped meals, which would have slowed me down.”
“You wanted to have me with you so that you could confess how you felt.”  She narrowed her eyes, “Orion gave you a situation where you could say what you wanted to say and then get rid of me if I said no.”
Ignacio looked away, “I told you that I was being selfish.  You were the one who didn’t want to believe me.  Now you know, so please step through and go let them know.”
“No one will arrive in time to help you.  Darius isn’t there to tell, and I… don’t believe that any of the druids will do anything for a while.”
“I don’t need help.”
“They killed Legend, Ignacio.  Legend.  You wanted to be a champion because of him, but he lost against the Unwashed.  They found and managed to kill Kendra.  Both of them had centuries, and they still failed.  I swore to Orion, and I’m not going to watch you walk into your own death.”
Ignacio looked at her, his green eyes much colder than she had ever seen in person.  “I will not force you through the hole, but I won’t leave it open for you either.”  With a smooth flow of his hand, the hole was closed.  He walked toward another small section of the grid.  
Rosaline looked around, “The lines are getting fainter.”
“They are no longer required.”  He stood with his back to her so that she could not see what he was doing.  
Rosaline watched him, wondering what he planned to do.  “Are they a long way from here?”
He shrugged, “Depends on how you define a long way.”  Ignacio turned and looked at her.  He stretched out his arm, “If you walk that way for a few days, you will return home.  You can probably start to use your magic with a little more ease in a day to a day and a half.  I broke a couple of the bindings around it, so moving east will make it easy for you to finish removing them if you are willing to accept the consequences.  If not,” he licked his lips, “it will only take you an extra year to reach the point in your path where you won’t be able to go back.  So you know, I have no intention of dying, so you don’t need to feel guilty if that happens.  Farewell, Rosaline.”  Before she could move, he fell backward into a small hole that had been behind him.  By the time she realized what had happened, he had already closed it.  
“No.”  Rosaline’s eyes looked at the place where Ignacio had been until a few seconds ago.  “No.  No.  No!”  She ran forward and tried to find any sign of the hole through which he had disappeared.  “NO!” she yelled into the air.  Rosaline had no idea where he had gone and no way to follow him physically.  “This is not what I agreed to.  You kept encouraging to do things my way instead of a way that someone else chose, and then you do this!”  She clenched her fists, “I don’t accept this path.”
Lying down on the ground, she forced her mind into a state of rest, which took far longer considering her emotional state.  When she was finally able to separate herself from her body, Rosaline looked for Ignacio.  It took almost no time at all to find him, and he was already striking down Unwashed with a coldness that seemed surreal.  No emotion showed on his face as his blades danced through man after man.  As Rosaline drew near, she noticed that he was not entirely unhurt, though.  There were cuts in the cloth, but the dark material made it impossible to see any blood.  Unable to tell how serious his wounds were, she pulled more of herself out of her body.  
There didn’t seem to be an end to the number of Unwashed.  Her head turned to a cave, and she knew that they had managed to create a foothold.  “They were able to do it here.  The druids were so certain it was impossible.  Perhaps they aren’t far beyond the boundary, but they proved that they could do it.”  
The druids had believed that they would be safe, but she knew that they would not act in time.  Ignacio had gone in alone to face them and kill as many as he could on his own.  
She felt something flowing down her cheeks, but knew it couldn’t be real tears.  Too much of her body was miles away.  Stretching out her hand, Rosaline attempted to impede a small group trying to prepare a couple of rows of archers against the assassin.  Of course they were prepared for something like an assassin—the Unwashed were in assassin territory.  That was what Marlyon really was—it was the panthers’ lands.  They let the druids live there, not the other way around.  
The magic seemed to fizzle before anything could happen.  Rosaline pushed her consciousness close to them, then tried again.  All of the time around them seemed to slow, causing the men to look more like statues than people.  “Ugly statues,” she muttered as she tried to figure out how to get rid of them.  Adjusting their positions, Rosaline made sure that any of the archers ready to shoot had their weapons pointed at another member of the Unwashed.  Of course they could see what they were about to do, but all she had to do was allow time to flow as it was meant to.  
Pulling away from them, she watched as more than half of the archers shot each other.  The remaining men were looking for her.  She began looking around for other threats to Ignacio.  With so many choices, she decided the best thing to do was to try to get near him.  If she could slow time around him, he wouldn’t get hurt again.  
Ignacio had managed to make his way close to the cave opening.  He shifted and launched himself toward a ledge on the rock over the cave.  Arrows tried to hit him, but he was too swift.  He managed to reach a tree and climbed to a solid branch.  Rosaline could tell that his injuries were beginning to hurt him as his gait and movements began to show fatigue and pain.  He shifted back into his human form and stretched out a hand.  With his eyes intent on the mountain, he did not see the men running toward him.  One of them notched an arrow and shot it at him.  It landed well under his position, but the archer was already notching another one.  Suddenly rock around the cave began to shudder.  All eyes turned toward it.  Rosaline’s eyes moved to his hand, which was slowly closing into a fist.  As if in response, the mountain began to crash in on itself, with indents that looked like they were made by large fingers.  A sigh echoed around the area right before the entire rock fell into the ground, leaving a crater where it had once been.  
There was a loud shriek from the remaining Unwashed because everything they had done to establish a foothold had been undone.  
Too many of them remained for him to be able to take them all down.  Pushing herself as much as possible out of her body, she began to materialize near the base of the tree.  The Unwashed knew about Ignacio, but they did not that he wasn’t alone.  The first few rushed out of the undergrowth and faced an enraged Rosaline.  She had no desire to put them in a time loop or give them a chance to repent.  A hot flash shot out of her body and plowed through the men.  Unfortunately, the tree was within range.  Realizing too late, Rosaline stretched a hand out toward Ignacio, who was plummeting toward a large fire.  His fall was broken as she created a large water bubble around, extinguishing the fire as soon as he struck it.
Rosaline turned her attention back to the next round of Unwashed, starting to peek out from the places where they were when the fire nearly took them.  
“Rosaline!” 
She turned to see Ignacio flying at her.  He struck her, pulling her to his body.  They stopped rolling on the hard-packed ground.  His vision looked unfocused.  Rosaline looked down at him, “What’s wrong?  Your eyes!  Ignacio, what’s—”
Before she could finish, he reached behind her and shoved her through into the storage space.  
Rosaline froze for a minute, trying to process what had happened.  Her subconscious was locked in a strange cosmic storage area while her body lay unconscious miles away.  Now that she was more aware of it, every part of her ached.  
This is what Darius was warning me about.  Shit.  She clawed at the air, trying to open a space back to the real world.  Focusing on her body, she finally managed to fall out and into her own body.  Everything felt wrong as stood up.  It was like she was made of liquid and trying to walk with only a thin wrapper keeping her together.  
“I don’t have time for that.”  Pushing the physical pains and discomfort aside, she started clawing at the air.  It took a couple of tries, but it finally opened when she focused on the empty space.  She dove in and lay there, calling to mind the only thing that mattered at that moment.  A picture of Ignacio smiling at her caused her to let out a sob.  His face shifted to one of concern.  Rosaline stretched out her arms to try to hug him to let him know she was alright.  
Her arms wrapped around him and pulled him to her.  “No,” she muttered.  “I was wrong.”  She opened her eyes and looked at the large number of Unwashed still trying to get at Ignacio.  Leaving him in the space, she slipped out.  As soon as she hit the ground, Rosaline released decades of frustration, doubt, pain, and longing.  The waves of the negative emotion moved out like shock waves, crashing over the Unwashed and any unlucky animals within a five-mile radius.  Shakily, she pushed herself off of the ground.  Around her were all of the remaining Unwashed, doubled over under the weight of the burdens she had carried most of her life—a life that was longer than any human’s.
Her hand reached out to the space, but she found it difficult to grasp.  Closing her eyes, she let all of the images of Ignacio flow through her mind.  When she finally managed to open the space, Rosaline wasn’t sure how much longer she would be able to take before her body revolted from all of the punishment and magic she had used.  She hadn’t even noticed when she broke the remaining bonds, but Rosaline was becoming more aware of it, like a muscle that wasn’t used to being exercised.  
She started to swoon and felt a pair of arms wrap around her.  “Just what have you done to yourself?”  Rosaline looked up into a familiar pair of green eyes.  “And what have you done to them?”
Rosaline reached out a hand and patted his cheek, “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”
He looked down at her, then Rosaline felt a warm hand on her forehead.  “That feels good,” she mumbled.  
The sound of his laughter was like a beautiful melody in her ears.  “Give me one minute to finish them off, and I will be back for you.”
Rosaline felt herself being gently laid down, then everything was silent.  A few moments later, she felt warmth being pressed against her.  “You know, in all of the years that I have been using this space, it never once dawned on me that it could be used like this.”  Rosaline felt an arm wrap around her.  “Are you alright?”
She rolled over and buried her face in his chest, “I am now.”
“What did you do?”
“Darius called it, um, something something something.  Can’t I just sleep for a little bit?”
“Of course.  But maybe somewhere a little less cosmic.”
Rosaline opened her eyes a little and gave those beautiful green eyes a lopsided grin, “I don’t want to go back to that place.  I want to stay with you.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t hold you to that, but for now, I can take you somewhere a little less hostile to a fallen priestess.”
“Your place?”
“What?”
She nuzzled against him, “I want to go to your place.”
There was a welcome laugh before Ignacio said, “Okay.  You can stay at my place for a little while.  Until you know what you are going to do.”
Rosaline felt herself being lifted out of the area.  A moment later, she was resting on a soft bed.  She grabbed the warmth before it could pull away from her.  “Don’t leave me.  I don’t want you to leave me.”
There was a sigh before the surface under her shifted.  “You are going to torment me now, aren’t you?”
“Only if you let me.”  She didn’t hear what he said, as she pushed her body into him.
 
When Rosaline finally woke up, she was alone in the bed.  Nothing looked right.  She scratched her head and asked, “Where am I?”  
She was shocked when her question received an answer.  “My home, as promised.”
Rosaline sat up and looked around.  The place was small, but larger than her quarters.  Ignacio rose from the table where he sat.  “How much do you remember?”
She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temple.  “Um, I remember yelling ‘no’ a lot, but can’t remember why.”
He nodded and pulled a chair over near the bed.  “Come here.”
Rosaline scooted over close to the edge of the bed.  “Can I help you?”  She gave him a sleepy smile.  
“Yes, you can eat.  Apparently, you need a certain combination of nutrients to help your body and mind sync up.”
“Ooooh, did I do that thing again?”  She leaned forward and ate a spoonful of something.  “Hmmm, that’s really good.  Tastes a lot like what Darius made.”
“So, he knew that you could manifest away from your body?”
“Yes, that’s what he called it, something manifesting.  Manifesting something?  I don’t remember.”
“Did he mention that it is really dangerous and that people tend to die when they do it?”
Rosaline looked at the ceiling, “That sounds familiar.”
“Then why did you do it?  I promised I would protect you, and you almost killed yourself.”
“Then we are even because I promised to keep you safe, and you tried to make me a liar.”
Ignacio looked at her then burst out laughing, “Okay, so now I know that those times when I thought that I was suffering from guilt and doubt, that was you stalking me.”
Rosaline opened her mouth, “No, that was definitely your guilt, manifesting me because, um, I make you feel guilty?”
“You saw me wake up in Ishtar.”
“Yep, yep, I did that until Darius slammed me back into my body.  He wrapped me in a time blanket to get my mind and body to sync.”
“I have no idea what you are talking about, but I will try to keep that in mind.”
“He also fed me something like that.”  She took another mouthful of the soup.  “I like yours better.”
“Somehow I doubt that you really remember what that first time was like since you were several thousand miles from your body.”
“I also saw you purging after you drew the poison.  I shouldn’t have asked you to do that because you aren’t a… poison filter.”
“I would laugh if I weren’t so mortified that you saw that.”
“I felt so guilty, but then you fell asleep.  When I got back to my body I was too tired to do anything.  Otherwise I would have come and brought you back to camp.”
“You couldn’t lift me with those little arms.”  He gave her upper arm a squeeze.  “But thank you for staying.  My question is how did you heal me?”
Rosaline frowned, “I didn’t.  You purged and that was it.”
“No, I mean how did you heal me during the fight with the Unwashed?”
“You call that a fight?  You massacred them.  Serves them right for trying to kill you.”  She fell forward.  
Ignacio placed the bowl down and tried to steady her.  “I cannot take that as a compliment.”
“You should take it as a sign that you are the ultimate protector.  But you shoved me into a cosmic space.  Why did you do that?”
“You were about to be hit by a few poisoned arrows.  I will never let them get anything into your body.  No Unwashed will be able to try to control you as long as I draw breath.”
“You shoved me into the cosmic space, and I found my body.  Then I stuffed that sucker into the cosmic space and went looking for you.  I thought of all the faces you make and all of the times you cared when no one else did, and then I found you.  There was something wrong with you, but I didn’t care.  I pulled you into the space and left you alone to think about how you left me alone.”  She pointed to herself, “Then I taught them why they were a bunch of ignorant fools by giving them a blast of my lifetime of regrets and doubt.  They didn’t take it very well.”
“That’s what you hit them with?  Negative emotions?”  He was looking at her incredulously.
“Yes, because they couldn’t take it.  They want power, and that took all of their power away.  Then I thought about you again and all of the ways that you look at me, and there you were, looking back at me from the cosmic space.  This time you looked just fine.  Or handsome.  You are always handsome.  But you looked fine because you were unhurt.”
“Uh, you healed me by shoving me into the cosmic space and imagining me as I was?”
Rosaline wrapped her arms around him, “I’ve been poisoned.”
That got his attention.  “That isn’t possible.  I made sure none of the arrows touched you.  Show me the wound.”
“No, I need you to help me get the poison out.”  She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“You don’t have any idea what you are asking for.”
“Yes, I do.  I am poisoned, and you need to help work it out of my system.”
“And now you are just being silly.  I will rest with you until you get to sleep.”
“I’m poisoned,” she moaned pitifully as he moved her over on the bed.  
“Is this what you were like in front of Darius?”
“No, he was all serious and tragically handsome, so he made me tragically serious, too.”
“You seem like you are drunk right now.”
“I’ve never been drunk.  But I’m poisoned, and you are just going to let me die after pretending to love me.”
A warm pair of lips caused her to stop talking and look up.  “I do love you, and that is why I am not going to do anything of the sort.”
She groaned and rolled so that her back faced him.  Before she knew it, Rosaline was asleep again.  
 
Several days passed and she returned to something more closely resembling normal.  
They sat at the table eating a late dinner.  Ignacio had left a few times to clean up the mess and report what had happened.  When he refused to say where Rosaline was, he was told not to return to the druids’ home until he was willing to help them find her.  
“They are in quite the tizzy looking for you.  As much as I enjoy having you here, you will have to go back.  You know that, right?”  Ignacio smiled at her.  
“Yes, I will, but I won’t stay.”
“What will you do?”
Rosaline sighed, “I am formulating my new path.  It’s not as easy as you would think, changing paths at such an old age.”
“Oh yes, you are quite the old woman.”  He reached over and picked up her plate.  Ignacio went to the sink and began to clean.  
Rosaline moved up behind him and wrapped her arms around his middle.  She pressed her face against his back.  “Once upon a time, an assassin asked me a question.”
“I’m certain that several assassins have asked you questions.  Which time do you mean?”
Rosaline bumped her head against his back, “Fine.  Once upon a time, an assassin asked a druid a question.  The druid was a bit thick and couldn’t see what a lot of other people saw, so when he asked her the question, she got scared.  Later, he opened his heart and told her more and asked her the question again.”  She felt Ignacio stiffen in her arms, and she knew that he was nervous about what she was going to say.  “She was such a foolish, foolish girl that she turned down the best thing that ever happened to her.  After the assassin nearly died, she realized that the worst thing she had ever done was refuse him.  Not only was he hurt, but so was she.  So she decided to try to make it right.”
“What did she do?”
“She confronted the assassin and admitted she was a fool.”
“And what did he do?”  Ignacio’s voice was barely more than a whisper.  
“She’s still waiting for his answer.”
Ignacio put the dish down and dried his hands.  Carefully, he pulled her hands away from his stomach, then turned to face her.  “So, are you going to confront me?”
Rosaline stood on her toes and kissed him.  Ignacio stood still, his eyes wide open as he looked at her.  
Rosaline smiled, “Ignacio, I was a fool.  An idiot.  And so much worse.  I saw you with Dulce and got so jealous, but didn’t understand that.  Whenever you left, I had to follow you because I hate being separated from you.  I love you.”  With that, she jumped up on him, wrapping her legs around him and kissing him.  
At first they were both a little awkward as they worked through their first kiss.  Rosaline giggled and put her face in his neck.  “I never thought I would kiss anyone.”
“Yes, it is actually more challenging than it looks.”  He brushed her hair back.  “I feel certain that between our brains and abilities, we’ll be able to figure it out.”
“Now will you work the poison out of my system?”  She looked into his eyes and noticed his face went a brilliant shade of red.  
“No, no, no.  You don’t—that is—it doesn’t mean quite what you think it means.  And I can assure you that no poison got into your system, I’ve checked nearly every day.”
“You missed a spot.”
“I can assure you that you are fine.”
“Draven and Haiden were more than happy to help the women they loved.”
“Well, yes, but I can protect you better and you won’t ever need to worry about it.  The Unwashed will never be able to get to you.”
“Can you pretend that I have been poisoned?”
The different shades of pink and red that Ignacio’s face could change to were staggering as he tried to navigate the conversation.  “Look, it’s a very intimate process.”
“I know.  Haiden told me that it meant that he and Harmony—”
“Oh my gods!”  Ignacio kissed her to get Rosaline to be quiet.  She moved her body up and down on his, trying to pull him into a deeper kiss.  He pulled away from her, “Are you sure?”
“I’ve found my path, and it is right next to yours.  If you will have me.”
Ignacio looked into her eyes.  Brushing her hair out of her face, he wrapped an arm around her waist and another slid down her hair and rested on her shoulders.  Slowly, he walked toward the bed.  He lay her down and began kissing her neck.  Rosaline pressed her body against his.  “I love you, Ignacio.”
“I love you, Rosaline.”  He slowly worked his clothes off as his hands moved along her body.  
She giggled a little, “That tickles.”
“Good to know.  I will save that information for a later time.”  He began to remove her top and bra.  When that proved to be more difficult than he expected, he ripped them apart.  “I will buy you two new ones.”  His mouth covered her nipple and Rosaline let out a little scream and pushed her hips into his.  She wrapped her feet around his thighs, and began to stroke them.  
Ignacio moaned and pulled her body to his.  “I am trying to go slowly, but you are making it so hard.”
She giggled, “Isn’t that the whole idea?”
“Oh, you little…”  He pressed his mouth to hers as he began to slide into her.  
Rosaline flinched, but the pain quickly gave way to a completely new sensation.  Her hand went into his hair, and she screamed.  “Yes!  Oh gods, more!”
Ignacio carefully worked into her, bringing her to climax several times before he couldn’t hold it in anymore.  Before he could pull away from her, Rosaline pulled him to her, urging him to release inside her.  He placed his head in the crook of her neck and felt her tense again as he spilled into her.  
He lay down on her, gasping.  She twirled a finger in his hair.  “I cannot believe I was going to go my whole life without ever experiencing that.”
He looked up at her, “I thought I would be alright without it, but now I think that I agree with you.  I want more.”  Ignacio began to kiss her as his nimble fingers stroked a few new areas of her body to see what would happen.  
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Prologue
The Art of Patience
Orion massaged his temples, telling himself that he had done everything he could for Ignacio.  Darius had vaguely warned him of what was coming, and Orion knew better than to ignore a warning from one of the few people he trusted.  While Darius hadn’t exactly provided anything concrete about future events, it was obvious that it was bad.  As much as Orion wanted to push him for more details, Darius had kept the discussion short, explaining that he was on a second back walk and had something else that needed his immediate attention.  
The thing was that Orion really didn’t need the details.  The look in his friend’s eyes had been more than enough to let him know that Ignacio’s life was on the line, but like Darius, Orion had something far more pressing to handle that only he could do.  Ignacio would have to learn how to take care of things on his own.  The problem was that Orion feared his mentee would take on too much, as Darius had hinted.
Frustration at his own inabilities often made him forget just how vital his role was.  Unlike the other shifter types, assassins were completely unique.  Panther shifters were more numerous than most other shifter types, and they thrived in the lands considered to be the druids’ domain.  It was true that the druids were now the most powerful magic users, but the reason why their country was safe was because of the panther shifters who roamed the lands.  Most druids lived their lives rarely tapping into a small fraction of their abilities, but that did not mean that each individual did not have a very accurate idea of what they could do.  They prided themselves on their ability to refrain from flexing their proverbial magical muscles.  Only the priestesses were untrained in knowing their limits, and few druids were interested in the restrictive life of a priestess, let alone the upper echelon of the order.  But druids were more than content to stay near their home.  Most of them could mentally stroll the lands without leaving home, which was far safer, even if they could not interact with their surroundings.  
When druids did leave, they never went alone.  Their magic was too much of a draw for other creatures, and being a rather hot-headed magic user group, it was often the job of an assassin to keep them company—as much for the safety of those around the druid as to protect the druid.  It was not unheard of for two assassins to travel with the more powerful druids.  Still, with few druids having any desire to leave home, the number of assassins rarely exceeded a dozen.  Their missions were largely to assess people that druids found to be a negative influence on the world around them.  As the more level-headed shifter species, assassins would go in and determine whether a person deserved to die, and would report back with their final assessment of their targets.  
Each assassin had their own set of skills and abilities.  Beyond that, over time they had come to have their own specializations, mostly because two were nearly immortal and one kept his memories after reincarnation.  With about a third of their numbers having served for millennia, it made sense for each of them to take their own focus over time.  
Darius had taken an interesting route of always figuring out where he was needed most.  Caspian was not aware that Darius was constantly reincarnated, so he had not questioned the significant personality shift between the assassin’s previous life and the current one, but Orion knew.  As he worked as Darius’s mentor (in name only, as Darius aged into the role of assassin), Orion had constantly sought to figure out why he had given up the gregarious, flirty personality for something so serious, and it had taken nearly a couple hundred years to find the answer—Darius had fallen in love with one of the druids and wanted to stay near her.  This had made Orion’s life considerably more difficult because Darius was the only assassin with similar abilities, but he was pulling himself out of the mission work.  For a long time, Orion had taken the opportunity to spend more time looking for signs of something he knew was coming, and only rarely did he go home to see how things were progressing.  After all, Darius was there to take care of the druids while he worked up the courage to confess his love.  
It was only recently that Orion realized who the target of Darius’s affection was, and it finally looked like he was going to make his move.  This realization had only happened because of changes that had occurred within the last 100 years.   
On one of his trips home, Orion had learned of a plan to finally get help from other shifters in the fight against the Unwashed.  Up to that point, only the assassins had been actively working against the human group out to destroy all magic users.  Upon learning of Darius’s plan, Orion had agreed to help train a couple of young jaguar shifters who had been expelled from their packs because of the transgressions of their parents.  He had taken a particular interest in Draven, slowly tempering the young cub’s cold analytics so that he would think more about how others felt.  Caspian had taken a similar interest in Maverick, though he had been the primary mentor for both cubs.  Given Draven’s personality, Orion would often check in to make sure Draven wasn’t forgotten, because the cub preferred sitting alone analyzing instead of interacting.  Orion often regretted not taking him on as a mentee because he felt that the cub needed a different approach than what the very outgoing Caspian could manage.  Caspian was no fool, but his teaching methods were not for everyone, and whenever Orion watched lessons, he saw that Draven was reaching entirely different conclusions than the ones Caspian wanted.  Caspian didn’t realize it because Draven kept things to himself.  
Feeling like he had failed Draven, Orion had begun to draw into himself a little more every passing year.  As a more introspective assassin than the others, he was prone to feeling guilt when things did not turn out the way he thought they should.  
Then Ignacio had come along, a young and incredibly skilled panther cub who could do things that no assassin should have been able to do at 20 years old.  Trying to avoid further guilt, Orion had taken over his training once it became clear that Ignacio would be a powerful addition to the assassins.  It wasn’t a surprise that Caspian had also taken a marked interest in the young man, and Ignacio had completed his training in record time.  For his first mission, the young assassin was sent a long way from home to assess a seer whose reputation was already familiar to Caspian and Orion.  The only surprise about the mission was that Ignacio had elected to stay close to her for much longer than was necessary, as he had confessed when he returned.  He had been studying far more than just her, and had assassinated others as he found appropriate.  The only thing that the young assassin had not explained was why he had suddenly returned home with no warning, but neither Caspian nor Orion pressed him about his schedule.  Ignacio had already proven that he was more than fit for the tasks—it was even clear what his role would eventually be.  
The years had gone by, things getting progressively worse.  Alarmingly so.  Orion watched as the world seemed to crumble in a way that was unlike any other point in history.  However, he could not feel entirely unhappy about it.  The worse things got for the world, the greater the odds that she would appear.  
 
 
He had traveled the world as things fell apart, looking for the signs.  Falstone attracted his attention, and when Orion arrived, it had caved in on itself.  Just outside of the city he had found two guardians and a mystic fleeing from the scene.  One of them he knew from personal experience—the tall, thin form topped with the stark white hair made it obvious that one of the guardians was Anders.  The other Orion knew based on his own observations within the mystic kingdom.  Hector was a unique case, and there were many people in Marlyon who were interested in keeping an eye on him.  But Orion was the only one who had observed the path of the young guardian first-hand.  The woman in Anders’s arms was startlingly beautiful, and Orion knew her by her reputation.  A quick look at the trio, and the assassin had a fair idea of what had happened.  The city was collapsed, and the magic it emanated let him know that one of the Unwashed hearts, made of magic users, had been destroyed.  Alexis, a mystic, had clearly been a part of it until recently.  As a result of her time in the heart, she was unconscious, almost half dead.  It was clear that Anders had tried to use his bizarre combination of magical abilities to help her, but his healing abilities were limited.  
It was one of the few times where Orion knew that he was in the company of friends who just happened to be white tiger shifters, even if they didn’t know it themselves.  
“Good day, gentlemen.”  He smiled at them and motioned for Anders to hand over Alexis.
Anders pulled her away. “No, I will not let you take her.”  His voice was more of a growl than words.
Orion froze. “Ah, yes.  I assure you that my plan is not to take her from you.  The smell coming off of you is more than enough to make it obvious how you feel.  However, time is short, and you are hardly in the position to fight me, even with Hector here to help.”
The guardians exchanged a look before Hector spoke, “You don’t think we can take you?”
Orion laughed, “Even if his ribs weren’t broken, his skull unfractured, and your body was recovered from everything you have done lately, you could not take me.  However, I am not here to cause you problems, but to see you off safely.”
Anders glared at him. “It is obvious you are an assassin.  Do you really think I am about to hand her over, knowing what you are?”
Orion knew that his time was limited, but pressing the tigers in their current state was obviously a bad idea.  Both could shift away from a location, so the fact that they were traveling on foot—as humans, no less—let Orion know how dire their situation was.  They had clearly been through a lot, and Orion’s abilities were known only to a small number of people, certainly not strangers.  Unwilling to give too much away, he gave them an understanding smile. “Death magic isn’t just ensuring death.  There are times when it means… dissuading death.”
Hector gave him a disbelieving look. “Life magic is the realm of druids, not assassins.”
Orion smirked, “You would certainly know more about that than most people who live outside of Marlyon, wouldn’t you, Hector? Your lineage gives you some insights that few outsiders are privy to.”  The assassin noticed a look flicker across Anders’s face before obvious understanding set in.  “Unfortunately, what you know about an assassin’s ability is like the rest of the world’s understanding.  You are clueless.”
Anders sighed and limped forward, fully aware that they had no options.  The assassin in front of them could kill them all easily in their current state, and there would be little they could do.  If the assassin was offering help, Anders’s only option was to trust him.  
From the way the guardian moved, Orion knew that Anders should not still be able to stand—that was how important this woman was to him.  And Anders was choosing to hand her over to an assassin.  
Orion quickly moved forward and took Alexis from his arms, giving the guardian a small nod of appreciation for his trust.  Almost immediately, Anders crumpled to the ground.  Hector reacted to his companion, his concern for Anders apparent, but Orion knew that Hector had already used up whatever healing magic he had.  While the young guardian was distracted trying to help the much older one, Orion focused on Alexis.  He reached into her mind and found her hiding in the recesses.  
“Now, this is not the Alexis I have heard of.  The beauty is unbelievable, but you look almost broken.”
Her mental image of herself looked up, and her eyes widened as she saw Orion before she seemed resigned to her fortune.  “I had hoped to hide long enough for him to find me.  But I guess if you are here, it is all over for me.  I don’t know which one you are, but could I persuade you to deliver a message to Anders?”  Her eyes were pleading. “Please?”
Orion shook his head and smiled, “You can tell him yourself.  I am not here to sever your connection, but to pull you back.  Currently your mind and body are separated. I’m just helping you find your way back.”
She looked at Orion as he stretched out his hand.  Alexis hesitated for a brief moment.  “I was nearly killed by Ignacio not that long ago, and Caspian kept me on my toes.  But I do not get the same feeling from you as I got from them.”
“That’s because I am one of a kind.”  He smiled gently at her.  
Alexis let out a little laugh then stretched out her hand. “Something about you reminds me… of the father I always dreamed of having.”
He beamed down at her as he leaned over to help her. “I tend to have that effect on people.”
As soon as she touched him, Orion returned her mind to her body and he used a little of his healing magic to repair the worst damage to her body.  Organs were mended and most of her bones reset, but he could not entirely repair her because he could feel the humans in the city.  Knowing he could not give too much to any one person, he knew that he would need to leave soon.  Less than 10 seconds had passed since he had taken her from Anders when Orion spoke to Hector.  “Here, Hector, I will leave her to you.  Let me see what I can do to help Anders.”
Hector gave him a confused look, but stood up and took Alexis from his arms.  Stooping beside Anders, Orion smiled, “You have nearly as much damage as your love.  It’s amazing you made it out alive.”  With a touch, he mended the worst of Anders’s wounds, just enough so that the white tiger shifter would be able to get to safety with greater ease.  
Without a word, Orion helped him to his feet.  The initial resistance Anders thought would be necessary fell away as he realized his physical state wasn’t as bad.  Standing up, he furrowed his brow. “Who are you?”
Orion held up a hand, drawing a symbol in the air as he said, “I will tell you if we meet again.”
Anders wasn’t sure what to say, but Hector stepped forward. “You don’t think you are going to see us again.”
“Now that I know how things turned out between you and Freya, there isn’t much reason for me to visit your city anymore.  Oh, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention me when you recount your heroic escape.”  
Anders finally found his voice, “What are you doing here? It seems like a strange coincidence.”
Orion laughed, “Of course it isn’t a coincidence.  I’m looking for Phoenix.”  
The guardians shared a look, then Hector asked, “I thought she was in Marlyon.”
Orion’s shock at someone actually knowing who he meant was quickly masked as he shook his head. “She isn’t always around, but the baby is safe with a different druid.  Thank you for sending her to us. I know it wasn’t the easiest move.”
Hector tilted his head to the side, “I thought that druids rarely left home.”
“Phoenix is one of the few special cases.”
“What—”
Before the guardians could keep questioning him, Orion pointed to Alexis, “You need to get her to safety.  My protection will get you back to Anders’s home as long as you don’t waste time.  Then you can go home.  Or back to Solona, whichever way you want to look at it.  Just know that the baby is safe so you can minimize her anger when she wakes.”  As if on cue, Alexis started to stir, the assassin’s voice strangely familiar in her hazy mind.  
Without another word, Orion raised a finger to his forehead and gave them a wink.  Turning on his heel, the assassin strode toward the collapsed city.  His skills were needed in the city to help the humans and kill the Unwashed.  In the back of his mind, he was hopeful that his patience would be rewarded this time.  The pull was getting much stronger, so it was only a matter of time.  The urgency meant that every disaster brought him a bit of hope, hope that made him feel incredibly guilty.  
 
He had taken several trips to Anilin where the mort statera Iris had revealed her powers.  It seemed like the most probable place for Phoenix’s return, because when Orion focused, he could feel a pull there.  The place needed him to be there.  There had been no one to save or kill, so he knew that he would be needed for something else.  Then champion Legend had shown up with a strange seer with capabilities well beyond what she should have had.  Orion immediately became protective of Legend only to have the champion threaten him.  Instead of trying to fight the prophecy of his death, Legend’s last wish was to charge Orion with getting the seer far away from Anilin.  There was no chance that Legend knew about Orion, but the seer did, and it made the assassin’s skin crawl.  Fighting back his horror at the lives the seer carried, Orion agreed to take her away as Legend made his last stand.  
It had been one of the most bizarre experiences Orion had in his very lengthy life.  Torn between saving Legend and fulfilling a promise, Orion had started away with the seer.  But neither man had taken into account that she was far more powerful than she should have been; her magic was not only unpredictable, but she was able to do things that no seer should have been able to do.  Orion immediately recognized that the seer had somehow absorbed druid abilities when she tore her own hole in time and space to stay with Legend.  Orion had jumped through time to protect her from the rips she had created and to keep the Unwashed from taking control of her.  To his surprise, the seer had tried to sacrifice herself to save Legend.  He put aside the new knowledge that the Unwashed had pumped lives into her and worked to ensure Precious survived.  
As Orion fought to kill the Unwashed and anchor both Legend and Precious, he had felt the presence of Kendra.  She had told him the time was not right, but that it was close to when Phoenix would rise.  She had even laughed at Orion for all of his doubts and insecurities because she had never seen them while she was alive.  It had been a gentle reminder to be as kind to himself as he was to others, and it had helped Orion as things spiraled out of control.  In the end, Kendra had promised to convince Precious to stay in the realm of the living, and in return, Orion had to promise he would finally follow his own heart instead of duty.  
His discussion with Kendra had taken less than a moment, and during that time he had finished anchoring Legend and brought him back from death while wiping out the Unwashed.  It had been a hard sell because Legend did not want to live without Precious.  It was entirely uncharacteristic of the champion, but Orion had persuaded him to return.  He then stepped back and watched as Legend held Precious in his arms.  Focusing on the other world, Orion had helped guide Precious back to her body.  When she woke, all Precious remembered was her discussion with Kendra.  Taking them somewhere safe, Orion refused any reward from Legend, the only person who knew just how much of a role the assassin had played that day.  
“It kind of makes me sad to think that assassins have avoided me this whole time.”
Orion had cocked his head to the side. “That is definitely not something most people say.”
“Well, if they are all like you, I have lost out on some very good friends over the course of my long life by you guys trying to extend my life.”
Orion had laughed, “I can put your mind at rest on that score.  No other assassin is like me, though I believe you have lost out on some very good friends.  But now that the prophecy has come to pass, I think you will find we are less likely to avoid you.”
“I never fully understood why you avoided me.  Is your magic so strong that you can make prophecies happen?”
“That’s actually not too far off.  For most assassins there is an aura of death, and we didn’t want to tempt fate.  You have been one of our best allies for far too long for us to risk it.”
“I still think it was unfortunate.  You assassins are so guarded that you have become almost mythical.  Though I suspect that is a desired effect more than an accidental consequence.”
Orion sat back and nodded, a sly smile on his face, “You may have something there.”
“I am ashamed to say that before Anilin I had never even heard of you.  Was that also by design? Because if I had to guess—and it is pure speculation—I dare say that assassins shouldn’t be able to keep people from dying or from entering the next realm.”  
Orion shrugged, not wanting to say any more than was necessary.  
Legend leaned forward, “I know that I was gone.  While Precious gave her life for me, I was waiting for her on the other side and did not intend to return.  Next thing I know, you are gently persuading me to come back, promising that she would be alright.  Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but assassins are meant to guide people into death, not keep them from it.”
Orion squeezed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.  Occasionally people remembered that he had brought them back, but it was rare.  It wasn’t too surprising that Legend would retain the memories.  Looking up, Orion shrugged, “What can I say? I’ve never been normal.”
“It goes beyond not being normal.”  Legend wasn’t going to let it go.
With a chuckle, Orion rested his face on a hand. “I tell you this because you are going to need to know to help her.”  He looked over at Precious.  Legend’s eyes looked over at her and a gentle smile played on his lips.  Orion continued, “You are aware that lives have been pumped into her.  It has given her abilities that she shouldn’t have.  It has also affected her mind.  As she helps the lives to pass, Precious will lose many of those abilities, but will regain her mind.”
Legend looked back at him, “So she will eventually be more like a normal seer?”
Orion chuckled again, “I would ask if that is disappointing, but I know that nothing about her is going to be a disappointment for you as long as you can convince her not to kill herself for you.  But no.  She will never be a normal seer.  Just more normal than she is now.  Her normal self.  You have a special little woman there, and I doubt anyone could appreciate her like you.  After all, only a legend could—”
“Oh, shut up,” Legend muttered, causing Orion to laugh.  
Standing up, the assassin patted the champion on the shoulder.  “Precious is going to want to say something to me.  Tell her not to worry about it.  And yes, she should go to the druids because they can help her with what she needs to do.  Even if they aren’t particularly happy about yet another visitor.”
“Tell me, Orion, do you always speak so…”
“Enigmatically?”  The assassin shrugged.  “It depends on who you talk to.  There are people who know what I mean when I say it, instead of later.”
Legend gave him a look. “Other assassins don’t count.”
“Draven mostly understands what I mean, too.”  He smirked at Legend.  
The champion threw up his hands before standing up and walking Orion to the door.  As he opened it, Legend said, “I do have one more thing I would like to know, if you can tell me, enigmatic or otherwise.”
“Sure.”  
“How do you know about what will happen to Precious?”
“It should be obvious.”  Orion tried to avoid the answer he knew that Legend was seeking.  
Then Legend proved exactly why he had managed to live so long for a jaguar shifter. “No, it’s not obvious.  Not to anyone on this side with no experience.  I’m sorry, Orion, because you seem like a really great guy, but you are underestimating me here.”
“What do you mean?”  Orion gave a noncommittal smile and waited to see exactly what Legend was trying to say.
“It is blatantly obvious to anyone that Precious has magical abilities that she shouldn’t.  What she can do shouldn’t be possible for any magic user, but she has gained the abilities because of the lives she carries.”
“Right.”  
“And you, Orion.  What happened to you that made it so that you could use magic that shouldn’t be possible for an assassin?”  There was nothing smug or arrogant about the way Legend asked.  It was a plain and honest question, the concern hiding just behind it.  
Orion smiled and shook his head.  “I am not carrying any lives, and unlike Caspian, it isn’t penance.  It was a sacrifice I made long ago, and I am still certain it was the right decision, no matter how much time passes.”
Legend nodded, then patted Orion’s shoulder, knocking the assassin off balance for a split second.  “People think that I am old, but something tells me that I am still a cub compared to you.  I would offer you something in return, but nothing I could offer would ever be enough to repay you for what you have done and what you have given us.”
“You are wrong there.  I must thank you for the chance you gave me.  It was a good reminder that sometimes things don’t go as planned, but that doesn’t mean that things won’t work out.”
Legend gave a hearty laugh, “That is definitely something we all need to remember.  None of us are gods.”
“No, no, we certainly aren’t, and those of us who are smart are glad for that.”
“Absolutely.”  Legend smiled at him.  “Have a safe journey, and may you find what you seek before too much time passes.”
 
Not too much after that, Orion again felt torn.  He had tried to persuade Rosaline to trust her feelings, but would she understand in time to save Ignacio’s life? Orion not only had an obligation to Ignacio, he could not stand the idea of the young assassin dying.  From the short discussion with Darius, Orion was certain that had been the original outcome.  Knowing that, how could he just leave it to chance?  
There was somewhere that pulled at Orion, but his concern for his mentee was too strong.  Finally deciding to help Ignacio, Orion stepped into the Holding Place, a space where there was no time.  Over the last few years, things had gotten a little weird, and he would occasionally find random objects resting in the space, but Orion knew better than to interfere with them.  He had encountered a few people while using the space to travel into different times in his search, and it was possible that one of them had left objects there for safe keeping, as strange as the idea was.  
Suddenly space opened up a long way from him and a person was shoved into the space.  Orion stood frozen as he recognized Rosaline, or the vague form of the druid.  She was not only separated from her body, but she was now completely severed from the same world.  And yet she was still moving.  
Then it dawned on the assassin.  If she was in this space, that meant something was really going wrong with Ignacio.  Orion began to run forward, but Rosaline managed to get out before he could reach her.  It was a very difficult decision to make at that point because the pull was strong.  But this wasn’t the first time.  What if he lost Ignacio only to find that it wasn’t time yet? 
Not caring what would happen, Orion planned to use as much magic as necessary to keep Ignacio there, and he opened a space in front of him.  After so many years traveling in the space, Orion could tell where people emerged and where they were going.  Ignacio had been on his own for a while, but Orion simply couldn’t leave things to chance.  Darius’s warning had been vague, but it was clear he had seen Ignacio die.
Just this once, I have to know that he’s alright.  I have to save him.  I know she will understand.  If she is the one calling me, I know she will understand.  Orion closed the space and went to do what he could to help Ignacio.  The scene that met him was bad, but there was no room for him to step in.  Working just on the edges, Orion took down as many archers as he could in an effort to protect
Ignacio.  Working in the shadows was what he did best, and he would never bring up his role, not now, not ever.  He was not acting out of a desire for thanks or acknowledgement—Orion could not lose anyone else too early.  No one else would die because of his failings.  
 



Chapter 1
A Painful Return and a Shattered Mind
Before she became aware of anything else, Phoenix felt fire and pressure.  It wasn’t exactly painful, but it did make her incredibly uncomfortable.  Trying to shift her body, she found that her arms were pinned.  Trying to open her eyes, Phoenix found that even such a simple task was not possible, though she wasn’t sure why.  Her brain was still spinning and she had no idea what was happening.  
Panic began to settle into the pit of her stomach as her mind reached out for one of the few coherent thoughts it could find: Orion! Orion!
The more her mind repeated the name, the further her mind traveled from the mounting discomfort in her body.  Phoenix was aware that this was not a new experience, but she couldn’t remember any of the details about what had happened in her past.  It was disconcerting, but she knew that things should work out—all she needed was to understand what the word echoing through her mind meant.  The problem was that things were happening around her that she didn’t understand, and the woman knew that the longer it took to understand the word, the worse her situation would be.  Time was not a new concept, but she had a feeling that her current situation could not last for days.  Whatever time she did have, the discomfort she felt would give way to soreness, then pain, and finally she would fade entirely.  A part of her knew that would be bad, but Phoenix couldn’t remember why.  
The only thing that was certain was that the name that had emerged in the front of her mind would bring her relief from her current predicament.  She desperately hoped that it would soon be clear exactly what would happen if she let her mind find the meaning.  The fact that it meant escaping the body that was suffering made it all the more difficult to force her mind to stay in one place.  
Time passed, and at some point she realized that she could hear something.  Part of her mind wandered back to her body to investigate the cause of the sound—there was something familiar about the sound, and the curiosity was stronger than the emerging pain.  Focusing her attention, Phoenix found that her ears were unaffected by her surroundings.  She felt almost like a thief stealing into her own body to better understand the sounds, but her attention was quickly drawn away from the sound to something happening with her body.  Her mouth was moving, which she quickly realized was the source that had attracted her attention.  It seemed to be making the sounds of the name inside her head, but Phoenix was put off by the way it was making the sounds.  Something was wrong with the way the words were coming out of her mouth.  Letting her mind creep a little further into her body, the woman realized that the sound was caused by an intense pain in her chest.  It felt like things weren’t working the way they should.  Panic began to set in again, and Phoenix prepared to send her mind far from whatever was happening.  
A loud roar caught her attention just as her mind started to slip away.  It was enough to keep part of her attention trained in her body, but much of her mind fled from the intense pain.  Part of her knew that the loud roar which shook the ground beneath her should be terrifying—it definitely sounded like a dangerous source.  Instead, Phoenix felt a sense of relief with what parts of her mind had remained.  The weight that was pressing down on her seemed to be decreasing, and the pain in her chest relaxed a little.  When she heard the next roar it was much closer.  
Things began to shift around her as a brightness struck her face.  Phoenix squeezed her eyes shut as the sudden light hurt them.  
“Phoenix.  I am here.  I’m right here.”  The voice was familiar, though she wasn’t sure why.  
Large, warm hands wrapped around her arms and pulled her up.  Not yet ready to open her eyes, she allowed the person to pull her close and wrap his arms around her.  “I’m right here to take you home.”  The feel of wind around her let the woman know that they were moving rapidly away from where she had suffered.
Still, the idea of returning to a place called home was entirely wrong.  She shook her head, “No, no, no.  I can’t.”  The response was automatic, as if there was something that she needed to avoid, but the woman wasn’t sure why she was so adamant about avoiding going where he suggested.  
“Alright.  I will take you somewhere else.  Can you walk?”  The movement had stopped and the firm warmth began to move away from her, letting her legs stretch out.  The voice was close, the concern was as warm and firm as the body that held her.  
Phoenix shook her head again, not needing to try her legs to know that they wouldn’t work the way they should.  She felt her body being gently lifted back off of the ground.  Burying her face in the warmth, she gave a little sigh.  
The rumbling of the body against hers was familiar and comfortable, distracting her from the pain that shot through her body now that she was freed.  “Are you alright? Do you need healing?” he asked near her ear, the feel of his muscles moving letting her know that they were leaving that place of torture.
Her hand grasped something and she pushed herself further against the warmth, almost as if she was trying to wrap it around herself.  Pulling her body as much into a ball as possible, she felt the heat wrap tighter around her, and knew that her rescuer was giving her a comforting embrace.  Unlike the situation she was just freed from, Phoenix felt reassured as strong arms held her tightly.
“Okay, I understand,” the voice whispered near her ear.  “Sleep.  When you wake, we will talk.”  Something warm and wet pressed against her forehead.  Phoenix tried to say something, but it came out as more of a satisfied sigh as she let herself drift off to sleep.  
 
Waking, the dazed woman felt an intense pain in her abdomen, but it was the strange growl that caused Phoenix to open her eyes.  The area around her was dimly lit and warm, and the room looked clean, if a little bare.  Much of this she pushed out of her mind as she looked around for the one person she knew would be there.  Though her body felt sore, it was not a pain that drove her to mentally wander from her body.  Not yet accustomed to moving in her body, Phoenix relied on what was left of her mind to look for what she needed.  That soon proved to be too frustrating as pieces of her mind scattered around the world, drawing her attention from her present location.  Giving up, she decided to use the body that had proven to be such an inconvenience.  
Turning her head, she saw a form leaning over her.  Inviting green eyes looked down at her, the concern evident in them.  There was something else hiding behind the friendly and gentle look in them, though, and wanting to understand it caused her to pull her thoughts into the present.  Her eyes took in the young face—affable and familiar.  I want to keep looking into this face.  As soon as the thought passed through her mind, Phoenix knew it was not the first time.  
A smile played on her lips as her eyes roamed what Phoenix quickly realized were recognizable features.  When her eyes went to his forehead, though, she instantly felt a desire to wipe away the worry lines etched on the otherwise perfect skin.  Reaching her hand out, Phoenix tried to erase them.  A large hand intercepted hers, holding it firmly.  The wrinkles lessened a little and a soft smile spread on the elegant face.  Small dimples appeared to the sides of his mouth, and she knew that his smile was sincere.  The inviting green eyes watched her as he held her hand to his mouth, gently kissing the back of her hand.  It was then that she noticed bruises, both on her hand and his, but it was quickly dismissed for the strange sensation in her stomach and the way her heart stopped for a moment as his lips touched her skin.  
Too soon, the smile slipped away as he continued to look at her.  “I am sorry I was so late.  I shouldn’t have been.  Kendra made me promise to follow my heart, and you are the one who paid when I did not live up to that promise.”  He placed his head in his other hand, clearly having trouble with his emotions.  Something about it made her feel sad, and Phoenix wanted to say something, but she wasn’t sure what to say.  He quickly regained his composure and reached over to help move her into a sitting position.  “I initiated the healing process, but I knew that you would be displeased if I didn’t let nature take over some of it.  It was difficult to watch you suffer as you slept, but I feel certain that you aren’t going to be upset that I made you something to ease the pain in your stomach.”  A shy smile flitted across his face, but something lurked just behind his eyes as he watched her reaction.
The words struck something in her mind, and Phoenix felt her face smile back.  Rubbing her stomach, she noticed that the growl she heard before was coming from there.  Dawning started to form in her fragmented mind and she realized that her body was letting her know something about her current state.  
When her companion dropped her hand, the woman felt temporarily panicked.  Watching his back, she was ready to force sounds out of her mouth just as he turned around, something in his hands.  He walked back to her and sat down in the chair beside the bed, and Phoenix again felt at peace.  Her eyes followed his movements as he dipped a shiny tool into a container and brought it up toward her mouth.  Automatically, she opened her mouth and closed it around the implement.  A sensation shot through her, and for a moment all of her thoughts focused on the warmth and explosion of taste in her mouth.  After a sudden intake of breath, she began to cough as food and liquid leaked out of her mouth, as well as back into her lungs.  
Her companion’s reaction was like lightening.  Before she had a chance to take a second gasp of air, his hands were calming her and causing her to feel warm.  Her passages suddenly unblocked, she turned to look at him.  
He looked away for a second. “Don’t look at me like that.  I wasn’t about to let you choke.”  
Upset that she couldn’t look into those green eyes, she reached out a hand and turned his face toward her.  A small scowl spread across her face as his eyes kept looking away from her.  A small sound escaped her lips, finally forcing him to look at her.  
“I know, I know, but my failings are what caused you to suffer for so long.  I’m not about to sit and watch you endure anything else, even if it is trivial.  So until you return to normal, you are just going to have to accept that every small harm from here on out will be healed immediately.  Whether you like it or not.”
There was definitely something in her that wanted to argue with him, but Phoenix was more concerned that he would look away if she expressed any dissent to his decision.  Instead, she placed a hand on his.  Cocking his head to the side, she could see him trying to work out what she wanted.  She patted her belly just as it growled again.  
Her companion picked up the container as she prepared herself, willing her body not to react with so much shock the second time.  He carefully dipped into the bowl and brought up a smaller amount of food.  Phoenix was much more cautious as she ate the next bite.  The warmth was nice, but the way it moved in her mouth was interesting.  For the first bite that she didn’t cough up, she rolled the food around on her tongue, getting acquainted with the texture.  When she started to chew it, a smile crept over her lips and she shivered a little.  Her eyes went to her companion, and his smile told her what she needed to know.  It was one of her favorite foods.  Giggling a little, she opened her mouth for more.  
“Still my little bird,” his eyes shone as he looked at her, and Phoenix was momentarily distracted from the food as she stared into those eyes.  A desire to protect him was starting to form in a corner of her mind, but she wasn’t sure what that meant.  In her current state, she wasn’t good for much beyond being taken care of, and Phoenix very much doubted that was any form of protection for anyone but herself.  But the sadness behind his eyes stung, made her want to return to the normal he had spoken of a few minutes ago.  
As she ate, he spoke to her, not needing Phoenix to say a word.  Clearly he knew her much better than she knew herself at the moment, and she felt completely at ease letting him take control of everything.  
Once he was done feeding her, he slipped an arm behind her waist. “Are you doing better today?”
Her eyes met his, the question in them quickly interpreted.  He looked away and out of a large window. “You’ve been asleep for nearly two days.  That’s why you were so hungry, and why you’re feeling so groggy now.”  Gently he pulled her toward the edge of the bed.  “Now we need to try to get you up and walking.  As much as I would like to have you to myself, there are things we need to do.”
One of her arms was around his neck, and she reflexively shifted it as he mentioned having things that needed to be done.  Her mind felt something of a jolt, and she knew that he was right.  She was there for a reason, but she couldn’t say what that was.  And at that moment, she really didn’t want to know.  
Her legs dangled over the side of the bed.  “Are you ready to stand?”  The pretty green eyes looked into hers, waiting for her response.  Giving a slight nod, Phoenix tried to brace herself to move on her own.  
Carefully, he helped her stand, her arm remaining wrapped around his neck.  As she stood, Phoenix became very aware of her body—it wasn’t pleasant.  Her legs felt stiff.  The soft voice spoke beside her, “I’ve got you.  Don’t worry, I’m not letting go until you are ready.”
Phoenix looked down at her legs, almost like she had never seen them before.  Her mind took in what she saw.  Both of her legs were visible, which her mind noted as being different from what she had expected.  
Dress.  I usually wear a dress.  Almost as soon as the thought went through her mind, Phoenix spoke up.  “No dress?”
“I’m not going to tell anyone, but I do have one prepared for you when you are ready.  As long as you are here, though, you can wear whatever you want.  I’m sorry that most of them are men’s, but it was difficult to find anyone willing to make pants for a woman.”
Phoenix frowned, then looked down again.  Her mind tried to tell her leg what to do, but at first it wouldn’t respond.  
The voice was near her ear, “You can start with just lifting a leg up and down.  Start with the knee.”  The weight to her side shifted a little, and a hand slipped behind her knee, lifting it up then carefully letting it straighten.  “Just up and down if you can’t move forward yet.”
Phoenix nodded.  Keeping the way her leg had felt in her mind, she moved her leg a little from the knee.  It felt sore, and her mind immediately started to drift somewhere else.  
“No, no, stay here with me.”  The arm around her waist tightened, pulling her mind back to her body, at least the parts that were still close to it.  Her body moved on its own, and curiosity got the better of her.  
“Dancing.  You have always loved to dance.”  
Phoenix felt her body moving, her legs dangling just over the ground.  There was some music playing that she had not noticed before, but now she wondered how she had missed it.  The notes were lively and cheerful, and the way her body moved in his arms made her feel warm.  She giggled a little and squeezed the hand holding hers.  The movement felt good, even if her body was not entirely comfortable.  
“I’m so sorry.  It’s all my fault you are having such a hard time.  I was too late.  But please stay with me, I promise to make it right.”
Phoenix felt a little guilt at the sad tone, with its almost pleading quality, as the man holding her moved her around the room.  Wanting to make him feel better and to express how happy she was in that moment, Phoenix uttered the only word she could think of, “Orion.”
The arms around her squeezed, and she hoped that meant he understood what she meant.  He moved her slowly around the room until she began to wiggle a little.  Letting her feet touch the floor, Phoenix tried to move her legs on her own.  It wasn’t nearly as fluid a movement now, but even the clumsy, jerky movements made him smile.  
“Thank you.”  He leaned over and kissed the top of her head.  
Phoenix rested her face against his chest. “Tired.”
“Okay.  Rest as much as you need.  I will take care of the rest until you are ready.”  
The arms placed her on the bed almost was if she were a little child.  When he began to pull away, Phoenix grabbed his arm.  “No.”
The green eyes looked at her questioningly, then he turned to look at the door.  Frowning, Phoenix pulled on him, forcing him to look at her.  His attention remained divided between her and the door.  Hoping to get her point across, she again said the only word that expressed comfort, “Orion.”
His eyes finally looked into hers, his attention fully on her.  She tugged at his arm with both of her hands.  “You want me to stay?”
“Here,” she said with a hint of a pout in her voice.  “Here,” she repeated a little louder, pulling him toward her.  
With a smile, he sat down in the chair again.  “I will stay until you are asleep.”
“No.”  She frowned at him, her hands still wrapped tightly around his arm.  “Here,” again she pulled him.
He blinked at her a few times, then asked the question she wanted to hear, “You want me to lie down with you?”
She nodded her head vigorously.  There was a look of uncertainty as he watched her, but it didn’t take long for his resolve to disappear.  “Alright.”  He moved her hands from his arm, pulled back the covers, and slipped into the bed.  Phoenix giggled and threw her arms around him.  Wiggling like a puppy, she was glad that she wouldn’t wake up alone.  
In response, he turned on his side and wrapped his arms around her. “You really are going to torment me, aren’t you?”
Phoenix shivered at the feel of his arms around her.  Moving as close to him as she could, she buried her head in his neck, and felt a sense of nostalgia at the smell.  Home, she thought, her hands balled up between her and him.  
“Stay,” she muttered into his chest.  “Stay.”  She pulled her legs up so that she was curled into a ball.  Finally she felt comfortable.  
“I will stay as long as you need me.”  He ran a hand down the back of her head, and she fell asleep feeling like things would be alright.  
 



Chapter 2
Starting from Scratch
Phoenix felt the warmth against her.  Opening her eyes, she looked up into the sleeping face of Orion, and for a moment she knew what that meant.  A smile spread across her face, and she reached her arms out.  Ignoring how sore her arms felt, she wrapped them around his neck and straightened out her legs.  “Good morning,” she murmured, and pressed her lips against his.  To her surprise, he didn’t move much, stirring just a little but not fully waking.  
She ran a hand along the side of his face, pressing some of his hair behind his ear.  Parts of her mind began slipping away again, but she was able to retain a lot more because she felt more at peace with Orion beside her.  “My little kitty.”
The eyes on his face fluttered a little, and after a couple of failed attempts he finally managed to get them open.  It was clear that his vision was a little unfocused as he tried to take in the current situation.  
“Good morning,” her voice sounded a little odd in her ears this time, as it had a very husky quality to it.  
The smile spread across his face as he closed his eyes for a moment, “Yes, it is.”  He leaned forward and kissed her forehead before rolling over and getting out of the bed.  
“No!” Her voice was almost pleading as she tried to grab him.  
Turing around, Orion chuckled, “I’m not leaving.  We need breakfast, and I’m not about to ask you to make it.”
She pouted at his back, but the growl from her stomach let Phoenix know that he was right.  Still, she wasn’t happy about it.  Pulling the covers over her head, the woman could feel parts of her mind slipping away in disappointment that there would be nothing pleasant to focus on.  
“Now, now, none of that.”  The cover was pulled back, and Orion looked down at her. “I was just washing up a little.  I'm not going to leave you here alone to pout, especially since you seem to be a lot better than the last few days.”  He leaned down and picked her up.  “Do you want to try to walk?”
Phoenix looked into his green eyes and tried to decide if it would be better to walk or to remain in his arms.  Clearly she would need to get her body working properly, but right now her mind was the greater concern.  Giving her head a little shake, she said, “Too weak.”  It wasn’t exactly true, but it was the best explanation she could give with her current mental facilities.  
“Alright.  Let’s fix that, then we will try to get you walking after breakfast.”
A part of Phoenix wanted to just stay the way they were, but she knew that he was right.  As disappointing as it was, she didn’t get too upset when he put her down near where he was going to be cooking.  It was an entirely different room, but it had the same comfortable feel as the bedroom.  Her eyes wandered around the area, taking in the details that seemed very familiar.  This was not somewhere new, but it wasn’t somewhere she had been able to spend much time.  A slight prick in her heart let her know that she wasn’t pleased with the idea that she couldn’t stay, and that sensation also felt very familiar.  
She turned to look at him, her mind trying to remember what his name was so that she could ask something.  His eyes were already on her. “Sorry, it isn’t much.  But I do hope that you still find it comfortable.”
Phoenix nodded and felt the corners of her mouth tug up.  “Home.”
This caused him to laugh, “Well, not yours.  The last few times you returned, you have not wanted to return to your home either, and you didn’t like the other places I took you.  If it makes you feel better, I am perfectly content with you to think of this as your home, too.”  There was a sadness in his eyes that belied the smile on his lips.  
Phoenix reached out a hand, wanting to let him know that it would be alright, even if she couldn’t promise that.  In fact, she was quite certain that things would never be quite what he wanted, but she wanted to do whatever she could to make him show an honest smile.  She loved his real smile.  As her hand stretched out, he put down the food he had been preparing and wiped his hands on his apron as he walked over to her.  His large hands wrapped around hers.  This time she noticed that his hands felt large, but they weren’t that much bigger than her own.  “Are you alright? Do you hurt somewhere?”
Her brow creased as she brought her other hand to his face.  Lightly patting him, she tried to think of words that would help.  The only words that came to mind were the same words that he had spoken that made her feel better.  “I am here.  I’m right here.”
His beautiful green eyes closed and he put one of his hands over hers.  She watched as he seemed to have trouble responding to her.  His hand shook a little, which he tried to hide by squeezing hers.  
Squeezing back, Phoenix moved her body forward a little and put her head on his chest.  “I am right here.”
His arms wrapped around her, and she heard him choke back a sob.  Phoenix wrapped her arms around his back.  “My kitty,” she murmured into him.  
Stroking her hair, he shuddered, though she couldn’t tell if it was a sob or a laugh.  “My little bird,” he finally managed as one arm squeezed her closer and the other continued to stroke her hair.  
They were interrupted by her stomach growling again.  This time when he pulled back there was a small, sad smile on his face.  “I’m sorry.  I know you are hungry, but I am being selfish.  Give me a couple of minutes and I will have something for you to eat while I make breakfast.”
She released him and watched as he moved back over to the food.  True to his word, a couple of minutes later he handed her a small plate of food.  “Just a few fruits from the tropics.  It should give you some energy while you wait for breakfast.”
Phoenix beamed up at him as he placed the plate beside her.  She looked down at it, then up at him, uncertain why there weren’t any utensils like yesterday.  He watched her for a moment before asking, “You don’t want it?”
Looking down at the plate again, she poked one of the pieces.  It was cold and squishy, causing her to pull her hand away in surprise.  He laughed a little, “It’s not like the food yesterday, but if you don’t want to use your hands, I can get you a fork.  It may be a little harder for you, though, in your current state.”
Phoenix turned her face to his.  Not wanting to make him do anything else for her, she shook her head.  Her eyes went back to the fruit, distrust of the strange food obvious.  Since she completely trusted her companion, the woman stretched out her hand again and wrapped it around one of the pieces.  She squeezed a little hard, and almost immediately dropped it as juice leaked onto her hands.  
He took her hand and wiped it with his apron. “Not like that.  It gets rid of the best parts, as you say.  The juice is what makes the fruit so good.  Here, like this.”  He picked up a piece with his fingers and moved it toward her mouth.  Obediently, she opened and let him feed her.  “I must warn you, though, it’s sweet with a bit of a tang to it, so don’t be surprised again.  I don’t want you to choke.”
With her mouth still open, Phoenix nodded.  She quickly realized why he had warned her because the taste was like an explosion in her mouth.  The liquid oozed out of the fruit the more she pressed her mouth down on it.  It was also a little cold, which made her avoid chewing on it at first.  Pressing it against the roof of her mouth with her tongue, she enjoyed the way the juice ran down the back of her throat.  
He watched her for a few moments, a contented look on his face.  When she reached for the next piece, he knew that she would be alright.  Comfortable with the current state of his guest, he pointed across the room.  Phoenix’s eyes followed the motion and found herself staring at another version of him and a red-haired woman.  “That’s you.”
She looked at him, the sweet taste of the fruit nearly forgotten.  “Here,” she tapped herself.
“Yes, you are here, and you are there.  It’s a mirror.”  He smiled at her.  “It will help you remember yourself.”  His hand stroked her head as he spoke, “You need to remember who you are for this to work.”
She bunched up her nose and looked away from the mirror.
He laughed a little, “That still hasn’t changed.  I tell you what, while I can’t look at your lovely face, will you please look at yourself for me?”  His hand trailed down her cheek.  Instinctively, she closed her eyes and leaned into his hand before giving up and nodding.  “Such a beautiful little bird.”  He kissed the top of her head before walking across the kitchen to finish making food.
A few minutes later, Phoenix stared at her empty plate, feeling that her stomach was only sated for a short period of time.  Fulfilling her promise, she looked into the mirror.  Only the woman looked back at her, the red hair the color of a raging fire, tinges of orange and yellow mixing in with the startling red color.  Her eyes were so dark that from that distance she thought they were black.  The nose on her face seemed larger than she liked.  Grabbing it, she wiggled it with a grunt of disgust, wishing that there were some way to make it better.  Unable to keep taking in the pale face, she decided that she had met the obligation to look at herself.
Her eyes immediately returned to the most interesting aspect in her surroundings.  He was moving around a good bit, his back to her.  She watched for a little bit, but began to be unhappy that he hadn’t so much as looked at her for a while.  It was the only thing that bothered her.  Feeling at peace, something told her that she needed to enjoy this time as much as possible.  There was only one word that she knew could express how she felt at the moment.  Her eyes followed her companion’s movements as she spoke the word, “Orion.”  
Immediately he turned to look at her.  “Yes?”
That’s Orion, her brain was trying to process the feeling with the word.  Again she was realizing it was a name.  Phoenix was frustrated by how nothing was sticking in her mind, that she was having to relearn things that seemed so obvious.  What she wasn’t so sure about was why his name made her feel so comfortable and safe.  She scratched her forehead and said his name again, “Orion,” trying to figure out what she was having trouble remembering.  
“I’m almost done, if you can give me just two more minutes.  Then we can talk all you want.  So long as you promise to work your hardest once you are done eating.”
This caused her to frown.  It was almost like he knew what she was thinking, that he knew that she wanted to put it off.  She nodded anyway.  As much as she would prefer to just stay with him, something told her that he was no more enthusiastic about her progressing.  There was something that she needed to do, and he was making sure that she did it, regardless of what he wanted.  And if he was sacrificing what he wanted, Phoenix wasn’t about to undermine him.  Finding that she now had a reason to do more than monitor the world around her, Phoenix began to try to keep focused on her immediate surroundings.  The little pleasantries were nice, but she needed to understand what her purpose was.  After all, it was the only reason she was back in this realm.  
The food was ready as quickly as he had promised.  Again Phoenix got a feeling that she was being fed things that were her favorites, which made it that much easier to keep her mind on the present.  Orion chatted a bit, and she tried to respond when she understood what he meant.  He talked about people whom she knew should be in her memories somewhere, but she was finding it very difficult to remember anything about most of them.  The only names that stood out to her were Itzel and Caspian.  
“Itzel?” Phoenix cut into what he was saying.  
Orion nodded, “Yes, she is finally acting more like herself.  Of course, I do not believe that she has been pining this entire time, but trying to find who she wanted to be.  It hasn’t exactly been easy given the circumstances.  If I hadn’t known how much it would hurt Caspian, I would have saved her a lot of trouble a long time ago, but it was either let her get hurt or destroy everything he has worked for.  Clearly, there was never much of a question.  He has that reputation for a reason, I just think she thought she could show him a different life that might actually make him happy.  Not knowing, of course, that it wouldn’t work.”
“Poor sad, sweet Caspian,” Phoenix muttered.
She was startled by the loud purring that resulted from her words.  Orion was doubled over, holding his stomach, and she soon realized that he was laughing uncontrollably.  Tilting her head to the side, she tried to understand just what was so funny.  Her attention was quickly diverted as she enjoyed watching his unchecked happiness.  
When Orion finally settled down, he gave her an honest smile, the dimples easy to see on his smooth cheeks.  “You and I are probably the only living people who see him that way.  But I suppose that is because we are both so soft-hearted.”  He stood up and moved over to sit beside her.  As he sat, he stopped.  As if deciding something, he gave his head a little shake, then kissed the top of her head.  “I guess that means more of your memories are starting to return.”
Phoenix unconsciously touched where his lips had pressed against her head as a warmth filled her.  She wanted him to do it again, but her mind was trying to focus on what he had said.  Clearly he thought that she was remembering something, but it had been an honest, automatic reaction to the name.  The name did not stir the same emotions, but she definitely felt a strong reaction when Orion mentioned Caspian.  Orion’s current pain and hidden sorrow was tied to her, that she knew just by observing him.  What she felt for Caspian was very different—she wanted to help him, but not for the same reason.  Pity. The word was one of the first that came to mind when she heard the name Caspian, which was a far cry from the way the name Orion made her feel.
Still touching the spot where Orion had kissed her, Phoenix shook her head.  “I don’t.”
Orion leaned forward, “You don’t remember? Or you don’t want to remember?”
Not fulling understanding the question, Phoenix scratched her head.  “No, I…” she stared at her lap trying to find the right words.  
A hand covered hers, “There’s no rush.  I’m not trying to press you for answers, so don’t stress over it.”
She knew he was trying to reassure her, but Phoenix felt that she needed to sort it out for herself.  Obviously she didn’t remember Caspian, though the image of a friendly set of eyes did pop into her mind.  What bothered her was the realization that she may not want to remember.  Tapping her head, Phoenix tried to force her mind to focus on what she wanted.  
A hand wrapped around her wrist as her movements became more vigorous.  “None of that.  I’m not going to let you beat yourself up.  You can’t force the memories back, certainly not by beating your head like that.”
Phoenix bit her lip, “Something.  Something.”  The frustration came across, even if she couldn’t find the words to say what she felt, or what she needed to say.  Orion knew how she felt, and was able to supply the information that helped to alleviate some of the annoyance she felt.
“Yes, there are several important somethings we will need to take care of, but it will wait.  I’m not going to let anything happen to you while you recover, so you should be able to focus on the recovery.  Alright?”  
The gentle look in his eyes made her feel a little better, while managing to make her feel driven to do better.  
After they had finished eating, the pair worked on her movements.  
The next few days passed in much the same way, with her beginning to improve much faster now that Phoenix felt a desire to make Orion’s smile last for more than a few moments.  A part of her knew that she needed to enjoy it while it lasted because what she had to do was not going to be easy or enjoyable.  
 



Chapter 3
A Complicated Connection of Sacrifice
Phoenix had only a vague notion of time, but she had taken an interest in the way the sun affected their activities.  When the sun was visible, Orion would take her outside to walk and enjoy nature.  She loved these times, but she quickly found that she preferred when the sun would disappear.  Night was when it was just the two of them alone, talking—or more like Orion talking and Phoenix listening.  Even though they had not encountered anyone, Phoenix was afraid that they might, and that made her feel anxious as long as there was light outside.  She knew that if she were discovered everything would change, even if she couldn’t remember why.  
At first, Orion appeared alright with supplying the words that she couldn’t find and holding up the conversation at night.  However, after the sun had disappeared nearly a dozen times, she began to sense an unease in him.  Orion’s attention was not completely on her, which she thought she could understand since he had said he was managing a lot until she was prepared to act.  A part of her was very dissatisfied with her own slow mental progress.  It had only taken a couple of days for her to largely relearn everything about moving that she had forgotten, but her mind had barely progressed.  Phoenix knew why, but she had ignored whatever alarm was rising in what remained of her thoughts because she knew that once those things began to return, the pleasant days and nights with Orion would be done.  There was something that she had to do, and as difficult as it was for her to ignore the alarms in her head, Phoenix had been ignoring the problem to keep the comfort of the current situation.  It was only when it had become obvious that Orion was beginning to feel concerned that she knew she could no longer hide the cause of the lack of progress in her mental state.  
They were sitting down to dinner after a long day of exploring, and Orion did exactly what she had feared.  “Phoenix,” he began, the tone of his voice no longer trying to hide the concern she had been noticing in his body language, “I know that every time is different, that sometimes it will take longer for you to recover, but I admit that this time is clearly different.  It appears that you haven’t made any progress since you woke up, at least mentally.”  He shifted in his seat, not quite able to look at her.  Swallowing, he tried to change his tone a little so that it wasn’t so obvious, so that she wouldn’t think that he was accusing her.  “Typically, you have already gone charging into the fray, smiting everyone and everything who was corrupting the world.”  He cleared his throat. “While I have enjoyed having you to myself, I don’t think the situation has ever been this bad by the time you returned.”  His eyes finally met hers. “What can I do to help you? I will do anything.”
Phoenix placed her fork down and looked him in the eyes. “A bother?”
His head vigorously shook side to side, “You are absolutely not a bother to me.  In fact, usually I am the one who…” Orion ran a hand along the back of his neck. “Something is holding you back, and I am afraid that because I… no, this isn’t about me.”  All of her senses were trained on Orion as he seemed to suffer through trying to explain.  He leaned his head to the side, his piercing green eyes looking directly into hers. “I had wanted you to show signs of improvement before going into the details, but I fear what has happened.  That you were left alone too long.”
It was only with those words that she realized what he wasn’t saying.  Orion believed that he had arrived too late, that he was at fault for her lack of progress.  Without thinking, her body moved on its own.  Striding around the table, she pulled his head against her. “No, no, no.  Not you.  Me.  Scattered.  All scattered.”  Her limited vocabulary made it incredibly difficult, and she began to grow frustrated as he pulled away and tried to stand up.  
“Noo!” She threw herself over his lap.  “I don’t want to.  I don’t want to anymore.”
The words made him freeze.  Too afraid to look at him, her hands balled around his clothing.  “Seven scattered sources.  No more.  I don’t want anymore.”
A hand reached under her chin and carefully tried to turn her to look up at him.  At first Phoenix resisted.  She knew that she would do whatever he wanted, that the pain in those green eyes would convince her to do something she had been avoiding.  
But it was the voice that got her attention.  “Please, Phoenix, look at me.”  Her hands gripped tighter, but she found herself moving as he had asked.  Before he could speak though, she began to shake her head.  He stood up, picking her up from the floor.  “I know.  I know, it’s not fair, but usually I’m the one arguing that.”
Orion sat down, and judging by the way his body moved, she knew that he had sat on the bed.  His hand rubbed her back as she seemed unwilling to look at him.  Sitting on his lap, she listened as he spoke.  
“It’s never easy, but this time things are worse, so much worse.  They killed Kendra.”
The name was very familiar.  The pout turned into a scowl and she turned to look at Orion.  He nodded at her, “Yes, that’s how bad things are.  If I had pulled you out of there faster, you would have—”
She put a finger over his mouth and tapped her head with her other hand, “Scattered.  It’s scattered.  That’s not you.  That’s… here.”  The hand that had been tapping on her head waved vaguely around the room as she tried to indicate the world.  
This seemed to take him a few minutes to understand.  “Your mind is fragmented?”
She nodded, “Seven.  Seven.  It’s seven.  The more is less now, but still seven.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“The more.  But not now.”  The remaining fragments seemed to be trying to bring pieces of her knowledge together, but Phoenix knew that she needed a name to get her point across.  Clutching her head with her hands, she began to rock, “Names.  Names.  They did it.”
Orion wrapped his arms around her. “It’s okay.  You are safe.  You don’t need to get excited or upset because it will keep you from thinking properly.”
Phoenix took the opportunity to put her head in the crook of his neck.  Smelling the comforting scent, she allowed herself to relax a little, her mind finding a few of the fragments.  A few memories floated across her thoughts.  Murmuring into his neck, she finally managed something like a coherent thought, “Alexis and Anders.  Hector.  They took one.  Darius woke Itzel.  And they took one.  Ignacio.  You hid, but helped to take one.  More.  There were more.  But just seven sources now.  Scattered to the seven sources.”
Orion’s hand froze at the mention of Alexis and Anders, waiting for her to finish speaking.  When he was certain she didn’t have any more to say, he began to verbally piece together what she was saying. “You are talking about the monstrosities that the Unwashed have made.  The corrupt magical hearts that enslave magic users.”
Phoenix vigorously nodded her head as she pulled away from him to look into his eyes.  “Yes.  Seven.  Seven scattered pieces.”  She tapped her head again.
“Oh,” the look of understanding on his face was bittersweet.  She had no doubt that he would work out what needed to be done, and the peace and comfort she had felt would end soon.  “I knew it was bad, but I had no idea it was that… their tampering with magic has shattered your mind.”  He pulled her against him, “Oh gods, I should have realized sooner.  I need to get word to the others before it does permanent damage to you.”
“I’m okay.  I don’t want anymore.”  
This caused him to pause again. “Phoenix, we both know that this is always temporary, but if your mind is fragmented, that could be detrimental to everything.  We have to put you back together.”
“Tired.  I’m tired.  No more.  No more.”  
“I’m starting to understand how you felt all of those times I did this to you, so I suppose it’s my turn to suffer, huh?”  The sound of his voice made Phoenix look up.  He had a pained smile on his face.  
Without thinking, Phoenix placed her hands on his chest and kissed him.  The feel of his soft lips caused a jolt to go through her, and for a moment, she could feel everything coming together in her mind.  The memories of so many times where they were reunited only to be torn apart when she was done with her work.  All of the emotions came crashing into her mind, and her body began to move in ways that expressed the urgency and pain that had been her existence.  Through so much of it, Orion had been the only source of comfort and happiness.  
Trying to hold onto the memories that she didn’t want to lose, she pressed into him, her tongue sliding into his mouth.  At first he sat like a statue, not moving, the shock too much for him to immediately process.  As her movements became more urgent, he found he could not resist.  His arms moved to her head, holding her carefully like she was fragile.  She adjusted her body so that she was straddling him, her body pressing into his.  Orion’s hands slid down her body, pulling her to him.  
“Orion,” she murmured when he pulled back for a moment.  “Gods, it’s become so painful.  It’s too painful.”
“I know, Phoenix,” one of his hands caressed her cheek, “that’s what I’ve been saying for so long.  But you have always been right.  We signed up for this, and at least we always get some time alone.  Never enough to get in trouble, though.”  His smile was again sad.  
Phoenix shook her head, then began to kiss him again, her body asking him for something she knew she shouldn’t.  His hands moved over her body, and for a moment she thought he would give into something that was definitely a bad idea.  For the moment, she knew if they were both to give in, everything would change.  But that would be the ultimate act of selfishness, and there was a very good chance that she would never recover from her current state.  Uncaring, her hands began to pull at his clothing.  
As soon as he felt the tug, Orion pulled away. “No.  I’m not sure how much you remember of our situation, but I’m not going to take advantage of you.”  He stood up and quickly moved away.  
The connection gone, Phoenix felt her mind immediately deteriorate, all of what she wanted to say leaving her.  She fell back on the bed, a glazed stare on her face.  “Why?”  The question was mumbled, but it was the only word that went through her head.  
Orion sat on the bed, putting some distance between them.  Much of that he closed as he leaned over toward her, but always keeping his body as far as possible.  He pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, “We aren’t like other assassins and druids.  We can do something they can’t, and that would not be fair to you at all.  I’ve learned to accept my fate.  After all this time, you are still worth it.  One of us has to be strong, and right now I am the unlucky one.”
Phoenix turned to look at him, a tear streaking down her face.  He brushed it away, then stood up.  The next second a large black panther jumped on the bed and curled up next to her.  Phoenix looked into the green eyes and knew what he wanted to say.  Wrapping her arms around him, she cried into Orion’s fur until she fell asleep.  
 



Chapter 4
Struggling to Do What’s Expected
When Phoenix woke the next morning, the memories from the previous night were about the only thing she could think of.  Orion lay beside her, curled up, as if he had not moved all of that night.  She was still clinging to him, and to her horror, Phoenix realized that she had drooled on him.  She still couldn’t breathe properly, having cried so hard that her nose was stopped up.  The familiar green eyes looked at her, apparently unaware of what she had done.  Pulling away from him quickly, Phoenix felt embarrassed. “Sorry.  Sorry.”  
She watched as his sleek body shifted into his well-toned human form.  Though she didn’t remember too much of their past that morning, Phoenix was well aware that his incredibly youthful face was far older than anyone would have thought.  Like hers.  Patting her own face, she felt like the night’s cry would have left her looking hideous, even worse than she already believed herself to be.  A part of her was now very much aware that druids were supposed to be beautiful, but she wasn’t anything like the others.  Their beautiful hair and elegant eyes were not part of her because of her abilities.  Her appearance marked her for what she was and what abilities she carried.  There was only one other druid who had anything like the kind of power she had, but their magic was nothing alike.  
Poor Heaven, the thought flitted across her mind, though Phoenix wasn’t entirely sure what the thought meant.  In some ways the task in front of her was so much worse than Heaven’s, but Phoenix was one of the few who could fully appreciate just what her sister was going to have to do to succeed.  
Shaking her head, Phoenix was very aware that she couldn’t let things like that distract her.  The task before her and Orion was going to keep them both busy, too busy to be able to help anyone else.  And then it would be over again.  Letting her head fall into her hands, Phoenix knew that she had no desire to do what came next.  Her mind was returning to the same state as the previous morning, but she would remain aware enough that she could start her mission once again.  
Warm arms moved around her. “I know.”  The warm voice was near her ear, then went silent as Orion just held her for a few moments.  When she finally seemed ready to face the day, she tapped his chest.  Giving a little laugh, he released her and got off of the bed to go make breakfast.  “Is there anything in particular you want today?”
“Fast,” she looked at him as she said it.  
The panther shifter pursed his lips before letting a sad grin grace his face as he nodded his understanding.  Trying to ignore how much things were about to change, Phoenix stretched and decided to wash up before eating.  Clearly her face would be an absolute mess.  Even if Orion had already seen her like that, the druid found the idea horrible that he would remember it, let alone see her looking like that again.  
When she emerged from the small bathroom, Phoenix began to look around her with a new understanding.  Many of her memories and thoughts had slid away from her, but she was finding it easier to pull them back now that she had a better grasp on the situation.  It gave her no joy to start what she knew needed to be done, but the idea of Orion blaming himself and saying that he had to be the strong one made her feel incredibly guilty.  If it was a choice between doing something she didn’t want to do or helping to ease his suffering, there was nothing for her to consider.  
Sitting down at the table, Phoenix tried to avoid looking into the mirror.  She had done all that she could, and the idea of seeing herself anymore was causing her mind to drift away again.  Instead of looking around the kitchen, she considered what they would need to do.  Orion had realized what she was trying to say the night before, and that meant any day now they would leave.  
Determined not to drag out the torture anymore, Phoenix began to consider where they should start.  Seven sources remained, keeping her mind scattered, and that meant that she could not complete her purpose for returning.  All seven would need to be destroyed, and that was going to become increasingly more difficult as they were the sources of most of the Unwashed’s remaining power.  With several of the hearts already destroyed, they would be much more cautious about protecting the ones they had left.  Worse, the hearts were in territories that belonged to mystics and seers.  They would not be happy about having druids in their domain.  
Different problem. Her mind immediately wrote those two off because they could be the last hearts that they would destroy.  For now, she and Orion could either go after a couple of the small hearts, or they could talk to the one person who could provide some guidance.  Phoenix knew which of the two she preferred, if only because it meant saying a final farewell.  
Orion placed a plate down in front of her. “Now, that is a look I am accustomed to seeing.”  He placed his own plate on the table and sat. “Just let me know what you need me to do.  I have already warned Darius and Caspian that something is about to happen.  Keeping it vague, of course.  Knowing you are back is not going to be easy for either of them to learn.  I think that they were both hoping that things were starting to turn around, and I know for a fact that Caspian has been continuing to chase down the way to undo his curse.”  Orion seemed to be accustomed to talking and was willing to continue to carry the conversation, but now Phoenix could understand the pain behind his very well-crafted façade.
Placing a hand on his, Phoenix silenced him.  “It’s okay.”  This was a lie, and they both knew it.  At the same time, it said everything that she couldn’t.  Phoenix may not be back to herself, but she remembered enough to let him know that they would be moving forward.  He swallowed and looked away from her before nodding.  She pulled her hand back and picked up a spoon.  Closing her eyes for a second, she said, “Kendra.”
Orion’s head whipped back so that he was facing her. “That is going to be difficult.”
She bit her lip before asking, “Impossible?”
He looked at her for a moment before turning to stare out the window.  “No, I know how we can talk to her, but she is not going to be happy with me.  Just warning you.”
Phoenix giggled, then began to eat.  Kendra was usually unhappy with everyone, so this did not seem to be anything too severe.  Even if Orion felt the need to warn her first.  
They ate in silence.  When Orion rose to take the dishes, Phoenix stopped him from taking hers.  Standing up, she followed him to the kitchen, carrying her own dishes.  She insisted on washing her own stuff once he was done.  Finally, Orion looked directly at her. “I understand that you are getting back into yourself, but you are still a guest in my home.  I am not going to let you clean anything while you are here.”
Phoenix tried to stare him down, but knew that wouldn’t work.  Allowing herself to smile, she handed over her dishes and stood over to the side.  She watched him clean.  When he finished and started to dry his hands, she decided there was no reason to postpone the inevitable.  The longer they waited, the harder it would be to leave.  
“Ready?”  Her voice sounded much more certain than she felt.  
The initial surprise he obviously felt was quickly covered.  His lips moved into a fake smile, “Sure.  I know where to find Precious and Legend.”
Phoenix frowned.  “No Legend.”
“Oh, I guess you didn’t see that if your mind has been stretched over so many places.  I don’t think there was a heart in Anilin, so you wouldn’t be aware.  The short version is that the Unwashed were using a seer as a new type of control system, but she revolted.  Killing everyone in the heart where they were holding her, she fled.  Right now, Kendra and many others are attached to her.  I know that they have been helping her release them to the next plane, but knowing Kendra, she’s not going anywhere until everyone else is squared away.  Anyway, Legend has been taking care of Precious since before they ended up in Anilin.  Technically, he did die there.  The prediction failed to mention a few key things, which is exactly why everyone hates them.  Precious had fallen in love with him in their time together, and she was not about to let him die.”  He moved to the front door, holding it open for her to step through.  Once outside, he continued, “Legend had tasked me with getting out of there as the Unwashed had punched a couple of time holes into the area and were coming after her.  He was every bit as magnificent as the tales say, taking out far more of them than any champion I have ever seen.  It was incredibly impressive.”  Phoenix nodded as he spoke.  If Orion had been impressed by Legend, that really said something—Orion was seldom impressed by anything after so long.  “Anyway, she got away from me, punched her own time hole and sliced all of the Unwashed around Legend as he fell.  It was a surprising display of light magic that she obviously shouldn’t have been able to manage.  I protected them both as she tried to heal him.  Before I could stop her, she was pumping all of her life force into him to bring him back.  They are quite the pair.”
Phoenix laughed, the image very familiar. “Familiar.”
Orion turned to look at her.  Taking her hand in his, he nodded, “Yes, it is a very familiar story.  They will have a great life together for as long as it lasts.”
“Lucky,” there was a hint of jealousy in her voice.  
“Indeed.  But don’t worry, they know it.”
Phoenix nodded, then put her head against his arm as she wrapped her other hand around his.  In one rapid movement, he pulled open a space in front of them.  “After you.”  He didn’t release her hand as she stepped into the void.  Once inside, he looked around and led her a few hundred paces away before opening another space.  
They emerged in a peaceful garden.  As soon as they caught sight of a couple with their heads close together, Phoenix and Orion released each other’s hands.  He began walking first, making sure his footsteps could be heard just before he spoke.  “It’s been quite some time, huh?”
The couple looked up, their faces a little red, but not because they were embarrassed.  Precious’s face lit up, and she ran toward him.  “Orion!”  She jumped up, throwing her small frame against him.  Phoenix stood back and watched the scene unfold, not sure what her role was at that time.  
He twirled her around, laughing.  When he put her down, he rubbed the top of her head fondly, “You are looking much better now.”
Legend had walked over to them, the smile on his face making his chiseled features that much handsomer.  Orion held a hand out to him.  Legend grabbed his hand and pulled him into a hug.  Legend was noticeably shorter than Orion, but he had a lot more muscle.  Laughing, Orion gave him a friendly pat on the back, “It’s good to see you, too.”
Precious stood close by, her hands on her hips, “She is very angry at you.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“You came anyway?”  Precious was looking at him like he was a bit crazy.
“Kendra couldn’t hurt me when she was alive.  Imagine how much less she can hurt me now.”
Precious’s eyes became saucers as she looked at him.  “Are you trying to start something?  Because I don’t want to be caught in the middle of this.”
Orion folded his arms across his chest.  “Funny you should mention it, but yes.  I am here to start something.  She knows why.”  Stepping to the side, he held out a hand toward Phoenix.  
She stepped forward, feeling exposed and vulnerable.  With a limited vocabulary, Phoenix had no desire to make a fool of herself.  “Hello.”  Giving a slight bow, she kept her eyes on the couple.  Orion strode over to her.  With a hand on her back, he gently brought her closer.  
Precious tilted her head to the side, then narrowed her eyes.  “Phoenix?”
She gave a slight nod of her head.  Precious turned and looked at Orion meaningfully, “She looks a lot better than Kendra expected.”
“Well, she kept a very low bar, or has a very low opinion of my abilities.”
Precious turned to look back at Phoenix.  “I like your hair.”
It was only then that the druid realized that the small seer had hair that was a similar color to the core of her hair.  With a laugh, she pointed at Precious, “Yours, too.”
Patting her head, the seer nodded, “Not exactly a normal color.  It’s good to see I’m not the only one who stands out in a crowd.”
Orion could sense Phoenix’s uncertainty.  He broke in, “I’m sorry, Precious, but we really don’t have much time.  Which Kendra probably should have pointed out.  Would you help them talk, please?”
Precious laughed, “Kendra did mention it.  But this is the first time I’ve seen you since you saved us.  I’m not going to rush it.  Like you said, what can she do now?”
Orion held up a finger and waggled it back and forth, “She’s in your head.  Don’t tempt her.”
Precious filled her checks and blew a raspberry at him.  “She’s not my boss.”  With that, she sat on the ground.  Phoenix sat beside her and they fell silent.  
Legend stepped up beside Orion.  “Something tells me that you found what you were looking for.  Or who you were looking for.  Just as unique as you are.”
Orion looked over at Legend, “Yes.  And like you, we have a strange road to travel now.”
Legend nodded, “I hope that it leads to happiness.”
Orion simply smiled, not wanting to ruin things.  He knew how things would go, but it was not the kind of ending he would wish on anyone else.  
“Something tells me that this time will be different.”  Legend’s voice was low, almost comforting.  
“One can always hope.”
“That doesn’t sound like you hold out any.”
A simple shrug was all the response the assassin had.  
“Once I had a friend,” Legend went on.  “Someone who was incredibly important to me.  I thought that she died so long ago.  In fact, she was the person who spoke of my demise.”  He forced a laugh, “That was one of the last memories I had of her.  Like so many people I have known, I thought that she died.  I don’t exactly know many people older than me who are still around.”  He leaned over and gave Orion a look.  “Turns out, she’s not dead.  I encountered her with Precious not that long ago.  She looked… rough, but it was her.  Again I failed her.  She slipped away, and I don’t know exactly what happened.  This time, though, I know that she is okay because there is someone taking care of her.”
“You sound quite certain.”
Legend looked over at him, “Maverick is a lot of things, but when it comes to seers, he is quite reliable.”
“Oh, yes.  He is quite interesting, but I would be willing to trust him a little.”
“Just a little?” Legend asked.  
“I’ve known him too long to give him more than a little rope.  I would hate to see him hang himself if I were to give him too much.”
This caused Legend to laugh loudly.  The two women looked over at them, then shook their heads as they rose.  Before he moved forward, Legend said, “I really like you, Orion, and I would like to add you to my collection if you assassins have decided it’s not too dangerous to be around me.”
Orion gave a noncommittal smile.  
“I’m going to take that as a yes,” Legend patted him on the back, knocking him off balance a little.  
Laughing, Orion nodded, “I would be happy to be a part of your exclusive collection.  Just let Draven or Maverick know that you want to talk to me, and they can get me word.”
“I look forward to hearing how you managed to outwit your destiny.  Should make for an interesting story.”
“I will strive not to disappoint you.”  Orion stepped toward Phoenix.  “Do you have what you need?”
She nodded at him.  
“Is she alright?”  Precious was looking at the druid with concern.  
“She is having a rough time at the moment, but I swear to you that I will do everything in my power to help her.”
Precious smiled up at Orion, “I have such a difficult time believing you are an assassin.  You are even kinder and more compassionate than Legend, and he was the best person I had ever encountered.”
“I assure you, it took a lifetime to learn to be the way I am.”
“And a considerable amount of pain and sacrifice.”  The three turned to look at Legend.  “But she is right.  Now, get going.”  His arm moved around Precious.  
Orion held a finger up to his forehead and gave them a salute, “Take care.”
With that, he took Phoenix by the hand and led her away from the pair.  Precious and Legend watched them go before Precious finally said, “I hope that it doesn't end normally for them this time.  Orion was the one to convince her this time.  That has never happened before.”
“What do you mean?”  Legend looked at her.  
Precious shrugged, “Kendra has gotten very loud.  I suppose this is her punishment for what I said.”
Legend swept Precious off her feet, “Well, I think I know how to get her to disappear for a while.”  Precious laughed as his hands began to move over her body and under the dress she was wearing.  She almost didn’t feel him undoing the buttons as he strode toward a little cabin on the other side of the garden.  
 



Chapter 5
Easy First Steps
Orion squeezed Phoenix’s hand.  “What did she have to say?”
Phoenix threw him a sideways glance, “Promise broken.”
“Yeah, that’s true.  Quite true.  If I hadn’t—”
“Death.”
“What?”  Orion stopped walking.  
Phoenix turned to look at him.  This was going to be very difficult to relay, but she felt she had to try.  Her discussion with Kendra, as limited as it was, helped her remember what had been happening before her return.  Though she wasn’t supposed to, the druid always watched Orion so that she could help him.  No matter how quickly he reached her, the assassin always felt that he should have done better.  She didn't know how long she waited for him this time, but she knew it was longer than normal.  Still, things would have been fine if her mind hadn’t shattered.  That was because of how reluctant she had been to return and put him through everything all over again.  Phoenix had watched him save so many people, had seen how he kept some from death, like Precious and Legend, and how he had ensured others would make it to safety.  In the worst cases, he had provided mercy killing to those who were too far gone.  Some of the memories of what she had witnessed were returning, and she wanted to take away any guilt he might have felt about being late to save her.  
She tapped his chest, “Without you, there is no him.”
Orion took her hand in both of his.  “You don’t need to comfort me.  I know what I did—”
“Was right.”
“Phoenix, I know—”
“No,” she frowned at him.  She tapped her own chest over her heart, “Pain here.”  She then tapped the same place on him, “Not just here.  He lives.  I’m happy.”  She let the edges of her mouth twitch up because her happiness did not outweigh what she knew was coming.
Orion pulled her to him and held her for a little while.  “You always know what to say, no matter the circumstances.”
“You must live, too.  It can’t just be me.”
He buried his face in her hair, “I am the only one who gets to live.”
She shook her head, “I’m here.”  Pressing into him, Phoenix hoped he understood what she was trying to say.  For a moment, time stopped.  
Regretting it even as she pushed away from him, Phoenix knew that she needed to act before she lost her ability to force herself to move forward.  After all, if she didn’t restore the balance, there would be nowhere left to be with Orion within 10 years.  She didn’t need to be a seer.  She had observed the world and knew what was coming if things did not change.  Time had already been lost, which meant that the Unwashed had already started to regain power lost when some of the hearts were destroyed.  There were too many seers and mystics that had not been discovered that they were finding within their borders.  They had already used up most of the remaining seers in Ishtar, but the heart there was easily the most powerful.  
With the only heart in the druids’ domain destroyed by Ignacio, with help from Orion and Rosaline, the next closest heart was in Mesa Verde.  That one was so well hidden that no one would have found it.  With an increasing number of magic users and shifters taking action against the Unwashed, there were fewer hearts remaining.  Phoenix had held off returning to see what was left.  She had been pleasantly surprised to see Falstaff fall as Anders stormed in nearly alone.  Hector had joined him in bringing down the city, and it had been a valuable lesson for Phoenix—too many lives were lost that could have been saved.  She had witnessed Hector’s approach to the second heart being formed in Solona, as well as the progress of Darius.  The shifters had proven just how much of a force they could be beyond acting as protectors.  The most impressive work had been done by Ignacio, though.  Where the others had gone through, taking out the Unwashed and putting themselves at risk, he had simply flattened them.  While it was true that the others had hoped to save some of the women in the heart, it was a futile endeavor once they were fully fused.  Ignacio had done the right thing, which was impressive considering just how young he was.  Phoenix could see why Orion cared about his mentee so deeply—Ignacio was like the son Orion had always wanted to have.  Just one of the dreams he had given up.  She didn’t blame him for making sure Ignacio lived.  Had Orion not helped, both Ignacio and Rosaline would have died.  He had made sure that Rosaline had found the right holds to help Ignacio, then he had made sure that none of the archers had harmed her after Ignacio had sacrificed himself during the first wave.  
How could she communicate that she would have been angry if Orion hadn’t helped the young assassin and his druid?  The guilt would have eaten him from the inside.  
She didn’t know how to say it, though, not in her current state.  However, she had learned from observing the best way to destroy the twisted constructions—and the inspiration had come from someone whom she had not known existed.  When Orion had been saving Precious and Legend, she had been watching the destruction of one of the hearts in Solona.  
Someone was going to need to fix the time distortions, but that someone was definitely not Phoenix.  At some point, the druids were going to have to suck up their pride and ask Freya to help them fix all of the time leaking around the world because of the time holes.  As condescending as druids tended to be toward the mystics, some of them were nearly as powerful, and Freya was definitely one of them.  Phoenix had witnessed the queen completely alter the time in a large area while manipulating time around herself and Hector.  Ultimately, he was going to be a critical part of bridging the gap between the magic users because of his unique lineage.  
Shaking her head, Phoenix brought herself back into the here and now.  “Mesa Verde.”  The words were difficult to pull from the jumbled thoughts, but Orion knew without asking what she meant.  
“It’s a beautiful country.  Is there nothing the Unwashed will not sully?”  He opened a portal with one hand and grabbed her hand with the other, leading her through to their destination.  
They stepped out of the Holding Place and onto a cliff where they could easily observe the Unwashed working below them.  Phoenix moved to the edge and dangled her legs over, her mind repeating what she needed to do.  
“What do you need me to do?” Orion asked as he sat next to her, his hand reaching for hers.  
Scratching her head, the druid tried to communicate what she needed.  Pulling her hands in imitation of the way he grabbed the sides of the Holding Place, she said, “To the heart.”
“You want me to take us directly to the heart?”  He looked at her as she nodded.  “The women cannot be saved.”
Phoenix sighed, “I know.  Release.”
He tilted his head, “You can do that?”
She smiled and stuck out her tongue a little as a natural smile spread across her face.  It wasn’t often that she got to surprise him, so she was pleased to see him working through what she wanted.  
“Oh, I see.  You got the idea from Precious.  But unlike her, you save them without taking them into yourself.  Oh, my clever little bird.”  He pulled her close and kissed her on the top of her head.  “Then what?”
Phoenix held her hands apart, one resting flat under the other, which was domed like a hill.  She moved her hand up, then quickly lowered it onto the flat hand, making an explosive noise as she did.  
Orion watched her hands, then looked in her eyes.  Soon his dimples were showing.  “You watched him.”
She nodded.  
“And you liked what he did?”
Her smile widened and she nodded.  “Clever.  Better.  Almost perfect.”
“I hope you get the chance to tell him.”
“I will.  Good job.”  She patted his chest as she tried to praise him.  
“Alright,” his eyes moved over the camp below them.  The Unwashed were scurrying around, unaware that everything they were doing was about to be completely destroyed, their lives extinguished for their sins.  “Let me know when you are ready.”
The druid rested her head against his shoulder, trying to enjoy the time she had with him.  Part of her mind would be returned to her once she finished, and from there, Orion would start to put distance between them.  
Unless… a thought began to form.  It was wrong to deceive him, but he didn’t have to know that her mind was returning to her.  That would leave more of the burden of the mission on him, something that had never been intended, but it would free her mind to do something that she had never been able to do during her time with him.  If he was in control, she would be able to try to find a way to remain.  There had to be a way.  It was the only way to stop the cycle that had condemned them to lives neither had wanted.  
They stared out over the scenery, neither saying a word.  They didn’t need to.  
With enough of a plan in place to accomplish the destruction of one of the smallest remaining hearts, Phoenix hoped that enough of her mind would return to start looking for the one thing she had long thought she couldn’t have.  As tempting as it was to try to do another one immediately after, there were too many variables, most important being she had no idea what would happen when she regained part of her scattered mind.  The Unwashed in other locations would notice the change, but it would be harder for them to notice consider how little they were getting from this heart.  After they had taken another one or two after this, though, it would get a lot harder to quickly destroy the hearts.  And one of them they were going to have to leave in the capable hands of Caspian.  
Phoenix rose and looked out over the horizon, wondering what it would be like to wake every day in this plane and experience life.  
“Are you ready?”  Orion had risen and taken her hand.  With a sigh, she forced her mind to focus on what needed to be done.  Squeezing his hand, she let him know that they could go.  
With one smooth motion, he opened a path back into the Holding Place.  It took him a little longer to find the best place to enter the chamber for the heart.  There were Unwashed moving around the place, but he could easily manage them while Phoenix worked.  
“Don’t touch the heart, okay?”  He felt the warning was necessary because Orion wasn’t certain how much Phoenix knew about what they were about to encounter.  Again she acknowledged him by squeezing his hand.  He pulled open the space and shifted into his panther form.  
Phoenix stepped out and walked slowly toward the heart, the opening to the Holding Place closing on its own once she passed through it.  
The screams of the Unwashed didn’t even reach her ears as Phoenix focused on the women suffering in the twisted creation in front of her.  Holding up her hands, she moved until she could feel the magical energy reaching out for her.  One at a time, she syphoned the women out of their cruel prison.  Once freed, she guided them to the next plane where they were able find peace.  The energy from the heart shrunk as the power source disappeared, so she moved a little closer to keep the connection to the souls.  With each passing soul, she could feel her mind focus a little bit more.  It wasn’t going to be a large piece of mind, but already she could feel the difference.  If they could retrieve two more pieces with the same ease, there was a chance that they would be able to find a way out of the cycle.  
When there was no more heat from the heart, Phoenix lowered her hand.  Only then did she see what Orion had done while she was freeing the magic users.  The floor was coated in blood except in the space where she had been standing.  He had been particularly vicious, which reminded her very much of how he had been when they had first met.  As much as Orion had changed, there was still a part of him that could be incredibly cruel and vindictive.  He just reserved it for those who really deserved it.  
Still, the druid could not help but give him a disapproving look as she turned to face him.  Being careful not to talk too much, she waited for Orion to speak.  
“I know that you aren’t displeased after helping each of those women to the other side.”  His eyes shifted to the forms in the heart.  “What I did to the Unwashed was merciful compared to what they did to those women.”
Phoenix held out her hand.  Stepping over a few corpses, Orion stretched out a hand to her.  Opening the same space, he pulled them through and back to the cliff’s edge.  He pinched the bridge of his nose.  “I'm sorry, but I have to leave this part to you.”  His startling eyes were very apologetic as he looked at her.  
Giving his arm a pat, Phoenix held her hands out and manipulated the land around the area.  The Unwashed below them had been unaware of the destruction to the heart, but they could not miss how the ground under them began to shift.  It was almost funny to watch them scurry, if not for the knowledge of what they had done to magic users around the world.  Phoenix couldn’t inflict the same level of viciousness as Orion—she wasn’t an assassin—but she did have the ability to take many lives all at once.  The mountain that once stood looming over the distance disappeared, creating a small crater where it had once been.  The Unwashed in the area were pulled into it, leaving nothing of the operation that had infested the neutral country.
There was a chance that no one would even notice the change.  The Unwashed had picked the area because it was uninhabited.  
The pair looked over what they had done in less than 30 minutes.  
“Six left,” Orion said, turning to look at Phoenix.
Her eyes met his.  On impulse, she rose up on her feet and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.  Turning back to the horizon, she said, “Two more, then rest.”
“No rest for the wicked, huh?”
“An end to them,” she responded without thinking.  
“So it worked a little?”  
Phoenix mentally chided herself.  Of course, he noticed the change.  Holding up her fingers, she gave him a shy smile to indicate that her mind was working a little better.  It wasn’t a lie.  Considering what she was capable of, there was still a long way to go.  
“Where to next, my little bird?”
She rattled off two more names, pausing just long enough to give the impression that she was having trouble remembering.  
“No pause between them?”
Phoenix shook her head.  “Not necessary.”
“Surely it can’t be this easy to take down all of them.”
“Just for us.”
He pulled her into a hug and stroked her hair.  “Before you decide that it is too risky, I’m going to try to enjoy every moment.  Just tell me if you need me to back off.”
Phoenix put her arms around him and shook her head.  “More.  I wish…” she stopped herself from saying what she was thinking so that she didn’t give it away.  
“Me too.  I will always wish for more, but I will be happy with whatever you are willing to give.”
“All of me.”  She couldn’t stop herself, the words spilled out.  
He put his hand under her chin.  “I wish that could be.”  He leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss.  Phoenix moved closer to him, wanting more.  Again time seemed to stand still for them.  Finally, he pulled away from her.  “You had better be careful.  My self-control can only be tested so far with you.”  He ran a hand through his hair.  “It is quite the change to have to be the mature one.”
She gave him a quick hug, then turned.  “It’s time.”
 



Chapter 6
Searching Through the Past for Answers
They emerged in another remote location, this time in the middle of a forest.  Orion looked around.  “What did they do?  Make a way underground to conduct their evils out of sight?”
Phoenix nodded, “Yeah.  Down.”  She stomped on the ground.  “Easier.”
“I suppose it would be easier for you if you don’t have to collapse an entire mountain on their heads.”
“That too.”  She looked around.  “Too many animals.”
Orion nodded, understanding that she didn’t want to act in a way that would kill animals.  Shifting into his panther form, Orion ran and roared.  He covered vast distances in an impossibly short period of time.  There weren’t too many that he noticed fleeing, mostly because animals did not like the unnatural energy exuded by the heart.  The animals that had put up with the activities of the Unwashed were not willing to remain with a panther active in the area.  
“That should do it.  Are you ready?”
Phoenix paused for a moment.  Their time was now much more critical because there was no chance that the Unwashed would have missed the sound of a large cat roaring near them.  That was not what concerned her, though.  The problem was that it would be more difficult to stay safe when she collapsed the ground under them.  Her head turned around in several directions.  “Different ground.”
Orion began to look around.  “I see what you mean.  Hold up.”  Again he shifted.  Launching his sleek body into a tree, Orion disappeared from view.  Phoenix sent her mind out, this time with greater ease as it did not spread out as she tried to maintain her focus.  
She and Orion were nothing like their respective species.  There was no other druid who could guide the dead.  They did have mort statera, but bringing another plane to overlap this one was a different and more common ability among the druids.  A druid with death magic was dangerous, which was what had led to her being all but banished when she wasn’t needed.  Of course, remaining was also very difficult for her to do because her mind had trouble holding onto a single place, keeping her form in a single space.  Orion was like her complete opposite—he was an assassin with life magic.  It had marked him early as unique, and during his training no one had been quite sure what to do with him.  The life magic of druids was nothing like what he could do.  It made Orion far more grounded and empathetic as time passed, but it had also inflated his ego.  
Phoenix’s first impression of him had been that he was an arrogant, condescending pain in her ass.  That was before she had learned about her abilities.  Being roughly the same age, they had been forced together to be monitored under the strict eyes of a few older druids.  Orion was put under their protection because the assassins had no idea how to train him since he didn’t have any death magic.  Phoenix was put under their care because she hadn’t displayed any particular talents.  Of course all of that would change drastically, but in those early days Orion loved to show off.  It would have been impressive given he had figured out all of his magic on his own.  Having watched him rub it in her face when she had no obvious abilities had made Phoenix really dislike him in those early days.  
With time it had proven to be a bond that would change everything for both of them, as well as their places in the world.  He had eventually been taken on as a mentee by an assassin who was only a few years older than him.  While most of the people around him saw Orion’s attitude as being obnoxious, this assassin saw it as a cry for more.  Orion was left to his own devices.  Without guidance, his abilities were going to waste.  Others laughed as the assassin, a thoughtful and reserved shifter, declared he would help Orion.  
Of course, that past was all but forgotten because very few of those who had been around back then were left.  Only five people still remained from those days, including Phoenix, Orion, and the only assassin to volunteer to help him—Caspian.  
Orion had progressed at an unbelievable rate, particularly for an assassin with no death magic.  He drank in the knowledge that Caspian offered, quickly becoming more adept than nearly any other assassin with daggers.  This more than made up for what he lacked in magic.  Orion soon realized that his magic could be used to tether people to the world, much like a mort statera, which made it easier for Caspian to pass judgment following gruesome murders, during wars, or times when a critical witness was silenced.  Judgment had changed a lot since then, largely because of Caspian, Orion, and the albino panther shifter named Diony.  He had been fascinated by the other two, and joined them on their missions.  They became like an inseparable trio.  
Following Orion’s first official judgment as an assassin, they had returned to celebrate.  Caspian had gone off to a corner to watch the rest of the revelers, not one to enjoy parties.  
Phoenix had been invited, but she felt it was as much for Orion to rub in his success.  Of course, that wasn’t why she was invited, but she couldn’t help her feelings of resentment.  He had found success while she had shown no real abilities to do anything, not even the simplest healing magic.  Sitting off in a corner, she glared at the party.  
“Mind if I join you?”  The voice was only vaguely familiar.  Looking up, Phoenix saw a pair of emerald green eyes that shone even in the dim light where they were.  Turning away from him, she held out a hand to indicate that he was welcome to sit if he chose.  “I warn you that I’m not the best person to talk to at these kinds of things, so don’t go trying to converse.”
His movements were so smooth that Phoenix couldn’t help but watch him out of the corner of her eye.  “Don’t worry.  This kind of thing really isn’t for me either.  I prefer to be out in the field getting things done.  Building relationships seems like a pointless exercise to me.”
Phoenix turned to look at the assassin, her interest piqued.  “Aren’t you a bit young to be feeling like that?”
“Aren’t you a bit young and far too beautiful to be sitting off in a corner at a celebration?”  He turned to look at her.  
“Flattery doesn’t work with me.”  She sat back and folded her arms across her chest.  It felt like he was mocking her.  
“I was stating a fact, not flattering you.”
“I’m not an idiot.  I know that I am not attractive, and with no talent, you are really wasting your time with me.”
The assassin leaned forward.  “I never thought you were an idiot, but listening to you talk, I think you are not the best judge of beauty.  Particularly of a woman.  Look around.”  He waved to the room.  “So many beauties, but they all have a similar look.  Then there is you.”  He turned to look at her, “You have a unique beauty that probably intimidates people.  Coupled with your apparent desire to hide in the shadows, you act more like an assassin than a druid.”
“Considering I don’t have any magical abilities, I dare say I’m more like a human.”
A hand rested on her knee, causing Phoenix to turn.  “Even humans have their charms.  However, I can honestly say that I have never seen one as stunning as you.  As for no magical abilities, that is impossible.  No panther shifter or druid is born without some magical abilities.”
“There’s a first for everything.”
There was a pause in their conversation.  Suddenly, the assassin grabbed her hand, “I will show you that you are not what you think you are.”  Phoenix allowed herself to be pulled out of her chair and out of the celebration hall.  Once they were out in the open air, Phoenix began to feel a little less trapped.  The heavy sigh she let out did not go unnoticed.  
“You are far too young to sound so defeated.  Before we get started, though,” he gave a slight bow, never breaking eye contact with her, “I am Caspian.”
Returning the bow, she said, “Phoenix.”
His eyes lit up, “Oh, now that is an interesting name.  Do you know why your parents picked it?”
“They didn’t.”
“Then how did you come by something so unique?”
“It’s what Orion calls me.  For a long time, he would pick on me, calling me a little bird.  One day, my anger got the better of me, and I really let him have it.  When I apologized the next day, really feeling guilty about it, he said I was more like a Phoenix.  I explode one day, then come back a new person.  The elders liked it more than the name my parents gave me, so it stuck.”
Caspian looked at her thoughtfully.  “So you grew up with my pupil?  That must have been rough.”
“You have no idea.”
“I probably do.  Remember, I spent a considerable amount of time with him and had to knock him down several pegs.  Frequently.  Until he learned respect.  You should have given him a different name if you were upset.”
She waved, “Revenge is for the weak.  Besides, I never said I disliked the name.  It made me unique, and I think that was why he did it.  Though he would never admit it.  Despite everything, I think he always pitied me.”
“It isn’t pity.”  Caspian cut her off before she could continue.  His eyes darted to the door as if he thought Orion might appear any moment.  “He cares about you very much.”
“Bullshit,” she muttered.  “He always makes me feel so inept.  Showing me everything he can do knowing I can’t do anything.”
Caspian slowly shook his head as she talked.  “Um, obviously you don’t understand how males work.  He’s showing off for you, not trying to show you up.  There is a very big difference.  No amount of praise I gave him, or any of the other assassins, has really phased him, but the littlest praise from you, and he won’t shut up about it.”
Phoenix blinked at the revelation.  
Caspian scratched his head, looking a little embarrassed for having told her so much.  Deciding that there was no reason to stop, he kept going, “You just acknowledged that he tried to make you feel better.  I’ve never seen him do that for anyone else.  It’s a shame, too.”
Phoenix frowned, “What’s a shame?”
“I had wanted to ask you to accompany me on a mission sometime.  Now that I know who you are, it would be inappropriate to do so.”
“Why is that?  It would be nice to get out of here for any amount of time.  It feels like being trapped in a prison here.”
Caspian laughed, “I can’t agree there, but can understand the sentiment.  As for why, I want to get to know you.”  He looked at her hand.  “But knowing that Orion likes you, I can’t do that to him.”
“Do what?”
Caspian sighed and smiled at her, a lopsided grin that expressed something she didn’t understand.  “What you don’t know about men is a lot.”
“I do spend nearly all of my time with women.”
Caspian looked toward the door.  “I will tell you what.  If Orion does not make a move within a year, I will take you on a mission and show you what it is like outside.  You may be very disappointed, but it is the only way I will have a chance to get to know you.”
Phoenix could feel her cheeks flush at his words.  Though it seemed impossible, she knew that the assassin was being serious.  “You have a deal.  I will hold you to it.”
Caspian held up a finger, “Only if Orion doesn't make a move.  I leave it up to you to decide if you want to tell him or not.  I'm not going to say a word to him.”
Phoenix giggled, “Do you treat all women like this?”
“No.  Actually, I’ve never been interested in anyone before.  I am pleased to see that it doesn’t displease you.”
“Perhaps you aren’t aware, but you are incredibly good-looking.  I would even say handsome.  You are well spoken, friendly, and not arrogant.  Orion is certainly handsome, but he knows it.  In every other way, you seem like his exact opposite.”  She stepped toward him.  “He sleeps around with anything that moves.  Are you like that?”
Caspian cleared his throat, “I don't think… that isn’t a—”
“If he cared about me, like you say, why would he be doing that?”
“I cannot speak for him.  That is something you really need to talk about with Orion.  I may not be equipped to explain his actions, but I assure you that he cares very deeply for you.”
Phoenix no longer wanted to talk about Orion.  “That’s not the kind of man I want.  I want someone I can rely on, someone who will make me feel needed and relevant to their life, not an afterthought after all of the fun is over.”
Caspian looked at her longingly, “I can understand how you feel, and I believe that you deserve that.”
Taking another step in his direction, Phoenix returned to their deal.  “We don’t need a deal.  I am willing to go out with you, no waiting.”  She gave him a shy smile.
Caspian took a step toward her.  His hand came up and hesitated near her face, then pulled back.  “As tempting as the offer is, I—I know I'm going to regret giving him the chance because missing a year seems like too long.  But,” he took a step back, “I would rather live with that regret than hurt him.  Why don’t we get to know each other over the next year?  There’s no rush.  Give him time to come to his senses before closing that door.”  His smile was a bit forced.  
Phoenix tilted her head to the side, “If you insist.  But you will quickly find that I am quite boring.”
“I disagree.  But there I can help you.”  Caspian moved near her again.  “You are the first druid I have ever encountered who exudes an aura similar to the assassins.  Perhaps that is why no one has been able to teach you.  Just as Orion does not have death magic, I don’t think you have life magic.”  His eyes watched her.  
At first, Phoenix gave him a look of incredulity.  “What are you doing?”
“Trying to make you see what I see.  A beautiful young druid who simply hasn’t tapped into her strengths, so she doesn’t believe she has any.”  He held out his hand to her.  “I can help you.  If you let me.”
Phoenix looked at his hand, then into his eyes.  Extending her own hand, she waited for whatever it was he had to tell her.  
Instead, he flipped her hand over.  Gently, he stroked the palm of her hand with the tips of his fingers.  “Do you feel that?”
Phoenix found it hard to say anything so she nodded her head as her heart started to hammer.  
“That’s because you have death magic.  Look closely.  I'm not actually touching your hand.”
Her eyes went to her hand and Phoenix saw that Caspian was right.  His eyes watched her, a smile gracing his face as her eyes opened wide.  
“You have abilities, but like Orion, none of the people around you can help.  And unfortunately for you, assassins aren’t around enough to have noticed.”
“I grew up with Orion, but he never said anything.”
“He wouldn’t be able to sense it in you.”  Caspian released her hand, to Phoenix’s disappointment.  “I’m not going to teach you to kill, but I can help you start to channel some of your abilities.”
“What can be done with this kind of magic?”
“A lot of things beyond just taking life.  Though to be honest, your abilities are definitely going to be different from my own.  So let’s start small.”
The next few months, Phoenix and Caspian spent more time together.  She mastered some of the minor works, but neither was comfortable with her trying more with so much yet unknown about her abilities.  Orion had been free to learn on his own because life magic was largely safe, even if his abilities were entirely unique compared to what druids could do.  Death magic was far more dangerous.  Even the mort statera spent years studying before they were allowed to actually work magic.  Phoenix’s abilities were completely uncharted territory.  And only she and Caspian knew about it.  
During one of their lessons half a year after their deal, Orion walked in.  “Phoenix!  You will never believe—”  The smile on his face slid away as he looked at the pair holding hands.  
Caspian quickly pulled his hands away.  “It’s not—”
Orion’s face clouded over as he drew his own conclusions about what was going on.  The daggers on his hips quickly transferred into his hands.  “I never thought…”
Caspian held up his hands.  “Calm down, Orion.  Your impulsiveness will—”
Before he could finish, Orion lunged at him.  Phoenix stood frozen to the spot, her mind completely forgetting about the connection she had with the other plane, leaving it open as she watched in horror.  
For all of his skill and the recognition he had gotten, Orion’s abilities could not match Caspian’s, who had learned to use daggers almost as soon as he had learned to walk.  Unlike Orion, he had a very difficult life until he became an assassin, and that had given him more skill with blades than any other assassin.  
Orion was disarmed almost as soon as he was within striking distance of Caspian.  The cold look on his friend’s face was far more terrifying than the anger reflected on Orion’s.  “Don’t be a fool, Orion.”
Lunging for his dagger, Orion tried to turn on Caspian again, but the assassin was behind him before Orion could do anything.  Again disarmed, Orion charged Caspian.  Phoenix screamed and stretched out a hand as she saw Caspian’s daggers disappear as the two shifters collided.  A void opened up before her eyes where her hands had been.  Her screams changed from fear of the scene unfolding before her into abject terror at the things she saw in front of her.  Instinctively, she held up her other hand, creating another opening.  Before she could react, Phoenix was dragged into the void.  Voices yelled behind her, the urgency very clear.  
Phoenix looked around, and for the first time in her life felt at peace.  Her looks, her abilities, her thoughts, they were all irrelevant here.  There were no choices, no pain, and no consequences.  The dread she felt looking in disappeared nearly as soon as she was through the opening.
“Phoenix!”  A familiar voice seemed to have entered with her.  Looking around, she tried to find the source.  “I'm right here.  Can you not see me?  I’m here, Phoenix.”  
She spun around, never seeing the source.  “It’s okay, Orion.  I think I like it here.”
“No, Phoenix.  No.  You cannot stay there.  That is not—”  Something cut him off.  
“Orion?”  Phoenix looked around.  “Orion?”
A small voice spoke into her mind.  Balance must be restored.  The world is in chaos, but we do not have an agent.  You don’t belong to the druids, and the assassins will never accept a nonshifter.  We can accept you for who you are.
Phoenix frowned, not sure how she had thought any of that.  “Is someone there?”
Yes, and we need help.  We can help you learn about your abilities, to help you grow beyond a few tricks, if you are willing to help us.  
Time didn’t exist, so there was no way to tell how long she considered the proposal.  Finally, she managed to speak into the void, “Will I be able to go back?”
That is the only way you can restore the balance.
“Will I get to go anywhere I want?”
You can go anywhere you want, but you will have to use your time to restore the balance.  Once things are repaired, you will need to return here.  When you return will be up to you, up to a certain point.
“Okay.  I think I can help you.”  
Suddenly, a hazy image of Orion appeared in front of her.  “Orion?”  Phoenix looked at him and reached a hand out to see if she could touch him.  
He stretched out a hand to her.  “Don’t make any deals.  Not there.  You are on a plane that is not meant for mortals, so if you… if you agree to anything—”
“It’s not so bad here.  And I already did.”
Orion’s mouth fell open for a moment.  “Oh gods, no.  No.  I—I will trade with you.  Come back and I will take your place there.”
He cannot because his magic stimulates life.  Beings fight to keep their lives.  Balance can only be restored when those who aspire too far are brought to justice.  You will be bringing about justice like the assassins, but with much greater purpose.
“They say you can’t.  It’s okay, Orion.  You don’t have to worry about me anymore.  There is no need to comfort me or to try to make me feel better.  I—”
“I love you, Phoenix.”
The words cut across her thoughts, leaving her speechless.  
He continued, a pleading in his voice she had not heard in a long time.  “Please, I can’t imagine not coming back to you.  I should have told you so much earlier instead of waiting.  I should have told you what you meant to me.  Please come back and let me make things right.”
The deal had already been struck.  There was no going back.  The last image she saw was of Orion pleading for her to come back.  
More than 50 years passed before Phoenix was required to return.  Even after studying the world, she found it nearly impossible to complete what was needed.  Another 100 years passed before she returned, this time with only limited success.  Nearly another 100 went by before she was asked to return.  
“I don’t want to.  There is nothing for me there, and I have no desire.”
That was not the agreement.
“I’ve noticed there were many things you did not tell me about this agreement.  Things that I don’t remember agreeing to.”
You cannot go back on the agreement now.  If you do, you will cease to exist.  You will never have been.
“Fine.  There is nothing for me here.  I might as well have never existed.”
A pause indicated that whatever was in control was considering the options.  What if we allowed you an anchor?  A contact who could give you a connection?
“What good is that going to do me now?  That place is not my home now.”
Suddenly a space opened in front of her, and she could see someone moving through shadows.  Phoenix moved closer, trying to get a better look.  She watched as the figure killed, then stalked away, making no sound.  It was more like a machine than a person.  Creeping in the shadows, the figure returned to a small place where the cloak he was wearing was removed.  She could only see his back, but her eyes were drawn to the two weapons on his hips.  They weren’t daggers.  She had no idea what they were.  Moving closer, she found herself falling out of the void and into the small space.  As soon as she looked up, Phoenix found herself looking down one of the blades into a familiar pair of eyes.  
The blade dropped to the floor.  “Phoenix?”
“Orion.”  Her voice sounded strange as it echoed around the room.  She had spent more time in the other place than on this planet, and it left her feeling uncomfortable.  Suddenly, she found herself swept off the floor.  
“You came back.”  Arms were wrapped around her, squeezing almost so that she couldn’t breathe.  “Oh, thank the gods.  I have missed you so much, it was like dying a little every day without the release of death.”
Guilt swept over her.  “I’m sorry, Orion.  I didn’t mean to return.  I fell through the opening they made.”
He held her tighter, “Please stay here.  I promise to treat you better.  Caspian told me how you felt about the way I acted.  I had no idea, but I promise I’m not the same now.”
“I… I don’t control my life now, Orion.  I’m sorry.  I expect them to pull me back any moment.”
Orion looked around.  “Take me instead.  I know that you will find a use for my abilities.  I will do whatever you want if you just let her return.”
A strange sound filled the room, “We cannot take you, but we can use you.”
“Don’t trust them, Orion.”  Phoenix looked around, something telling her that everything had happened as they planned it.  “This is a trap.  They want to use you.”
“I will do anything if it protects her.  If I cannot bring her back, let me be of some use to her.”
The room echoed as the voice spoke, “You can be her anchor.  When she has need of returning, you can tend to her and ensure that her mission is a success.  That is all we can offer.”
At that moment Phoenix began to understand how Orion had felt so many years ago.  “No, you can’t.”  She tried to put her hand over his mouth.  
“I agree.  Whatever she needs when she returns, I will be that for her.  And I accept the responsibility of being her anchor.”
It was only later that Phoenix came to understand what Orion was agreeing to in that moment.  Anchoring someone between planes meant never fully living in any plane.  He would not be able to have children, which would have made him undesirable to other shifters.  He was giving up all of the dreams that he had for himself to keep her anchored to an existence that she thought she no longer wanted.  
For a long time, Phoenix was angry with Orion for having disregarded her wishes.  He never took advantage of her when her mind caught up with the change in planes—the only time her mind remained clear was the one time she was tricked into leaving.  As soon as her memories returned, though, Phoenix would be cruel toward Orion.  She would go off with other men whom she barely knew just to prove that she didn’t need Orion.  By the time the balance was restored, the druid refused to allow the assassin anywhere near her.  
Over time, she began to see him in a new light as he proved to be far more tempered and patient than he had been in his youth.  He never once got mad for the way she treated him, never complained about what he had given up for her, and every time she returned, he cherished her as much as he had the first time she came back.  His ability to wield magic surpassed anything she had ever heard of during her time with the druids.  At first she would comment on what he could do because of shock.  Then she started to say it as a compliment because it always made him smile, and then he would downplay it.  Phoenix began to watch him when she wasn’t there, and what she learned proved that it wasn’t an act.  Orion was not the arrogant shifter he had been when they were young.  Eventually, she realized that she had fallen in love with him.  That was when everything began to change.  
Somewhere in there was the answer that Phoenix needed.  
 



Chapter 7
Acting to Restore Balance 
Phoenix looked around the forest as if the answer to their dilemma were somewhere just out of sight.  Still missing much of her mind, she knew that this was not the right time, but time was never on their side.  Their love story had played out slowly for millennia, and she had finally reached a breaking point.  
A voice behind her pulled the druid back to the current situation.  “There is a small outcrop not too far from here where we should be safe without putting too much of a strain on you.”  Orion pointed north of their current location, his other hand resting on his hip.  The smile on his face was contagious—she simply could not see those dimples and not return the smile.  
“Okay.  Quick.”  She began to scan the area as if she expected the Unwashed to materialize and start attacking them.  
“You want to make this quick?”  She could tell by the way he said it that Orion had moved closer to her.  Still scanning, Phoenix nodded.  “Do you mean you want to be as efficient here? Or do you want to move straight from here to the next one?”
“Two.  No stopping.”
The sound of him opening his mouth caught her attention, but when her eyes met his, Orion shut his mouth.  Taking her hand, he began to lead her forward, but he didn’t immediately create an opening as she had expected.  He was hesitant as he reached out.  Phoenix waited for him to figure out how to say what was on his mind.  When those green eyes trained on her again, he was not as direct as he typically was. “I am not questioning your decision because you have proven to be right—almost always.  But why do you want to rush through this?”  The look in his eyes said what his words didn’t.  
Orion wasn’t in a rush because even if they spent the entire time struggling, he did not want to rush their time together.  There was no way to tell when she would be able to return.  
Wrapping her arm around his, Phoenix held his arm to her, hoping that explained what she couldn’t say.  Her voice was low as she said, “I have to think.”
A hand ran down her hair. “I understand.  But two in such a short period of time? They can’t all be as easy as the last one.  Considering how much trouble others have had, it can’t possibly be that easy.”
Phoenix tilted her head up, “These are easy.  The last are not.”
He patted her head once more before reaching out. “Alright.  Are you ready?”  He was almost able to mask his disappointment.  After indicating that she was, Orion pulled open the space and they stepped into it.  The heart in this location was difficult to locate because it was considerably smaller than the previous one.  “Well, I have to say you may be finished before me this time.  I will try to keep that in mind and won’t play with them this time.”
With a giggle, Phoenix said, “Enjoy yourself.”
This seemed to throw him. “You mean enjoy killing people? That has never been something that I take pleasure in.”
Phoenix placed a hand on his forehead and sent a few images through his mind, images of a few of the women she had released from the last heart.  By the time she pulled her hand away, there was a terrifying look on his face.  “Enjoy isn’t the word for what I will feel.”  The growl in his voice startled even Phoenix.  
Without further words, he tore open the air and sprang through, his form shifting as he disappeared from her sight.  By the time Phoenix emerged, the screams were already echoing around her.  It distracted her from her task as she saw up close how vicious Orion could be when he was angry.  Wondering if perhaps she had done more harm than good, she quickly walked over to the heart, trying to pull her mind into a state of focus.  
The separation was much quicker this time, not only because the heart was smaller, but because Phoenix knew how best to guide the women.  She could feel more of her mind returning as the last women departed.  The coldness and corruption was more repugnant, and Phoenix quickly stepped away from the heart once she became aware of her surroundings again.  
“Gods, it’s so repulsive.”  The words were muttered before she had a chance to think.
“It looks like you are finding success.”  The warm voice caught her off-guard.  Phoenix quickly turned, losing her balance in the process.  “Careful!” A hand grabbed her and pulled her away from the heart right before her hand touched it.  The warmth of Orion’s arms seemed wrong in that place, but Phoenix allowed herself to relax against him for a moment, leaving it up to the assassin to finally pull away from the unexpected embrace.  
“I’m not sure it is any safer with the magic drained, and would really rather not find out.  So, please be a little more careful.”  He brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear.  
“You startled me.”  There was no point in acting like she couldn’t speak well—he had already heard her.  
“I’m sorry, it was not intentional.  It was just surprising how much you’ve changed after two of these.  I suppose once you have them all back, that will be the end of it, then? Balance restored?”  The forced smile couldn’t hide the disappointment in his eyes.  
“Three are easy, but the last four are not going to be nearly so easy.”
“As much as I appreciate the sentiment, I—” Orion stopped talking as they heard the sound of footsteps coming down the hall.  Phoenix could see what he was thinking; the assassin was trying to determine the best way for them to meet their demise.  And by the best, she knew that meant the most horrifically painful.  It was clear when he reached his decision.  
Just as a couple of figures appeared in the door, the couple disappeared into the Holding Place.  Emerging on the outcropping, Orion continued as if they had not been interrupted, “I know that you are going to finish things as quickly as possible.”
Phoenix turned her attention to her next task.  Closing her eyes, she held out her hands parallel to the ground as she found the boundaries of the Unwashed’s nest.  A quick jerk of her hands and the entire center of the forest collapsed in on itself.  There was an enormous plume of dirt, bark, leaves, needles, and debris launched into the air, almost as if the ground were coughing.  
Too afraid to mention what she was actually doing, Phoenix popped her neck.  “Next.”
As if it were a command, Orion took them to the next location where they repeated the same process.  Looking over the land, they determined the best place to emerge once the heart was drained of power.  From there, everything went just as smoothly as the previous infiltrations, lasting only a matter of minutes.  Orion took her hand as they turned away from the third crater. “You are truly amazing, to have come up with that and destroyed three hearts in less than a day.  I don’t think that anyone besides you could have done that.”
“Without you, it would have been impossible.”
A mixture of sadness and joy were etched on his face.  “I’m just glad to be able to spend the time with you.  Whatever you need, I am here.”
“I know.”  
“Where to next?”
Phoenix thought about it.  The less fragmented her mind, the easier it was to comb through the memories, but she could not wait to collect all of the pieces.  As Orion had said, once she had retrieved all of her mind, the Unwashed would have lost almost all of their power, and enough balance would be restored to pull her back into the other plane.  Phoenix now remembered enough to know that she would not be allowed to remain any longer than was necessary.  If she was going to find a way to remain, she was going to need to find the solution soon.  The next heart that they would destroy would be more challenging, but it would still be something they could do alone.  However, it would require more planning because it was just outside of a large town.  
“Home.” It was the first thing that came to mind.  
“Alright.  I will see if I can find a way to get you into the residence without anyone—”
“No, Orion.  Your home.”
The disappointment on his face transformed into a delighted smile as one of his eyebrows rose. “Are you certain? You have never wanted to return.”
She nodded, “We have to plan.  Is there anywhere better than your place?”
The dimples showed. “No, I don’t think there is.”  With that, he led her through the Holding Place and back into his home.  
 



Chapter 8
An Obvious Solution
As soon as they arrived, Phoenix felt a sense of peace just as she had before, but this time she could more fully appreciate it.  All of her experiences and time in that home came flooding back.  Standing still, she looked around the place to let the history wash over her.  
“Are you alright?”  
Phoenix let her eyes continue to drink in the environment.  “You know, I have never had the chance to fully appreciate just how much of yourself you have put into your home.”
“Hopefully not the version of me from our early days.”  The tone of his voice drew her attention, and she noticed how embarrassed he looked.  She had never seen Orion blush.  
Drawn to him, she touched his face.  “So warm.  I’ve never known you to be embarrassed about your past.”
Orion turned away from her, “More like ashamed.  If I had been—”
Phoenix stepped around, drawing his eyes back to her. “The past only matters in what you can learn from it.  Of course, I was angry with you for a long time, and blamed you for so much that really wasn’t your fault.  I made my own choices.  And your home reflects who you are, past, present, and future.”
“Oh gods, I hope not,” a flash of anguish moved over his face.  “I want it to be a comfortable place.”
“What do you mean?”  
“Most of my past and future is suffering.  Not quite what I want you to feel when you return.”
Phoenix laughed a little, “Screw any other visitors you have, then.  If they feel uncomfortable, that’s their problem.”
“I never have anyone else over.  Only Darius even knows where I live, and he isn’t inclined to leave Itzel alone.”
Phoenix wasn’t quite sure what to say to that.  “You have really changed.”
“Yes, I have.  I like to think that I learned my lesson.”
Phoenix began walking around the home, memories flashing through her mind faster than she could take them in.  “So, this is where you sit around pouting, waiting for me to return?”  She gave him a sly look.
“Wrong,” his dimples showed for a moment before he headed toward the kitchen.  
“Are you saying that you aren’t pouting?”
“Not at all.  What would you like to eat?”
She followed him to the kitchen.  Hopping up on the counter, she talked with him while he made them food.  
Eventually Orion got around to asking something that had been bothering him.  “So, why did you decide to come back here?  I’m not saying that I mind—in fact, quite the opposite.  It’s just that I usually get the impression you prefer to avoid being here.”
Phoenix swung her legs and looked out the window.  “For a long time it was because I just wanted to get away from you, though, I’m fairly certain you knew that.”
“Yes, I had figured that out the way you tended to run off with the first man we encountered after leaving.”
“Gods, I really wish you wouldn’t mention that,” Phoenix put her head in her hands.  “I’m sorry, I will refrain from bringing up the worst of your past if you will avoid mine.”
“I didn’t mention it to make you feel guilty.  Just letting you know that it was quite clear how you felt about me for a rather long time.  I also noticed when your feelings started to change, even if they didn’t match mine.”  Orion had stopped cooking to look at her.  “But even then, you still didn’t want to stay here.”  
“No, I didn’t.  Even after I realized that I loved you too, I was always afraid of what would happen if I stayed.”
He moved closer to her.  “I’m sorry that you felt you had to fear anything with me.  I will always be here to protect you, no matter what kind of mess you get yourself into.”  
“That’s actually what has always scared me.  The longer I am here, the harder it is to go back.  And not restoring the balance isn’t an option.  I am only here to return order.  Whether it means bringing an end to war, stopping megalomaniacs, or undoing something evil.  If I don’t stop it, there won’t be a here to enjoy.”
Orion closed the distance and wrapped his arms around her.  “I don't mind that our time is short because it didn’t entirely cease.  Those few hundred years without you were the worst I have ever experienced.  Whatever time we have, I am grateful.”
“And that is why you continue to suffer.  It’s me.  I’m the one causing you pain.”
“I don’t mind.”  He kissed the top of her head.
She pushed him away, “Well, I do.  I hate seeing you hurt so much.  You may try to hide it, but the sadness is always right there behind your eyes, and it’s killing me.”  Phoenix frowned at him.  “You gave up everything.  And in response, I intentionally caused you pain.”
“For far longer, you have made me happy.”  He placed a hand on the side of her face.  “When we were young, I took you for granted.  I figured you didn’t have any talents, and because you didn’t think you were beautiful, you didn’t think you had anything to offer.  Since you were always there waiting, it didn’t occur to me that one day you wouldn’t be.  I went out and did whatever I wanted, leaving you behind to feel alone and unimportant.  If I had treated you right, Caspian would never have fallen for you.  He did what I should have done.  You have no idea how angry I was after losing you.”
“Poor Caspian.”
“He did get over you, you know.”  Orion fought back the urge to grit his teeth.  “That wasn’t what I meant to say.  Believe me, I am very aware that if I had not walked in on your training, you and he would almost certainly have ended up together.  He blamed himself for what happened, and I was more than happy to pile on.  It took a long time to forgive him, but it was never his fault.”
“Have you told him that?”
“Many times.  It doesn’t stop him from blaming himself, though.  But like me, he is not who he used to be.  The curse on him now means that we have to be very careful when we are near him.  At the moment, we cannot trust him.”
“Is that residual jealousy talking?”  Phoenix tried to smile.  
Orion shook his head, the look on his face letting her know that he regretted the way he had treated Caspian.  “I have tried to trust him, but that is when things always fall apart.  You have to remain guarded around him.”
“Which curse are you talking about?”
Orion frowned, “He was cursed by when he—”
“No, that isn’t the real problem.”
“What do you mean?”
Phoenix bit her lip, trying to gauge how much to say.  She had spent far more time watching Orion, but she had not ignored Caspian when she was on the other plane.  “There is a much older curse on him after what he did to the seers.”
Orion shook his head, “That isn’t possible.”
“Orion, he is supposed to judge, but that isn’t what happened.  Those who ordered him to do it have all suffered terrible deaths, but like you, he has ties that keep him here.  Have you not noticed how often he is cursed?”
Orion frowned, “I thought he was just incredibly unlucky.  And he has become a lot less cautious.”
“That’s not what happened.  All of those involved suffered terrible deaths.  Caspian has suffered a miserable life.”
“He changed long before that.”
Phoenix began to nod, “Yes, he did, but the slaying of so many seers was what has caused him to become so callous and careless.  It isn’t that we can’t trust him.  It’s that he doesn’t trust himself.  He tries not to care so that those around him are safe, and it is tearing him up nearly as much as what my absence is doing to you.”
Orion stared into her eyes, considering what she had said.  A noise from the stove jolted him out of his thoughts.  “I should probably finish our meal.”
“I’m really not that hungry.”
Orion moved over and turned off the stove.  “Neither am I.”
She hopped down from the counter, measuring her words.  “I want to use this opportunity to save him.”
Orion’s mouth twisted a little, but he nodded.  “If you have an idea how, then I am willing.  He has suffered far too much.”
Phoenix reached out and patted his arm.  “He’s not the only one who has suffered more than his share.”
“I at least have some moments of happiness.”
“He does too, just… not like you.  As you said, he’s pretty different than he used to be.”
Orion looked to the window and sighed, “So, how do we save him?  If he has several curses, what do we do?”
“Later.”  Phoenix reached up and began to stroke Orion’s hair.  “He’s not my priority right now.”
“You should be careful.  Now that you are much closer to yourself, I don’t feel compelled to exert as much self-control.”
Instead of speaking, she leaned into him and kissed him.  His reaction was not immediate, making it like kissing a warm statue.  When she pulled back, Phoenix looked up at him.  “Not what I was expecting.”
“I am not sure what you were expecting.  You have made it clear that—” 
Phoenix leaned in again and shut him up.  This time, Orion did not stand still.  His arms snaked around her slim body and pulled her against him.  Phoenix was shocked by how rough he was, his tongue sliding into her mouth as his hands moved along her back, messing up her shirt.  
When she finally had to push on him a little to catch her breath, it was like waking him from a trance.  Orion looked down at her, his intense green eyes reflecting something she had never seen before.  His voice was much lower, almost like a growl, “I am trying to warn you not to push me.  I may have sworn not to take advantage of you, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t have a breaking point.”
Phoenix looked into his eyes, an idea forming in her mind.  There was one thing that would make it impossible to pull her back into the other plane.  The fact that it just happened to coincide with what she wanted made it that much easier.  Her mind made up, she slipped her hands under his shirt and began kissing him with greater urgency.  
He moved faster than she could have expected.  One moment she was standing in the kitchen, backing him against the counter.  The next second she was lying on his bed.  Orion’s hands had managed to remove most of her clothing, all hesitation or sense of responsibility gone.  Phoenix began to respond to his rough actions.  As he ran his hands up her back, nipping at her neck, she leaned forward and carefully bit his shoulder, causing just enough pain to get through to him.  He let out a purr, his head tipping back at the sensation.  Phoenix moved to his neck, nipping at the soft skin as her fingers dug into his back under his shirt.  
There was a low roar.  Orion pulled her off the bed, his arms wrapping around her and moving her body against his.  Phoenix pulled his shirt up over his head.  As he pressed her against the wall, she undid his belt.  She looked into his intense eyes that reflected her hair and face.  It was like looking into a green fire.  The moment ended as he could not wait any longer.  Covering her mouth, his tongue slid into her mouth as he slid between her thighs.  The guttural moan that she felt moving up her throat was cut off, so she dug her nails deeper into his skin.  The wall shook as he pressed into her, each time more forceful and demanding of her body.
The way he moved his body against hers was nothing like she had imagined it would be, but the passion was very obvious from the raw power she felt as he thrust into her.  Breaking her mouth free, she screamed as her body climaxed.  Orion buried his face in her neck, nipping as one hand massaged her thigh.  When she finally began to calm down, his hand moved up her thigh and slid into her.  He tilted her lower body toward him, and angled her upper body into an arch, his hips continually demanding as much as she was willing to give.  
They moved around the room, never remaining in any place for long, leaving broken glass and shattered furniture everywhere.  When Phoenix began to slow down, her orgasms becoming less frequent, Orion lay her gently on the bed.  As he looked at her, the assassin noticed that bruises had already started to form on her skin.  
“Oh gods, I am so sorry.”  His hands began to brush over and heal them.  
Phoenix looked up at him, the sweat rolling back onto the pillows, “That’s nothing compared to the bite marks I left on you.”  She leaned forward and began to gently kiss each mark on his body.  
Orion closed his eyes and purred, “That may not be the best idea in our current situation.”
“Why?  Does it turn you on?”  She kissed his bicep, a smirk on her lips.  
“I haven’t been turned off since you returned.”
Phoenix pulled back a little, “Oh, please.  You were not turned on while I lay there asleep for days.”
Orion pressed against her, his lips gently caressing her cheek, “At no point when you are near me am I turned off.  I just won’t take advantage of you.  Watching you sleep does not make you any less desirable.”
Phoenix slid her nails up his arm with a light touch as her body shivered.  “All this time, you never—”
“I don’t want anyone but you.”  His arms wrapped around her back as he positioned his body between her legs.  “You should have been my first and last, but I screwed that up.  When I lost you, I knew that I would never find real pleasure with anyone else.  So, there was no reason to seek it.”  One of his hands massaged her lower back, and the other pulled her chest closer to him.  
“I'm so sorry, Orion.”
“No, I am sorry.”  He kissed her neck and moved down to her breasts.  “I deserved everything you have done to me and worse.  All I can hope is that someday I can make it up to you.”
Taking his face in her hands, Phoenix stopped him.  “You can make it up to me when you stop suffering for me.  That hurts more than anything because you won’t recognize how much pain you are in.”
“You are living in an entirely different plane because of me, yet you accepted me.  I would be willing to go through so much worse for you.”
“I don’t want you to go through worse.  I want to come out the other side of pain with you and find the happiness that you deserve.”
The sad smile almost broke her heart.  “I have accepted my life as it is.  As you have reminded me so many times, there is only so much we can do.”
“I was such an immense fool.”  She leaned into him, softly kissing him.  
This time, Orion’s hands moved tenderly along the sides of her body.  Slowly, he began to make love to her, his more measured and gentle movements causing her an entirely different type of pleasure.  
The sun had set and risen by the time they finally stopped and fell asleep.  Both knew that they would need to return to the work at hand, but neither was willing to stop after waiting for so many lifetimes.  Orion’s magic worked in a few ways that Phoenix had not realized was possible, and there was no point where he ever had to stop over more than 24 hours.  It was only when Phoenix whispered that she needed sleep that he finally stopped.  Wrapping her in his arms, he pulled her close and lulled her to sleep, the way his hands skimmed over her naked body, exciting her enough to make her ask for more, despite not being able to open her eyes.  
“Get some rest, then I swear, if you want me again, I am yours when you wake.”
Phoenix didn’t need to be told again.  She curled up in his arms and slept without any dreams.  
 



Chapter 9
A Request and Another Heart
Feeling a little sore, Phoenix took a few seconds to remember exactly what had happened.  As soon as she opened her eyes, though, the recently made memories flooded back.  Lying next to her, his arms around her, was the only person that she wanted to see.  Snuggling up against him, the druid gave him a gentle kiss.  
Orion’s eyes fluttered open.  His arms pulled her even closer, “Good evening.”
“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to wake you.”
He closed his eyes, both dimples obvious in the waning light.  “It’s quite alright.  If I’m being honest, I prefer being woken by you.  More time.”  His voice was husky as if he hadn’t fully woken.  
Remembering his final words before she fell asleep, Phoenix giggled.  His eyes opened to slits, “What’s so funny?”
She wiggled her body against his, “It’s just a new sensation.  Should not have waited so long.”
With a laugh, he kissed her forehead.  “Well, it never seemed like a good idea to either of us.  Now that I know how things could be, it is going to be a hell of a lot harder to let you go.”
She moved in and gave him another gentle kiss.  Pressing her body against his, Phoenix decided to test his offer.  Quickly, it became obvious that he did not need any further prompting.  All sleep was gone from his eyes as he looked at her, then pulled her under him.  
Looking up into his eyes, she whispered, “Be selfish.  Be as selfish as you want, for as long as you want.”  
It was the best way to wake up she had ever experienced.  
Later, he brought her food, and Phoenix noticed that the room had been cleaned up.  “Did you clean this place up while I slept?”
Sitting on the bed beside her, he put his head on her shoulder.  “I didn’t want you to wake and get hurt.  Besides, it was the only way to keep myself occupied while you slept.”
“Surely you were tired.”
“Not tired enough with you in the bed beside me.  But I promised, so I let you sleep.  I can’t tell you how happy you made me with your invitation when you finally did wake up, though.”  He put a forkful of food in his mouth.
Giving the top of his head a kiss, she laughed, “I will keep that in mind.”  She began to eat as she felt her stomach beginning to revolt at the smell of food without any food to accompany it.  After swallowing, she corrected herself, “Better yet, just assume that is how I want you to wake me from now on.”
Orion shifted, placing his chin on her shoulder.  “You had better be careful what you offer, I will believe you mean it.”
“You had better.”  She smiled at him, then shoved food into her mouth before she could kiss him.  Taking his cue from her, he began to eat, too.  
He collected their dishes and headed back to the kitchen, Phoenix following him.  “I feel like a parasite.  You are doing virtually everything.  Cooking, cleaning, taking us everywhere.”
“Nonsense.  You are my core.  Without you, I would be nothing.  As long as you are happy, that’s really all I need.”
“Now, you are lying.  You need to know that those you care for are alright.”
Orion opened his mouth to argue, then laughed, “Yeah, okay.  Knowing you are happy and that the other people I love are alright is all I need.”
“I suppose you won’t let me help.”  She sat on the counter again.  
“Not a chance.  You just sit there and enjoy yourself, that helps me far more than I can say.”
“I have a better idea.  Considering we have just used up more than a full day’s time, we probably should start thinking about how to handle the remaining hearts.  The one in Ishtar we can ignore for now.  There is one that we can take out, just the two of us, but it is going to be a bit more of a challenge because there are some magic users there who have not been incorporated.  I want to get them out.”  Orion nodded at this.  Phoenix sighed, knowing that the next part was going to be fairly difficult.  “For the other two, we are going to need help.  A considerable amount of help.”
“If Darius has returned, we could probably ask him.”
Phoenix scoffed, “I don’t mean just one or two people.  I mean, we are going to need a couple of sizeable teams.”
Orion stopped washing and looked at her.  “Like, five or six more people?”
“I mean at least six more people on each team.”
“Oh,” he put a hand to his mouth to process the information.  “Is it because the hearts are so big, or are there that many innocent people around them?”
“Both, actually.  And I don’t want another situation like Falstone.”  
“Hmm, okay.  Well,” he began cleaning, “if Darius is involved, there’s every reason to believe that Itzel isn’t going to let him go alone, though the druids will be pretty pissed if he leaves again, having just returned.  Ignacio and Rosaline should be good to help, too.  That’s two assassins and two druids.”
“That’s a good start, but,” she grimaced, “we are going to need to ask Precious to join us.  We need to take down both hearts at the same time to avoid them having any extra time to put up extra protection.  You aren’t going to be able to get me from one place to the next in time.”
“You want Precious to take on more lives.  Do you think she can handle it if the hearts are as large as you believe?”
“That’s why we are going to have to give it a few days.  She needs to try to help guide as many as possible before she goes in.”
“And that means Legend will be on board, then.”
“We are also going to need Freya.”
Orion put the last dish away as he considered what she said.  Looking up, he said, “You do realize how difficult a request that is going to be.”
“Hector owes you.”
Orion’s eyes flicked over to her, “He doesn’t know that.”
“He will when he sees you.”
“Oh gods.  You are just going for broke aren’t you?”
“Sorry, Orion, but one of our biggest problems is that time is leaking out everywhere.  It is not the same week in some places.  And the problem is getting worse.  No one else can manipulate time, not to that extent.  We basically need her to resync the world before it gets torn apart.”
“So, all we have to do is convince the Order to let the queen and her guardian leave.  That will be easy.”  Orion puffed his cheeks out, then clicked his tongue.  “We may as well invite Draven and Maverick so that they don’t feel left out.”
Phoenix vigorously shook her head.  “Not Maverick.  He’s… busy.  We will meet up with him later.”
“Okay.”  Orion didn't feel it necessary to ask.  “There are a couple of other mystics and guardians visiting not too far from here.  We can see if they want to join.  I’m sure Haiden and Harmony would be more than happy to join if she has healed enough.  While Caden and Callie won’t be able to join since she is due any day now, she has proven incredibly effective at affecting minds even over a large distance.  And Caden has the most authority among the guardians.  Even if he isn’t there in person, he can provide support.”  
“I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned Anders.”
Orion laughed, “I did.  He’s one of the guardians who is here.  Alexis is visiting with a baby she helped save.  And she is going to sneak away with the baby when all of this is over.  It’s going to get messy.  By involving them, it will be easier to justify them taking the baby.  The other mystic is a mort statera.”
“Really?”  Phoenix looked thoughtful.  “If we can get her, we won’t have to tell the druids anything.”
Orion laughed, “I do not want to be the one to have to tell them later.”  
Phoenix waved her hand, “I can manage it.”  This caused her lover to freeze.  Her grin was positively evil, “It will be my pleasure.”
“Why would you—”
“I won’t go out of my way for revenge, but if I can make them feel a bit of guilt, why not?”
Orion put his face in his hand, “You are really playing with fire.”
“I’ve had worse.”
“If you are sure, I will support you.”
She leaned over and kissed him.  “I don’t know what I would do without you.”  Placing her hands on the edges of the counter, she hopped down.  “I guess we need to send word, then plan how to manage the next heart.”
“The messages won’t take long.  If you go start the planning, I will get the word out.”
“Deal.”  
Less than 15 minutes later, Orion returned.  “I was able to contact three of them, and they will get a hold of the rest.  Should be easy since one of them was Anders.  He’s about as efficient as they come.  I love working with him when the opportunity arises.  Anyway, what do you need me to do next?”
Phoenix spread out a few papers.  “The women are being kept here.  Before we do anything to the heart, they need to be removed to keep the Unwashed from doing anything desperate.  I know that they have been using a poison, so we need to get them a greater distance from the heart before we go.  They need to be too far from any Unwashed so that we won’t need to worry about them being caught while I dismantle the heart.  Here’s the hard part,” she paused, knowing that he was going to push back, “I need you to protect them after you clear out the Unwashed in the immediate area.”
“I am not leaving you there alone with them.”
“The only other option is to try to get someone to go with us.  Do you know anyone who can do it today?”
Orion scowled out the window, “I can’t leave you in that kind of a situation.  What if something goes wrong?”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t keep something open.”
“I can’t do that.  Having it open on two sides at once can create a vacuum.  Not to mention, one of the Unwashed can come through.”  He put his hands on the back of his neck.  “If you are going to insist that I protect them, leaving you behind, I will agree only if you will allow me to put up a field around you.”
“That is very risky so close to the heart.”
“You won’t be at risk of any harm.”
“No, but you will be.”
“That is the only way I will agree to what you proposed.”
Phoenix looked down at her paper, now trapped by the logic she had just used against Orion.  They could try to get someone involved, but there really wasn’t time if they were going to get it done within the next few hours.  The risk was high, but none of their other options was any better.  “Alright, I accept.”  Wishing that she could stop time, Phoenix looked at Orion.  He couldn’t be killed, but death was not the worst thing.  There was a chance that he could somehow be fused with the heart if he attracted enough energy from it while using so much of his own.  If anything happens to him, I will find a way to fix it.  Things have to work out.  This can’t be the way it ends.
Standing up, she indicated that she was ready.  Orion pulled her to him, then he kissed her, his soft lips nibbling at hers.  Without a word, they left on their last solo mission.  
 
Like the other ventures, they stepped into an area some distance from the entrance to the heart.  They were only a few miles from a town, but it was on the other side of a small mountain range.  The collapse would certainly attract attention, but as long as Phoenix was able to maintain focus, she should be able to make a targeted strike.  They took longer looking over the terrain than the previous trips, in part because the operation would require speed not needed in the other ones.  Neither was terribly eager, though.  Holding hands, they discussed the exact plan, a backup plan, and a third location if any Unwashed were present at their chosen locations.  
After a few moments of silence, Phoenix turned to her assassin.  Rising a little, she kissed his cheek.  “Okay.”
His expression was unreadable as he opened up a space, their first destination where the women were being held.  
The rescue took less time than expected—Orion’s ability to quickly take down the Unwashed with his unique weapons left even Phoenix temporarily stunned.  So far, he had killed only in panther form—but apparently his human form was far more dangerous.  
She whispered to him as he wrapped a protective shell around the women, “You could have worked that fast at the other places.”
“I wanted them to suffer,” he whispered back.  “It was no less than they deserved.  I feel these got off too easily.”  He kicked one of the corpses at his feet.
Phoenix couldn’t help but laugh, “That is not what I expected from you.”
He gave her a quick peck on the cheek.  “Good.  I will try to keep surprising you, though next time I will try to make it something pleasant.”
“I look forward to it.”  
The women were all unconscious, their minds and bodies frozen in the shell so that he could move them through the Holding Place.  They emerged at the first location, where Orion shifted and quickly left to scout the area.  A few minutes passed before he returned.  His sleek body moved like he was made of pure muscle as he checked a few areas closer to the women.  
When he was satisfied they were safe, Orion shifted back into his human form.  He freed the women from the protective shell, telling them, “You are all safe for now.  If you would please remain here, I will be back in a few minutes.  There are no Unwashed within three miles, so you should be fine until I can return.  Then we will escort you somewhere safe.”  He held up a hand as some of them began to speak.  “The Unwashed already know they are under attack, so we need to return to destroy the heart before they have any more time to set up defenses.  I will answer your questions when we return.  Until then, please be quiet and try not to attract any attention.  I promise, as long as you do, you will be safe.”
“You are an assassin.  How can we trust you?” one of the women, who looked like she was a more recent captive, asked.  It was clear she was accustomed to a more lavish lifestyle and wasn’t going to obey anything she was told.  
Phoenix stepped forward, “You are welcome to distrust us, but I feel it necessary to remind you that we have no obligation to help you any further.  Either you sit here and wait quietly, or you make a lot of noise while running off on your own.  We are only going to help those who do as they are told.  If you prefer to be captured and drained, it isn’t our business to persuade you not to be an idiot.”
“Phoenix,” Orion spoke near her ear.
“Let’s go.”  She grabbed his hand and turned from the women.  
Ignoring the murmurs behind them, she pulled him back toward their destination.  “Sorry, Orion.  I know, but I cannot stand when people judge you like that.”
“I really don’t mind.  They always end up apologizing.”
Phoenix turned to look at him.  “Really?”
“Well, not the ones that I judge unfavorably, but the rest of them, yes.”
“Oh.”  Phoenix didn’t like people judging him based on his species, but neither did she like the idea of women apologizing to him, especially with the way women like that tried to apologize.  Trying to clear the thoughts from her mind, she tried to channel her thoughts into what she needed to do.  “I need to focus.”
“I understand.  Keep your eyes closed, and I will guide you.”
He pulled her forward.  She could feel when they stepped into the Holding Place, then when they emerged out of the other side.  The sounds of screaming were tuned out as she slowly opened her eyes.  Like she was in a trance, Phoenix took steps forward.  There were so many more women, she began to tire before she finished.  
Some of the women had been a part of the heart so long there wasn’t much of them left.  Trying to extract them took a lot of her mental strength, and Phoenix found herself beginning to slip.  Shaking her head, the druid realized that she had moved too far forward and was now touching the heart.  Turning to look around her, she noticed Unwashed standing just outside the room.  Obviously Orion had been successful in establishing a barrier and had left.  
Closing her eyes again, she let her mind wander from her current situation.  It took no time at all to locate Orion, who was pacing back and forth, his eyes never leaving her location.  Pulling back, Phoenix knew that he was at least safe.  The signal she was supposed to send him would not help her in her current situation, and she did not want to find out what he would do to try to save her.  
With him at a greater distance, I can at least try something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.  One of her hands was connected to the heart, but the other was still free.  There wasn’t much power left in the heart, just enough to be dangerous.  
Taking a deep breath, Phoenix allowed herself a wicked smile.  “Let’s see just how much like Caspian I really am.”
A dark energy began to surge around her, coursing down her arm and into the heart.  Its strange shimmer quickly became dark, like ink had been injected into it.  Phoenix tried to pull her hand away, but found that it was beginning to fuse.  Glaring at the heart, she pushed a wave of dark energy at it.  The outer casing cracked, freeing her hand, but causing magic to begin leaking.  Phoenix’s mouth went into an O shape as she realized what was about to happen.  Suddenly, a hand wrapped around her arm and pulled her backwards just as the heart exploded.  
“I told you it was too dangerous to leave you.”  The voice just over her head sounded scared.  Phoenix pressed into Orion as he held her, his body shaking.  
“It’s okay.  I'm still here.”
“You scared me so badly.  I can’t lose you.”
“I’m here, Orion.  I’m still here.”  Pulling back from him, she looked up.  “We need to get them out of here.  But on the plus side, that explosion means we don’t need to stick around to flatten the place.”
“We will have words later.  Be prepared.”  
“You are fine, so anything you want to say or do, I won’t stop you.”
“That is a dangerous offer.”  Sweeping her off her feet, he carried her out.  And he did not put her down until hours later when they finally reached his home.  
 



Chapter 10
A Successful Plan and the Hunt for an Old Friend
Once they were home, Orion pulled Phoenix to him.  She began to protest, “I need to stretch.”
“You said I could do anything.”
“I didn’t realize that you were going to treat me like your own personal teddy bear.”
“Oh, I really love the sound of that.  My own personal teddy bear.  No, that’s not right.  You’re my little bird.  And there’s only one thing that I want to stuff you with.”  He lowered her legs to the ground, but didn’t let her go.  Her clothes were on the floor before she even noticed that he had put her down.  
Pressing her body up against the door frame, Orion’s body seemed to be asking for reassurance.  Phoenix had no trouble giving him what he wanted.  Wrapping her legs around him, she was surprised when he thrust into her.  Reaching up, she dug her nails into the door frame and felt her body already starting to tighten.  
The next day was a complete blur as Orion took Phoenix at her word.  Over time, his frantic passion burned out, giving way to a much gentler and more tender love-making.  As she fell asleep, he softly sang to her between sweet kisses.  
Waking first the next morning, Phoenix found Orion sleeping next to her.  Again, he had already cleaned up the mess they had made.  With a giggle, she mumbled, “We need to get sturdier stuff in here.”
“Or I could just not replace the items that weren’t furniture.  When you are here, I don’t think I’m going to be able to control myself in the future.”
She giggled again as his arms pulled her close.  His soft lips were a sweet good morning, but things couldn’t start up again.  
A lurch in her stomach made it easier to stop, and it was quickly followed by a loud, growling noise.  
“Yes, you are right, we probably should have something to eat.”  He leaned over and kissed her forehead.  Suddenly, he stopped.  “Wait.  Something’s not right.”
Phoenix looked up at him, “What’s wrong?”
“Your beautiful body, there’s something wrong with it.”  Concern was etched over his face as he ducked under the covers to examine her.  At first, she thought it was an excuse to try to turn her on so that she would be left wanting more, but his hands were not touching her in a way that was titillating.  Instead, he moved his hands around her body, then focused in on her stomach.  
He threw back the covers.  “How—how—”  Orion kept a hand on her stomach.  “That’s not possible.”
Phoenix watched his expression, hoping for some sign that he was happy.  The only thing she could read on his face was disbelief.  “What?  What’s not possible?”  She already knew the answer—what she needed was to see how he felt about it.  
“Phoenix, you’re pregnant.”  His eyes looked into hers.  “You weren’t pregnant when you got here.  I would have noticed when I was healing you.  How did this happen?”
Phoenix closed her eyes, “Do I really need to tell you how babies are made?”  She opened one eye.  
“No, I mean, I understand the concept of baby-making, and I hope that I have some skill at it, but… I shouldn't be able to get you pregnant.”
She began to sit up.  He wouldn’t let her do that alone, though, and he was on her almost as soon as she started to shift position.  “Calm down, it’s still the early stages.”
Orion sat back, his muscular chest moving more rapidly than usual.  “You don’t seem phased.  I would ask if you don’t believe me, but that is decidedly not the impression you are making.  In fact, I would think that this is not a surprise to you based on the way you are acting.”
Phoenix bit her lip and tried to smile, “It was a long shot, I wasn’t sure it was possible.  I just hoped.”
Orion had no idea how to respond to that.  
“I know that you have always wanted children, and I couldn’t stand that I was holding you back.  Especially after seeing how you were with Ignacio.  It hurt to watch you because it showed me just what kind of father you would be.”
“But…” his eyes tried to read what she was thinking as he looked into her eyes, “what will happen when they pull you back?  How will you, how will the baby be affected?  Can you even be pregnant there?”
“No, I can’t, and that’s… why it was Plan 1, Part A.  They can’t force me to return if I’m pregnant.  I got the idea from something you said the last time I was here, I don’t even know how many years ago.”
“172 years, 31 days, 42 hours, and I don’t know the seconds.”
Phoenix placed a hand on his face, “You even track the time.  How could I not try anything that might allow me to stay here with you, giving you the support you need?”
Orion’s expression was blank as he stared at her.  Finally he asked, “You mean, you stay here until the baby is born?”
She nodded.
“We won’t have to say goodbye for months?”
She smiled and nodded again.
Orion threw his arms around her, “You should have told me.  Oh, I love you so much.  So cruel, but so sweet.”  He kissed her, then pulled her to him and stroked her hair.  
“I didn’t want to get your hopes up.  My plan banked on us being different in every way to most druids and assassins, and if it didn’t work, I didn’t want to disappoint you.  I couldn’t do that to you.  If I failed, I wanted to be the only one disappointed.”
“I could never be disappointed in you.  Never.”
“We may find out if that is true if you have to put up with me for almost a full year.”
“I welcome it.  I welcome it and everything you want to put me through.”  He kissed Phoenix on the eyes.  “I take it that it was Part 1, and Part 2 is still in the works.”
“Yes.  The pregnancy keeps me here for a while.  That will give us time to find some other way for me to stay, hopefully something permanent.”
“I will take care of it.  I will find some way to save you.”  He placed a hand on her stomach.  “You have already done too much for me, I won’t let you worry about anything else.”
“We will work on it together.  I have no doubt that if we do, we will succeed.”
“I love you so much, I don’t even know how to express it.”
Phoenix giggled, “I think you know exactly how to express your love, that’s why I’m pregnant.”
The sound of his laugh was like music to her ears.  Phoenix looked up at his handsome face and took it in, hoping that she would be able to see it every day for the rest of their lives.  
“You realize this makes it incredibly difficult to let you go anywhere near the hearts.”
“And of course, you have no say.  If I don’t, there will be nothing left.  I have to go, but from here on out, I will not ask you to leave me unprotected.  That, I promise you.”
“I couldn’t do it even if you did.”  He pushed her down on the bed, unable to stop himself.  Phoenix did not stop him, and for an hour, he made her feel better than she had ever thought possible.  
They stayed together as he made breakfast.  Unable to sit and just watch him, Phoenix began planning.  When the conversation died down, she moved the conversation to a topic they had both intentionally avoided.   
Broaching it slowly, she asked, “You know that we have to see him, don’t you?”
“I figured it would be necessary, but was really hoping to put it off as long as possible.”
Phoenix walked up behind Orion and wrapped her arms around his waist.  “You don’t need to worry about me.”
He patted her hands, “I know.  It’s him I’m worried about.”
“What?  Why?”
There was a long pause as Orion sought the right words, “Caspian has spent a long time hating himself for what happened.  No matter what I said, no matter what he has done to try to right it, he cannot let it go.”  There was another pause.  “And he is… very ashamed of the person he has become.  He hides it very well, has even cultivated a reputation around it, one that he does not deserve.  But I think he believes he does.  What will happen to him when he sees you?  I...  want to protect him as much as possible.”
“Ah, that makes sense.  Maybe I was flattering myself thinking you would be jealous.”  She squeezed him.  
There was no amusement in his voice when he responded, “I don’t need jealousy because I trust you completely.  When it comes to Caspian, I know he was your first crush, but I like to think that I am your first love.”
Phoenix rested her cheek against his back, “You are my only love now.”
“Hmmm.”  Her response clearly didn’t satisfy him, but Orion didn’t press for more.  Instead he focused on the serious part of their conversation.  “I should be able to locate him after breakfast.”
“Thank you, Orion.”  
“You don’t need to thank me.  Like I said, I don’t hold anything against him from our past.  He is one of my oldest friends, in every sense.  There’s Caspian, Darius, and you.”
“Darius?” Phoenix asked.  
“Oh, right, um, I’ll let you figure that one out.  It’s really not my place.  Of course, I trust you and Darius.  If we can save Caspian from himself, I can again trust him.  Given our lifespans, I really miss being able to rely on him as I once did.”
“I understand that.  I have missed him, too.  And watching him has been heartbreaking.”
“What happens when we find him?”
“He has been in contact with the last remaining seer.”
“There are still many seers.”
“The last pureblooded seer.”
“Wait, one survived?”
“Yes, she is… she was the source of Legend’s prophecy, and encountered Caspian not too long after that.  And he let her go.”
“Oh gods, that… Legend said that he recently encountered an old friend, but I failed to consider that an old friend for him is something very different to what most people call an old friend.”
“Not quite like your old friends, but yes.”
“I should have… shit.  Shit.”
“What?”  She moved around to look at him.  “What’s wrong?”
“If she is the last seer, and he is with her, what are the chances that he will kill her?  And what will that do to the curse?”
Phoenix looked at him, “Maverick is with her, and he is in love.  She has a protector if Caspian tries to kill her.”
Orion shook his head, “Maverick is no match.  Caspian would kill and regret it later.”  He turned off the stove.  “We have to go find him.”
Phoenix was touched by the concern Orion was expressing.  It was clear that he didn’t hold anything against Caspian.  Reaching around him, she turned the stove back on.  “I am so touched to see that you feel that way, but I can assure you that everything will be fine.  Well, as fine as things can get.  She issued a prophecy.”
“About him?”
Phoenix nodded.
“To his face.”
“Yeah.  Not great, but he won’t kill her.”
Orion put his hands over his face, then pulled them away.  “Poor Caspian.”  He didn’t know how Phoenix knew, but he didn’t doubt her knowledge.  
“Right now, he needs time.  But we can hunt for him over the next day, and then we can go find him before we go talk to everyone who is going to help us with the next two hearts.  He should probably know anyway.”
“I… okay.  You are right.  Is there nothing we can do for him?”
“There is one thing.  Let him know that you want to see him tomorrow once you locate him.  That will give him time to calm down before you show up.”
“I think that seeing you is going to change his frame of mind.  Learning you are pregnant will definitely affect him, and probably in a good way.”
Phoenix laughed, “Alright, you can brag to him.  But no one else.  Alright?”
“Whatever you want.  I love you too much to deny you.”  Giving her a light kiss, he turned his attention back to the stove.  “Caspian hunting.  It’s always an interesting endeavor.”
“The way you cook.  The way you care so much.  I love you, Orion.  I love you so much that I don’t think I can last if we are separated again.”
“I won’t let it happen.  I will find some way to keep you by my side.  I love you too much to ever let you go again.”  
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Prologue
The Small Problem of Imprisonment
Her body stretched out on the lounge, the woman lazily looked at the room around her.  Things were so boring, almost as if the world had given up under her powers.  The boredom was getting to be quite tedious, but there were still a few things that reminded her that she needed to be careful.  
Reaching down, her hand stroked the panther chained to her chaise lounge.  A wave of malice washed over her, and with a wicked grin on her face, the woman dug her fingernails into the panther’s back.  He roared, but there was apparently nothing he could do to retaliate against her.  The magical collar kept him from shifting, and the shackles around his paws kept the panther from being able to stand, let alone retaliate against her.  Of course, the woman knew if she were to unleash the creature, she would be in serious trouble.  It had taken almost every ounce of her magic to capture the elusive beast, and there were times when she had felt certain that she would die in her attempt.  And she had never felt more alive.  
That had been almost ten years ago.  Several assassins had come to try to take her prize away, but none of them had been able to rise to the occasion to challenge her.  She had heard that this particular creature had a friend who could possibly have posed a satisfactory challenge, someone who was nearly as depraved as she was, but he had not come.  Several times she had tried to force the reason out of the panther, allowing him a little time in his human form.  But he had never said anything as a human.  As punishment, she had denied him the form, though she thought it a terrible shame.  He was easily the best-looking man she had ever seen.  Especially his eyes when they were full of hate.  
She began to stroke the panther, her hand lazily drawing up and down the sleek back.  The feel of his growl shivered up her arm, causing the woman to smile.  “Oh, kitty, kitty, kitty, if you would just tell me how to lure your friend here, all of this could be over.  I am so bored,” something she emphasized by digging her nails into him again.  This time she was disappointed as the panther made no sound in response.  “Even you are beginning to bore me.”  
She stood up, the heel of her shoe opening a gash in his side.  “It’s a shame that the panthers and druids rarely work together.  Having one of them try to save you would certainly make things more interesting for me.  But there is no one who cares about you, is there?”  She turned to look at her prisoner, a wicked grin on her face.  The same intense green eyes looked back at her.  “Oh, am I hitting a nerve? Your eyes seem to say that you would kill me if you could.  Such a shame that you weren’t capable of that even when you were free.”  She sneered at him and began to walk toward him, watching as his muscles bunched up without him being able to do anything.  “My little pet.  Trapped here forever.  Or at least until I get bored of seeing your quiet loathing.  But I can’t kill you as long as you have that look in your eyes.”
“Such a shame that you followed your worst impulses, Mercy.”
The woman’s head whipped around, a low growl issuing from her throat.  Her red eyes narrowed as she looked at the small advancing woman.  At nearly six-and-a-half feet tall, Mercy was tall for any woman, even a seer.  The advancing woman was over a foot shorter, but the way her shiny, goldish-silver hair flowed around her created a menacing aura that no one else had.  Even the panther trapped on Mercy’s floor didn’t have such a threatening presence, though part of that was because he was an assassin, so he would never be able to pull off a similar deceptively sweet demeanor.  Only the small glasses on her face seemed out of place—no magic user needed glasses to see because physical flaws were nearly impossible.  With the ability to heal any injury, they never had to correct physical problems.  What it let Mercy know was that the druid in front of her was eccentric, but that did not mean she wasn’t potentially very dangerous.  The real power behind the woman in front of Mercy was that she was a druid.  Mostly they kept to themselves doing whatever it was that druids did, but when they were forced to deal with the world, it was impossible to stand in their way.  At least that was their reputation.  The golden eyes and flowing hair coming toward her may have looked angelic, but Mercy knew that she was facing a far more dangerous adversary than she had encountered before.  A smile slowly bloomed across her face as she turned to give her visitor her full attention.  
“A druid.  How interesting.  I would not have expected one of your kind to come looking for this creature.”  Her hand gestured toward the panther, but she did not look at him, a mistake she would soon briefly regret.  “I was under the impression that no one cared enough to save him.”
“There is no reason to belittle the lives lost trying to rescue him.  We both know that some tried to rescue him, but you couldn’t have that, not when you feel that you own him.”  Her eyes flicked to the panther, and it was obvious from the way they flashed that she was angry, though it did not reflect in her voice.
“Oh, this is one of yours, then? I didn’t realize that druids kept such a unique pet.”
“You know very well they are not pets.  And my connection with my people is tenuous at best.  I am not here because of their wishes, but because of a feud.  Because you are quite right, they would not send anyone to rescue him.  They know as well as I that if he wanted to leave, he would.  None of us will force him to go, though he is sorely missed by everyone who knows him.  The druids seem to be at quite a loss, especially with the assassins refusing to help them as long as he is in captivity.”  A beautiful smile spread across her face, and she seemed to be talking to the panther more than Mercy.  Then her eyes snapped back to Mercy.  “The assassins are very much their own masters.  I would have thought you would be smart enough to figure that out.  Clearly I overestimate your intelligence.”
“If you overestimated my intelligence, then your kind are much weaker than we have realized.  It is strange that none of us ever noticed just how weak you druids really are if you actually need a creature that I was able to take down on my own.  I shall have to look for the weaknesses with their alliance in turmoil to see if I can’t stretch my own domain that much farther.”
The druid walked past the woman and over to the fireplace.  With her back to Mercy and the panther, she threw a letter into the opening.  
Mercy frowned and began to walk toward her.  The druid was uncomfortably close to something that Mercy did not want found.  Trying to distract the druid, Mercy asked, “Do you really think it is wise to keep your back to me? We are capable of much more than just prophecies and healing.”  Her hands pulled a small knife out of her hair as she approached the druid.
“Indeed, it really was an overestimation.”
Mercy continued to approach the druid, “I thought druids were weak, but the other seers weren’t willing to take the risk.  This ought to show them just how incapable you actually are when I display your body for all to see.”
“Ah, that is quite a surprise.  To think that it would take so little to change his mind.”
Mercy stopped. “What do you mean?”
The druid turned around, “I would think that is obvious.  Hopefully you aren’t meant to be the best example of your kind.  Your cruelty alone is enough to condemn all seers if the others are anything like you.  However, it is your inability to notice the obvious that concerns me.  It seems that you discount anything as a threat if you don’t calculate for it.”
Mercy brought a hand up, the heat emanating from it, which she ran along the blade. “Whatever kind of distraction you are trying to make, it is too late for yourself.  I know that you could not possibly get a spell up in time to stop me.  Not even a druid can cast that quickly.”
A few wrinkles formed on the druid’s brow as she frowned. “Why would I need to do anything?”
Mercy froze for a second. “Are you so oblivious that you don’t realize I am about to kill you? Or are you just so arrogant that your eyes deceive you?  Perhaps you really do need glasses.”  The same wicked grin spread across her face as she began to close the remaining distance between her and the druid.
There was a nearly inaudible sigh from the druid. “I did try to warn you.”  With that, she turned so that she could no longer see the room behind her. “I really cannot watch these kinds of things.”
A laugh emerged from Mercy’s throat as her arm raised to strike.  Before she could take the final step, a low growl behind her made her freeze.  Annoyed, she began to turn to shut up her pet because she wanted to enjoy this kill.  
The panther was not on the floor glaring up at her, though.  
Mercy’s eyes flicked just a little further away from where the panther should be.  She felt the blades on her neck and stomach before she saw those intense green eyes.  There wasn’t even a chance for her to scream as one dagger drove up into her diaphragm, leaving her unable to even gasp.  As she began to double over, Mercy’s neck moved down.  The second dagger slide effortlessly along her porcelain-like skin.  It was only after she hit the ground that she realized what had happened.  The first dagger silenced her; the second had produced a wound that was just deep enough to be too much to heal before she passed out from the blood loss.  There would be no waking from this encounter if she didn’t move remarkably quickly.  Fortunately, she was much more magically gifted than most of her kind.  
Mercy’s hands began to work to save herself.  There was no way she was going to give up, not now.  She had to let her contact know, had to make it long enough because the eternity Mercy was looking at if she failed was unimaginable.  She had no idea who her contact was, but the woman scared her.  If they had existed on the same plane, the contact would have been competition, but as they were, they could work together.  For now.  Mercy’s magic was working faster than usual, and she began to hope that perhaps the assassin was not quite as competent after so long under her control.  Her neck was almost healed enough that she could concentrate beyond the pain.
Knowing that there was no room for error, Mercy began to focus on where the other blade had made contact.  That one would be easier because it was not meant to kill.  That was when she noticed something was wrong.  She could feel the magic working to close the wound on her neck, but not her stomach.  A sudden, sharp pain let her know why that had not healed.  Blood flecked across her face as the dagger was yanked out of her.  
Her body convulsed at the pain, but as soon as her body moved, something slammed her into the ground.  
The druid’s voice caught her attention, and Mercy glanced to see if perhaps she was about to be saved.  The druid stood where she had been, her back to everything, just as she had been when Mercy was about to stab her in the back.  There was blood on the floor near the druid, but none had gotten on her clothes, almost as if the assassin had ensured that his savior had not been tainted with it.  
“I did not save him.  Not like you are thinking.  I just let him know that some people still very much wanted him to return.  I need him to return.  The rest he did himself, though I must admit that is not my only reason for being here; it is my primary purpose.  Despite what some fools will say.”  The last sentence was more of a mutter, as if she were talking to herself.  The druid tapped on the fireplace, and Mercy knew exactly what she was doing.  This druid knew about her contact.  But how?  “Don’t worry.  You are not going to be added to it.  He would never allow that, not even you.  You managed to capture perhaps the only assassin with compassion.”  It sounded like she was smiling.  “But you won’t be alive either, so it is only a small mercy.”  She laughed at her own words.   
A hollow sound echoed around the room as the druid leaned forward a little.  Satisfied with her discovery, the druid continued, this time talking to the assassin, not his victim. “I would say do it quickly, but I suppose that is not my place.  And after this long, not even I could…”
There was a growl that cut her off.  The druid turned, and Mercy could see a look of surprise on her face.  Her hands moved up as if in surrender.  As the pair seemed like they were about to argue, Mercy sped up her healing, which was now very nearly complete.  She certainly felt faint, but her wounds would not kill her now if she were to pass out.  The druid said, “I’m sorry, I was out of place.  I won’t even request that you stab her in the heart.  Well, mostly because I very much doubt she has one.”  She returned to what she had been doing before.  
Mercy fought back the smile.  No reason to let them know that they had failed.  She had been so intent on the druid, on the fact that the woman was about to find everything, that Mercy had again ignored the assassin.  
Feeling the healing process coming to an end, she closed her eyes.  It had been painful, but far easier than it should have been.  
Mercy felt a pressure move up from her hips and cover her body.  Shocked, she looked up to see the assassin straddling her.  She had been so distracted by the pain, healing, and druid, that Mercy had failed to notice him sitting on top of her, holding her down.  Still, he couldn’t possibly tell that she was almost fully healed, not under all of the blood.  The way his body felt on hers was… almost exciting.  
Breathlessly, she uttered, “Are you finally giving in?”  The sleek black hair of the assassin seemed to cast the room into darkness, though she knew that it was the lights being snuffed out in the room.  Assassins had some very bizarre magic.  Soon all she could see were those intense, emerald-green eyes.  
His eyes disappeared as the assassin lowered his mouth right beside her ear.  The voice was gruff and seductive as he whispered, “With so much of your magic spent, how long do you think it will take to bleed out?”
Mercy smiled, “You wouldn’t dare.”  She could hear the druid pulling out all of the papers, plans, and information that had been so carefully stored from prying eyes.  She had to distract the assassin and get that information.  That was a game that was all too easy to play.  She began to move under him in a way that she knew would arouse him.
The assassin adjusted his body so that he was fully on top of her, and she again found herself looking into his stunning eyes.  With a smile, she moved her head up a little to get a better look and to hear him, as he spoke his last words almost too softly to hear, “I would dare, if I were as careless as you.”  
Before Mercy could respond, he drove a dagger into each of her eyes.  She was dead before her head hit the floor.  
The room was silent for what seemed like an eternity before the druid spoke.  Placing a hand on his shoulder, the druid said, “I am so sorry, Caspian.  For everything.”
He shrugged her off, “You shouldn’t have bothered coming.”
“You would have remained here if I hadn’t.”
“I deserved no less.”
The druid clicked her tongue and created two small balls of light that floated between her and the assassin. “So, you would have stayed here pouting and being a victim for how long?”
“If I am a victim, it is only of my own stupidity and selfishness.”
The druid drew a hand down her face. “How long has it been, Caspian?”
“Who knows?”
“Besides me and Orion, you are the only other person who does know.  In fact, I would wager that you know down to the minute how long it has been.”
“And Orion knows down to the second.”
“He will forgive you eventually.”
“I don’t deserve it.”
“She isn’t dead.”
“She may as well be.  She no longer lives on this plane.  To all of us who are here, she is dead.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
There was a low growl, “Everyone knows that it was.”
“No, everyone doesn’t.  Only you think that.”
“Orion also knows.”
“No, Orion wants to blame you to make himself feel better.  But at this rate, even he is going to admit that it was her fault before you do.  And his fault.  He was very much in the wrong treating her the way he did.”
There was pure anger in Caspian’s voice as he responded, “It was not her fault that she was there.”  Rage flashed in his eyes and he snuffed out the lights.  Complete darkness descended.  Caspian did not need the light to see, but she certainly did, but she knew how to use her other senses to figure out what was happening.
The druid’s voice was soft as she responded, “It was the fault of the three of you that she ended up there, but it is her fault she stayed.  She didn’t have to make the deal.”
“She was hurt.”
“Yes, she was.  Very much so.  By Orion.  Not by you.  You really did nothing wrong.  Beyond the whole leaving the other plane open.  The rest of it was because of them.  You were in love, but you still tried to get Orion to come to his senses, gave him time.  No one could have asked more of you.”
“I shouldn’t have done what I did.”
“What? Made Phoenix feel like she mattered? Let her know that she had magical abilities? You gave her as much as you gave him—a chance.  When no one else was willing to.  For an assassin, you have a very soft heart.”
“Thank you for pointing out another flaw.”
“I don’t think it is a flaw.  To me, that is what makes you so much better than the rest, and it is why I decided to come and tell you that.  This stuff,” she held up the papers, “I already know what it says.  I just wanted her to be uncomfortable before she died.”  The druid’s smile was angelic, a complete contradiction to the words coming out of her mouth.  Caspian could see it clearly in the darkness, and for a moment he was intrigued by a druid who clearly was nothing like the others.  Then she shoved the papers into a small hole she had opened in front of her as she continued, “I wish you would be as understanding with yourself as you are with others.  You certainly deserve it.”  She closed the hole before Caspian could see what she had done.  
Shaking his head, he decided not to let the woman draw him in.  She was talking like she knew more than he did.  “What would you know about any of this?”  
The sounds of his footsteps were almost impossible to hear.  Almost.  “Oh, you are right, I do apologize.  I did not introduce myself, so please do not leave before I have the chance to do that.”
When there were no sounds in response to her request, the druid continued, “My name is Heaven.”
There was a brief moment of silence, then Caspian responded, “I knew I’d never seen you, but I’ve never heard of you either.”
“No, you wouldn’t have.  Apart from the albino and a couple of druids, no one has heard of my sister or myself.”
“Your sister?”
“Indeed.  I have one of those, rare as it is for the druids.  And a very grave warning for why there shouldn’t be more than one per mother.”
“So, you are the elder sister.”
Heaven cleared her throat, “No, actually, she is the older.  But that is not really relevant.”
“Then what you seem to be implying is that you shouldn’t have been born.”
“Exactly.”
There was a silence. “That is not… a sentiment most people express.”
“Which is why I could really use your help.”
A small light appeared, this time in Caspian’s hands. “I do not follow your logic.”
She gave him a sheepish smile as her hands fidgeted with her dress. “As you said, there aren’t many people who feel they shouldn’t have been born.  Apart from you, I don’t know anyone else, actually.”
A look of understanding graced Caspian’s face for a moment before it returned to the usual stern expression. “You need a partner in misery.”
“No.  No.  Not that.  I need someone who can help me understand how things could go so wrong, and what can be done to fix it.  If you can help me, I can help you.”
Caspian stepped closer, his eyes beginning to assess her much more thoroughly, “Druids don’t make deals.  Phoenix is the only one I know to have made that mistake.”
“Good, so you admit it was her mistake.  It’s a start.”  He glared at her, and Heaven bit her lip, “Quite right.  I apologize.  We shouldn’t make deals.  That is why I am asking for assistance, not making a deal.  Should you agree, you are going to need a much longer lifespan than what your kind usually have.”
Caspian laughed, “Do druids not know how long panthers can live?”
“I cannot say that I know for certain.  Based on the albino, your natural lifespan is a few thousand years.  If you don’t get killed, of course.”
“And what you need might take longer than that?”
“I am absolutely certain of it.”
“How will you not die before that happens?”
“Easy. Um… well, I shouldn’t say easy, more like… I stole most of my sister’s time and have slowed my own aging process.”
Caspian looked at her as if she were insane.  The blades were at her neck before she could blink.  “If what you say is true, you are corrupted.”
“I understand how it looks that way.”  She could feel a small trickle of blood on her neck, and she hoped it was hers instead of the seer’s.  “You did clean those first, didn’t you?”
“Always before putting them in their sheaths.”
“Ah good, then it is my blood.  Good.  Really would not want her blood mixing with my own.  Being cursed with prophecies is simply not something I am equipped to handle.  Not on top of everything else.”
“You have 10 seconds to justify your life continuing beyond the next 15 seconds.”
Heaven didn’t say a word.  Instead, she stuck a hand through the hole, brought out a piece of paper, and flicked it open.  Holding it up into the light floating near her, Heaven moved her eyes to look at him to see his reaction.  There was a sharp intake of breath, then she felt the daggers move from her throat as Caspian’s voice changed, “What kind of abomination are you planning?”
“Not me.  My sister.  Mercy was working with her, and was supposed to provide the rest of the architecture for this by the year’s end.  These plans had already been sent to my sister, so they are just duplicates of what I already destroyed.  Obviously if anyone ever used this, it would have devasting, irreversible effects on the world.  And of course, on all of us.  Even me.”
Filing her last words for later, the assassin took the paper to examine it.  “Why would anyone do this?”  Caspian placed the paper on a table, then held a hand out for the other things Heaven had stored.
“Control.  My sister wants to control this world.  I took most of her time hoping that she would die off, but she found someone stupid enough to help her.”
“No doubt Mercy thought she could provide some wrong instructions, and would take control herself.”  Caspian was picking up the ramifications of the plan much faster than Heaven had expected.  This made her hopeful that perhaps he would not turn her down after all.  
“Of course.  But that wouldn’t have worked.”
“How come?”
“She was reading it from my sister’s future.  And my sister has always dreamed of her own future.  You see, her father was from a seer line, something she probably did not tell Mercy.  Could have told her without compromising anything, though, since most seers can’t see their own futures.  My sister is….  unique.  What she needed was to speed things up once she realized her life had been shortened.  That’s how I found out that she could see her own future, which I had not anticipated when I stole her time.  She used Mercy as a way to speed up the project, but she could also tell that Mercy was hiding details.  Would have gotten the fool killed eventually.  Or more like, she would have been used, too.  Not a great fate.  What you did was far kinder.”
Caspian looked baffled for a moment, as if there was too much unrelated information to process.  When he spoke, he asked, “You have different fathers?”
Heaven was momentarily stunned by the unexpected focus on her family.  Scratching her ear, she answered, “Yes, different fathers.  Same mother.  Had she stopped after my sister, well, she wouldn’t have died.  Then perhaps my sister would have been raised to be decent.”
“I don’t think that is a matter of druids having more than one child.”
“Of course it is.  Birth and life are closely linked.  That is why assassins and druids cannot have children.  You are death,” she gestured toward Caspian.  Then placing her hands on her own chest, she said, “And we are life.  Perhaps if the roles were reversed it would work, but life dies.  Death does not live.  Even if life can come from death, death cannot create life from itself.”
“I’m not a fan of riddles.”
“Right.  Sorry.  It wasn’t meant to be a riddle.  Being locked up by myself tends to make it more difficult to get my meaning across.  Probably should get out a bit more.”  She smiled sheepishly, “But if you will help me, maybe I can get my head back into a space where socializing isn’t so difficult.”
“So you haven’t always been so enigmatic?”
“Good grief, no.  Just ask the albino.”
“Why do you keep calling him that? His name is Diony.”
“Ah, is it? Okay, if you say so.”
“How can he tell me anything when it is clear you two don’t know each other?”
Heaven began to tug on her ear. “Really not my place to talk about things on his side, but he was my first lover.”  A smile flitted across her face. “But I guess our needs were just too different.  It happens.  Not that I blame him.  My sister was turning when we were together, and it was just too much for him to watch.  I mean, it’s not like I’m the same person anymore either.  Just not quite so obviously so.”
There was a faint blush on Caspian’s face, “He had never mentioned you.”
“It was a very long time ago when we were together.  Long before you were born.”
“He’s not that much older than me.”
“Not right now, no.  But of course he is.”
Caspian stared at her for a second, “You want me to believe that your first lover was Diony, but you don’t know his name.  And he is much older than me, but not really.”
“No, he really is, or at least—you know what, you ask him.  No, wait, don’t ask him.  He will be very angry with me, and I like to keep things civil.  There aren’t that many people that I talk to.”
A strange look passed over Caspian’s face, then his expression softened. “Let me know how I can help you, and I will do what I can.”
Heaven smiled up at him and pushed her glasses up.  “Really? Oh, that is fantastic.  Well, not fantastic.”  She tugged at her ear again, clearly not entirely happy. “I didn’t believe that you would agree.  I suppose pity can really help, though I don’t really like the fact that you pity me.  I suppose whatever works.  I can’t do this alone and can’t be picky about why you join.  I accept that you think I am insane if it means you will help me.”
Before he could ask anything else, she opened a little area in front of herself and disappeared.  
Momentarily stunned, Caspian fumbled for an opening to follow her.  As soon as he had it, he called out, “Heaven, you are going to have to wait for me, I don’t know where we are go—”
As soon as he stepped through, Caspian realized that what he had agreed to was much more dire than Heaven had indicated.  
“I shortened the trip to minimize the disruption around it.  The whole thing is incredibly unstable.”  She looked over at the horror on his face. “Yes, quite monstrous, but I don’t have the right magic to undo it.  Now you have an idea of why I need help.  And this is one of three.  And I am not sure where the other two are.”
Caspian turned, his eyes wide, and he nodded. “Just tell me what to do.”
“Right.  My sister calls this a heart.  In it, she has trapped—”
“Magic users.  I can see that.  Explain later.  We need to free them.”
“It’s too late.  They have already been drained and merged.  All we can do now is help them to pass on.”
Caspian nodded.  Together, they began to disentangle nearly half a dozen women from the magic enclosure.  
 



Chapter 1
The Return
Heaven blinked her eyes and looked around.  The sun was far too unforgiving as it blinded her.  “This is why I hate being outside.  Damn sun is always making things so bright, day or night, it is so tacky.”  She moved the glasses off the bridge of her nose and rubbed her eyes before letting the glasses drop into place.  With a quick motion of her hand, the lenses became tinted, blocking a little of the cruel light from her eyes, but not enough to make her comfortable.  
Her mind quickly shifted to something far more uncomfortable as the sound of silence descended over the area.  It could only mean one thing.  
With a noisy sigh, Caspian appeared and flopped down in a small hammock.  She watched as he rubbed his temples.  “One week tomorrow, and I thought I would be ready for it.  Thousands of years can’t be wrong, so clearly it’s never going to let up for me.”  
Heaven began chewing on her lip, trying to decide just how to approach him.  When he was alone, Caspian let his emotions show on his face; it was the only time when he was honest about how he felt, and it was clear that he was suffering.  Heaven looked away for a second as she was reminded that it was all because he had helped her that he was now condemned to a life he hated.  Talking to the assassin always made her feel guilty, but she had managed to keep that from being obvious.  Not that he would have understood her guilt anyway.  Picking at her lip, she didn’t notice the taste of blood as she looked at Caspian, who was clearly going through his own personal torment.  
At least you can get his mind off of whatever it is that’s bothering him now.  Small things, right?  Heaven tried to steel herself for the encounter.  Accustomed to dealing with things on her own, what difference did it make how uncomfortable she was if it meant making Caspian feel a little less burdened?  She owed him that much.  
Before she could step forward, a small area opened just behind Caspian.  Heaven stood rooted to the spot.  The number of people who could use the Holding Place were few, and that meant something else was going on that she had missed.  See?  You should have approached him sooner.  Now just what have you missed?
Orion emerged, and he appeared to be pulling something with him.  Heaven shifted a little and then her mouth fell open as Orion approached Caspian.  
“You seem a bit preoccupied.”  Even from this distance, Heaven could hear the change in Orion’s voice.  Closing her eyes, she smiled as he continued to talk to his life-long friend.  Maybe this would be just what Caspian needed to finally let go of some of his pain.
Caspian did not even look around.  “Hello, Orion.  I thought you were busy trying to track something down.  That’s what you said when—”  Finally, he turned to give his usual carefree smile to hide what he felt, but Caspian’s response mirrored Heaven’s a few seconds before.  
Holding Orion’s hand was the last person any of them would have expected to see.  Phoenix.
“Hey, Caspian.  It’s been a while.”
Heaven’s eyes went to Caspian’s face and she watched the torrent of emotion.  The day Phoenix had disappeared had been the day his life had changed forever.  Up to that point, she had been the only person whom he had loved, and Heaven suspected that had never changed.  But life was entirely unpredictable, and eventually Heaven had entangled his life in hers.  It had turned him into almost someone else entirely.  Now here was that same woman, the first to touch his heart, back in his life.  The problem was that she was no longer in love with him.  
He stood up, quickly closed the distance, and pulled her into a tight hug.  “I had heard.  So many times, but I didn’t think you would ever want to see me again after what had happened.”  She couldn’t see his face, and neither could Orion or Phoenix.  
“I’m sorry, Caspian.  I shouldn’t have—I should have seen you sooner.  I just wasn’t sure what to say.”
Caspian laughed, but did not let go of her.  “You were never at a loss for words when you were with me.”
Phoenix laughed and squeezed him, “Yeah, but I’ve seen what you have been through and I guess—I know that I bear a large part of the blame for it.”
“No.  My life has always been mine.  What happened to me was always of my doing or because of my own failings.  I don’t want you to feel anything but content and happy when you are with me.”
Orion cleared his throat.  
Caspian patted her back and took a step away from her.  “Sorry, Orion.  Couldn’t help myself.”
“Yes.  I know.  The only weakness I’ve ever known you to have, and you didn’t expect to ever see her again.  And if I’m being honest, I kind of wanted to keep her from you.”
Caspian laughed, the usual look of amusement on his face.  “I know you don’t trust me, but I dare say that after all of this time, you don’t need to worry about her.  Even if I did still feel that way about her, I know that she doesn’t feel that way about me anymore.”  He moved toward Orion and punched him in the shoulder.  “You told me you wanted to talk, but you didn’t mention that you were bringing a visitor.  I would have cleaned up if I had known.”  An honest smile spread across his face, and even Heaven could see the way Caspian’s eyes sparkled when he was happy.  “I understand why.  But still.”  He punched Orion’s shoulder again, then returned to his hammock.  “So, to what do I owe this most welcome pleasure?”  He threaded his fingers together and put them behind his head, watching the pair expectantly, his usual careless demeanor clicking into place to hide whatever emotions he was actually feeling.  
Phoenix licked her lips as Orion watched her.  Caspian could tell that they were communicating without words, but all he could do was wait.  “Well, Caspian, I know that you are going to see the seer tomorrow and that you are going to Ishtar.  Did she tell you what you will be doing there?”
Caspian looked at her for a moment.  The only other person who knew about his encounter with the seer was Maverick and his seer.  There was no way they had encountered Orion or Phoenix, as Caspian suspected that they had spent much of their time without him having sex.  They both reeked of attraction when he was there.  The only thing they would have to get over was the fact that she had been with Caspian, something that Maverick had proven he did not take well.  Who would want to be compared to their mentor in the bedroom?  With a little laugh, Caspian nodded, “Indeed, you have very good information, though I am not entirely sure how you know.  Neither of them would have told anyone.  But no, she couldn’t tell me what we were supposed to do.  Not without vomiting up more of those curses her kind are notorious for spewing.  Something tells me you already know that I am dealing with more than enough in terms of curses to be burdened with any more prophecies or anything of that ilk.”
Phoenix approached him as Orion grabbed a chair.  He placed it near Caspian and helped Phoenix sit down.  Caspian watched them without a word, his eyes reading what wasn’t being said.
Phoenix blew at a loose strand of hair, clearly looking for the right words.  “If I’m being honest, I don’t think she knows what she is doing there either.  Just a… a vague notion, so she is acting on what she does know.  She didn’t grow up with people who could teach her how to use her abilities, and she never had to figure out anything while she was living in Ishtar.  That means this seer is… I don’t want to say unreliable.”
Caspian shrugged, “Then just say untrained.”
“Ah, yes,” Phoenix smiled, “yes, that’s a very good way to describe her.”
“No, it really isn’t, but she does seem to be trying.”
“I can tell you that she really does want to help the people.  That is her main goal.”
“Miracle.”
“You think that it is a miracle she feels that way?” Phoenix asked, her head tilting to the side.
Caspian sat up and moved a strand of hair out of her face.  “That too.  But it is her name.  Harmony gave it to her.”
“Oh,” Phoenix looked up at Orion before looking back at Caspian, “and you accepted it?”
With a shrug, he settled back into his hammock.  “Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because you hate seers.  The pure-blooded ones anyway.”
“There’s just the one left, and Maverick is in love with her.  I don’t think he needs me making his life more difficult than I already have.  I’ve no reason to test him further.”
“That’s almost altruistic of you.”  Orion smiled at him, his arms folded across his chest.
“I just have other things to contend with, and at this point, we have the same goal.  If she actually does mean to help the people, then she isn’t the same person that I encountered 800 years ago.”
“And that means you don’t judge her the same as you did back then.”  Orion was nodding.
“That’s right.  The job comes first, and I’ve no need to kill outside the job.  You know that it rarely feels good.”
Orion chuckled, “Rarely, yes.  But there are a few times.”
“Of course.”  Caspian got a far-off look in his eyes for a moment.  Heaven watched him and wondered what he was thinking.  As far as she could tell, he hadn’t taken pleasure in killing anyone since they had worked together.  
“You alright?”  Phoenix placed a hand on his arm.
Looking over at her, he smiled, “Sure.  Same as always.  This has been a nice little chat, but neither of you has answered my original question.”
“I was getting to that, Caspian.”  Phoenix smiled.  “You are not nearly as patient as you used to be.”
“I am a good bit older.”
“Most people tend to be—” Phoenix began, but a hand on her shoulder interrupted whatever she was about to say.  Looking at Orion she nodded.  Now wasn’t the time.  “Right.  I am here to tell you what actually needs to be done in Ishtar.”
Caspian sat up again and swung his legs over the hammock.  “You know?”
“Yeah.  I learned a lot on the other plane and until just a couple of days ago, I was pretty much still tracking everything from the outside.  Not everything, but key aspects of—”
“Your mind is tied up in the hearts.  And there is one in Ishtar.”  Caspian’s eyes looked at her intently for any sign that he was wrong.  
Phoenix’s mouth opened a little, but it was Orion who answered, “How did you know that?”
Caspian tapped his mouth with a long, elegant finger.  “Yes, that makes sense.  Ishtar was full of seers, and no matter how watered down their blood, they must be calling to her, but Miracle doesn’t know that is what she is hearing.  She thinks it is prophecies roiling around, because as she admitted, she has been mostly dormant for years.”  He stood up and started pacing.  “If I try to fix the latest curse, it will just make things worse because they will catch her.  Maverick isn’t going to be able to protect her alone.  The problem is,” he stopped and looked at the pair, “I have already proven with Dulce that my presence is not a good thing.  I mean, her champion died, and she was poisoned with something that made her easy to track.  If Orion had been there—”
The shifter stepped forward, “The same thing could have happened.  I don’t think that the blame lies with you either.  Draven is absolutely right.”
“Oh good, point out another way that my students have surpassed me.”  Caspian gave him a look.
Orion laughed, “Ignacio found the Holding Place on his own and was using it for storage.”  Caspian raised an eyebrow.  Orion pointed at him and laughed, “Yeah, that’s what I said.  Still haven’t had a proper conversation with him about it, but Rosaline figured out that they could go through it, then figured out that you could use it to heal, too.  So, don’t cry to me about being surpassed by the younger people.  And if you ask me, Draven didn’t surpass you.  He was always ahead of you in that area.  He puts the blame where it is due instead of constantly blaming himself for the things that go wrong.  How did he put it?”
Phoenix smiled, “You aren’t so important that everything that goes wrong is your fault.”
Caspian laughed, “Not quite.  ‘You aren’t one of the gods, so don’t go claiming that you were responsible for everything that goes wrong.  You aren’t that important.’  That’s more his way of putting someone in their place.”  He rolled his head around his neck, causing it to pop.  “Speaking of Draven, they already took out the heart near Belson.”
“Yes, that isn’t the one you guys are going to destroy.”  Orion looked over at Phoenix as he spoke.  He was going to let her deliver the worst part of the news—that was how they rehearsed it.  
“You are going to the capital for a reason.  There are no uncontrolled seers left, so they have brought the heart out of hiding and are now using it to control everyone for miles around the city.”
Caspian froze, his eyes boring into Phoenix, a grim look on his face.  “So everyone is going to try to stop us.”
Phoenix nodded.
“We don’t stand a chance.  Not three of us with a large heart of seers and an entire city against us.”
Orion stepped forward, “I think you can.  You’ve never shied away from a challenge.”
“A challenge, no.  Suicide, yes.  I’ve never been the suicidal type.”
“Of course you aren’t.  You are practically immortal.”
“Okay, then, I’m not a masochist.  And I really, really do not want to watch Maverick get slaughtered.  I am not going to willingly take him into danger to die.  That is not happening.”
Phoenix stood up and walked over to him, “Please, Caspian, we need you to go.  There are three hearts left.  Orion and I plan to take a team into the capital of Sumaria.  And we are asking a few others to lead the way to another heart along the coast near Solona.  But you guys are leaving tomorrow.  I don’t see any way that anyone can make it to help you before then.”
Caspian looked between the pair.  His eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly as he looked at Phoenix, then he looked away.  His tone was a little detached as he said, “I don’t see how we can be successful without at least one more.  I’m good, but not that good.  And Maverick will be distracted by trying to keep her safe.  But I understand and will do what I can.”
Phoenix and Orion shared a look behind his back.  Caspian knew they were communicating, and he let them because whatever they had to say was not his business.  Even if it was about him.  Clearly they were both worried, but weren’t offering any help.  The shock of seeing Phoenix had worn off incredibly quickly, leaving him feeling much more alone.  Heaven watched as several expressions passed across the assassin’s face, and she knew that this encounter was not going to be a salve for him.  He was going to come out of it in far greater pain.  Shit, I’m going to have to do something, aren’t I?  Her mind raced as she watched them.  She couldn’t interrupt their discussion, but certainly there was something she should be able to do to alleviate some of the fallout.  
“So,” Caspian said, his eyes looking up at the sky, “when do you have to go back?”
“We wanted to catch up with you for a bit, but we’re supposed to start the meeting in a few hours.  At the compound, since many of the people are there anyway.”  Orion placed a hand on Phoenix’s shoulder as her voice seemed a little shaken by the colder tone in Caspian’s voice.  
Leaning back a little and looking over his shoulder, Caspian clarified his question, “That much I assumed.  I meant when do you have to go back to the other plane?”
The couple exchanged another look.  Caspian turned back around, unable to look at them, his eyes rolling as he did.  
“Well, they can’t take me back in my current condition,”  Phoenix said, a smile playing uncertainly on her lips.
“I realize you can’t go back until your mind is fully repaired, but once that happens, balance will be restored, and that must mean you have to return.”
Phoenix was no longer certain if it was a good idea to tell him the other news.  Stopping Orion from answering, she stood up and said, “Of course, but let’s see how the rest of this goes before—”
Caspian looked around at her again, “Or were you referring to the fact that you are pregnant?  You can’t go back if you are expecting, can you?”
Neither of them knew how to respond to that.  
He flashed his usual smile, “Congratulations.  You both deserve to be happy.  I wish you luck in figuring out how to make it more permanent.  With nearly a year to work it out, I have no doubt you will.  If you will excuse me, it appears I need to prepare for the impossible.  It was great to see you again, Phoenix.  Do be careful now that you are fighting for two.”  He didn’t give them a chance to say anything before stepping through the Holding Place.  
Phoenix looked at the place where Caspian had been standing.  “I don’t….”
Orion pressed himself against her back and wrapped his arms around her.  Resting his head on top of hers, he murmured, “I know.  He’s not at all the person you remember.  Watching him isn’t the same as experiencing it.”
“But…” a tear rolled down her face, “I just didn’t… he’s so alone.”
“Yes, yes, he is, but he won’t let anyone help.  Come on.  We have other things we need to do.  Once we get rid of the Unwashed, we can try to fix Caspian.”
“I don’t understand.  I was so—”
“I know.”  He turned her around and stroked her hair.  “I feel the same way.  But right now there are more pressing issues, and Caspian is more than capable of managing himself for the time being.”
“I don’t know if that is true, though.  I really don’t think he is.”
“Look, Phoenix,” he gently took her chin and brought his face down so that he could look into her eyes, “I knew you would be more worried about him after seeing him, but right now we have to get your mind put back together.  Once you have that and balance is restored, we can figure out what to do for him.  Although, I will warn you now that he is not going to make it easy.  The only time he accepts help is…” Orion sighed.  “One thing at a time.  Caspian will keep for another week or two.  The Unwashed must be eliminated now.”  He gently brushed away another tear.
“You are right.”  Her eyes went back to where Caspian had been.  “Of course you are right.  He’s more than capable, and the Unwashed have been unchecked for too long.”
Orion gave her a gentle kiss on her forehead before opening a way through the Holding Place.  “Don’t look for him when you go through.  He will be long gone.”
“I—how did you know?”
“Because I know you.”
“Do you know where he went?”  Phoenix looked up at him as she stepped through the opening.  
“That’s the strange thing.  He passes straight through the Holding Place, almost like it is a screen door.  I don’t know anyone else who can do that.”  A sound caught his attention as Orion was about to follow Phoenix.  Stopping, he looked around for the source of the noise.  He narrowed his eyes, but Orion could not detect anything.  Feeling apprehensive, he wondered for a moment if he should leave Caspian a note.  Then he laughed and shook his head.  
“Are you coming?”  Phoenix’s voice was just audible from the other side of the opening.
“Yes, yes.  Sorry.  Just thought I heard something.  I must be getting paranoid now that I’m going to be a father.”
“If there is one thing we don’t have to worry about, it is someone spying on Caspian,” Phoenix’s voice was a little clearer.
“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”  He stepped through and the opening closed.  
Once they were gone, Heaven leaned against a tree and slid down.  Her fingers furiously pulled at her lip as she fought back the panic she was feeling.  The entire Ishtar capital had been taken, and she hadn’t even noticed.  “You are getting sloppy, Heaven.  Too sloppy.”  Her muttered words were heard only by a few animals nearby.  A small fox approached her, rubbing its head against her leg.  Heaven was startled into the moment.  “Oh, how sweet of you.  Don’t worry, I’ll be just fine.”
The fox moved over to her and sniffed at her bloody fingers.  Its large black eyes stared into her golden ones.  “Ah, haha,” she laughed as she realized how much her lip was bleeding.  “I’m not exactly fine now, but I will be.  Don’t worry.”  She stroked the fox’s head, waiting for Caspian to return.  She knew where he was, but was not about to interrupt him while he allowed himself a few moments to grieve what his life had become.  The couple had come to talk to him, but had placed far too much emphasis on the mission and left him to figure everything else out on his own.  They said they wanted to catch up, but in the end they had thought it best not to tell him that she was pregnant.  The lack of trust must have been heartbreaking for him.  Phoenix may have meant well, but her arrival was one of the worst things that could have happened to Caspian at that time.  With a city under siege, Caspian needed to focus.  Now it would be impossible to ignore the emotions she had inspired in him.  
“Shit,” Heaven muttered.  “I’m going to have to go, aren’t I?”  
The fox looked up at her, not comprehending what she meant.  
“Alright, fine.  I know it’s my mistake, so I need to clean it up.  Story of my life, right?”  She patted the fox as she rested her head and allowed her mind to wander far from the problems of the present.  
 



Chapter 2
What He Needs
Heaven watched Caspian after he returned.  It was clear he had not recovered from the shock of seeing Phoenix, and he was far too unfocused for her liking.  There had been a number of times where he had gone into dangerous situations not fully focused, but this was different.  Heaven had never felt the need to interfere with any of his plans, though she had felt guilty for letting him suffer through the worst turn of events.  Caspian never took failure well, but it was impossible to call any of his endeavors completely successful.  Everything he did was tinged with sorrow or regret.  Even in his work as an assassin, things had not turned out well for him.  For example, he had turned the Order against him by killing a mystic who had turned rogue and was killing off other magic users.  The Order didn’t know that she had been working with the Unwashed, helped them further their studies.  They were after her for something else entirely, but Caspian had been the one who had to deal with her.  It had made it that much harder to approach them to get their assistance against the Unwashed.  
There were only a few exceptions, like Draven and Maverick.  He had been able to train them into an adept combination of champion and assassin, but their personalities were completely different from that of a champion.  They were accepted by the champions, largely because of Haiden’s remarkable abilities of persuasion.  Still, they were on the margins of their kind, particularly Draven.  As a result, Caspian had refused to get close to anyone, never asked for help.  When he was needed, he kept his contact with people to a minimum.  If there was one thing that Heaven knew about Caspian, it was that he was not alright with being alone.  Their time fighting her sister had taught her just how much Caspian needed people, no matter how gifted he was.  
The real problem was that Caspian had still been far more successful than anyone but Orion and the albino.  They were the only other living creatures who could possibly manage the kind of balance and stability that Caspian brought to areas.  As that kind of player in the world, nothing was ever going to be black and white.  Heaven could see the good that came from Caspian’s actions, even if the results weren’t immediate.  Often there were ripples that moved out, creating a much better place for everyone.  It was Caspian who forced Caden into confessing the feelings he had tried to ignore for Callie, and that had been one of the biggest causes for the changes now being made in the Order.  That was worth so much more than the time lost for the alliance with the Order.  Caspian could not save Dulce’s champion a few years ago, but he had managed to save her.  Coupled with his having turned two outcasts into some of the most effective fighters the jaguars had, there was no question that the assassins were willing to do more to help if they were asked.  He had helped to move Jade to Callie’s old village, and had left a kind of protection around the village there so that the impending war would not affect them.  And all he got in return were a couple weeks of home-cooked meals.  Heaven smiled.  He really did love home-cooked meals, largely because he always ate alone.  It was the companionship he felt, not the food, that really made him happy.  Yet he had left protection that no human and few magic users could penetrate around a small village of people he probably would never see again.  No life was too minor for him to be concerned, and that approach had far-reaching consequences.  
Heaven also knew why he was so willing to go beyond what was necessary.  She was the only one who understood what drove him.  
“You are going to have to talk to him, Heaven.  This can’t go on much longer.  Just look at him.  It’s your fault he’s like that.”  Her eyes followed him as she tried to convince herself to go talk to the assassin.  “Well, not all your fault, of course.  All of that stuff with Phoenix happened before he met you.  He was so young.”  She smiled and her eyes seemed to stare off for a moment.  “If only things had worked out a bit differently.  Caspian would have been happy with her.  And both he and Orion would have been dead a long time ago.”  She shivered at the thought, then flopped down on the forest floor.  “I wish the fox were still here.  It’s nice to have someone to talk to during these times.”
Heaven stared at her hands, her eyes hurting a little less now as the sun was setting.  She barely moved as she tried to work herself up to finally talking to Caspian.  Clearly, he would have to calm down before that was possible, but time was beginning to run out.  
Twisting her fingers together, Heaven ignored the pain in her stomach.  It didn’t matter that she hadn’t eaten in days, it was really more of a formality than a necessity for her, and there wasn’t time for that kind of luxury.  
“Are you sure you aren’t just using this as an excuse?  If you would have spoken to him yesterday, he would know what to do instead of being blindsided by Phoenix.  He probably would have set off early, on his own—oh, right, that wouldn’t have been good either.  Maybe you could have taken him back to your place.”  She continued to stare at her hands.  “But that could have triggered memories, and that would have been a disaster.”  Throwing her head back with the agony of constantly second-guessing herself, Heaven looked at the stars.  “You guys are no help, are you?  What about not having to do everything on my own?  What about having someone to help me?  Where is this help I was promised?  Not a single one of them was willing to stay with me after learning the truth.”  Her eyes moved to a small, dim star.  “You are the worst, aren’t you?  I know you are laughing up there.  Laughing at me.  Well, I’m still not sorry about what I did.  You were going to destroy everything, so you got what you deserved.  And you ruined his life.”  Heaven pulled her knees to her chest.  “We ruined his life,” her voice was barely above a whisper.  
“I can’t talk to him tonight.  It will only make things worse.  When is it going to be the right time, though?”  She groaned.  “I really hate dealing with people because there is never a good time.  And then you have to talk to them.  That part never goes over well.”  
She flopped down on the ground and let her mind wander far away as the night started.  
 
Sounds from Caspian’s area the next morning let her know that he was up and preparing to leave.  Waiting for him to finish collecting his things, Heaven knew that it would be a while before she could approach him.  For now, all she could do was to watch how he interacted with the seer and his student.  It did bother her that he was leaving so early.  That was not like Caspian at all.  
It’s not going to be pretty since I know he sees Mercy when he looks at her.  He has to know that she is a descendant of that woman, but he is keeping himself together quite well.  I wish I could be more like him.  Or at least had a fraction of his charm.  Life would be a little less lonely, then.  Maybe.  She looked up at the sky, all of the stars hidden in the light of the sun.  We are all fools.  Some of us are just much happier fools.  
Her eyes moved back to Caspian just as he stepped through the opening.  She knew exactly where he would come out, so she created her own space and moved through to Maverick’s cabin.  Caspian would be a couple of miles away because Maverick would be watching for him.  Those few people who could travel through the Holding Place were always very careful not to let others know about its existence.  No one would be watching for her—nearly no one knew that she existed.  It was one of the benefits she had.  Moving her head side to side, Heaven adjusted the color of her hair to a raven black and changed her eye color to a sky blue.  She knew exactly what they would assume when they saw her.  
Standing on the banks of the river, she took a deep breath and walked up to the cabin.  The sound of voices let her know that the cabin’s occupants were already worrying about Caspian’s arrival.  As she neared, she could see through the window.  The woman was thin and beautiful, her red eyes shining brightly even in the shadows of the cabin.  Her jet-black hair shone in the light provided by the sun.  The man standing in front of her was holding her shoulders.  Heaven studied him as she moved forward.  His black hair was striped with blond highlights, which was reversed from the coloring of most jaguar shifter hair—usually they had blond hair with black streaks.  His eyes were even more startling once she realized that they were not reflecting back the color of Miracle’s eyes.  This champion had red eyes.  Harmony froze, trying to figure out what that could possibly mean, and ended up eavesdropping as her mind tried to process what was in front of her.  
“Calm down, Maverick.  He’s not going to come here and try to kill me right away.  You of all people should know that he keeps his word.”
“Yes, I know, and his word binds him to kill you.”
“He can’t as long as the prophecy stands.  If he were to kill me now, it almost assures him of it coming true.  It was the one deterrent that kept people from killing my kind.”
“But he wasn’t deterred, Miracle.  He killed your entire family.  How many prophecies did he hear as he slaughtered them?”  At these words, Heaven crouched down, her breathing getting shallow as her own guilt crept in.  Caspian had suffered horribly after that, so much so that she had thought he would find a way to kill himself.  It was one of the few times when she had appeared to him since her sister’s death, taking on his pain so that he could continue.  
“He wasn’t alone when he killed the rest of my kind.”
“He is the only one of the assassins who is left now!  What does that tell you about his abilities, Miracle?  He’s the best.  The absolute best at what he does.”  
Heaven closed her eyes.  One of three Maverick, one of three.  
“Please, if I can trust him, why can’t you?”
“I just… Miracle, I don’t want to lose you.”  Heaven peeked in the window as Maverick rested his forehead on Miracle’s.  “I can’t.”
“You won’t.  I swear it.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Miracle laughed, “At the risk of unleashing a slew of other prophecies, I have seen us together in Ishtar.”
“All three of us?”
“More, actually.  There was a guardian and a druid, I think; they join us at some point, but I know nothing about any of the people today, besides you and Caspian.”  Heaven stood up, knowing that Miracle needed to stop talking before she made things worse.  She began to walk toward the door as Maverick pressed for more information.  
“Could you describe them?  Perhaps I know who—”
Miracle lurched forward, clutching her stomach and shaking her head furiously.  Maverick crouched down and placed his mouth on hers, completely distracting her from the images.  Slowly he stood up, pulling her close.  
Heaven crouched down again, her cheeks blushing furiously.  I shouldn’t have seen any of that.  Shouldn’t have heard any of that.  
Quickly moving around the side of the cabin, she began knocking on the door.
Miracle’s voice whispered, “He’s earlier than I thought.”
“Me too.  It’s not like him to arrive so early in the day.”  Maverick’s voice traveled through the door, the only indication that he was moving toward it.  The absence of the sound of footfalls was just another sign that he was trained by Caspian.  
The door opened, “We weren’t expecting—oh.”  The fierce, red eyes went from furrowed to wide as he looked down at Heaven.  
She gave a little curtsey, “Hi.  I was in the neighborhood and, um, yeah, I needed to pass on word.”
Miracle appeared beside him as Heaven spoke.  She blinked, trying to take in the unexpected visitor.  “What word?  Did something happen to Caspian?”
It wasn’t a question Heaven was expecting.  She never expected any questions, which always made it difficult to keep her focus.  She began to move her hands as she talked, as if they could say the words she couldn’t find.  “Yes.  Well, not anything for you to know about.  He... yeah… don’t ask him.  He needs to focus.”  She shook her head, “No, that’s not why I’m here.  Just treat him normally so he can pretend.”
Maverick’s eyes were full of concern as he looked at her, “Are you alright?”  He stretched out a hand.  
Heaven took a step back and shrunk from his touch, “Oh, no, please.  Um.  I don’t, um…”  She lightly scratched her cheek, trying to force herself to focus, “The heart, they are now controlling the entire city and a few miles around it.  You know this,” she pointed at Miracle, “and you told Maverick.”  She smiled, hoping they would understand what she was trying to say.  
Miracle looked at Maverick, a crease in her brow.  “I’m sorry, I—what do you mean about a heart and controlling a city?”
Maverick was almost glowering at her, “Are you saying that they aren’t in hiding anymore?  That the Unwashed are openly controlling the people of Ishtar?  How do you know this?”  He took a step forward, and Heaven immediately took another step back.  “Are you being controlled?”  
Fighting back every urge to run, Heaven shook her head, “I control myself.  If they ever got me, everything they did would be destroyed.  But I’m not involved because I have my own fights and messes to clean.”
“What?” the couple asked at the same time.
Heaven waved a hand, pulling herself out of the current time stream and back into her safe haven.  Channeling Maverick’s wavelength, she jotted down a quick prophecy, then allowed herself to be harshly pulled back into the time flow.  Stumbling backward, she played it off as fumbling for the scrap of paper in her hand and losing her balance.  “Here.  It’s a prophecy.  She said it.  You wrote it.”  She stretched out a hand and made sure her fingers were at the very edges.  As soon as Maverick’s fingers touched it, Heaven yanked her hand back.  
His rich voice uttered the words she had scribbled down seconds before.
 
Changing tides bring the weak to the top
Toppling vision and seizing control of their home
Baiting the weak is required, and brings death
Unbeknownst to the weak, the pair move on alone
Until death returns two-fold
Accompanied with a life of their own.
 
His eyes read over it.  “What do you mean?  I never heard this, and I certainly didn’t write it.”
Heaven began to nod furiously.  Quickly looking in the direction where Caspian would emerge, she said, “You did.  Look, your handwriting.  You jotted it down, so you can use it to help.”
Miracle looked over it.  “How did you—”
“It’s not mine.  It’s very, very old, but this is where it fits.”
“How old?”  Miracle looked at it.  “It clearly fits into what Maverick has been telling me, but the Unwashed have not been around for that long.  If you didn’t live in recent times, this would be absolutely nonsense.  Humans are clearly the weak, but no one would have thought they would have gained control.  People would have thought it was fake.  And the rest of this is still just gibberish.”
Heaven bit her lip, “It all makes sense, even if I hate what it means.”  She shook her head, refusing to let it sidetrack her.  “This meant I had to come, but I am not here.”  She pointed at the paper, “It’s older than Caspian.  But I always knew all prophecies were important.  I was raised on them being too important to discard, no matter how impossible they sound.  We tracked them because it was the only solution.  No prophecy is nonsense, they just don’t make sense until later.”  She grabbed her dress, her hands kneading the fabric.  She was nearly out of time.  “What matters now is that Miracle said it and that Maverick wrote it.  Even if you didn’t, that’s what he needs right now.”
“What who needs?”  Maverick was looking at her with pity.  Heaven’s stomach lurched as she recognized the emotion.  
Gritting her teeth, she said, “Caspian.  It is what he needs right now to get through this.  You know he makes a wrong decision, but he may have already made it.  I don’t know, it’s not me.  But he’s lost right now.  And if you are going to survive, you need to be the one who said this.”  She jabbed her finger at Miracle.  “And you need to have written that.”  She jabbed her finger at Maverick.  “I wasn’t here.”
“I don’t understand what is happening.”  Maverick looked at her.  
“Watch his eyes.  You know the signs.  This is how you can repay him for everything he has done.  This is how you start to repay him.  Return him to his senses because if I get any more deeply involved… There’s no time.  No more time.”  Heaven started to shake her head and stepped away.  Maverick reached out for her again, so she spun on her heel and ran around the cabin.  Maverick looked at Miracle, then shifted.  His long, sleek body raced after their visitor, but as soon as he rounded the side of the cabin, her scent disappeared.  Maverick stalked around the area, certain that she had managed to use her power to hide her scent, but no matter how far he went, there was no trace of her.
He returned to Miracle.  “She disappeared.”
The seer looked at him, “No one can just disappear.”
“Are you sure about that?”  
Miracle and Maverick looked at each other for a fraction of a second, communicating what they were thinking before turning to look at Caspian.  
 



Chapter 3
A Rough Start
The smile on the assassin’s face looked normal, but there was something in his emerald-green eyes that made Maverick gasp.  Trying to play it off as surprise, he leaned over, his hand squeezing Miracle’s shoulder as a sign.  His other hand thumped his chest as he pretended to be choking.  Standing up, he smiled back at his mentor, “Sorry.  You startled me.  We really weren’t expecting you this early.  Anyway, a beautiful blue bird.  Miracle was hoping to have it for a present, a pet, but the bird just disappeared.”
Caspian narrowed his eyes, “A bird?  Really?”  The intense look in his eyes said that he didn’t believe anything Maverick had just said.  Then a smile settled firmly on his face.  “Perhaps it flew away.”
“That’s the thing.  She ran around the cabin, then—poof—gone.  If she had flown away, Miracle would have seen it.  But nothing.  So, where is she hiding?”
Caspian placed a hand over his mouth, the hint of a smile playing on his lips.  Whatever had happened, they weren’t going to tell him, but he didn’t see how it mattered given what they were about to face.  “Well, perhaps you can find your little bird later.  Keep in mind that a bird isn’t always a bird.”  He winked, then strode past them toward the cabin.  “I have some interesting intel, so we should probably talk about this before we move out.”
“About that, we have some rather unsettling intel as well.”  Miracle began to follow Caspian.
Maverick stepped between them, “Or, rather, a prophecy.  Here.  This is what I was able to write.  If you would please not repeat it in her presence.”
Caspian looked down at the piece of paper Maverick proffered.  “You hardly need to warn me about prophecies.”  He took the paper and looked at it.  His mouth pursed as he read, then his eyes looked up at them from under his long lashes.  “You said this?”  
Miracle looked at Maverick and nodded, knowing that saying anything would make it easy for Caspian to tell that she was lying.  He was now very much in assessment mode, and there was something behind it that scared her.  The assassin was usually terrifying, but this was something different.  The last time she had been in his presence, Caspian did not scare her.  But a lot had changed since then—Miracle now had a reason to live, to want to come out the other side of what they were about to face.  With the way things were going, Caspian was acting wild, unpredictable, and she no longer felt certain that the threat of a prophecy would stop him.  
Caspian looked at Maverick, “And you wrote this?”
Maverick remained cool as he pointed to the paper, “Do you doubt my handwriting after all of these years?”
Caspian looked between them, then back at the paper.  Folding it up, he handed it back to Maverick, who stuck it in a pocket.  “Good.  Then we all seem to be caught up and have an idea of what we are about to face.”
“Wait, you already know this to be true?”  Maverick put a hand on Caspian’s shoulder to stop him.  
Caspian brushed the hand off before turning.  “I will remind you about the last time you touched me.  Keep that in mind and do not touch me again.”  There was a low growl in his voice, causing even Maverick to take a step away from him.  The familiar smile soon spread across his face.  “You know that it takes me a while to forgive, so let me get there before you press me any further.”
“Are you alright, Caspian?”  Maverick could not help but ask, and immediately regretted the question.  
Caspian went into a little dance, his voice turning from a threat to something innocent and lively.  “The world’s a stage and we all have our roles to direct our fears.  It’s naught but another day for which we will eternally pay.  Laugh it up for now because tomorrow comes soon.  And in its presence, all shall descend into ash or tears.”  When he stopped, he was leaning forward in a posture that was frequently made by jesters the world over.  
Maverick rolled his eyes, “Forget I asked.”
Miracle watched the two of them, her heart rate a bit elevated.  She could not fathom what was happening, but was not about to ask what they meant.  
Caspian’s eyes went to her.  Pulling a rose out of the air, he stretched out an arm to her, “A rose for a unique flower.”
She stretched out her hand to take it.  Just as she was about to grasp it, Maverick snatched it from Caspian’s hand.  He let out a roar and dropped the rose.  
“Oh, apologies.  I didn’t warn you of the thorns.”  Caspian smiled at Maverick, as the pupil sucked on his fingers.  A drop of blood fell to the ground.  “Now, remember your place, and I shall remember mine.”
Miracle cleared her throat.  “I believe that we have more important issues.  Antagonizing each other hardly seems like the best way to start.”
The assassin stepped toward her, his hands held out as if to say he meant no harm.  It was far more menacing than it looked, and she took a step back without realizing it.  “Quite right, speaks the woman who would destroy worlds.”
“I don’t destroy worlds,” Miracle frowned and folded her arms across her chest.
Caspian moved in close to her again, the smile never relaxing.  He moved like a predator, not an ally.  “And I say you have already.  After all, every life you take is someone’s world gone, and for others destroyed.  Did I not destroy your world when I killed your kin?  Indeed I did, even if you didn’t know them well.  How much harsher to live with all the lives lost because of what you did for Ishtar?  All for a little praise and a palace where you could be pampered.”
Maverick pulled Miracle away from Caspian.  “That is quite enough, Caspian.  What has gotten into you?”
The assassin blinked for a few moments, then shook his head.  “My apologies.  It was a very rough day.”  He rubbed his temples.  “We have enough danger ahead of us without whatever is going on here getting in the way.  I won’t say any more about it if you will forget it happened.  And don’t—”  The assassin stopped for a moment and looked toward the cabin, something catching his attention.
Maverick looked at Miracle as Caspian seemed momentarily distracted.  “Of course.  About what we need to do, how are we supposed to get around it?”
Caspian slowly turned to look at them, “You didn’t take the time to fully understand the prophecy, did you?  I can understand that.”  Caspian snatched the paper out of Maverick’s pocket.  “Here.  You know that the city is under control, but we have a seer.  And not just any seer.”
“Are you saying she’s bait?”
“No, she is the announcer.  I am the bait.”  He flashed a smile at them.  “There is no one else that it could be.  Even the prophecy says so.  And while I am being noble, you two rush in and do whatever it is you do to break up the heart.”
Maverick’s eyes flicked to Miracle, “Are you planning on sacrificing yourself, and you expect me to just let you?”
“I’m the bait, not the body.  Do you really think that a few humans can kill me?”  Caspian gave Maverick a look.  
“But it talks about death.  And if I’m reading it properly, we walk alone until we die, too.  This doesn’t seem like a mission from which we will return.”
“Are you afraid, my little apprentice?  If so, I can leave you behind to fret about your life until it passes you by.  I, for one, cannot just sit idly by and watch the slaughter of innocence.”
Maverick glared at him, “That isn’t what I’m saying at all.  I would like to try to think of a plan that would not get us all killed.”
“Oh!”  Miracle’s eyes widened, “No, it isn’t saying we die.  It says that we will be joined.  By more people.”
“What?”  Maverick turned to look at her, “That’s not what it says.”
“Yes, yes, it is.”  She began pointing at Caspian excitedly, “There’s death.  An assassin.  Remember, I told you that—wait, that’s not right.  There were only five of us, not six, and the other was a guardian.  I’m quite certain because of his—”  Before she could finish, her body began to convulse.  
“Excuse me,” Maverick grabbed her and began to kiss her, forcing the words to recede.  
After a couple of minutes, Caspian began to cough.  “If this goes on, I just might start to blush.”
Miracle was smiling as Maverick pulled away from her.  Suddenly, Caspian’s face appeared just a few inches from theirs.  “Am I allowed to do that, too, when—”
“Watch it, old man,” Maverick said, his eyes not leaving Miracle’s face.  
Caspian held up his hands, “Find, but if her prophecies put me in a foul mood, I will be taking it out on you.”
“Don’t worry.  I won’t be leaving her side, so I will take on the responsibility of keeping her prophecies bottled.”
Miracle just rolled her eyes, “I could push you away and force you to listen if you keep it up.”
Maverick moved his hand down her back.  “Would you really push me away?”
Caspian groaned, “Oh, dear gods, you had plenty of time for that already.  Get your heads out of your own asses so that we can hit the road already!”
“You seem back to normal.”  Maverick turned and smiled at Caspian.  
Caspian looked up at the sky, “Yeah.  I guess that wasn’t news I really wanted to break to you.  Between the prophecy and her explanation, I didn’t have to do much of anything.  Saves time and means we can get this over with a little faster.”  He shoved his hands into his pocket and smiled up at a few birds passing by overhead.  “Strange as it is, thank you, Miracle.”
Miracle rested her head against Maverick’s chest.  “There is no reason to thank me.”
His eyes seemed a little less fierce as he looked at her, his face still toward the sky.  “That you would risk explaining your prophecy.”
“I didn’t, I just—”  Miracle realized a second too late what he was doing.  Pressing her lips together, she smiled at him, “You are welcome, Caspian.  Perhaps we can discuss it after this is over.”
His eyes were trained back on the sky, “Eve.”
“I’m afraid talking of it this evening will be too early.”  Miracle felt a little guilty.  “Sorry.”
“No.  Eve.  Not evening.”  He pulled a hand out of his pockets and rubbed the back of his neck.  “I didn’t realize things had gotten that bad.  Never a good sign.  Then again, that’s what people say about me, too.  What does it mean when a curse has its own curse?”  
He stood there, motionless.  Unsure what to do, Maverick and Miracle continued holding each other while Caspian’s mind churned.  
Almost as if they had not stopped talking, Caspian jumped back into an earlier part of the conversation.  “I do need a bit of information, and knowing that some of it is yours, all I need from you is for you to nod your head.  Or shake it.  Alright?”  
Miracle wanted to point out that he wouldn’t be able to see since he was still staring up, but felt that would just start a fight.  She nodded in response.  
Despite not looking at her, he knew her response, almost as if he already knew the answers to his questions.  “Great.  Maverick, stand by at the ready.”
“Gladly.”  His arms squeezed her a little more.  
“You say that there are only five of us, but one of them is certainly a guardian.”
Miracle nodded, her stomach feeling a little unsettled as she did.
“Is it his white hair that makes you certain?”
She nodded again.  
“With pink eyes?”
Miracle frowned, then placed a hand on her mouth as she thought about some of the images that had woken her in the night.  Slowly she nodded.  
Finally, he lowered his gaze.  “I guess if you are going to meet him anyway, he’s no guardian.  He’s one of ours.  One of the best.  One of the very few people that I would trust with my life.  Orion would say the same.”  He smiled as he looked at Maverick.  
Maverick frowned and ran back through his memory.  “The only other assassin that comes to mind is Ignacio, and he doesn’t have white hair.”
Caspian waved a hand, “That whelp.  Well, sure, I would trust him with my life, but only in a very limited capacity, just like you.  I would never place those kinds of demands on anyone so young.  I mean Darius.”
“Darius?”  Maverick looked taken aback.  “I never imagined he had…”  Suddenly a lot of puzzles from his youth fell into place; Darius always talked to him and Draven from the shadows.  All Maverick had was an image of the assassin of his own making.  “Huh, I never knew.”
“And that was the point.  Not much reason to hide it now, though, not if he is going to be part of this.  Shall we?”
“But Darius never leaves.”  Maverick took Miracle’s hand.  Placing her on the side opposite from Caspian, they fell in step.  
“Actually, this will be the second time this month.  At least in this part of the world.  In some parts it’s still the same week.”
“What?”  Maverick had lost the thread of the conversation.  Miracle had stopped trying to follow what they were talking about as none of it made sense to her, and her stomach was upset after the events since the stranger had arrived.  
“Don’t worry about it.  We will fix all of that in the end.  The point is that Darius went to Solona with Itzel, where clearly his appearance gives everyone the wrong idea.”
“Why was he in Solona?”
“Destroying a heart.  And escorting Itzel.  He wasn’t about to let the love of his life travel alone.”
“No one would let a druid travel al—Wait, what do you mean the love of his life?”
“Darius finally confessed to her—about damn time, too.  His moping around was pathetic.  Do keep up, Maverick.”
There was annoyance in his voice, but Maverick was clearly working to stay civil, “And the heart near Solona.  That should have been a serious concern.”
“Good, you picked up on that.  Enough of a concern that Darius went and took it out on his own.”
“What, really?  On his own?  It must have been fairly small, then.”
“It was larger than the ones you have done on your own.”
“But, he never leaves!  How could he—”
“He is an assassin.  Do you think he came by the title without proper training?”
Maverick pursed his lips, then laughed.  “Touché.  Of course, he is not only better trained than me, he has a lot more experience.”
“What do you mean better trained?  I trained both of you.  Same training.  But you are right about the more experience part.”
“Who is she?”
Caspian looked over at him, “Surely you remember Itzel.  It hasn’t been that long.”
“No, not her.”  Maverick squeezed Miracle’s arm to reassure her.  She began to listen.  Whatever they were talking about now, it was important and the champion wanted her to listen.  
Caspian opened his mouth, but said nothing for a moment.  His mouth moved into several different positions before finally he shrugged, “I have no idea.”  
“She’s even stranger than you.”
“I should hope you would say that.”
“Why?”
“It’s difficult to have a coherent conversation with that woman.  It’s a particularly unique challenge that is part of a riddle that I don’t understand.”
Miracle looked around Maverick at the assassin, “What makes you say that?”
Caspian licked his lips as he sorted the words in his head, “She only turns up when things are really going wrong.”
“That sounds a bit familiar.”  Maverick smiled at his mentor.  
“Yes.  And it taught me how people feel about finding out I am around.”  A bitter smile flicked at the corners of his mouth.  “I’ve gone back and forth about her being an angel who helps me and a demon who condemns me.”
Miracle asked quietly, “Have you made a final decision?”
Caspian shook his head.  
“Is it alright if I ask when you last saw her?”  Miracle was being far more careful because the woman had been very specific.  They weren’t to mention her.  What was going to happen if she found out that Caspian knew?  Then again, that wasn’t their fault; Caspian had figured it out on his own.
“That’s another reason for concern.  Usually I go centuries without seeing her.  But I saw her…” the memories started to come back, and Caspian immediately shut them off.  He did not need to relive that failure.  “Just a few years ago.”
“When you saved Dulce?”  For the first time in a long time, Maverick was trying to be gentle dealing with Caspian.  He knew just how much it had torn Caspian up when Darinon had died to protect his seer.  All Caspian could do was get Dulce out while her champion had sacrificed himself to buy them time.  And Dulce had still nearly died a slow, horrible death.  It was Draven who would eventually save her from the poison.  There was no telling Caspian that Draven couldn’t have succeeded if Caspian hadn’t been there—or that Draven was only able to help because Caspian had been his mentor.  To Caspian it was all a failure where he was concerned.  It was not something that Maverick wanted to discuss again, but there was no doubt in his mind that something had stopped Caspian’s downward spiral.  This was the first time where things were starting to make sense.  And it would clearly be easy to cause Caspian to retreat from everyone else again.
As expected, the assassin looked at him askance, but then just nodded, almost like he had been defeated.  
“And you don’t know who she is?”  Miracle was intrigued by the idea that even the assassin had someone who helped him.  “She is beautiful for a seer.  In fact, I would say she’s far more beautiful than any seer I’ve ever seen.”
“She looked like a seer, huh?”
“Well, with black hair and blue eyes, that’s the most likely conclusion.  I’ve never seen a mystic who looked like that, and druids don’t travel alone.  And from what she said…”  Maverick was giving Miracle a look, but she noticed a little too late.  
“She never has the same color hair or eyes.  The rest of her pretty much looks the same, and I agree she is beautiful.”
“If you had to guess, what would you say she is?”
“Until today, I would have said a specter because I can never find her.  There’s never been a person I couldn’t find when I search, so that was the only explanation I could reach for her absence from… the reach of my considerable skills.”
“But today you think you know what she is?”  Maverick watched his mentor carefully.  
“Of course.  We’ve been told what she is.”
“What?” Maverick asked as Miracle asked, “When?”
“If the prophecy that she provided us is true,” Caspian looked over at them, “she’s a druid.”
 



Chapter 4
It Has to Work
Heaven ran out the other side of the opening she had made when she fled from Maverick and Miracle.  The hole closed as soon as she was through, letting her focus on what had just happened.  Clutching her chest, the druid began to pace.  
“They won’t say anything, right?  Of course not.  Maverick is a smart kid.  One look into Caspian’s eyes and he will see exactly what I mean.  Then it is just up to him and Miracle to sell the story of her having a prophetic fit.  That Caspian didn’t hear.  Shit.”
She walked over to the small couch and fell onto it, realizing too late that there was no way those two would be able to sell the lie.  Almost immediately, she hopped up, like it had burned her.  Sadly, she looked down at it.  Caspian had been here just a few hours ago.  All of the signs were there, from the torn-up labels in the trash to the spotless state of the place.  Half of her mouth tweaked up as she fought back tears.  How many people knew that Caspian attacked dirt when he was feeling particularly emotional? 
“No one else knows.”  Heaven placed her hand over her mouth and turned away.  “I shouldn’t have come here, that was just plain stupid of me.”
Stepping forward, she entered a new space, much further removed from the place where Caspian hid when he couldn’t face the world.  It had been the only safe place from her sister; now she tried to leave it free for him.  Running there had been something she had done automatically, after millennia of avoiding the place.  It had been his smell that had reminded her that she no longer belonged there—the space was now his haven.  She had no right to be there.  
Heaven looked around the large palace in front of her.  It was elegant, impressive, and completely hollow.  Her sister had taught her how to build from nothing.  It was only much later that Heaven learned that it hadn’t been nothing, but stolen from other places on their home plane.  Something she realized after teaching her sister the secret to creating a little plane just for themselves.  It had been one of the first times they had fought, as Heaven was mortified Paradise wouldn’t see anything wrong with theft.  Just because they were stronger than most people didn’t mean they could do whatever they pleased, that was Heaven’s argument.  Paradise did not see the world the same at all.  
Growing up among the druids, neither of them had been particularly happy.  Paradise had been shunned for being part seer, with many of the druids thinking she should be expelled.  Heaven did not have the same gifts as her sister, but she was still different from the rest of the druids.  As they worked on honing a few aspects of their skills, Heaven constantly sought to learn more about the world around her and to understand how her magic worked with it.  She had been the first person to discover the Holding Place, though that was not what she called it, and had shown it to Paradise.  Later she would teach one other person how to access it and they would travel together between the palace and their original plane.  Then an assassin had figured it out on his own, and wandered into the Holding Place where she was trying to hide from everything.  After her own life had begun to fall apart.  
Heaven had not heard him approach as she sat in the middle of nowhere, holding her knees to her chest and rocking.  Running her hands over her head, she continually changed the color of her hair in an effort to exercise her emotions through spending her magic.  Unfortunately, she had never tired from using her abilities.  The muffled sounds of her crying must have attracted his attention, but he soundlessly approached her.  
“Why are you crying?”
Startled, she had nearly fallen over, hurting her wrist in the process.  She had quickly gotten to her feet and held her wrist behind her back.  Never show weakness, that was the lesson she had learned from the people around her.  
“I’m not crying.”  She glared at the assassin.  
“My mistake,” he held out a small handkerchief, “it must be allergies, then.”
“Of course I don’t have allergies, I’m a druid.  We don’t have any physical flaws.”
“You are wearing glasses.”  He smiled at her, his soft green eyes partially hidden behind some very long, black bangs.  
She adjusted them.  “Light hurts my eyes.”
The smile relaxed a little, then he hitched it back up.  “Do you come here often?”
“I should say not.  This isn’t the kind of place where you stay.  It’s Nowhere.”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what that means.”
“Of course not.  You’re an assassin.”
“In training.”
“What?”  Heaven’s frown deepened.  
“I’m still in training.”
“Then how did you wander into Nowhere?”
“Perhaps the same way you did.”
“I never just wander into Nowhere.  I come here on purpose.”
“But I thought this wasn’t a destination.”
“It’s not.  I just… right now I can’t go anywhere, so I figured Nowhere is as good as anywhere else.”
The assassin sat down.  “You must be incredibly intelligent to find a place like this on your own.”
“Are you trying to compliment yourself?”  She looked at him, then sat a little way from him.  She was slightly annoyed, but Heaven also felt glad to have someone to talk to, someone who wouldn’t try to tell her what to do.  Or try to kill her.  Probably, wouldn’t try to kill her.  
The assassin smiled, “Maybe a little.”
“Besides, who said I found this place on my own?”
“I did, and you didn’t disagree, so you must have found it on your own just like I did.”
“Clever little thing, aren’t you?”  She couldn’t help but smile at him a little.  
“Sometimes.  Or maybe I just wanted to see you smile.”
Heaven looked away, wiping the rest of the tears from her face.  “No one wants to see that.”
“Who wouldn’t want to see a beautiful woman smile instead of cry?  I think you are beautiful either way, but I am not fond of the idea of you being sad.”
“What do you care?  You don’t know me.”
The assassin-in-training moved a little closer.  “We could change that.”
Heaven moved away, “You would regret it.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, I’m a lot older than you, and I am telling you that you would.”
“You don’t think I’m old enough to make up my own mind?”
“How long have you been in training?”
“I just started today.”  The young shifter beamed at her, “The first time I’ve been away from home, and there was just so much to explore I couldn’t stay put.”
“You are going to get into a lot of trouble for leaving.”
“Not any more than a druid who goes wandering away from home.”
“No one cares that I am gone.”  She dropped her head onto her knees.  “At this point, most of them don’t even know I exist.”
“That can’t be right.  Druids are very carefully tracked.”
Heaven shrugged, “I don’t need you to believe me for it to be true.”
“You’re right.”  He leaned over so that she had to look at him.  He smiled at her, “So I may as well believe you, then.  Now I can care that you are gone.”
Heaven looked away, “You’ll forget.  Everyone always forgets.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t spend so much time alone, then.  It can’t possibly be good for you.”
“It’s less painful than talking to people.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”  He moved a little, “If you want me to leave, I will.”
Heaven looked at him, “Do you even know how?”
He bit his lip before beaming at her, “I’m sure I can figure it out.”
Heaven couldn’t help but chuckle, “I’ve no doubt you could if you put your mind to it.”
“Just say the word, and I will leave.”
“No, it’s okay.”  She fidgeted a little.  “I guess it is nice to talk to someone every once in a while.”  She put her chin on her knees.  “It’s not like you can get me in any more trouble anyway.  But don’t say I didn’t warn you.  Time doesn’t stop here, so someone is bound to notice your absence.”
The assassin-in-training waved his hand, “I’ve already finished all of my tasks.  What else am I supposed to do?”
“Let one of them know so they can give you more.”
“I’ve already done that.  Twice.  One of them muttered something about me, so I figured it was best not to keep bothering them.”
Heaven turned and looked at the young shifter.  Adjusting her body a little, she decided to ask him something that had been bothering her.  “How is Dominique doing?”
“Dominique?”
“Sorry, um, what was his name?  Starts with a D.  It always starts with a D.”
“Oh, you mean that very serious assassin who keeps to the shadows?  Diony, I think.”
“That’s the one.”
The young shifter shrugged, “I couldn’t say.  He keeps to the shadows, and I have only been there a day.  Can’t figure out a lot in that span of time.”
“What do your senses tell you about him?  Think hard about your encounter.”
“Is this some kind of training?”  He tilted his head, his expression so friendly and innocent.  
“You can certainly think of it that way, though they aren’t going to teach you what I know.”
“That’s because you are a druid.”
“Life magic and death magic are complementary, not exclusive.  The lessons that I learned apply to much of what you do, just as most of the lessons that you learned should be applied to what I do.  All of us should be assessing the situation to avoid making the worst mistakes.”
The young shifter looked away into the void, “I had never thought of that before now.  You are right, though.  Life and death magic are not exclusive, which means…”  He rested his cheek on a hand and placed his elbow on his knee.  “I suppose no one taught you that either.”
“Not in words, no.  I learned the hard way.”
“What’s the hard way?”
“Experience.”
“Oh.  I guess that could be a very hard way to learn about life and death.”
Heaven nodded, “Yeah, my mother died during childbirth.  I don’t think my sister ever forgave me.”
The assassin-in-training looked surprised.  “It wasn’t your fault that your mother died.”
Heaven shrugged, “If she hadn’t gotten pregnant with me, she would still be alive.  That is undeniable.”
The young shifter moved around, his expression showing he found the logic upsetting.  “But you didn’t kill her.”
“Not in the way you are going to learn to kill, no.  At the same time, it is undeniable that I caused her death.”
“It is deniable.”
“You are too young to understand.”
The future assassin frowned, “I really hate it when people rely on that instead of trying to explain something properly.  It means that you don’t have a real argument so you are going to point out something that is completely unrelated and pretend that is the cause of the confusion.”
Heaven opened her mouth to argue, then realized he was right.  With a sigh, she looked down at her dress and began to pull at it.  “I started using magic when my mother tried to push me out.”
The assassin-in-training stared at her, his mouth open.  
“Yeah, I shouldn’t have been able to, but that was the problem.  My father came from a very powerful line of druids, and I got my talent from that side.  My mother was no match for what I could do.  So yes, I did kill her.  Not many people know that.”  She began to pull a string on her dress.  “My sister has every reason to blame me because I did kill my mother.  Literally.  It wasn’t the birthing process, but her daughter fighting against her that caused her death.”
A hand gently touched her shoulder, and for the first time in years, Heaven didn’t shy away.  “You didn’t do it on purpose, so it really isn’t fair to blame you.”
Heaven shrugged, “It doesn’t bother me so much anymore.  The world has a whole host of other problems to make life miserable.  After all of this time, I hardly notice.”
“Maybe there is something I can do to help.”  He tried to smile at her.  
“The best way to help me is to fulfill the promise that you show by being able to find this place on your own at such a young age.  And to forget me.”
He ignored her words and began to touch her hair, “It’s a very unique color.”
Heaven tried to look at it.  “What color is it now?”
“A bright blue color.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Of course not.  It isn’t my natural color.”
“Why would you change the color of your hair?”
“Frustration.”
“You are going to wear yourself out by using your magic like that.”
“I wish.  If I can kill my mother in childbirth, do you really think that a little color magic is going to make a dent in my skills centuries later?”
He smiled, “I guess not.”  The young shifter pushed the glasses up on her face.  “I like your eyes, too.”
Heaven looked away.  “They aren’t as pretty as yours.”
“Mine?  Most panthers have a similar color; mine aren’t anything special.”
She turned around a little, “Yours are different.  More intelligent.  More intense.”  She rested her head on her knees.  “A person could get lost in your eyes.”
He laughed, then suddenly stopped.  “Did you hear that?”
Heaven looked up, “Yeah, they are looking for you.  Better get back.”
He stood up.  “Um, right.”  Moving around, the young trainee quickly found what he needed.  “I will look for you again.”
“You won’t find me.”
“Will you meet me if I ask you to?”
Heaven looked at him, torn between the idea of having someone to talk to and losing the companionship all over again.  “Tell me, assassin-in-training, what is your name?”
“Caspian.”
“I will have to think about it, Caspian.  Getting involved in my life is a mistake I probably won’t let you make.”
“Now that I know where you hide, do you think you can stop me?”
Heaven laughed and stood up.  “I know that I can.  This is not my hiding place.  My hiding place is something I keep on an entirely different plane.”
“Druids can do that?”  His eyes were wide.  
“No.  I can do that.  Now, you had better hurry because Dominique will be less than pleased if he finds you here.”
“Diony.  Do you know him well enough that you ask about him?  If so, it is strange you don’t know his name.”
“Oh yes, I know him.  Much better than most people, and names mean very little, my assassin-in-training.  And that is why I am warning you to hurry.  He does not like waiting.”
Caspian smiled at her one more time, “I’m glad you are smiling now.  No one should suffer alone.  And after thinking about it, he is very sad.  I don’t think he would confide in me why, but if I had to guess, he misses you.”  He gave her a small nod, then disappeared.  
Heaven stared at where he had been for a long time, almost hoping he would come through again.  It was a moment of weakness that she would not have again for several hundred years.  
 
Looking up at the palace, Heaven knew that there was no one waiting inside.  Her sister was long dead, and her lovers had all given up on her.  Only one of her lovers had known that coming here meant leaving their normal plane of existence, and she had never made the mistake of telling the rest of them.  Not that they could have come here without her if they had known.  She just didn’t want anyone looking.  Heaven had learned that the curious often found what they sought, and their means were not always harmless.  
She looked up at the large edifice she had built with her sister so long ago.  It wasn’t the best place to prepare, but the only other places she had were too risky to use.  
With a heavy sigh, Heaven walked toward the door, then through it.  She didn’t even have the energy to lift her arms to open doors.  “I suppose I should eat something,” she muttered at the floor before reaching out and grabbing something from a palace in Winstonshire.  Her eyes barely registered the large fruit as she began to eat, her feet dragging her to the study where she would need to pack her stuff.  
 



Chapter 5
Mistakes Abound
Heaven swung the bag onto her back, then pushed it into Nowhere.  That would allow her to access it without having to carry it everywhere.  The process had taken her a lot longer than she had expected, not that she minded.  She wasn’t looking forward to what was to come.  
Stepping through the walls and back onto a lush green lawn, she looked around at the sunless sky.  This was somewhere she had created out of nothing to escape a world that was unkind.  For a long time it was her refuge, then it had become her workplace, and finally it was her own personal hell, with nothing but painful memories.  
“Maybe I should destroy you and start over,” the words spilled out of her mouth for the millionth time.  Heaven had thought she would do it because of how painful it was to be there.  The problem was that it was the only place she had where she and her sister had ever been happy.  If Paradise had just been happy with it, things could have been different, they could have created so much.  After being shunned for so long by the druids, and then the seers, Paradise had decided that she wanted to destroy everything and everyone on their original plane.  Her plan had formed slowly, taking centuries for Heaven to discover.  When she did, her sister had already created three hearts more powerful than anything the Unwashed could make.  
Heaven pushed her glasses up with her fingers and pressed in on the bridge of her nose.  She could have stopped the Unwashed in the very beginning, could have spared the world and so many people from what was happening now.  On several levels it should have been her responsibility, but she could not fully forgive the world for having turned its back on them when the sisters had needed it.  For her entire life, Heaven had been fixing large problems created by the magic users.  No one asked her to do it.  She just did it because often they used plans and instructions that her sister had created, which she felt meant she needed to stop it.  Or maybe it was because it felt like her sister was still alive in some capacity, giving Heaven a purpose and a little bit of relief.  
Of course, she hadn’t needed to do it because Phoenix had become the pawn of the creators of another plane.  They called themselves the Judges, and they seemed to think they knew what was best for Brigantia, despite not having come from there.  They meddled and created their own form of justice, with Heaven occasionally blocking their progress.  As good as they were, they were no match for her on her home plane.  They had sent Phoenix after her on a couple of occasions, but Phoenix’s abilities were entirely different, and she could not travel across planes, not even into Nowhere.  Heaven always remained a little in front of her.  When the pair had eventually encountered each other on a mission, Heaven had wiped Phoenix’s memory as much as possible.  She hadn’t been able to remove all traces of her existence, but Phoenix would never remember how she knew about the elusive druid.  Part of Heaven wanted to help Phoenix because she had been so young and untrained when the Judges had taken advantage of her.  But Phoenix wasn’t alone, so why did she need Heaven’s help?  Orion was her anchor and protector.  Over time, Heaven grew to resent Phoenix for how terribly the druid treated Orion, and yet he never wavered in his devotion.  Now they were together again, working to finally get her back to Brigantia permanently.  
Heaven walked into the hedge maze she had created.  Even though it constantly shifted, she never had trouble getting through it.  She could have stopped the humans; looking back now, perhaps she should have stopped them.  The prophecy was one of many things hanging on the walls of her sister’s room, all of which she knew by heart.  But why should she always have to save them?  No one appreciated it.  They would just destroy everything all over again.  Besides, the magic users should have been able to keep the humans from obtaining that much power—it was their responsibility.  
Like the rest of them, Heaven had underestimated the humans, not fully believing that they were the weak from the prophecy.  After all, she had once interpreted the rise of the seers in Ishtar to be the place of the prophecy.  They were a far diminished line of seers, and they were working with the humans to build an empire.  She had been wrong, not for the first time.  This time was different, though; this time, she sat back and watched as Caspian and a few other assassins killed the remaining pure-blood seers.  She did nothing as Ishtar began to trample people all over the world.  Wars broke out, then Ishtar began to crumble and Solona began to rise.  Heaven had learned this was the pattern of the world, and she had no role in the world.  She watched Phoenix and felt jealous as she changed, as the relationship between Phoenix and Orion was mended, then love bloomed.  It took a very, very long time, but they always had each other.  
“Still a fool after all of these years.  You were promised help, and so you still crave what you know you cannot have.  How many lovers do you need to turn from you before you realize that you will never inspire that kind of dedication?”  She laughed coldly at herself.  “My sister’s curse was something so much worse than death.  If she couldn’t live, neither could I.”
Kicking a few pebbles on the path, Heaven shoved her hands into pockets in her dress.  “Maybe I just won’t come back.  But then where would I go?”  Her eyes moved up to the palace, “I can’t create another plane as long as I’m holding this one together.”
She turned and walked out of the maze.  “Problem for another time.  Now, it’s time to go see where they need me most.”
Heaven stepped through an opening that took her directly to Copan, the capital of Ishtar.  
 
She could just make out three silhouettes working their way through the city walls.  Caspian had managed to get them this far without incident, which in and of itself was a small miracle.  All of them had altered appearances.  Maverick’s blond streaks were hidden, making him look like an assassin at a glance.  Miracle’s hair was chestnut colored.  And Caspian’s hair was snowy white.  But that wasn’t what caught Heaven’s attention.  
“Oh.”  Heaven watched them moving along at a pace much faster than should have been possible.  “Is that how she got her name?”  Stretching out her arms, she transformed into a small goldish-silver bird.  Keeping her distance, she kept track of them as they neared the palace.  
Then everything went wrong.  
Heaven landed on the top of a building and watched as Caspian took down one of the Unwashed.  Unfortunately, the man had managed to send a signal into the air, narrowly missing Heaven.  
That’s not like him at all.  Heaven quickly realized that Caspian had decided his own plan without letting the others know.  Why else would he have gone after the only Unwashed with a signal?  And there was no good reason why the assassin wouldn’t have been able to kill the Unwashed before he realized what was happening.  Of course, Caspian would have made it look like he made a mistake, but Heaven knew that was not the case.  Not by a long shot.  
She flew down and listened as he gave Maverick and Miracle directions.  “You aren’t going to be able to take the heart on your own.  For now, Maverick, get her down to the dungeons.  No one is going to look for you there.”
“Have you finally lost your mind, Caspian?  They are going to bury you if we leave you to fight alone.  How could you have messed this up so badly?”
“I already apologized, but I am not perfect, you know.  Don’t worry, I was supposed to make a mistake according to her prophecy.  And according to the one you wrote down,” Maverick frowned at this, but Caspian kept speaking.  “I need to be the bait.  Two birds with one stone.  Now go, because I will not protect her.”  The tone in his voice was cold, causing Miracle to look away, a sad look on her face.  
Maverick held a finger up in Caspian’s face, “I swear, if you make it through this—”
“You will what, exactly?  Finally listen to me?  It’s about the only damn thing you don’t do.  Now, get out of here.”  Caspian stepped out of their hiding place, stepping directly on the belly of the man he had killed.  Stretching out his arms, he laughed, “Now this is a challenge.”  All around the square, balls of light materialized and floated around, creating terrifying shadows.  Unwashed poured into the square and the ramparts around it.  
Caspian bowed to them, “Before we begin, I feel it only fair to let you know the name of your executioner.”
Heaven watched as Maverick muttered, “All the bravado in the world.”
Miracle whispered back, “It explains where you got it from.”
He turned to her, a wry look on his face that quickly changed to a smile, “I would say don’t compare me to him, but only because I could never be that foolish.”
“Or that skilled?”
Maverick nodded.  With that, they easily slipped past the Unwashed who were focused solely on the shifter standing in the middle of his own theater.  
Someone yelled out at him, “Why should we care who you are?”
Another man yelled, “You can’t take us all.  We will string up your corpse over our gateway.”
Caspian threw his head back and laughed.  His feet danced him out of the way as several arrows flew toward him.  When he stopped laughing, he addressed them again, “I’m sure you are aware of what happened in Anilin.  How you tried to kill Legend and failed?  Do you remember why it was you failed?”
There were murmurs before someone spoke, “Yeah, some nosy assassin and that bitch killed our men.”
“That bitch?”  Caspian looked scandalized.  “Could you possibly be referring to the adorable Precious?”  He tsked at them, “That is no way to talk about a lady.  Then again, considering what you do to women, it is hardly a surprise that you can’t even talk about them civilly.”
He danced out of the way of several more arrows.  His steps were light and carefree, almost as if he was putting on a show for an enchanted audience.  Again he laughed until the arrows stopped.  Completely unphased by the exertion, he looked around, “And is that really how you see assassins?  As nosy creatures that get in the way of everything?”
“What does it matter to a tiger like yourself?  You hate them, too.”
“A tiger?  Did you call me a tiger?”  Caspian acted shocked at the accusation.  “Oh!  Yes, so easily misled by your eyes.  Here, let me help you out.”  He pulled a blanket from a small cart near him, spilling swords, daggers, and other weapons on the cobbles.  Wrapping it around himself, he spun in circles a few times.  More arrows were released, and he skillfully dodged them.  The last seemed to strike the mark, and he stopped moving.  The Unwashed took a step forward, rightfully hesitant as they had never seen anyone so cheerfully carless.  No one who had attacked them had taken the time to talk to them or entertain them, a ploy they all believed was to buy himself more time.  
He threw the blanket back, his hair now darker than the shadows, his eyes the brilliant, intense green that Heaven knew so well.  The Unwashed took a step back because it was becoming clear that they were not looking for the glory of killing a guardian.  They were facing something no human wanted to face—an assassin who felt he had time on his hands.
“That last one,” he moved a finger up playfully in front of himself, “so close.  Gentlemen—well, that isn’t quite right.  None of you are gentlemen, as is obvious by the atrocities you are guilty of committing.  Let me start again.  Maggots, I am here to return you to your kind.  I am not certain if you have heard of such a bothersome creature as myself, but just so you know who is killing you, my name is Caspian.”  There was a collective intake of breath, and Heaven watched as men who were furthest away turned and ran.  Caspian bowed, “Though I have much better things to do, I will dirty my blades with your blood so that you can return to the dirt from which you should never have sprung.”
As soon as he finished, the weapons at his feet began to fly.  It took him less than a minute to slay more than 100 Unwashed with the weapons that had flown out of the blanket.  “Damn all out.”
Some of the men fled, but others decided to hold their ground, and they now charged at him, weapons drawn.  Caspian began sidestepping, ducking, and tripping them as they came close, and before too long, there was a pile of corpses under his feet.  This forced the men to climb their comrades to try to reach him as the archers continued to try to hit him.  Whenever there wasn’t a man in front of him, Caspian would retrieve a weapon from the nearest corpse and stop one of the archers from firing any more arrows.  Heaven watched in both horror and awe at how efficient Caspian was.  Of course, she had seen him work before that day, but never against so many.  Magic users didn’t attack in those numbers.  Mostly they had fought fewer than 10 people together, anyone foolish enough to side with her sister.  This was something on an entirely different scale.  
A voice boomed over the square, causing all eyes to turn to the parapet nearest the palace.  “Caspian, for the crimes you have committed, we hereby sentence you to death.”  The Unwashed stood with his hand outstretched and a puppet at his side.  The puppet shot a burst of energy out at Caspian.  
Easily dodging it, Caspian spun and released a small circular blade from his hand.  It landed between the puppet’s eyes, and she fell to the ground.  The Unwashed clearly had not expected that.  Then again, Heaven mused, no one can really anticipate a fight with Caspian.  Humans don’t stand a chance.
She decided to check on Maverick and Miracle.  Flying down, she passed between several pillars and just barely caught sight of them as they slipped into the palace.  It was not a passage that Heaven knew, but of course Miracle did.  Heaven smiled to herself.  This used to be her home.  
Feeling that they would at least be alright, she decided that her presence was not needed.  As she launched herself skyward, she glanced down one last time, then stalled, her wings going stiff.  In the courtyard of the palace was the heart.  Unlike the ones she had seen before, this one was the complete version her sister had imagined.  
Oh, shit.  Somehow, she has managed to find a foothold here.  All thoughts fled her mind as Heaven dove down toward the heart.  She could not take it out, but she could at least reduce the power so that Caspian didn’t suffer too much.  
 



Chapter 6
Heaven’s Choice
Heaven’s plunge toward the heart caused her head to throb, but she wasn’t about to lose focus.  As soon as she was nearly within striking distance, she transformed back into her human form.  She reached into her palace, yanking down a suit of armor as she pulled a large trident out of her plane.  Bracing herself against the friction of such a transition and for the impact she was about to experience, Heaven shut off her ability to feel pain.  Shutting her eyes tight, she tried to look away as the trident plunged into the outer covering.  The ground shook, but she didn’t notice as her body went flying into the magical cover.  Sparks flew where she struck, sending magical sparks in every direction.  Banners and material around the courtyard burst into flames as Heaven continued to bounce like a ragdoll down the slope of the heart.  
As soon as she stopped, Heaven shifted into the first thing that came to mind.  Her fur glowed as she turned to face a few Unwashed who had been standing guard at that entrance to the courtyard.  Heaven didn’t even stop to assess what she had become.  Launching herself at the first one, she planned to just knock them down and run.  The loud scream let her know that her current form wasn’t exactly going to scamper away the way she had planned.  
“Panther!”  The shout went up around her and Heaven realized she was really in trouble.  She had no idea how to attack.  Then, much to her surprise, the men began to run.  The shock came out as laughter, or should have.  Instead, a loud roar echoed around her, and Heaven began to cower until she realized that it came out of her mouth.  Knowing it wouldn’t take long before the Unwashed came back, she shifted again, this time into a fox.  More comfortable in the smaller body, she bounced through the corridor opening and began to make her way through the corridors.  She could either look for Maverick and Miracle, or she could go see what she could do to help Caspian.  From the way she was moving, Heaven knew that she had several broken bones, but even without any ability to feel pain, the breaks would slow her progress.  Becoming a bird was out of the question now as one of her front paws was barely functional.  There would be no chance that it would work as a wing.  
Ducking into a small opening, she considered stopping to heal herself.  Closing her eyes, she quickly located Maverick and Miracle in the dungeons, and Caspian had been right.  There was no one there.  The Unwashed had no need for prisons.  Anyone who resisted them was turned into a puppet, regardless of species.  They would be fine.  Her mind then went out to find Caspian.  When she had struck the heart, it had caused an earthquake, which momentarily drew all of the focus from Caspian.  The Unwashed high priest had sent some of his men to check on the heart, but he had then proceeded as if there had been no interruption, bringing up two dozen puppets to face Caspian.  
As good as he was, Caspian could not take on so many over such a long distance.  His wounds were not significant yet, but they would be soon.  
Heaven’s eyes opened, and for a second, she considered connecting herself to the heart.  It would take down all three with one quick action, and she wouldn’t feel anything.  But it would also kill Phoenix.  
“Gods damn it!” Heaven shouted, her voice echoing down the hallway.  Her body began to glow as her mind sought to mend the worst damage.  Not able to wait, she began to limp down the hall just as a few Unwashed arrived at the other end.  With a quick flick of her wrist, she sent them flying backwards and down the stairs.  When she reached the stairs a few seconds later, she raced to the top, then ran along the rampart toward the square where Caspian was.  It was a much greater distance as a human, but she needed to take out as many of the Unwashed as she could on the way.  The greatest strength of the Unwashed was sheer numbers.  They were worse than cockroaches or ants.  Every time one of the men appeared in front of or behind her, she blew them over the side, their screams echoing around the walls.  
Her eyes fixed on her destination, Heaven did not see the arrow as it flew toward her.  Striking her in the neck, she spun in circles, and toppled over the side of the rampart and towards the city streets below.  
Painfully, she ripped the arrow out of her neck and ran her hand down the shaft.  Throwing it into the air, it homed in on the human that fired it.  She had just barely finished when she felt her body slam into the ground.  Immediately, the healing process she had started in the corridor worked its way through her body, repairing the worst damage.  
Staggering into a standing position, Heaven tried to get her bearings.  Men began to appear around her, and it was obvious that being a human wasn’t going to work.  Shifting back into a panther, she sprang at them, her claws raking open everything they touched.  With a loud roar, she refused to let the Unwashed stop her.  Her priority was reaching Caspian, and that would be much harder from the ground level.  
Heaven felt the air whipping around her, and would have enjoyed the feel of it through her fur if her mind had not been so focused.  After what felt like forever, she finally reached the square.  Caspian was still standing, but his clothes were torn, there were burn marks covering a large portion of his body, and it looked like he was only on his feet out of sheer will.  
The sight of him in so much pain was more than she could take.  She tried to scream at the Unwashed, but it just came out as a loud roar that shook the ground.  All eyes turned to look at the strange goldish-silver panther racing across the square.  The only eyes that she noticed were the green ones looking at her in shock, the pain momentarily forgotten.  Shouting began a few seconds later, though she did not hear what anyone else was saying.  Caspian began to shake his head as Heaven neared him.  Ignoring his protests, Heaven knocked him onto her back and darted off down a small street.  She ducked into a small inn and took him up to a bed several floors up.  Bursting through the door, she shifted.  As soon as she shifted, Heaven realized the flaw in her plan.  She tried to turn and catch Caspian as she had not slowed.  He slammed into her, and they crashed into a small chest, smashing the front of it.  
Slightly disoriented, Heaven shook her head and stood up.  Despite her size, she lifted Caspian off of the floor as he struggled to stand.  One of his eyes was half closed, and it was obvious that it was going to swell shut soon.  Heaven placed him gently down on the bed, then placed her hands on his head, unwilling to let him continue to hurt.  She had used a lot of magic in a very short period of time, but she was only now starting to feel a little light-headed because of it.  
“Come on.  Come on.”  She whispered at the wounds as they started to heal, then began to open again.  Shaking her head, Heaven closed her eyes.  Someone was trying to talk to her, but she ignored the voice.  Her eyes flew open as she realized what was keeping him from healing.  “Oh, you bitch.  You absolutely horrid, wretched, cruel monster.  I’m not going to let you.”  
A hand wrapped around her wrist.  “Eve, what are you doing?”  Caspian’s voice was strained, but powerful enough to finally break through her thoughts.  
“I’m sorry, Caspian.  This is going to hurt, but I think you will find that things are going to be a little less awful for you.  I’m sorry I didn’t realize sooner.  I’m so sorry.”  
Caspian was about to say something when the druid stuck her hand in his chest.  He roared as his body spasmed in pain.  
Then the pain was gone and he could feel his body beginning to heal.  Much faster than it should.  He sat up just in time to see the druid walking through the door.  “Wait!  Eve, you can’t—”
She turned and looked at him.  “I have to.  You’ve been compromised, so you cannot do it.”  As she talked, she hid something behind her back.  
Caspian slid off the bed, “I’m not going to—”
The druid gave him a look of pity, “You have never been able to stop me, Caspian.  It’s a shame you can’t remember that.”  
Caspian tried to run after her, but he ran into a barrier as he tried to leave.  Moving to the window, he looked down.  Of course, he could scale down, but there was a faster way.  Opening his way through the Holding Place, Caspian stepped through, expecting to appear at the bottom floor of the inn.  Instead, he found himself in a field several miles outside of town.  He tried again only to find himself on the opposite side of the same field.  Growling, he slowed down the process, taking the time to enter the Holding Place before stepping through.  All that did was put him on the side closest to the city.  
“Who are you, Eve?”  Caspian stared at the outline of the city.  Never before had anyone been able to outmaneuver him like that, never.  “Who are you?”  Determined to fulfill his role in destroying the heart and to find an answer to his question, a real smile spread across his lips just before he shifted.  It had been a very long time since he had found any mysteries that could hold his attention.  His legs propelled him forward faster than he could remember running, and for a moment he wondered if maybe he should run a little more often, instead of always stepping to the places he was going.  His mind began to feel clearer and his body more alive as he raced back to the city.  
 



Chapter 7
Two-Fold
Heaven stepped out into the small street and looked in both directions.  The air around her shifted, and her head automatically turned to look at the room where she had left Caspian.  He was now well out of the city.  A sigh of relief escaped her as she relaxed a little.  
“I’m sorry, Caspian, but I won’t let her use you anymore.  So, so stupid.”  Heaven shook her head as her hand squeezed the small creature that had been lodged inside Caspian for most of his life.  It was both a relief and a burden for her to bear.  She had thought that his misfortunes had been caused by being involved with her fight, and that part was still true.  But it had not altered who he was—the little thing had been trying to manipulate him for most of his life.  Now he could find peace at least.  “I just should have noticed sooner.  You fought with me for how long, and yet I never noticed.”  
“There she is!”  A voice pulled her attention back to the present.  
Heaven turned to look at the humans piling up at the end of the street.  Pushing up her glasses, she began to walk forward, the little creature trying to escape her grasp.  This fight she was going to have to do with one hand because she did not trust leaving the thing anywhere.  There was nothing it could do to her.  Squeezing it harder, she held out her other hand, blasting the humans out of her way.  Her walk was determined as she strode back to the palace.  She wouldn’t be able to dismantle the heart, but she could do something much worse to the humans now.  As a druid, all of her magic was life magic.  The creature was not made by a druid, though, and that was something that would be critical here in the capital of the seers.  
It also meant that Miracle was going to need a field of protection that Maverick wouldn’t be able to grant her.  
After such a long, long time, she was going to contact the last person she wanted to see.  Plucking a hair from her head, the druid held her hand out and forced it to drift up.  Heaven pressed her eyes shut to protect them.  As soon as the hair was over the city, there was a blinding light.  Rippling like the water, the light traveled far from the city, momentarily lighting the heavens around all of Brigantia.  
Now she would just need to get to her station so that she was in place when he arrived.  
Muttering, she said, “Well, there you go, sister.  Your prophecy finally fulfilled.  Two assassins, two druids in the heart of the seers’ land, fighting the weakest species.  The very people you empowered.”  Grinding her teeth, she made her way to the palace.  A familiar pulse let her know that he had arrived just as she was knocking the latest wave of humans out of her way.  
Closing her eyes, she let her mind connect to his, Protect Miracle.
To her surprise, he spoke back to her.  Where are you?
Don’t worry about it, just protect her because this will kill her if you don’t.
I am very worried.  What are you even doing here on this plane?  I thought you said—
Heaven cut the communication before he could say anything, leaving him with no choice but to protect the seer.  It took a little while, but she felt the magic building under the ground.  From the wavelength, she could tell that Itzel had come with him, which was exactly as she had expected.  Of course, druid magic could not protect seers, but it could find them.  It was up to the albino to provide the real protection.  
By the time she reached the palace, she could feel him start to form the barrier.  
 
Maverick held Miracle, uncertain what to do next.  “Why did we even come here if all we can do is stand in the dungeon?”  He looked around, hoping there would be some sign, some indication that they could be of some use.  
Then everything around them shook.  Maverick pulled Miracle against the wall as parts of the ceiling began to crack.  “We have to get out of here.”
“Where will we go?”
“I don’t know, but obviously we can’t stay here if someone is trying to pull the palace down.”
“I know somewhere that may be a little safer, and it isn’t too far.  That way when Caspian comes to find us, we can start destroying the heart.”
“As much as I want to argue with you, I don’t think that we are going to be enough to take out the heart on our own.  The way this place resonates,” he shivered, “I’ve never felt anything so malignant before today.”
“I know.  It almost hurts.”
Maverick looked down at her.  She grabbed his hand and pulled him forward, “Come on.”
“What do you mean it hurts?”
She shrugged, “Like a dull stabbing in my heart.  It—”
Whatever she was about to say was swallowed up by the sound of a roar that echoed around them.  For a moment, they both froze.
Maverick’s hair stood on end as Miracle squeezed his hand, “Was that Caspian?”
He shook his head, “No.  I don’t know who that is.”
“I guess that the second assassin is here, then?”
Maverick frowned, “I am not sure of that.”  Quickly he shifted and indicated she should climb on his back.  
“It will be hard to direct you if you go too fast.”  The large jaguar nodded his head.  Miracle smiled and climbed onto his back.  Running her hands through his fur, she felt him purr.  An involuntary moan escaped her lips.  The seer flushed pink, “Sorry, that was… sorry.  I will try not to stroke you.”  The jaguar let out a little yipping sound.  “That’s not what I meant!  Gods.  Just go straight and up two flights.  I’ll direct you once we get to the bottom of the stairs.”
They were halfway up the stairs when she felt a prophecy beginning to work its way up.  “Maverick.  It’s coming.  I can’t—”
Before she could finish the thought, his mouth was on hers.  His back slammed into the stairs as he pulled her close.  Working to stop them from sliding back down and trying to keep her distracted, Maverick jammed his legs against both walls, his hands massaging her lower back.  Miracle’s body began to relax, then her hands began to reach for his hair.  
“Better?”  He looked up into her eyes.  
She gave him a little nod.  “Are you alright?”
“I’ll survive,” he said as he tried to stand.  He staggered a little as he tried to balance.  
“Here, let me—”
He shook his head, “You can’t use magic here.”
“Oh, believe me, they won’t notice any magic I use.  Between Caspian, the puppets, and someone else, there is far too much magic flying around for them to notice a bit of healing.  I’m just fixing your back.  Someone out there is basically mending everybody.”
“How do you know that?”
Miracle looked into his eyes, “Whoever is doing it is using more magic than anyone should be able to use, and there is no sign that person is about to stop.  I don’t know much about what is being done, but the healing magic I can feel.  Believe me,” she put her hands on him, “no one will notice.”
A few seconds later, Maverick felt much better.  “Thank you.”
She gave him a little peck on his lips.  His arms moved around her and he pulled her into a deeper kiss.  “Alright, let’s get you somewhere—”
Another roar ripped through the corridors, causing the couple to look around them.  
Miracle grabbed his hand and began to run.  “It’s a druid, and not the kind that you guys keep.”
“What do you mean?  I don’t keep druids.”
Miracle shook her head as she pulled him along.  “I mean, I’ve felt druid magic over the years, and it’s impressive.  Very impressive.  But whoever she is, that’s on an entirely different level.”
“What do you mean?”  Maverick picked her up as she began to stumble over a step.  She pointed toward a corridor on the next level.  
“That roar that we heard, both of them.  That was her, not a shifter.”
“That’s not possible.”
Miracle shook her head, “Don’t look at me.  I’m just a seer.  There’s a reason why people fear the druids, and this is why it is best to just let them go off on their own and be insular.  Down there.  It’s basically a safe haven for the royalty.  These fools won’t think they need it, so we will be safe there.”
Maverick placed her down, then closed the door.  It disappeared as soon as it was shut.  He turned to look at Miracle and nodded.  “Nice.  So it looks like a wall.”
She nodded, “Yeah, safe while we wait for Caspian.”
Maverick began to pace, “I am not very good at waiting.  I’m usually the one to go charging in, so I really have no idea what I am supposed to do while we wait.”
Miracle shrugged, “Darius will be here at some point, right?  That’s what Caspian said.”
Maverick stopped pacing for a moment, “Is there any way to get a visual of what is happening?”
Miracle frowned, “I don’t know.  I was never really trained, so I don’t know what I can do beyond healing and prophecies.”
Maverick nodded as he placed a hand on her back.  “Let me help you, then.  I worked with a couple of druids and mystics, so if you are able to, I should be able to detect it.”
“You can do that?”
Maverick smiled at her, “It’s why they wanted to pair me with a seer earlier.  Champions can sense changes in their seers.  But I also learned that we can sense magic if we know someone well enough.  Considering how much I’ve been over your body,” he kissed her forehead and slid a hand down onto her hip, “I feel certain I can help you learn more about your abilities.”
Miracle giggled a little, then rested her head on his arm.  “Alright.  What do you need me to do?”
“Stand in front of me, and try not to get too… frisky.”  He gave her a sly smile as his hand started to explore her body.  
Miracle groaned as his hand slid over her breast.  “Oh, this is torture.”
“Just a little.  I mean, I do owe you a little.”
Miracle laughed, “Alright.  I’ll behave, but be careful.  I’ve not had to exert much self-control for centuries.”
His hand moved around her neck, then gently stroked her face.  “Ah, not helpful for now, but good to know.”  
Miracle looked up at him, “What is?”
“Later, love.  Later.”  His face became serious as he felt her.  The way his hand slid over her was definitely arousing, but the expression on his face let her know that he was focused on his task.  “There it is.  Okay.  Come here, and I will help you learn how to channel a visual.”
“To what?”
“You can create an image of a particular area.  I’m going to show you how.  That way we can study the heart while—”
“What was that?”  Miracle stood up suddenly, her head looking around the walls as if they would provide the answer.  
Maverick stood up beside her, “What happened?”
“She just… I don’t know what she did, but it was big.”
“Please, Miracle.  I know it will be difficult, but if you focus, we can gain some vital information while she and Caspian do whatever they are doing.”
“Right, yes.  Just, gods, I would not want that kind of power.  That’s insane.”
Maverick placed a hand over his mouth, the smile hidden everywhere but his eyes.  Miracle waved her hands, “We have work.  What do I do?  I am completely at your disposal.”
Something flashed across his eyes, but he laughed it off, “You did that on purpose.”  He placed a hand on her knee and another facing the wall in front of them.  “First, cast your mind out of the room.”
“How do I do that?”
Maverick closed his eyes and stretched out a hand to her in his mind.  She reached out and he led her out of the room without them taking a step.  
They had no idea how much time passed, but by the time they heard knocking on the wall, there was a full display of the heart in front of them, a sight that had left them speechless.  
“Maverick.  Please let us in.  I’ve been sent to protect Miracle.”
Maverick flung the door open.  “Good to see you, too, Darius, but that won’t be necessary.  I am—”
“There is no time.”  He pushed past Maverick and placed his arms around Miracle.  
“Hey!”  Maverick took a step forward but a hand on his arm caused him to stop.  
“Hello, Maverick.”  
He turned to look at the tiny frame of Itzel.  Despite his rising jealousy, he couldn’t help but smile.  “Itzel, it is so good to see you.”  He gave her a quick hug.  “So, do you know what he is doing?”
Itzel shrugged, “We were preparing to head out to help Rosaline and Ignacio when a blinding light passed over the sky.  He muttered something about the heavens having the worst timing or something.  They weren’t too happy, but Phoenix immediately insisted that we come here, saying they would fill in for us.  It took a while to get the teams decided, you know how we don’t work so well with each other.”  She smiled up at Maverick.  
“I have no idea what you are talking about.”
Itzel nodded, “Right, you’ve been with Caspian.  Um, Orion and his companion, Phoenix—who is pregnant, I feel it necessary to add because she really should not be going into danger in that condition.  Well, they got us together.  And I mean us.  Guardians, mystics, seers, champions, and us.  Even Caden and Callie were providing support.  She’s about to pop, so there was no shot she was going to join a mission to take out a heart.  Anyway, there are three left.  Orion and Phoenix said that Caspian, Miracle, and you were going to take care of this one, which really seemed odd.  All of the other teams have eight people, but you know that everyone believes Caspian can do anything.  Then the flash of light, and bam, here we are, my Darius creating—oh shit.”  Maverick had only been able to follow about half of what Itzel had said, but the expletive was clear.  
“What?”
Itzel grabbed his hand and pulled him close as Darius stretched out a hand.  “Someone’s going to release a blast.”
“A what?”
“A blast.  Basically, she’s going to kill every magic user within a 10-mile radius.”
“She what?”  Maverick’s eyes widened.
“Yeah, I had only heard stories, but apparently the most powerful druids used to be able to do that, kind of as a way of negating those who were too powerful.”
“Wouldn’t that make them too powerful?”
“That’s the thing.  The ability only went to women who had no desire to be that powerful.  No idea how that was worked out, but some kind of process—”  Itzel threw up her hands.  “Never seen anyone who could do it, so I really know nothing.”
“Aren’t you at risk, then?  Why isn’t he protecting you?”
“It’s designed more against seers than anyone.  So, she is at much greater risk than me.  Besides, being near him is enough protection for me.  And of course, you’re a shifter, not a magic user, so you don’t need to worry.  Lucky bastard.”  She smiled up at him.
Maverick smiled, “You always make difficult situations a little more bearable.  I’m very glad you guys came.”
“Oh, really.”  She put a hand on her hip.  “And why is that?”
Maverick pointed to the display, “I doubt that negating magic is going to work on that.”
Itzel’s eyes turned to look.  Her jaw dropped as her mind processed what she was looking at.  “Oh my gods.”
Maverick nodded, “Do you think that Caspian can manage that alone?”
Itzel placed a hand to her mouth as a strong shock wave ripped through the air around them.
 



Chapter 8
Long-Standing Questions
Caspian felt a strange surge of power flow past him just as he neared the outer gates of the city.  There was something familiar about it, but his mind couldn’t seem to place it.  His mind had become increasingly clear as he ran, which was not a coincidence.  Strange memories had begun to tap at the corners of his mind, and it was beginning to bother him that he couldn’t pull them into his consciousness.  
Things are going to be a little less awful for you.
Something in him knew that Eve had been right, but why?  What had she done?  And why was he so terrified about what was about to happen?
Caspian shot forward, slamming into any Unwashed unfortunate enough to get in his way.  
 
The breeze around Caspian felt good as he looked up at the sky.  “I’m sorry, Darinon.  I just can’t seem to do anything right, but it is the people who trust me that suffer for that.”
“Oh, that’s not true.”  The voice was soft, startling Caspian from his mental anguish.  
He turned to look and standing not too far from him was the only person who ever seemed able to find him no matter where he went.  But he could never find her.  Forcing a smile, he looked at her.  “Eve.  To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”
She shrugged, “I felt like it.”
He frowned at her.  “Would you leave if I asked you to?”
“Of course.”  She leaned forward, “But you won’t.”
He smiled in spite of himself.  “You seem unusually verbally eloquent, more than normal.”
Eve laughed, “Yeah.  I know.  You have that effect.”  She pushed her glasses up.  “Do you mind if we go inside?”
Caspian looked at the sky, “Sure, that’s fine.”
“Thank you.”
“Not at all.  This is the first time I think I’ve seen you outside.”
“I’m not great with the outdoors.  I’m barely able to handle the indoors.”
He laughed as he placed a hand on her back to lead her into the small house he was using.  She immediately cringed and pulled away.  “Oh, right.  Sorry,” he looked at her.  “I promise, I’m not going to try anything with you.  Shame as that may be.”
Heaven adjusted her glasses and looked away, “You always say that, but you never mean it.”
“But I do.  You are a beautiful woman, for all of your social inadequacies.  It’s a shame that you cower when anyone tries to touch you.”
“What makes you think that I cower when people try to touch me?  Maybe it’s just you.”
The words hurt, but Caspian shook his head as he walked to the door and held it open for her.  “I saw you talking with people in the past, remember?”
“Did you?”  She began to pull on her ear.  “I don’t remember when.”
“It was a few hundred years ago, but I encountered you while working with Orion, Haiden, and Itzel.”
“Oh, right, yes.”  Her face flushed.  
“Itzel is quite the friendly woman, but she took it well when you went screaming out of the room when she tried to hug you.”
“I didn’t go screaming from the room,” she pouted.  
“Yes, you did.  Literally.  We couldn’t find you, but you ran through the wall and into a completely different dimension, as far as we could tell.”
Eve’s hand moved to her lip, and she began picking at it.  “You make me sound like a complete fool.”
“Aren’t we all?”  He smiled at her.  “But I think it is cute.”
The woman grumbled, but he couldn’t quite make it out.  
Caspian laughed, “Your reaction to Haiden was a little better.  It was more like what you did just now.”
“I don’t like being touched.”
“Clearly, and I still say it is a damn shame.”  He held a hand out toward a chair, ignoring the look of pity in the woman’s eyes.  “Please have a seat.  Would you like something to eat or drink?”
“If you let me make it.”  She smiled at him.  
He shrugged, “I’m not going to turn down a home-cooked meal if that is what you are offering.”
Her smile widened, “I know.”
Caspian watched as she made her way to the kitchen, pulling items out like she knew her way around the kitchen.  “You seem incredibly proficient in someone else’s kitchen.”
“Of course.  You can’t do what I do and not learn how to quickly acclimate to different kitchens.”
Caspian watched her a little longer, puzzled by how different she seemed.  The smell of food distracted him from whatever it was he was thinking about.  “That smells absolutely amazing.”
Her smile said that she knew that already.  Eve placed two plates down on the table.  “Come on.”
“I’m afraid my social skills aren’t quite up to your level today,” he said to excuse himself from talking.  
“That’s a very low bar.  But I didn’t come here to talk.”
They ate in quiet, Caspian pondering who she was and what she was doing there.  She must have known about Darinon because Eve only ever appeared when he was feeling at his worst.  The woman sat across from him, her eyes closed for most of the meal.  
“Savoring your own cooking?”
“Not at all.  It’s just a bit bright.”
“You could have said,” Caspian moved his hand, blocking out some of the light entering the room.  “Is that better?”
Her eyes opened, “Yes, much.  Thank you.”
“You don’t need to sit there and suffer in silence, you know.  All you had to do was ask, and I could have spared you a bit of suffering.”
She smiled at him.  
Caspian moved the plate out of the way.  “Does the light really bother your eyes that much?”
Even nodded, “Yes, yes, it does.”
“So, that’s why you don’t like being outside?”
She simply smiled at him.  
“It’s strange that a magic user would have something that they couldn’t fix.”
“Stranger than someone that an assassin can’t kill?”
Caspian laughed, “There is no one an assassin can’t kill.”
“You can’t be killed, Caspian.  Nor can Orion.  Different causes, but same result.”
Caspian’s smile faded, “How do you…”
For a moment she began to stretch out her hand, then she pulled it back.  “You don’t need to sit there and suffer in silence, you know.  I will always be here to help you when you really need it.”
Caspian’s brows knit together, “Just what are you trying to do?”
“For a few moments, I’m trying not to be myself.”  Slowly, she stretched out her hand.  It hovered over his for a few seconds before she brought it down and patted his hand a few times.  Finally, she let it rest there.  Caspian looked into her eyes, but had no idea what to say.  While she touched him, his head felt clear.  
“Who are you, Eve?”
“Nobody.”
Slowly, he placed his other hand on top of hers.  “You are someone.  Of that, I am certain.  Could you tell me where you are from, at least?  I mean, I can’t even tell what kind of magic user you are.  Your appearance changes every time I see you, and you don’t seem to have any remarkable magical talent.  Beyond being able to sneak up on me, which is admittedly a magic all on its own.”
Her cheeks were pink as she stared at his hand on hers, “I’m from Nowhere.”
Caspian sighed, but did not release her hand.  “Is there any question you can answer?”
“Yes, yes.  I can answer that question.”  She beamed at him.
“What?  Which question?”
“Yes!”  Her smile seemed to brighten the room.  “I can answer those questions, too!  Um, right.  Wait, what was the first question again?”
Caspian began laughing, pulling his hand off of hers to cover his mouth.  Soon enough, his head was thrown back and his body moved from his mirth at her expression.
Eve looked at him bashfully, “No one should suffer alone.  That’s what you told me.”  Her voice was soft, almost so that he didn’t hear it.  
Certain that she hadn’t meant for him to hear, Caspian chose to ignore it.  She probably wouldn’t tell him what she meant anyway, so no point in pressing for answers.  He beamed at her, “Thank you, Eve.”  He placed his hand on his chest, “From the bottom of my twisted heart, thank you.”
“It isn’t twisted,” she looked like she was about to cry.  “It has just been misdirected.”
He smiled at her again, touched that she would be so kind.  “Misdirected.  Do you mind if I use that on the ladies?”
Eve began to pull on her ear, “If you are certain it will help you, I don’t mind.”
“Of course.”  He smiled at her, offering her a hand as he stood up.  Instead, she used the table to push herself up from the seat.  
“Take care of yourself, Caspian.  And be careful.  Things are going to get worse before they get better.”
“Things can always get worse, but I wonder how much further I really have to go before I hit the bottom.”  He smiled mirthlessly at her.  
“I will never let that happen.”  She smiled up at him, then walked through the door before he could open it.  
Caspian sat staring at the door for several hours, pondering this occasional visitor.  She never said anything about herself, but she always appeared when he felt like he couldn’t keep going.  Until today, she had never asked for anything, and today it was just that they talk indoors.  He had never heard of anyone who could walk through solid objects, but he also knew that she had left the current plane.  He had tried to chase her enough times to know that she was not somewhere that he could find her.  
“Do you return to Nowhere after you visit me?  Your sole purpose cannot be to keep me going.  So what drives you to visit me?  Who are you really, Eve?”
 



Chapter 9
Worlds Collide
Heaven stood before the Unwashed high priest, a bored look on her face.  He was leaning over the rails, yelling at her, the spittle flying.  He was trying to direct people to take her, but no one could get close to her.  
“Ah, finally,” Heaven sighed.  “He’s out of practice.  Alright, time to take care of you guys.”  She held up the small, squirming creature in her hand.  The Unwashed around her looked at her, then each other.  To them she appeared to be holding up a large slug or a worm.  “I am so glad that you chose seers because that is the group that is most susceptible to this, given the source.”
“What are you doing, you vile witch?”  The priest was leaning out, trying to see what she had in her hand.  
“Watch and see if you can figure it out.”  Heaven reached up with her other hand and pulled both ends of the little creature.  There was a horrible shriek as it broke apart.  Holding halves in each hand, Heaven closed her eyes, dropping the shield around her.  Seconds later, a large shockwave spread out from her, knocking the Unwashed from their feet.  The high priest disappeared as he was knocked backward into the alter.  The puppets around him began to drop like flies.  
“No!” his voice rang out.  “Get up!  Get up, you worthless—”
“Yes, that is what they are now.  Just corpses that need whatever their burial process is here.  Or burning, I don’t know.”
The priest growled.  Turning to one of his deacons, he shouted to bring more out.  
“I don’t think it is possible to underestimate you.  Honestly, I cannot think on your level—it’s like trying to think on the level of a piece of dirt.”
The high priest was about to shout something when a voice caused all of them to turn.  “Heaven!”
She was the only one who didn’t turn to look.  “I mean, seriously, I can’t even fathom how low my mind would have to sink to—are you listening to me?”  She stamped her foot, glaring at him.  
An arrow struck her, sprouting out of her chest.  Heaven looked down, annoyed, as she ripped it out.  “That doesn’t work on me.”  She ignored the other arrows that began to strike her.  Walking forward, she said, “The only reason I haven’t destroyed the heart in the courtyard is because if I did it, Phoenix would die.  And unlike you, I don’t go around killing good people.  In fact, it takes a hell of a lot to get me to do anything in this world because I thought I finished my responsibilities thousands of years ago.  But no, my sister just keeps finding new ways to not die, like a—”  An arrow struck the center of her forehead.  Heaven toppled over, her mind completely blank.
 
When Heaven opened her eyes, she was incredibly disappointed.  “If an arrow to the head won’t kill me, what do I have to do?  Just go into the dead plane?  With my luck, that would just—”  The sound of her own voice caused her to stop talking and, turning around, she saw her much younger self holding Dominique in her arms.  Blood was pooling under him.  
Heaven blinked once, “Oh, nope, hell.  Can’t say I didn’t earn it.”  She watched one of her worst memories unfold.  
Tears were rolling down her face, “Dominque!  Don’t die, please!  I promised I wouldn’t let you die!”
Paradise stood above her, “I tried to warn you.  And now your magic won’t work.  You stupid, foolish girl.”
Dominique was holding a hand up to Heaven’s face, his breathing too labored to allow him to talk.  
“How could you kill him?  He was our protector!  Our mother loved him enough to gift him with reincarnation!  You know what this will do to him!”
Paradise smiled at her wickedly, “You’re right, I do.  And I know what it will do to you.”  
Dominque’s hand dropped, his eyes becoming lifeless.  The memory began to fade as she screamed at her sister, “I love him!  You can’t stop me from loving him, but we will stop you.”
“I am looking forward to seeing how that turns out.  I’m very excited, in fact, to see how someone as weak and naïve as you could stop me.”
 
The next image was one of her fight with her sister, the one where she took most of her sister’s time.  There were no words, just the two of them tearing into each other with magic.  
That was the first time she had worked alone against her sister, and it had been one of the worst experiences of her life.  Of course, her sister had been right.  Dominique was not the same when he grew up the next time.  Instead of trying to stop Paradise, he tried to bring peace between them.  It had enraged Heaven so much that she had blocked him from being able to enter Nowhere.  He had other magic, making him just as efficient as the other assassins, and when he was with them, he could slip through, but he was barred from entering on his own.  
Heaven watched the fight unfolding, the look on her sister’s face as soon as she realized exactly what Heaven was doing.  But she couldn’t undo it either.  Her younger sister had always been far stronger, more powerful, and once pushed past a certain point, she would not back down.  
“You would kill your only living family?  For what?” her sister gasped out.  
“I may not like the Judges, but they are right that certain types of magic should not be allowed.  Trying to control the world because of what happened centuries ago is untenable, Paradise.  Everyone would have a reason for vengeance until no one was left.”
“I can stop that cycle.”  Paradise was collapsed on the floor, her arm resting on the lounge that she had built centuries before.  It was now covered in her blood.  Heaven had forgotten about it since she had disposed of all signs of the fight after Paradise fled.  She was never able to return to that plane after that day, nor was she able to make a new plane of her own with such a short life remaining.  
 
The next image began to overlap.  Heaven began to shake her head as soon as she realized what fresh torture was to happen.  Her hand was on Caspian’s.  He was standing at the table, the chair just pushed back behind him.  She was still sitting, a pathetic look in her eye.  At least that was how she saw it now.  
“I know that you love Phoenix, but I am not asking for love.”
He pulled his hand away, a scowl on his face.  “I have no interest in a purely physical relationship.”
Heaven blinked a couple of times, “Do you find me unattractive?”
Caspian’s scowl deepened.  “How attractive you are has nothing to do with it.”
Heaven held up her hands as her face turned beet red, “Okay, I understand.  I won’t ask again.  I—”  She stood up.  “I’ll go prepare for tomorrow and will let you know what to do.  The second heart will be more difficult, but the design is a lot weaker than the first one.”  She began to walk away, her eyes looking everywhere but at Caspian.  “Um, I should warn you, it is going to be difficult to look at.  She made Bethany the center.  And there are a few other people we know.  Well, maybe not you.  But there are more of them.  Thought you should prepare yourself.  Excuse me.”
Caspian frowned after her; his glowing green eyes were soon the only part of the image left.  
 
The next image made Heaven’s legs turn to jelly.  Caspian stood over Paradise, his daggers covered in blood, his chest heaving with the effort.  He stepped out of the way as Heaven ran toward them.  
Heaven got down beside her sister.  “Why?  Why did it have to be like this?  We loved each other as children.  You were all I had for so long.  Why?”
Paradise slapped her hands away.  “I could never love the bitch who killed my mother.  Never.  Because of you, I was an outcast everywhere.  You have no idea what that felt like because you were still one of them.  A bumbling awkward fool, and yet they still accepted you.”
Heaven tried to hold Paradise, but her sister wouldn’t have it.  With her last bit of energy, Paradise blasted Heaven backwards.  By the time Heaven was able to scramble back up, her sister’s life was gone.  
She stayed there, crying beside her sister’s body as Caspian stood nearby, watching the scene with a detached expression.  
 
“Surprise!” 
Heaven was startled.  Looking up, she found herself staring into Paradise’s eyes.  She quickly brushed the tear away from her face.  “Yep, I knew hell.  Good to see you again, sister.”
Paradise laughed and circled around her.  “I hate having to look at you, having to talk to you, but I need time.  Someone stole mine.”  She glared down.
Heaven held up her hands, “You drove away everyone that mattered to me, so let’s call it even.”
Paradise growled at her, “It was so easy to get people to fall for your stupid little act.  The world is populated by fools who are willing to not only put up with your nonsense, they encourage it.  If my brains, beauty, and ability didn’t mean I could be loved, I was going to be damned if you would be.”
“If you took a moment to listen to yourself, you might have realized why so many people shunned you.  It wasn’t because of your blood when we got older.”
“How would you know anything?  You have the social skills of a dung beetle.”
Heaven shook her head, “That is an insult to the dung beetle.”
Paradise growled again.  
“But, you will have to excuse me.”
“You can’t go anywhere.  You’re dead.”
Heaven held up a finger, “You forget that you were the one who taught me never to trust anyone.  Ever.  And since you are taking the time to talk to me, I know that means you are doing something on the other side.”  Heaven shook her head, “I destroyed it, you know.  They are dismantling the last heart now.  All of the things you made have been destroyed.  There is nowhere left for you to hide besides in me.  Which means it is a race to see who makes it back to my body first.”
“You stupid—”  Paradise lunged at her.
Heaven closed her eyes and allowed herself to be pulled back into the realm of the living.  
 
The druids had wanted to go ahead with the tradition, but Heaven’s body was still warm.  With the threat from Darius that he would never help them again, the druids were willing to wait to see if she was actually dead first, even if most of them had no idea who she was.  Her existence was still known to only a few people, but a far greater number than before that day in Ishtar.  
The team had just finished destroying the final heart as Heaven remained between life and death in the druids’ compound.  After what had happened in Ishtar, no one wanted to risk having too small a team.  The timeline was adjusted so that they would attack the second and third hearts on the same day, slipping through the Holding Place to ensure that they made it safely.  It had been a particularly interesting challenge as there had never been so much traffic on the plane, but it held up well under the strain of the visitors.  
Anders commented on it later, saying it was like the state between waking and dreaming, which made Alexis laugh.  “And here I was just thinking it was neat to step onto another plane.  It’s going to be hard to sleep now, fearing that I might wake up in a void.”  
He pulled her close, “I promise you that you won’t wake up alone.”  They didn’t say anything else as he pulled her out and shifted their position to wherever they hid themselves away when they wanted to be alone.  Ian and Iris had tried to sneak off on the way home, but Draven had dragged them out, with Dulce trying to calm him down so that a new war didn’t break out.  The four of them were still residing with the druids, but it was clear that they had mostly recovered and would head home soon.  
Hector had squeezed Freya’s hand and quipped just before he took her back to the palace, “It’s nice, but I don’t think it will require a second visit.”  
“I don’t know.  It would certainly be safer than taking a ship,” Freya said, stepping out.  “But don’t worry, I won’t be requesting you do open such a place for me.  After all, it’s the assassins who can access it, and that isn’t in your blood.”  Ignacio held up a finger, which Orion quickly batted down as he shook his head almost imperceptibly.  
Caden and Callie greeted them, and Callie was allowed to stick her head in to see the strange place, though Caden kept her from fully entering.  “I don’t want you getting used to going anywhere the assassins travel often,” he muttered as he pulled her back.  
“Don’t worry, I won’t have time in the next couple of weeks.”  He had kissed her, then insisted that she remain on bed rest for the duration of her pregnancy.  Caspian couldn’t help but call out of the Holding Place, “You do realize that bed rest means no sex, right?”  Caden pretended not to hear the assassin as he stalked away.  
Maverick turned and held a hand out to Orion.  “Not sure why Caspian didn’t let us use this earlier.”  
Orion clapped him on the back, “The walk was good for you.  And he had just had some very distracting news.  The walk probably helped him clear his head.”  
Miracle shrugged, “He almost killed us, too.”
“I did not,” Caspian muttered from where he stood near the place where most of the guardians and mystics had been allowed to leave.  
Miracle and Maverick laughed.  “We weren’t so sure you wouldn’t,” they said in unison.  He waved a hand at them and stepped out.  
Haiden watched, “Is he going to be alright?”
Darius shrugged, “I don’t know.  He’s not been the same since Ishtar.”
“It’s not the first time his personality has shifted rather suddenly, though,” Orion murmured.  All eyes turned toward him.  “Sorry, was that out loud?” he said.  Darius and Phoenix looked away as the rest of the group tried to find the courage to ask.  After what they had been through, no one wanted to risk asking about Caspian’s past.  
Harmony sidled up next to Orion as the group fell into silence.  “So, you guys have been slipping through here for most of your career, right?”
Orion looked down at her and nodded.
“What is it like to—”
“No,” Haiden grabbed her arm, “that is not happening.”
“But it would be different.  Come on, the danger is past for now, but it is only a matter of time—”
Haiden lifted her off of her feet.  “How about I take you to Draven’s place before he gets back?”
“Really?”  She looked at him, her eyes sparkling.
Haiden winked at her.  
Ignacio laughed, looked around, then opened a small place for them on the beach of the Kildian Isles.  
“You can explain that one to Draven,” Orion said.  
Rosaline smiled, “Oh, I want to see how that goes.  A match-up between one of Caspian’s pupils against one of Orion’s.”
“I spent a lot of time with Draven,” Orion said with a frown.
Maverick nodded, “Yeah, he did.  A lot more than he spent with me.”
Orion looked concerned, “Did that bother you?”
“Not at all.  While you were off teaching Draven how to be sociable, Caspian was showing me how to be social with women.  Very different lessons.  And I have to say, those were some of the most effective lessons of my life.”
“How did I end up with such a letch?” Miracle muttered.  
“Because you are just as much of a letch.”  Maverick threaded his fingers through hers.  He gave a small jerk of his head, causing her to smile.  Giggling, she ran out of the opening that Ignacio had made for them to a small place where she had lived a few centuries ago.  
“It’s a shame Legend and Precious couldn’t come this way,” Rosaline said.  
Orion shook his head, “Not really.  They have their own way to travel.”
“So does Anders, but he and Alexis still traveled with us.”
“The presence of Alexis and Anders wouldn’t blow apart the plane, and you know Anders is always up for a new experience that might expand his mind,” Orion said.  
He stepped through an opening, pulling Phoenix through behind him.  She smiled as they entered Heaven’s room.  “Speak of the devil.”
Legend and Precious looked up.  “Hello,” Precious beamed at them.  “She’s not dead.”
There was a good bit of scrambling, but when everyone settled down, there was still no movement.  
Darius stood back, “It probably isn’t good for everyone to stay here.  She definitely would not be comfortable with this much attention.”
Ignacio took the hint first.  “That’s fine with me.  I had probably better get Rosaline out of here anyway.”
She laughed, “Took you long enough to notice.”
“Hey, I am not going to stop you from nudging them when you are in the mood.  Excuse us.”  He opened a passage and slipped through with Rosaline following behind him.  
“Please do let me know how she is,” the young druid turned and said on the way out.  “It’s just, I think I can kind of sympathize with her.  Not feeling like you have a say and that you just have to deal with the hand you have.”
Darius smiled at her, “Of course.  We will keep you apprised of the situation.”  She nodded and called out, “Coming!”
The room fell silent for a moment before Legend looked up, “Is Caspian going to be alright?”
Orion, Phoenix, and Darius shared a look.  Finally, Orion said, “That’s hard to say.”
“He definitely does not act anything like his reputation.  I thought people would be trying to kill him when I heard he insisted on being there.  But he showed no interest in anyone the entire time.  Apart from pulling a couple of people out of harm’s way, of course.”
Phoenix licked her lips before speaking, “That’s actually how he was a long time ago.  The man he has been was not the man I remembered.”
“What do you mean?”  Precious moved forward on her chair.
Darius spoke up, his soft voice managing to echo around the room, “It was almost like he and Orion switched personalities.  Orion used to be a real ladies’ man.  It was only after Phoenix… disappeared, that he changed.”
Precious looked up at them innocently, “Is that when Caspian changed?”
The three friends shook their heads.  Finally, Orion managed, “He changed later, quite a bit later.  But none of us know why.  If anyone knew, it would be Phoenix, but she swears she doesn’t know what happened.”
Phoenix looked at her hands, “There were times when he would just… disappear.  I don’t know what happened, but that lasted for a very long time.  Then one day, he stopped disappearing, but his personality was completely different.”
“We all loved him, and didn’t want to call attention to it because it obviously bothered him.”  Orion sounded apologetic.
Legend nodded, “But if he wasn’t asking for help, you couldn’t offer it.  I can understand that.  I tried to help someone who didn’t want it once, and that did not end well.”
Itzel patted him on the shoulder, “Yes, it did.  She and Maverick are incredibly happy.  And Caspian no longer thinks she deserves to die.  It wasn’t your fault that she left.”
Phoenix nodded, “If anything, she felt guilty about the prophecy, and she didn’t want you to hate her.  Over time, she believed you would, so she just…”
“Disappeared,” Legend nodded.  “I’m glad that it turned out well for her.”
Precious squeezed his hand, “I’m glad that things turned out well for you.”
Legend looked down at her.  He leaned over and gave her a tender kiss before standing up.  “Well, I dare say would should go.  Precious has done what she can, but no one can reach her.  All that they can tell us is that Heaven isn’t dead.”
Itzel stepped forward, “Take care, Precious.  It may take a few more years, but make sure to take care of yourself in the process.  We wouldn’t want to lose you now.”
Precious threw her arms around the little druid.  “You too, Itzel.  You too.”
Legend took her hand and they disappeared.  
The room fell into a stony silence, each person working through their own thoughts.  Finally, Phoenix spoke up, “You know, I could never remember much about her when I returned, but Heaven actually started spending time with me a few millennia ago.  I thought she was,” Phoenix cleared her throat, “I thought that she was someone I conjured to stay sane.  But she wasn’t.  She was a real person.  I never learned anything about her.”
Darius looked down at Heaven, “That sounds like Heaven.  She won’t volunteer information on her own, and if you ask her anything directly, she has a real talent for changing the subject.”
“She was the one who gave me the idea to get pregnant.  It wasn’t my plan, which is obvious now.  She must have known that our reversed abilities meant that it would be possible for us to have a baby.”
Darius nodded again, “She was always so much more advanced than anyone else.  But she has never valued anything that she could do because she was afraid of getting close.  Her sister took away everything.”
“So, the rise of the Unwashed, that was because of her sister?” Orion asked.
“Yeah, the Brinstone Famine, Calixto War, Barden War, Centennial War—many of the worst points in history have some trace back to her sister.”
Orion frowned, “Why has she tried to do all of that alone?”
“Apart from what I already said, that her sister took everything away from her, especially destroying her relationships?”  He gave Orion a wry look, “Why doesn’t Caspian ask for help?  Why are you so loathe to ask?  Some people think it is weakness, some don’t want to bother others, and then sometimes it is just too dangerous.  Paradise killed me on at least four different occasions.  After the last time, I tried to get them to find common ground.  That was a mistake that has haunted me for a very long time because Heaven shut me out afterward.”
Phoenix frowned, “Wait, you aren’t old enough to have known her that long ago.  According to what we found out, she is even older than Caspian.”
“Yes, Darius, how do you explain your expertise in so much of our history?”  All heads turned slowly as a dark figure emerged from the shadows, his green eyes flashing.
“We couldn’t trust you, Caspian—that’s why you don’t know.”
“Apparently, Phoenix doesn’t know either.  Are you saying you don’t trust her?”
“Not at all.  But I’m not sure—”
Caspian waved his hand, “You reincarnate.”  He looked at Phoenix.  Nothing about his demeanor looked like he was amused as he said, “That’s how he knows so much.  Her mother,” he motioned toward Heaven, “wanted to make sure that her daughter had protection, and Dominique was her favorite assassin.  She granted him reincarnation, the oldest form of immortality.”
Darius kept his expression blank, “How do you know that?”
Caspian’s eyes shifted toward him, then a small smile graced his lips.  “I’m not sure I can trust you with that information.  Now, if you will excuse me.”
He stepped forward before anyone else could react, picked Heaven up from the bed, and walked back into the shadows.  As his three oldest friends scrambled to figure out how he had known, Itzel remained where she was, watching the scene unfold.  Suddenly, she burst out into laughter, “That was what I loved for so many years.  His absolute unpredictability.”
Darius frowned.  Walking to his side, she threaded her arm through his.  “I did have my fill of that, though.  I’m getting too old and want something a little more settled now.  No point in staying here anymore.”  She pulled Darius toward the door.
Orion and Phoenix looked at each other, then Orion looked at where Caspian had gone.  “I think we have our answer.”
“What answer?” Phoenix asked.  
Orion shook his head, “Nothing.  Don’t worry about it.  I have a feeling that things are going to be very different the next time we see him.”
“How can you be so certain we will?”
Orion placed his hand on her stomach, “He wouldn’t miss the chance to try to teach our child how to be better than us.”
Phoenix laughed, “Oh, please.  If anything, he will teach our child what he tried to teach us back in those early days.”
“You think so?”  Orion leaned over and kissed her.  
“Yeah, I do.”  
Hand in hand, they left the room empty.  
 



Chapter 10
You Should Have Said
Heaven felt her eyes begin to move and for a moment she thought that she had reached her body first.  It was possible that her sister’s terror was over, but at this point, Heaven was reluctant to ever write her off again, even if she had won this time.  
“It’s okay.  If she is out there, you won’t have to fight her alone anymore.”
Heaven put a hand on her head and groaned, “Gods, now I’m hearing things.  Seriously, Paradise, you really aren’t gaining anything by this.”
There was a pleasant laugh, and her eyes flew open.  Instead of her eyes being assaulted by light, though, everything was dim enough that it felt okay.  She began to sit up.  
“No, no.  None of that now.  Strict bedrest.”  A hand gently pushed her down.  
“Oh, you are an evil bitch, aren’t you?  Making me see him and believe that he is here taking care of me.  I’m not that stupid.  He doesn’t even remember me.”
“Of course I do, Heaven.  It took a while.  A very long while, but I remember that first time I laid eyes on you.”
Heaven looked at him, not bothering to shake his hand off her shoulder.  He moved it down her arm, his eyes looking at her kindly.  
“Alright, fine.  Let’s say you remember that miserable day in the den of a seer.  That’s a great place to start torturing me.  I should have gotten you out of there sooner, but no, I had to go and talk myself out of it again and again because I didn’t want to ask for help only to be turned down again.”
“I never blamed you for not getting me out of there sooner.  I remained there of my own volition.  You know that as well as I do.  But that wasn’t the first time we met.”
Heaven froze.  She had never told anyone about that day when she had met an assassin-in-training.  Her eyes slowly moved to the familiar face, not aged at all since that fateful day after they had left Mercy’s place.  She stared at him.  
“You were the druid who refused to tell me her name,” he smiled.  “You didn’t lie to me when you said you were from Nowhere.  That was the place where we met.  You were telling me, knowing I wouldn’t get it.”
Heaven pulled the covers up over her face.  “Either this is the hell I deserve, or I’m delirious.”
The covers were pulled away, and a hand pressed gently against her forehead.  “Hmm, you don’t have a fever.  Despite an arrow having gone through your brain, I’m going to say not delirious.”
Heaven covered her mouth with her hands, “It’s not possible.  You—she—after you killed her, she erased your memories.  Slowly at first, but within a decade, you didn’t remember me at all.”
Caspian nodded, “You’re right.  I didn’t.  But she has no place in me now.  The memories she was repressing are coming back a little bit at a time.”
“A little bit at a time?”  Heaven sat up a little.  “How long was I out?”
Caspian shrugged, “I didn’t bother to track the time because it didn’t matter.  Precious said you weren’t dead, and I knew that if you were to come back, you weren’t going to do that in the druids’ place.”  
“Good gods, no, I wouldn’t.  They would never let me stay if they knew about me.  And if they thought I was dead, they would have finished me off.”
“Right, but Darius took care of that as soon as we returned from Ishtar.”
“Who’s Darius?”
“Diony.  Dominique.  Always begins with a D.”  He smiled at her.
Heaven’s face froze, “You figured that out?”
“I had more than enough clues to reach that conclusion.  I just never spent enough time around him to put it together.”  He ran his tongue around his lips as he considered his next words.  “When I had to deal with your sister every day, all day, I began to understand just why you… were the way you were.”
“But you became more charming.  Irresistible to women.  I became more and more of a bumbling idiot.”
“No.”  He gently took her hand, “I was trying to drown out something that I didn’t understand, which was the worst way to deal with it.  And you became increasingly insular, which was the other worst way to deal with it.”
Heaven laughed a little.  “I don’t know if this is my mind playing tricks on me, or if it is my sister proving she won.  Or if I’ve finally lost it.  Whatever it is, I think I like this better than my reality.”
“I am very glad to hear that.  With any luck, you will be in too deep before you realize that it is your reality.”  He smiled at her, the light reflecting how sincere the emotion was.  
“Oh, please.  The real Caspian would never look at me like that.  I’m not an idiot.”
“Really?  You don’t think the real Caspian would look at you with love in his eyes?”
“Absolutely not.  He would look at me with pity.  Or lust.  Or anger.  Disappointment—saw that one a lot, too.  Disgust once even.  But he loves Phoenix, so you can’t fool me.”
Slowly he brought her hand up to his lips.  “You don’t think he would be interested in proving you wrong?”
“Absolutely not.”  She looked down her arm at him.  “You aren’t fooling me.”
“And yet you aren’t pulling your hand away.”
“You aren’t the real Caspian, so I don’t need to.  Nothing is going to happen.”
He looked at her hand.  Rotating it, he placed her hand over his own, then gently began to move his hand under hers.  Those intense emerald-green eyes looked up at her as he continued to gently caress her hand.  “And yet your heart rate is significantly increased with just this.”
Heaven frowned, “Of course.  It feels real.”
Caspian laughed and placed her hand gently on her stomach.  “Okay.  I will prove to you that I am real and very much in love with you.”
“I already told you that I prefer this reality to the real one.”
Caspian laughed, “And I am still glad to hear that.”
Over the next few weeks, he made her food, told her stories of his adventures since he had forgotten her, always ending with a delicate profession of his sincere love for her.  
Every day, Heaven was a little less certain that it wasn’t real.  And every day he assured her that he would wait.  
One day as he was leaving, she said, “You’ve already proven you aren’t Caspian.”
“Have I?”  He turned, an amused expression on his face.  
“Yes,” she nodded with a serious look.  “The Caspian I’ve watched for what feels like forever would never stay in one place this long.  He certainly would not be this dedicated to a single woman.”
A sad look crossed his face.  “I am sorry you had to see me like that.  Now that I have regained my senses, I stick by what I told you that night.”
“Which time?”
Caspian was momentarily stunned.  He chuckled, “Well, only one time stands out in my mind because it was the first time I was ever really tempted.”  She frowned, hoping he wasn’t bringing up one of her worst memories.  “The real Caspian has no interest in a purely physical relationship.  I have no interest in a purely physical relationship.  Good night, Heaven.”
She spent the next few hours staring at the door.  There was no night or day here, but it had been a habit that she and Caspian had developed to make it easier to transfer between the two planes.  Rising from her bed for the first time since Caspian had brought her there, Heaven made her way out of the room.  The gown she wore swayed with her steps as her feet silently moved across the ground.  Slipping into the kitchen, she began to make Caspian’s favorite meal.  
It was like magic.  As soon as the smell began to waft around the kitchen, the assassin materialized.  “You still remember,” he beamed at her.  Leaning against the countertop, he folded his arms across his chest.  “It is good to see you up and being a little more active.”
Heaven shrugged, “My mind was getting bored just staying in bed all of the time.”
“I’m sorry that I was not able to alleviate that.”  He looked at her blankly.
“You did!  No, I didn’t mean that you bored me.  I was trying—”
Caspian stepped forward and carefully grabbed her wrist as she gesticulated wildly.  “Careful with that.”  He brushed her goldish-silver hair out of her face.  “I was just teasing you.”
“What?”  She looked surprised, then her face bunched up.  “Oh, you.”  She pushed him, then turned to take care of the food.  
“Did you sleep alright?”  His voice was a little fainter, and she knew that he was leaning against the countertop.  How many times had they been in this exact same situation?  She couldn’t even remember.  Time had never mattered with Caspian.  
She said over her shoulder, “I didn’t sleep at all after you left.”
“Do you feel unwell?”
She turned to him with a frown, “Do you want me to feel unwell?”
“No.”  He shook his head.  
“Because this is about the point where things start to sour.  My sister will start to show herself, and I’ll start to be—”
A hand reached around her and pulled the spatula out of her hand.  “I, Caspian, am not being controlled by Paradise.  I am not a delusion of your fevered brain.  I am not a hallucination that Paradise has created.  Or an alternate reality.  And I most certainly do not want you to feel unwell.”
Heaven looked into his eyes.  Without thinking, she stood on her toes and pressed her lips to his.  As soon as she pulled away, she put her fingers on her lips.  
“None of that.  I don’t want you to hurt anymore.”  Caspian pulled her hand away from her mouth.  
“You aren’t angry?  Shouldn’t you be if you don’t want just a physical relationship?”
Caspian moved the food off of the burner, turned off the stove, then looked at Heaven.  His hand moved to her face, and he gently stroked the hair out of her eyes.  “Do you remember that last night before we dismantled the third heart?”
Heaven nodded and her eyes searched his.  “You said that we needed to get to bed so that we were in our best fighting shape.”
Caspian leaned forward and laughed into his shoulder, “That sounds about right.  But I also told you that I thought we should talk once it was over.”
Heaven pursed her lips, “Yes.  You were going to tell me that since it was over, you didn’t want to… well—”
“No, that wasn’t what I was going to say, Heaven.  I wanted to tell you that I love you, that I wanted to be with you, but not just for physical pleasure.”
Heaven looked up at him, not certain that she had heard correctly.  
He leaned forward and kissed her forehead.  “Now that you have saved me once again, I still feel that way.  And not just because you keep saving me from myself.  Though that has certainly proven that my initial understanding of you was right.”
“What do you mean?”
“You were just a sweet, lost druid who needed someone to be there for her.  It is hard to carry the world on your shoulders, and you always deserved better than you got.  I’ve never known anyone as strong, sweet, and honest as you.”  He stepped away from her.  “Let’s eat before this gets cold.”
Heaven paused for a moment as he put the food onto their plates.  Without thinking, she wrapped her arms around his waist.  “I don’t want to be hurt anymore, but if I can stay here like this, I never want to go back.  I want don’t want to return to that life.”
Caspian loosened her arms so that he could turn to face her.  Taking her head in his hands, he kissed the top of her head.  “I’m not going to leave you alone again.  As long as you are willing to put up with me after what you had to endure.”
Heaven began to cry into his shirt.  Stroking her hair softly, he murmured, “I know, it’s a lot to take in.  You have all the time in the world.  I’m not going anywhere unless you force me out.  Well…”
Heaven looked up, the apprehension clear on her face.  
“I will have to go back for the birth of the baby.  And I’m sure that Orion and Phoenix could use some help figuring out their next move.  But that is probably still a few months away.  It would be nice if you would go back with me to help.”
Heaven began to laugh, then buried her face in his shirt.  Caspian wrapped his arms around her.  “The woman who lifted the real curse.  How many curses did I try to right, but never seemed to succeed for long?”  He tilted her head up to look at him.  “It’s really concerning that I was that thick.”  He leaned down and gently kissed her.  
Heaven wrapped her arms around his neck.  His arms moved around her back, lifting her off the ground.  Turning her, he carefully placed her on the countertop.  She wrapped her legs around him.  
“Wait.”  He pulled back a little.  “The food you spent so much time cooking is going to get cold.”
“I can always make more.”  She smiled up at him, an expression of hope and fear on her face.
“You still don’t believe it is me?”
She bit her lip.
Caspian slipped out of her reach.  “Then it’s time to eat.  I’m not going to take advantage of you when you are so vulnerable now just as I wouldn’t in those early days.  Come on.”
He picked up the plates and placed them on the table.  Caspian’s eyes were expectant as Heaven remained on the counter, torn between disappointment and uncertainty.  Finally, she hopped down and moved over to the table.  Caspian was lively as he talked about making changes to the hedge maze.  He felt that a pool at the heart would add an extra level of incentive to be careful.  
Heaven laughed, “That’s only a deterrent to cat shifters.”
“But it is a very effective deterrent.  And you never know when one of those blighters will show up and just ruin everything.  So I think it is a good idea to prepare.”
“Do you really think that a cat shifter is going to just wander onto a completely different plane?”
Caspian stroked his chin, “I hate to point out that you have already had several here, including one that seems to have taken up residence.  And I can tell you from experience, that one is going to be a real pain to remove.”  Heaven laughed.  Caspian waved his fork around, “And I know three of those guys staggered into Nowhere, so it’s not impossible that a cat shifter would take that one step further and make it here.”
“They’re as likely to end up in the Judges’ world as here.  Or any one of a million other places.”
“There is still a chance.  And again, I hate to point it out, but you already have one who knows how to get here on his own.  All it takes is one.”
Heaven smiled at him, “I would be fine with you bringing friends here.  Some of them.  Not all of them.”
“You don’t need to worry.  I would only bring friends that you know and approve of.”  He leaned over and kissed her.  “But you will want to be careful.  Ignacio’s instincts told him to use Nowhere as a storage place.”
“What?”  Heaven dropped her fork.  “Why would anyone—I don’t understand.”
Caspian laughed, “That’s why we need a pool.  It’s impossible to understand the mind of a cat shifter.”
He collected her plate and began to clean up the kitchen.  Looking over his shoulder, he smiled at her.  “It is good to see you feeling so much better.”
“Well, like you, I am incredibly hard to kill.”
“And that was the first thing that I remembered.”
“That I’m hard to kill?”
Caspian laughed, “No.  The peaceful look on your face; even as I removed the arrow, you didn’t flinch.  That is the expression you have when you fight.  You accept what you have to do, but you don’t take pleasure in it.  Stoic.  That’s the word.  Calm and stoic.  That triggered a whole lot of memories.”
Heaven jumped up on the countertop.  “So, with the appearance of death, you remembered who I was?”
“Don’t twist my words.”
“What did you do after that?  I mean, there were still so many Unwashed.”
“Ah, yes, well, I let the lads and ladies kill a few of them.”
Heaven laughed, “Just what is that supposed to mean?”
Caspian looked over at her, “I admired your stoic approach because I cannot be that detached.  When I am angry, I am vicious.  And seeing you like that, I don’t think that I have ever been so angry in my entire life.”
Heaven scooted over, the water from the dishes getting her gown damp.  
“Hey, be careful.  I don’t want you to get hurt.”  Caspian moved the dishes out of the way and noticed the water.  “Oh, you had best go change.”
Heaven looked down.  “It’s fine.”
Caspian pulled her off the counter.  “Go change before you end up sick or… before you end up uncomfortable.”
“Will you come with me?”  The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.  
Caspian stopped what he was doing.  Leaning against the counter, he asked, “Am I real?”
Heaven nodded.
He looked at her, a gentle expression on his face.  “Prove it.”
“Only the real Caspian would see water on my gown and try to send me off to get cleaned up.  Every other Caspian would either let me be uncomfortable or would offer to take off my clothes.”
Caspian walked toward her.  His hands cupped her face as he leaned down to kiss her.  
She pulled her mouth away a little, “So, will you?”
His eyes opened and he looked at her.  “Will I what?”
“Will you come with me to change before I get uncomfortable?”
“If that is what you want.”
She closed her eyes and nodded.  
Carefully, he lifted her off the ground.  “Nothing would make me happier.”
Gently, he placed her on the bed, his body slowly covering her own.  His tongue slid into her mouth, and Heaven moaned as her hips pushed against his.  He kissed her check and down to her ear.  “I love you, Caspian.  I have loved you for so many lifetimes.”
He gave her a light kiss before looking down at her.  “I am sorry that it took me so long to get around to saying it, but I have loved you for nearly as long.  Over all those years, I knew something was missing.  It was only when you were with me that I felt at peace, and after you saved me again, I remembered why.”  His hands slid under her gown, and Heaven shivered at his light touch along her skin.  “I love you, Heaven.”
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Chapter 1
Nothing out of the Ordinary
     Taja pulled the bundled-up items to her chest and tried to speed up, despite the crowd around her.  The market was always impossibly busy at this time of day, and the acting stable master knew it.  Still, he had told her not to be late after giving her all of the chores.  Hating that the real stable master had been needed at the noble’s country mansion for a few months to deliver two new foals and take care of them, Taja took comfort in the fact that it wouldn’t be much longer before he returned.  She just had to hold out for another week or two and then everything would go back to normal.  
     Her blonde hair shone like sunshine, a few stray strands dangling beside her face as the young woman pressed forward.  It would be her twenty-first birthday soon, but she had no expectations.  The stable master was the only person in her life that actually seemed to care about what happened to her, and he would not be back in time.  Not that she wanted to celebrate.  The stable master had been like the father she had never known, so she just wanted him to come back so the nightmare that had been her job without him would end.  One of the other stable hands had taken to harassing her in the stable master’s absence, and the acting master wasn’t about to do anything to stop the boy.  Taja had plenty of experience keeping boys like that away, but it was wearing on her.  That and her mother’s steady decline into the bottle.  Taja didn’t feel sorry for herself.  She just needed that one ray of sunshine back that had made life worth living.  
     Taja was not a tall woman, just barely over five feet tall.  The first impression people had of her was that she resembled a large doll.  Despite working outside, her skin was pale and soft.  Her large brown eyes were surrounded by thick lashes that combined with her unnaturally yellow hair, hinting that she was perhaps not fully human.  The perfect symmetry of her dainty features was striking, and it had gotten her into plenty of trouble when she was young.  It was only after she met the stable master that Taja had calmed down and started trying to make a better life for herself.  That had been three years ago.  Until that point, she had been a complete mess, sleeping with any boy who would give her gifts and expensive items.  Her mother had used her daughter as much as possible, turning expensive gifts into high debts with many of the taverns.  The stable master had given the young woman something worth living for outside of her different types of abuse.  
     It was times like these as she was darting through the crowds that Taja was really thankful for being so small.  She was able to more easily slip through spaces between people.  
     Still not fast enough.  I’m going to be late.  Her mind was already calculating her distance and current rate of speed.  Moving her legs a little faster, she shifted to the outside of the crowd.  It was risky, particularly since she would be moving so close to the carriages and horses, but it was the only way she was going to get through the crowd in time.  
     As soon as she reached the outside of the crowd, Taja’s speed more than doubled.  With a grin on her face, the young woman hurried past the throng.  
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